
Feminist 
philanthropy
Funding women and girls is not 
enough. Philanthropy needs a 
feminist consciousness.Sp
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Lead Article

Philanthropy is  
a feminist issue

Guest Editors  
Ise Bosch  and  
Ndana Bofu-Tawamba

If humanity is to progress philanthropic resources 
need to support women’s voices, choices, 
participation, education, livelihoods and more

I
n May 1983, the New York Times published 
an article entitled, ‘Feminist Philanthropy 
Comes Into Its Own’, highlighting the 

growing number of foundations and giving 
circles established to redress years of 
philanthropic neglect of women’s issues. 
This movement of feminist philanthropists 
had their passions and motivations rooted in 
deep-seated anger over retrogressive 
realities and experiences of systemic 
oppression and marginalisation of women, 
girls, trans and gender non-conforming 
people across generations, communities and 
continents. 

As this special feature aims to give readers 
an overview of current feminist philanthropy, 
and inspire different types of funders to 
work closer together, it seems fitting to 
affirm at the outset the anger that drove 
women to create their own solutions to their 
unhappiness, generational trauma and 
denigration. These solutions matched in 
magnitude, intelligence and resources the 
factors supporting the dominant systems 
and structures that reinforced and sustained 

their pain: patriarchy, heterosexual 
hegemony, capitalism, white supremacy, 
neo-liberal and imperialistic agendas. 

By the turn of the century, more individual 
and community philanthropists and private 
foundations began to prioritise women, girls, 
trans and gender non-conforming people’s 
issues. Today, some governments are now 
adopting feminist approaches to their 
international development agendas, among 
them Sweden, Canada, France and Wales. 
This is a recognition that more resources 
need to support inter alia women’s voices, 
choices, participation, education and 
livelihoods for humanity to progress. With all 
the excitement generated by newcomers to 
the feminist funding spectrum, we should 
acknowledge earlier feminist philanthropists 
such as Anne Firth Murray, Tracy Gary and 
Kim Klein who were at the forefront of 
championing just, caring and participatory 
ways of giving to communities, just as they 
were in the vanguard of pointing out some 
fundamental socio-political and economic 
issues that mainstream philanthropy is only 

Ise Bosch is founder of Dreilinden. 

 ise.bosch@dreilinden.org 
 @dreilinden

Ndana Bofu-Tawamba is executive 
director of Urgent Action 
Fund-Africa. 

 ndana@uaf-africa.org 
 @UAFAfrica

Feminist philanthropy is a political act. It is  
an act that seeks to challenge and transform 
notions of power, privilege and resources.  
Its approach to supporting activists and 
communities recognises that those 
communities have intelligence, power and 
resources to contribute to transformations  
and that money plays a complementary role. 
The argument made by feminist philanthropic 
activists and scholars is that when groups of 
women who are self-led have money directly 
put in their hands, they are more equipped  
to challenge the laws and practices that 
perpetuate their oppression and 
marginalisation. (The feminist movement in 
Ireland which has advocated for progressive 
laws on abortion rights is but one example.) 
Feminist philanthropy proposes a horizontal 
model of social relations, inspired by solidarity 
and based on the trust between funders and 
activists. In this sense, it has much in common 
with all of philanthropy aiming for social 
change. Building resilient autonomous feminist 
institutions has proven the most effective lever 
for social advances, globally.

Feminist philanthropy is not a 
charitable act or an act of 
power. It is an act of solidarity 
and mutual empowerment.

U
A

F
A

catching up to today: violence against  
women, the crisis of democratic institutions 
and growing inequality. 

What is feminist philanthropy?
Feminist philanthropy is more than funding 
women’s issues. According to Fondo 
Centroamericano de Mujeres, a women’s fund 
in Nicaragua: ‘Feminist philanthropy is not a 
charitable act or an act of power. It is an act of 
solidarity and mutual empowerment, in which 
the solutions to the problems that women face 
are seen as a matter of mutual responsibility.’

Nor is it just financial giving which is important. 
Global Fund for Women’s founder, Anne Firth 
Murray, writes, ‘It is the “how” that has the 
power to transform systems, structures, 
attitudes and behaviours of both the  
people who give and their recipients,  
not the “how much”.’ 
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and natural resources. Such exploitation 
destroys ecosystems and hastens climate 
change while disproportionately affecting the 
poor and powerless who are mostly women 
and children. In supporting this work feminist 
philanthropy promotes the active participation 
of women in decision-making and the 
governance of natural resources.  
This aspect of feminist philanthropy is well 
illustrated by the work of the Global Alliance 
on Green and Gender Action, featured in this 
issue (see page 56). To resource movements 
intersectionally is to address the greatest 
systemic factors that sustain injustice. 

The intersectional approach in practice is  
well illustrated by the case of Sudan, where 
diverse movements including businesspeople, 
religious and cultural groups, the creative 
sector and the LGBTQI movement came 
together to play a critical role in ousting 
President Omar Al Bashir. Feminist 
philanthropy contributed to fuelling the 
movement, sustaining the momentum and  
is now helping to strategise on women’s 
participation in the country’s transition period. 

Body politics
Women’s sexuality and reproductive  
health and choice are significant in the 
deconstruction of patriarchy so feminist 
philanthropy values bodily individuality, 
autonomy and integrity upon which layers  
of political discourse and dispensations are 
placed. It prioritises women, girls, trans and 

intersex people in its work. Our bodies are 
political sites and therefore feminist 
philanthropy ensures that body politics is 
central to conversations on money and power. 

Such questions are often undiscussed, 
especially among groups who are virtually 
unrecognised. Feminist philanthropists 
therefore consciously support abortion rights, 
sex worker rights and LGBTQI rights. In 2014, 
transgender activist Audrey Mbugua from 
Kenya and an Urgent Action Fund-Africa 
grantee, won a landmark case when the 
country’s high court ordered the Kenya 
National Examinations Council to change  
the gender marker on her academic 
certificates. The verdict set a legal precedent 
that expanded gender justice in Africa and 
gave other gender non-conforming people  
an opportunity to have their identity 
acknowledged. 

Solidarity is what has shaped the #Metoo 
movement that has seen thousands of women, 
girls, trans and gender non-conforming people 
share their experiences of sexual harassment 
leading to changes in policy at government 
and institutional levels. The recent 
#Totalshutdown hashtag in South Africa has 
also created solidarity among African women 
against sexual, physical, emotional and 
economic violence against them. 

Amplifying voices, care and well-being
Feminist philanthropy understands the power 
of voice. It is committed to supporting and 
creating spaces where voices of women shape 
discourse, policies and perceptions. In most 
countries it is a few women with courage to 
stand up to oppression who speak on behalf  
of others, as is the case with women’s human 
rights defenders working in very tough 
situations. Mama Cash is an instance of a 
women’s fund that supports women, girls and 
trans people to tell their stories and influence 
the communities where they live and work (see 
page 39). This support takes many forms, 
including advocacy in parliaments and the use 
of media to set agendas and change norms. 
Such work can be risky and the lives of women 
and gender non-conforming activists and 
those close to them can be put in danger. In 
recent years feminist philanthropy has placed 
emphasis on the well-being of people at the 
forefront of feminist activism. Examples of this 
are provided by Urgent Action Fund-Africa 
which is leading the process of establishing 
The African Women’s Human Rights Defenders 
Platform – aka The Feminist Republik – and 
FRIDA’s care model described in these pages.

In all of this work, it’s important to appreciate 
that gender equality and equity work is 
process-oriented, slow and painful. Above all, 
because they come from the movement 

Understanding power
Feminist philanthropy is informed by a 
power analysis. Power within elevates the 
agency, voice, wisdom and choices which 
women and communities possess. Power to 
provides the ammunition to destroy systems 
of power that oppress and marginalise 
women and their communities. Power with 
inspires co-creation, movement building and 
power-sharing to fight for social and gender 
justice, equality and equity. All these types 
of power are involved with dismantling 
hierarchical forms of philanthropy that are 
based on power over exemplified by 
institutions that purport to know it all, 
control resources and see communities  
as needing ‘help’. Feminist philanthropy  
is more careful than any other kind of 
philanthropy not to replicate exploitative 
dynamics of power. 

In an article on the principles of feminist 
philanthropy, Caitlin Stanton, Kellea Miller 
and Esther Lever argue that feminist 
philanthropy brings changes in two ways: 
where the resources are coming from and 
where they are going to. This is not a linear 
but a circular model that recognises the 
importance of giving both to the givers  
and the receivers, apportioning them equal 
power to contribute to the achievement of 
women’s rights, gender and social justice. 
This is perhaps best exemplified by FRIDA’s 
participatory grantmaking model featured  
in this issue (see page 44). 

Being intersectional
Women’s funds, which are mostly  
public foundations with a political vision, 
play a critical role in building a feminist, 
rights-based approach to philanthropy. They 
emerge out of the movements they serve 
which means they know and understand 
where resources are most needed and are 
often the first source of funding for groups 
overlooked by mainstream philanthropy.  
The fact that women’s funds live and breathe 
feminist philanthropy values and principles 
gives them legitimacy.

Women’s funds are also acutely aware of 
intersectionality. For Astraea, intersectionality 
is one of the principles of feminist funding  

When groups of women who are self-led 
have money directly put in their hands, they 
are more equipped to challenge the laws 
and practices that perpetuate their 
oppression and marginalisation.

Below: Young 
Sudanese student 
Alaa Salah came to 
symbolise the 
protest movement 
against the country’s 
president.

(see panel above). Lines of gender oppression 
intersect with other forms of discrimination. 
For example, the fight for racial justice is 
deeply connected to a number of other 
issues – misogyny, heterosexual hegemony, 
sexual and reproductive rights, sex workers’ 
rights and migrant justice – because people 
of colour are disproportionately affected 
by health, immigration, labour and criminal 
justice policies. 

In challenging prevailing economic  
systems, feminist philanthropy acts 
against the exploitation of public goods  

Feminist funding principles
1
 Fund those most 
impacted by gendered 
oppression

2  
Fund at the intersection 
of women's rights and 
LGBTQI liberation 
movements

3
Apply an intersectional 
lens to break down 
funding silos

4
 Provide flexible and 
sustained core funding 
to activists

5
Fund efforts to make 
social and cultural 
change, alongside and 
as part of legal and 
policy change

6
 Support cross-issue and 
cross-regional 
movement building

7
Go beyond grantmaking: 
accompany activists 
with capacity building 
and leadership support

8
Invest in holistic security 
and healing justice

9
Support work at the 
crossroads of feminist 
activism, digital rights, 
and internet freedom

10
 Partner with women's 
and other activist-led 
funds to ensure that 
funding reaches the 
grassroots

Alliance wishes to thank Astraea Lesbian Foundation  
for Justice for the Feminist funding principles panel.
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themselves, feminist philanthropists 
understand how arduous the dismantling of 
poisonous systems and structures is, how 
draining is the winning of hearts and minds 
to the cause of women’s rights, gender and 
social justice. Perhaps more than any other 
form of philanthropy, feminist philanthropy 
needs patience. Things take as long as they 
take. Feminist philanthropists don’t hurry 
constituencies and demand results after six 
or ten months. They are patient because, 
coming from the movement, they 
understand what being in the trenches 
feels like! 

We write in a global context where the 
equality which underpins democratic 
societies is eroding. Religious 
fundamentalisms, which are profoundly 
gender-unequal, in some cases to the  
point of ‘gender apartheid’, are gaining 
momentum. The machinery of power  
and the associated systems that give rise  
to the oppression of women are facing 
confrontation at every turn. In this decade 
alone the visibility of feminist activism and 
mobilisation have risen dramatically. In 
Sudan, the role of women during the 
protests that have transformed the country 
and the government has been critical and 
women have been at the forefront of this 
movement. The restrictive environment in 
Sudan which essentially polices women’s 
movement and association resulted in them 
using innovative ways of resisting. The 
women transformed Facebook groups to 
expose members of the security forces 
abusing their power. Women marched on 
the streets and rallied one of the largest 
protests in the country. Not only in Sudan, 
women in Uganda, Nigeria, Algeria, India, 
Fiji, Honduras and elsewhere are lending 
their voices, energy and movement towards 
radical social change and a society where 
women’s bodies, presence and abilities  
are respected. 

Yet attacks on the democratic institutions 
which offer protection for women are 
continuing. For example, on 14 November 
2018, the Kenya Medical Practitioners and 
Dentist Board ordered Marie Stopes Kenya 
to cease abortion related services in all its 
facilities within the republic of Kenya. 
Feminist philanthropy is a mainstay in 
fighting back and it is needed more  
than ever.

Gender blindness reinforces the status quo
So why is more support not forthcoming? 
Non-feminist funders often claim that they 
do not want to discriminate by ‘singling out’ 
women and non-binary people but that 
simply reinforces the power bias. When we 
enjoy privileges, what seems to be neutral is 

really not. Northern-based philanthropy 
needs to get over its claims to be ‘gender 
blind’. The board, leadership and staff teams 
of Northern foundations will need to get 
more comfortable with the theme of 
‘difference’, with power-sharing and  
with funding relationships based on trust. 
And people with proven gender expertise 
and experience need to be in leadership 
positions. 

In Mexico City this August, a group of 
feminist activists met to set a strategy for 
the 25th anniversary of the landmark UN 
World Conference on Women, held in China 
in 1995, which produced the Beijing Platform 
for Action. They had this to say: ‘In marking 
the Beijing+25, we must celebrate and affirm 
gains we have made in... advancing women’s 
human rights; harness our rage at the crises 
confronting our communities and ecologies; 
build on the hope of women’s mobilisation 
and transformative actions; and take 
collective action to forge solidarity with 
other resistance and liberation movements, 
demanding accountability of states and  
the private sector.’

We hope that this special feature points  
up some of these new directions and, most 
importantly, gives you the inspiration to join 
us in the tasks which lie ahead.  

#1
Open Programmes  #1 in the 
UK for 5 consecutive years

Non-feminist funders often  
claim that they do not want to 
discriminate by ‘singling out’ women 
and non-binary people but that 
simply reinforces the power bias. 

Above: Transgender 
activist Audrey 
Mbugua’s landmark 
court victory in 
Kenya expanded 
gender justice.
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A snapshot of the ecosystem of coalitions, initiatives and movements doing the 
heavy lifting to promote gender equality and women’s rights 

F
eminist movements are 
blazing a path towards justice 
and creating feminist realities 

in every part of the world. The 
resources supporting these 
movements should be as 
significant and transformative as 
their organising. 

Latest figures from Candid show 
that while 5 per cent of foundation 
giving in 2016 ($4.3 billion) 
identified ‘women and girls’ as a 
target population, just $492 million 
went to ‘women’s rights’. This 
means that only 11 per cent of 
funding for ‘women and girls’ (and 
0.6 per cent of overall grants) is 
reaching rights-based organising 
led for and by communities 
themselves. 

This meagre proportion is 
consistent with other major 
funding sectors, where rhetoric for 
supporting women and girls is not 
matched by actual funding to 
feminist movements.

This needs to change. Funders 
must use their power to resource 
feminist organising and create a 
feminist funding ecosystem.

Defining a feminist funding 
ecosystem
An ecosystem starts with the 
simple principle that we are all 
interconnected. A feminist funding 
ecosystem reveals a web of 
connectivity between movements, 
funders, and larger funding flows 
and makes a fundamental 

distinction between direct funding 
– money that reaches movements 
– and that which could but does 
not. Most importantly, it points to 
the power that different actors 
hold to contribute to a more 
balanced, thriving ecosystem 
where feminist movements are 
equal partners in defining 
resourcing priorities. Here, funders 
directly support feminist 
movements and use their power to 
shift their practices and the larger 
ecosystem.

The role of feminist philanthropy
Philanthropic giving is a key 
revenue source for feminist work.

Human rights funders granted over 
$2.8 billion in 2016 alone. 
According to a 2013 AWID report, 
foundations and women’s funds 
accounted for one-fifth of all 
income reported by women’s rights 
organisations (WROs), with 
feminist women’s funds playing an 
especially pivotal role reaching 
feminist groups across issues and 
regions. Individual donors also 
support feminist movements, 
providing nearly 10 per cent of 
WROs’ reported income in 2013.

However, there are contradictions 
that need to be resolved when it 
comes to philanthropic support for 
a feminist funding ecosystem.

First, the roots of philanthropy are 
tangled. Accumulated wealth 
exacerbates and benefits from 
inequalities, and favourable tax 

regimes allow money which might 
be public to be kept in private 
hands. In an ecosystem, this bigger 
picture cannot be ignored.

Second, funding is often done in 
silos, with money allocated to 
distinct issues that ignores the 
richness of modern movements’ 
cross-issue organising. 

Finally, philanthropy is more than 
grants. According to a 2018 study 
of global philanthropy, private 
foundations’ assets exceed $1.5 
trillion, of which just 10 per cent is 
paid out annually in the form of 
grants. These pools of unallocated 
resources are increasingly coming 
under scrutiny, especially around 
how to align endowments with 
grantmaking values. 

Charting a path forward
While there is much to do, the 
following recommendations 
provide a snapshot of ways 
philanthropic funders can 
contribute to a truly transformative 
funding ecosystem:

•  provide core, flexible and 
multi-year support directly to 
feminist movements 

•  find ways to fund the full range  
of feminist organising

•  learn from women’s funds’ 
feminist approaches and 
recognise women’s funds as key 
to reaching local, national and 
regional feminist movements, 
particularly in the Global South

•  bring on board peer funders  
that could support feminist 
movements but are not 

•  align investment practices with 
grantmaking goals and values

•  be honest about philanthropic 
money. Explicitly support work to 
democratise and decentralise 
wealth, combat economic 
inequality, and move public 
money back to the public.  

The author wishes to thank Rochelle  
Jones and Nana Darkoa Sekyiamah at  
AWID and Inga Ingulfsen at Candid for  
their contribution to this article. For an 
expanded discussion, see AWID’s report 
Toward a Feminist Funding Ecosystem at  
https://tinyurl.com/AWID-report.

Shifting the  
power in a feminist 
funding ecosystem

Rhetoric supporting women and girls is all very well,  
but it needs to be matched by a corresponding increase  
in funding for feminist movements 

Kellea Miller is manager for feminist 
resourcing, Association for Women’s 
Rights in Development (AWID). 

 kmiller@awid.org 
 @AWID
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In Profile

The global force of 
feminist philanthropy

Beyond the binary
Jessica Horn, director of 
programmes at African  
Women’s Development  
Fund (AWDF) writes: 

The first women’s funds were 
founded in the 1980s as a 
mechanism to resource the work  
of women-led activism for women’s 
rights and social transformation 
otherwise neglected by the worlds 
of philanthropy and government 
funding. At that moment in history, 
feminist movements globally 
largely understood their struggle  
as one of women against patriarchy 
– with women understood as 
cis-gendered, born into bodies 
sexed as ‘female’ and gendered  
as girls and then women. However 
as trans feminists grow in numbers 
and in visibility, women’s funds have 
had to consider two questions.

The first is relatively 
straightforward: do we consider 
trans women to be women and 
therefore trans women’s organising 
to be eligible for funding and 
support as part of our core 
constituency? On this point, every 
women’s fund that has considered 
the question has said yes.  

The second is one that touches  
an unresolved debate in feminism 
thinking itself: what if trans activists 
are feminists but do not identify 
with the binary category ‘woman’? 
What if they organise against 
patriarchy, but may situate their 

identities along the spectrum  
of gender non-conformity and 
against the idea that there are  
only two discrete genders?  
Would organisations formed by 
feminists who support cis and  
trans women’s rights but equally 
question the basis of binary  
gender be eligible for support? 

These questions remain live ones 
for the women’s funds community, 
as funds consider how to stay true 
to their founding mandates of 
investing in the frontline of 
women-led work for women’s  
rights and feminist transformation, 
while being responsive to shifting 
understandings of gender itself  
and the ways that people are 
affected by and resist patriarchy, 
including through their gendered 
identities. 

 https://awdf.org/

Prospera  

Prospera is a network of women’s 
funds. Rather than being a funder in 
its own right, it sees itself as a means 
of enabling collaboration between 
members to mobilise resources and 
develop technical skills and 
knowledge. It embraces 38 women’s 
funds which collectively provide 
grants in over 170 countries of $66.3 
million a year. Nine of the funds are 
based in Latin America, seven in 
Eastern Europe, six in North America 
and five in each of Western Europe, 
Africa and Asia. The scope of their 
grantmaking ranges from national to 
international.

 https://www.prospera-inwf.org/
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Philanthropy 
Advancing Women’s 
Human Rights 
(PAWHR) 

PAWHR is a 
network of large 
foundations 
which includes 
Ford, Gates, 

Hewlett, Open Society, NoVo,  
Oak and the Sigrid Rausing Trust. 
Set up in 2014, it aims to increase 
collaboration and knowledge 
about women’s human rights issues 
by sharing grantmaking strategies, 
to advocate for more women’s 
human rights philanthropy and to 
provide a platform for joint 
advocacy. Its Strategic 
Collaborations to Leverage 
Resources fund aims to support  
the growing joint fundraising 
efforts of smaller women’s rights 
organisations, especially in the 
Global South, whose work is often 
overlooked by funders in favour of 
larger INGOs.

 www.pawhr.org

With and For Girls  

With and For Girls 
describes itself as the 
‘world’s only 
participatory fund by 
and for adolescent 
girls’. The fund grew 
out of a commitment 

at the 2014 Girl Summit to create an 
annual awards initiative that would 
contribute $1 million to empowering 
local organisations working with and 
for girls. Partners include Stars, Nike 
and NoVo Foundations, Mama Cash 
and the Global Fund for Women. The 
fund’s focus is on action for, and 
investment in, organisations and 
initiatives that amplify the voice and 
agency of girls to determine the 
course of their own lives and the 
development of their own 
communities and countries. 

 www.withandforgirls.org/

Gender-wise  
funding toolkits
Julie Reilly, CEO of the 
Australian Women Donors 
Network (AWDN) writes: 

While many philanthropists fund 
initiatives or organisations that 
support women, disturbingly few 
apply a gender lens to all areas 
of funding and philanthropic 
practice or keep data on the 
percentage of their grant 
distributions that benefit 
women. Consequently, despite 
the best intentions of funders, 
women and girls are 
underserved and this is often 
masked by a lack of reliable 
gender data in the philanthropy 
and non-profit sector. 

Our Gender-Wise Toolkit for 
Grant-Makers was produced  
in response to a demand by 
funders who had read our guide 
to gender-wise philanthropy and 
wanted simple ‘how to’ tools to 
implement a more equitable 
approach. The toolkit provides  
a set of practical steps which 
grantmakers can take to ensure 
that women and girls are 
brought into clear focus in 
grantmaking decisions. It 
encourages a gender analysis of 
the problem or issue being 
addressed and suggests  
a series of simple steps and 
questions to better inform 
funders in their decision-making. 
The toolkit includes a sample 
website statement in support  
of gender equality, gender-wise 
guidelines for grant-seekers as 
well as questions to include in 
application forms, progress 
reports and assessment criteria. 
Today, our toolkit has been 
embraced by leading funders in 
Australia, and is being adapted 
for use in Germany and the UK. 

To request a free toolkit go to:  
www.womendonors.org.au 

Achieve gender 
equality and empower 
all women and girls. 
(UN Sustainable Development Goal No.5)

Global Fund for Women   

The Global 
Fund for 
Women 
works for 
women’s 

sexual and reproductive health and 
rights, freedom from violence, 
economic justice, and leadership. A 
public foundation, the Global Fund 
relies on fundraising for its resources. 
Through its grants, it supports 
organisations working on these 
issues led by women, girls and trans 
people, identifying relevant projects 
through its network of over 2,000 
advisers and partners. In the financial 
year 2017 (the latest for which 
figures are available), it awarded 
$10.2 million to work spread across 
60 countries.   

 www.globalfundforwomen.org

OSF adopts a  
feminist analysis

Kavita N. Ramdas, director of  
the women’s rights programme 
at Open Society Foundations 
(OSF) writes: 

OSF’s women’s rights programme 
is determined to ensure that 
gender justice is central and visible 
in our quest for open societies. Our 
support of feminist movements 
allows grantee partners to build 
enabling environments for feminist 
activism, community mobilisation, 
and advocacy. At the same time, 
we also believe in bringing feminist 
voices into the deliberations of the 
OSF network to inform and 
illuminate our own strategy 
discussions. We seek to walk the 
talk inside OSF mirroring our 
support of the field outside.

Open societies can only exist 
when all people have voice, 
agency, and power. At a time 
when the world is facing 
extraordinary challenges to 
freedom, open societies and 
women’s bodies are a defining 
battleground in this struggle. Not 
surprisingly, feminist and queer 
movements are leading the charge 
against patriarchal, authoritarian 
governments. Yet in 2017, 
women-led organisations received 
a meagre 6.7 per cent of global 
philanthropic support. To rise to 
this challenge, philanthropy must 
question siloed models – we 
desperately need intersectional 
approaches to our funding which 
look more systematically at 
structures of oppression.

We are clear that using an 
inclusive and intersectional 
feminist framework will strengthen 
all our leadership in our fight for 
open societies. As poet and civil 
rights activist Audre Lorde once 
said: ‘There is no such thing as a 
single-issue struggle because we 
do not live single-issue lives.’ 

 opensocietyfoundations.org 

SP
EC

IA
L F

EA
TU

RE
: O

V
ER

V
IE

W

Count Me In! 
Consortium

Count Me In! Consortium (CMI!)  
is a joint initiative led by 
Amsterdam-based international 
women’s fund Mama Cash, which 
includes the sex worker-led Red 
Umbrella Fund, together with the 
Association for Women’s Rights in 
Development, CREA, Just 
Associates and the Urgent Action 
Sister Funds. The Dutch Ministry  
of Foreign Affairs selected Count 
Me In! as a strategic partner under 
its Dialogue and Dissent policy 
framework awarding CMI!  
€32 million from 2016-2020.  
The Dutch gender platform 
WO=MEN is a strategic partner  
for lobbying and advocacy. CMI!’s 
aims are to prevent gender-based 
violence, uphold the economic 
rights of women, girls, and trans 
people, and advocate for more 
sustainable resourcing of feminist 
movements. Projects it has 
supported include the Our Bodies, 
Our Lives campaign, an initiative 
in Malawi to demand 
accountability and improve 
healthcare for HIV-positive 
people. 

 https://tinyurl.com/
count-consortium

Campaigning for gender  
equality and women’s rights
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Maverick Collective  

The Maverick 
Collective does 
not work 
exclusively  
with women 
and girls (one  
of its focus 
areas is water, 

sanitation and hygiene), but they  
are its main area of concern. Set up 
under the aegis of Population 
Services International in partnership 
with the Gates Foundation (Melinda 
Gates was the initial co-chair), 
Maverick makes seven-figure 
investments in a number of projects 
to improve the health and well-being 
of women and girls around the world. 
Current investments include using 
youth-powered design to reduce 
unintended pregnancies among 
young people in Vietnam, building  
a brighter future for girls in Côte 
d’Ivoire and improving sexual, 
reproductive and menstrual health 
for teen girls in Nepal. 

 http://maverickcollective.org 

Women Deliver  

Through advocacy and outreach 
Women Deliver aims to catalyse 
action and investment in the health 
and rights of women and girls. It is 
best known for its international 
annual conference on gender 
equality and the health, rights, and 
well-being of women and girls. 
Notable among its initiatives is its 
Young Leaders Programme begun in 
2010, which has engaged nearly 700 
young people to be global leaders 
for advancing gender equality and 
the sexual and reproductive health 
and rights of women and girls. 

 https://womendeliver.org

Women’s Philanthropy 
Institute  

Housed at the 
Lilly Family 
School of 
Philanthropy at 
Indiana 
University, the 
Women’s 
Philanthropy 

Institute researches and teaches 
about women as donors, rather than 
as recipients. The institute sees 
women harnessing their growing 
wealth and influence to create a 
more just, equitable, and healthy 
society and seeks to understand how 
gender shapes giving behaviour ‘to 
conduct, curate, and disseminate 
research that grows women’s 
philanthropy’.

 https://tinyurl.com/WPI-Lilly

ELLAS

Based in 
Argentina,  
at CEDES 
(Centro de 
Estudios de 
Estado y 

Sociedad), ELLAS is a group of  
Latin American women who came 
together to stimulate the formation 
of a new generation of women 
philanthropists. To this end, in 2014 
ELLAS launched Project ELLAS: 
Women in Philanthropy to help 
create a movement for philanthropy 
among women of all ages and 
incomes. Among its activities is the 
development of innovative and 
accessible means of giving. 

 www.ellasfilantropia.org

Women Moving 
Millions  

Following pledges by Helen LaKelly 
Hunt and Swanee Hunt, Women 
Moving Millions (WMM), a global 
collective of women making gifts 
of $1 million or more for the 
advancement of women and girls, 
was set up in 2007 in partnership 
with the Women’s Funding 
Network. Following an initial round 
of pledges which raised over $181 
million by 2009, an enduring 
organisation was set up, funded by 
members of the collective and a 
$1.5 million dollar seed grant from  
J P Morgan Chase. WMM now has 
over 300 members, women and 
men, in 14 countries. Collectively, 
members have made gift 
commitments of over $650 million. 

 https://womenmoving 
millions.org

Equality Fund   

Based in 
Canada, the 
Equality Fund 

supports women’s rights 
organisations and feminist 
movements in Canada and around 
the world, primarily by providing 
financial resources and 
strengthening organisations 
working at the grassroots but also 
globally. It is sponsored by MATCH 
International Women’s Fund whose 
make-up includes mainly Canadian, 
but also international partners such 
as AWDF, PAWHR, Toronto 
Foundation and Community 
Foundations of Canada, and 
financial institutions including 
Royal Bank of Canada and fund 
managers Yaletown Partners and 
Calvert Impact Capital. 

 www.equalityfund.ca  

Educate Girls 

Indian NGO, 
Educate Girls, has 
pioneered the 
use of 
development 

impact bonds (DIBs) to ensure the 
quality at scale of its programme to 
ensure girls are enrolled and 
remain in school. Supported by the 
UBS Optimus Foundation and the 
Children’s Investment Fund 
Foundation, the first DIB applied to 
education and designed to serve as 
a proof of concept, ran from 
2015-18 with a budget of $270,000. 
It reached 7,300 children, covering 
166 schools across 140 villages in 
Bhilwara, Rajasthan, and surpassed 
its target outcomes, reaching 116 
per cent of its original enrolment 
goal and 160 per cent of its learning 
outcomes target. 

 www.educategirls.ngo 

Philanthropy’s 
gender pay gap
Light has finally begun to be 
shed on gender pay gaps 
around the world. 

All organisations in the UK with 
more than 250 employees are 
required to publish their gender 
pay gap. The UK’s largest 
foundation, the only one with 
more than 250 staff, the 
Wellcome Trust, notes a ‘17.4 per 
cent median gender pay gap on 
5 April 2018’, better, it remarks, 
than the previous year’s gap of 
20.8 per cent ‘and slightly better 
than the 2017 UK average of 18.4 
per cent’. To redress the balance, 
Wellcome is collecting better 
diversity data, training staff in 
mitigation of bias and 
introducing ‘fairer ways to 
recruit, support and retain 
women at senior leadership 
levels’. Most foundations and 
charities attribute a gender pay 
gap principally to the 
disproportionate number of men 
or women at different levels of 
the institution, with most of the 
highest-paid senior roles held by 
men. In an Alliance reader survey 
conducted in September 2018, 
over 80 per cent of respondents 
believed there was a gender pay 
gap in the philanthropy sector.  

Leading from  
the South   

Leading from the South (LFS) is a 
feminist philanthropic fund 
financed by a $46 million fund from 
the Dutch Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs over four years. The alliance 
is managed by African Women’s 
Development Fund, Fondo de 
Mujeres del Sur, International 
Indigenous Women’s Forum/AYNI 
Fund, and Women’s Fund Asia. 
LFS’s principal objective is to 
support organisations across the 
Global South to scale up their 
strategies for political, social, and 
economic empowerment of 
women.    

 www.leadingfromthesouth.org 

Spotlight Initiative   

The 
Spotlight 
Initiative, 
which aims 
to eliminate 

all forms of violence against 
women and girls, is a multi-year 
programme launched by the EU 
and UN. Designed as a contributory 
element towards achieving Goal 5 
of the SDGs on women’s 
empowerment, Spotlight brings 
together public, private and 
philanthropic donors in a 
Multi-Partner Trust Fund to build 
on an initial €500 million, the bulk 
of which has been contributed by 
the EU. Its first programme, Safe 
and Fair: Realising women migrant 
workers’ rights and opportunities in 
the ASEAN region, was launched in 
late 2017. Programmes were also 
launched in Latin America and in 
Africa last year. 

 https://spotlightinitiative.org
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Peer Dialogue

Care is a very 
important word 

Dreilinden’s Claudia Bollwinkel talks to Nino 
Ugrekhelidze and María Díaz Ezquerro of FRIDA  
The Young Feminist Fund about the importance  
of hearing and shifting power to the grassroots  
and the need for self- and collective care 
What does feminist philanthropy mean  
for you?
Nino: Feminist philanthropy for me is a  
very specific way of distributing funding 
according to the moral compass of feminist 
values and principles. The aim is to achieve 
transformative social change and social 
justice which requires an intersectional 
approach to challenging patriarchal, 
heteronormative, colonial and capitalist 
relationships.

It’s about decentralising power and  
giving it to grassroots activists, and  
being very flexible, caring, responsive  
and respectful of the experiences of the 
different constituencies and movements  
we try to support. It’s also about the ways  
of approaching the work, not simply giving 
money but asking what we can do to  
best support the social movement? 

Maria: I completely agree and just want to 
add that to me, feminist philanthropy is also a 
political commitment and act that, on the one 
hand, acknowledges that resources bring 
power and on the other, ensures that by 
establishing more horizontal relationships 
based on mutual accountability, trust and 

feminist solidarity, the resources flow into the 
hands of feminist organisers who are making 
radical social change in their communities.

Co-creation is a word very much associated 
with FRIDA. What does co-creating look like 
in practice?
Nino: You’re right, co-creation is really the 
essence of FRIDA, not only as a team of 
people who work together, but the whole 
community. All of our day-to-day 
decision-making and operations stands on 
co-creation. It’s really constant dialogue and 
active listening, the aim of which is to 
understand each other better, it’s part of the 
deep and very transformative collaborations 
that we aim at. So we focus a lot on mutual 
learning and communications. We also try to 
challenge our practice and ways of thinking. 
We support each other a lot in unlearning. 
Because FRIDA’s staff are based all across the 
Global South, we come with such unique 
experiences and knowledge and we build on 
one another and eventually we grow each 
other up. So that’s co-creation at FRIDA,  
being open to growth as a collective and as 
individuals and also becoming vulnerable 
because sometimes asking stupid questions  
is part of co-creation as it makes us see things 

Claudia Bollwinkel is senior 
programme adviser at Dreilinden. 

 claudia.bolliwinkel@dreilinden.org 
 @FRIDA

Right: Nino Ugrekhelidze and  
María Díaz Ezquerro 

from a different perspective. We understand 
that it’s very difficult to build trust and it takes 
time, and we really commit to building systems 
because co-creation needs systems for working 
collectively and effectively, and we  
try to ensure that we have ‘multi-vocality’ in the 
system – everyone has the right to say 
something, it’s properly facilitated and we 
appreciate all perspectives and ideas. 
Transparency in decision-making, 
accountability to one another and shared 
responsibility are also critical pillars of  
what FRIDA means by co-creation. 

Could you say a bit more about how your 
shared leadership works?
Nino: We don’t only practise co-leadership  
on an executive level, but at a programmatic 
level as well. For example, Maria is co-leading 
the team of programmes with Jovana. In our 
systems, we try to have a composition of 
different experiences and voices so that it’s not 
just comfortable for one person or identity, but 
also it’s reflective of the diversity that is FRIDA. 
And we give a lot of feedback, which we try to 
internalise to come up with the end product.  
It’s a very long process and it requires a lot of 
discipline as well as time. 

Maria: I just want to add that co-creation is 
challenging but really enriching and when  
we create something – whether it is a new grant 
or any funding+model project – it’s not us 
proposing it out of the blue but it usually comes 
from the community who share with  
us a need, a gap as well as insights on how  
to address it. Therefore we collectively, with 

grantee partners, with advisers, and other allies 
that we work very closely with, co-create 
something that’s beautiful, because it responds 
to real needs and it’s never us imposing 
anything on the movements or simply doing 
what we feel that FRIDA as a fund needs to do.

How is this reflected in your participatory 
grantmaking process? Can you explain how 
that works?
Maria: As you may know, FRIDA is the only 
global fund that applies participatory practices 
in its grantmaking but also, as we’ve said, in 
designing organisational strategies, policies and 
decision-making processes. We initially 
adopted this participatory grantmaking model 
from the Central American Women’s Fund 
(FCAM) and we adapted it to be able to 
respond to global specificities. It puts 
decision-making in the hands of young 
feminists themselves as agents of change.  

Above: CEECNA 
regional FRIDA 
community 
convening. 
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applications from groups doing this type of 
work and coming from very diverse 
communities, Indigenous communities, black 
communities, trans communities, women and 
girls that are doing climate and environmental 
justice work. That was a big lesson because we 
are learning how to better do outreach for these 
groups and now we are more intentional about 
it. Because of this, we have now been able to 
support these groups and ensure that they have 
access to resources, provide accompaniment 
and other support. 

What did you do differently to reach out to 
them successfully?
Maria: We got in touch with advisers and 
organisations that were already doing this work 
or supporting CEJ groups from different 
regions to support us in sharing the work and 
spreading the word. 

That really helps to shift the traditional power 
relationship between us as a funder and  
grantee partners. 

We see it as an empowering process that 
provides participants and young feminists 
with accountability and agency. In terms of 
how it works, FRIDA counts on its advisers, 
who are young feminist activists based in 
different regions, who support us throughout 
the grantmaking cycle, developing regional 
strategies, doing outreach in their 
communities, then reviewing applications, 
ensuring criteria are met, and also supporting 
us with the due diligence process and much 
more. 

When young feminist groups apply for 
funding, they play a critical role in voting for 
whom they believe should receive the 
funding. We have regional groups, and they 
comment on the top ten choices in their own 
regions. And, depending on our funds, the 
top two to three groups from each region will 
receive funding. The aim is to democratise 
the funding process. It’s FRIDA’s way of 
breaking down barriers of power and 
expertise and empowering groups through 
the process of collective decision-making. 
FRIDA’s participatory grantmaking is 
managed virtually, and has required a lot of 
labour. As we didn’t have any system in place 
to ensure that we manage grantmaking in a 
more efficient way, we invested a couple of 
years ago in a new grantmaking system, 
which we are still working to improve, but it 
has already reduced our workload and the 
time required to process applications and 
reports. Also, with the new system, we will be 
able to have more effective data collection 

So you made sure that the call reached the 
right people?
Maria: Exactly. 

Nino: I think it’s also very important to 
acknowledge that FRIDA has intentionally put a 
lot of effort into being multilingual. People can 
apply in seven different languages and our 
communications materials go out in seven 
languages, which is a lot of effort. Obviously 
that’s not full inclusion, but that’s how much we 
can afford at the moment. 

Maria:  Sometimes we have difficulties in 
reaching out to, say, Indigenous communities 
who don’t speak mainstream languages. In 
those cases, what we sometimes do is, with the 
support of the advisers who are connected to 
these communities, communicate in their own 
languages and find creative ways for them to 
apply, even though they don’t speak the 
majority language. 

and tracking so it’s something that’s been 
challenging but also really worth it.

Last year FRIDA launched the first ever call 
for proposals to young feminist groups 
working on environmental justice. Did the 
issue come from the communities or was it 
the other way round?
Nino: That first grantmaking cycle was in 
2017 and it really came from the movement 
itself, because we saw the amount of climate 
justice work they were doing. With the help of 
our global advisory committee, we selected 
seven grantee partners in Latin America and 
the Pacific Islands. Most of those partners 
are living and working in rural areas. That’s a 
very good intersection – young, woman, or 
self-identifying as a woman, living in a rural 
area, working on environmental justice – they 
are the first people who are attacked and 
affected by this climate crisis. So we found 
it really important to fund this work but in 
addition to grantmaking, we have a climate 
justice fellowship which we launched this year. 

We also want to make sure that young 
feminists create the narrative on climate 
justice so we decided to also establish the 
media fellowship to ensure their message is 
reaching very different spaces than if they 
were just writing some community 
newsletter. 

Maria: I’d just add that, as Nino said, there 
were many young feminist groups doing 
climate and environmental justice work who 
we were unable to reach, so that’s where the 
idea of having a specific call for climate and 
environmental justice groups came from. In 
the second call in 2018, we received so many 

SP
EC

IA
L F

EA
TU

RE
: P

EE
R 

D
IA

LO
G

U
E

F
R

ID
A

 H
a
p

p
in

e
ss

 M
a
n

if
e

st
x

F
R

ID
A

 H
a
p

p
in

e
ss

 M
a
n

if
e

st
x

F
R

ID
A

 H
a
p

p
in

e
ss

 M
a
n

if
e

st
x



4948
AL

LI
AN

C
E 

 | 
 D

EC
EM

BE
R 

20
19

Tobias Troll represents the EDGE 
Funders Alliance in Europe. 

 tobias@edgefunders.org 
 @TobiasTroll

Why feminism is 
liberating for men

patriarchal values of achievement, 
competition and ‘power-over’. The 
multiple systemic crises the world 
finds herself in today need to be 
addressed through a broader lens. 

Feminism offers that lens. Beyond 
the essential fight for equal rights 
and opportunities, feminism is an 
analytical framework that allows us 
to understand and denounce the 
dominant system of 
commodification and exploitation of 
people and planet through the right 
of the mighty. Women and girls are 
among the first and most numerous 
victims of that system, but they are 
not the only ones – patriarchy is 
inherently connected with ableism, 
white supremacy, anthropocentrism. 
That makes feminism a systemic 
alternative to the 
capitalist-extractivist-patriarchist 
nexus denounced by intersectional 
feminists such as Naomi Klein in her 
brilliant 2014 book This Changes 
Everything2 on capitalism and 
climate change. Indeed, such 
intersectional, systemic-change 
feminism is a powerful lens for social 
change, including for philanthropy.

So what might ‘male feminism’ in the 
context of a systemic conception of 
feminism look like? For a start, 
‘allyship’ is critical. Men should be 
careful about the space they take 
and be willing to step back if their 
voices are being heard at the 
expense of women. Working 
part-time and assuming care 
responsbilities, for example, also 
allows men to enlargen their 

condition beyond masculine 
sterotypes and expections. It’s not 
always easy – I’m working 80 per 
cent, and leaving the office at 16:30 
is a constant challenge – but hey, 
women juggle with much more! And, 
most of all, it is actually enriching to 
spend time with your child. 

Feminists have deconstructed the 
female condition over centuries. Men 
should dare to stimulate debates 
about the male condition, about the 
parts of their masculinity that have 
been harmed, morphed and 
damaged because of patriarchy. 

Beyond men ceding space and 
power, feminism contributes to 
collective liberation and systemic 
change. It can guide our quest for 
radically different ways of organising 
our societies and our organiations. 

Feminist philanthropy is therefore not 
only about giving money to women 
and girls. It is not limited to 
‘grantmaking with a gender lens’. 
Rather, it is flipping the coin from a 
‘masculinist’ logic of competition, 
growth, profit, exploitation, impact, 
targets (note the militaristic 
etymology of these terms) to a 
radically different worldview and 
mindset in all aspects of 
organisational practice. It is a logic of 
cooperation, regeneration,  
healing, care, empathy and deep 
connection with life, humans and 
non-humans alike.

It is philanthropy of trust, it is building 
horizontal organisations grounded in 
sober and solid values of love for 
people and planet. It is embodying a 
systemic alternative through a 
practice of playful experimentation, 
hands on and every day. Philanthropy 
needs the liberation of a truly feminist 
transformation as much as society as 
a whole.  

EDGE (Engaged Donors for Global Equity) 
runs a Gender Justice Initiative and regularly 
trains funders on feminism.

1 King Kong Théorie. Despentes,  
Virginie (2006).  
https://tinyurl.com/king-kong-despentes

2 This Changes Everything: Capitalism  
vs. the climate. Klein, Naomi (2015).  
https://tinyurl.com/klein-changes

T
wenty years ago, my partner 
– at the time avidly absorbing 
the complete œuvre of Simone 

de Beauvoir – introduced me to 
feminism. It was a revelation: I 
realised that people are not born as 
women or as men, but it is society 
that shapes and projects gendered 
roles, behaviours and expectations. 
‘Traditional masculinity is just as 
crippling a venture as the summons 
of femininity,’ says Virginie 
Despentes in King Kong Théorie.1

What a liberation! As a heterosexual 
young man, I didn’t have to be fond of 
football, I could hang out with gay 
friends, and enjoy the exploration of 
what is female and gay, straight and 
queer in myself. It was the realisation 
that essentialist projections don’t do 
justice to the multitude of individual 
identities and experiences. And that 
binary thinking – man/woman, good/
bad, black/white, yin/yang, nature/
culture, body/soul, right/wrong – is at 
the source of much suffering. Binaries 
stabilise hierarchies and power 
relations; they kill the nuance, the 
complexity and the 
inter-connectedness of life.

However, I didn’t see myself in all 
types of the rich and sometimes 
contradictory variants of feminism. 
Canadian prime minister Justin 
Trudeau calls himself a feminist, but 
he doesn’t shy away from digging, 
burning and poisoning his country 
through his support for the fossil fuel 
industry. And Hillary Clinton’s ‘let’s 
break the glass ceiling’ looks like the 
same careerism that replicates the 

Liberation awaits men who dare to stimulate debate  
about the male condition, and enables them to embrace  
the feminist call for systemic change
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The Happiness Manifestx is FRIDA’s guide to 
collective and self-care. How did you come 
to reflect in such a deep way on how you do 
your work, and how is it put into practice?
Maria: The Happiness Manifestx came at a 
time when we as young feminist activists and 
also as FRIDA staff, started sharing our 
personal experiences around burnout, 
overwork, and this constant feeling of 
exhaustion and how these things have been 
normalised in our lives, in our organisations, in 
our movement. It really came from reflecting 
on how important it is to decolonise and 
unlearn what we’ve learned from the 
capitalist system about what is ‘successful’ 
and what is ‘productive’ in terms of working 
practices.

The Happiness Manifestx was collectively 
created to reimagine self-care, but also 
collective care. How we work and cared 
for ourselves was and is still critical. It’s a 
constant process that sometimes is very 
challenging. We firmly believe that the 
organisations and movements that we are 
part of should care for us as activists, should 
protect us from burnout and violence, and 
that our organisations should be healthy and 
safe workspaces for all of us. This sometimes 
means we need to collectively reflect on the 
rhythm of work, of the organisation, because 
it can be crazy, and to pause and take up a 
more realistic and healthy organisational 
workload. We also need specific policies of 
care within the organisation that are mindful, 
flexible and responsive to the needs of all 
of the staff members. We’ve been rewriting 
policies of care and human resources. I 
believe that FRIDA is really flexible in terms of 
employment benefits, for instance, because 
our idea of health benefits includes mental 
health, well-being and self-care. We are 
trying – because it’s all a process of course 
– to practise deep systemic changes around 
care and the culture of care, for instance 
by implementing strategic budgeting that 
prioritises it. First of all, though, the FRIDA 
Happiness Manifestx is something that we 
created as staff and is a living document 
that will change as part of an ongoing 
transformation process that hopefully  
forces systemic, radical change.

One of the features of your work is 
transforming power and relationships in 
philanthropy. What would you suggest  
that funders do differently?
Nino: We try to be an example. Everyone 
feels that FRIDA is their space and they  
own FRIDA, so our missions and our actions 
speak to shifting power and challenging 
traditional philanthropy to be more open, 
responsive and caring. Care is a very 
important word. Funders also need to 

acknowledge power. What FRIDA does is 
give people time and space. We never come 
with our own agenda, except to make sure 
that we hear people. That’s all. Also, we have 
really deep ongoing discussions with the 
different community members, by which  
I mean our partners. They’re not grantees, 
they are our partners and what FRIDA does is 
understand holistically who are our 
community members, how are they 
organised, what kind of support they need  
to achieve more, because they know best 
how to smash the patriarchy in their own 
communities. We are there for people and 
whenever you need any support, just send  
us a message. 

Maria: From our experience, lack of resources 
is usually one of the main challenges that 
young feminist groups face, so it is critical 
that funders who are committed to social, 
climate and gender justice ensure that 
grassroots and young feminist groups and 
networks have access to flexible, multi-year, 
core funding. And given the rise of 
fundamentalisms and shrinking civil society 
spaces, specific resources and accompanying 
support for holistic security, including 
physical and digital protection, but also 
resources for self and collective care, are 
critical. In view of closing spaces, funders also 
need to become more creative in finding 
ways to support young feminist groups who 
are responding to their changing realities. 
And like Nino says, they need to find ways to 
establish more truly horizontal relationships.  
I think it’s critical for funders to really share 
power for decision-making on grants, 
because it’s not only about active listening, 
but about how young women, trans and 
intersex youth can be agents of change and 
self-determination. 

Nino Ugrekhelidze is co-executive director and María Díaz 
Ezquerro is senior programme officer of FRIDA  
The Young Feminist Fund. 

We firmly believe that the organisations 
and movements that we are part of should 
care for us as activists, should protect us 
from burnout and violence, and that our 
organisations should be healthy and  
safe workspaces for all of us. 
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Rudo Chigudu is programme manager, 
Thousand Currents-Africa. 

 rudokatswe@gmail.com 
 @shonawarrior

Transforming African
philanthropy through
a feminist lens

imposition of priorities and strategies 
without listening to communities, 
though few doubt that collectives 
and movements know best how to 
design solutions to the problems 
facing them. Moreover, it upholds the 
status quo, rather than changing it. 

Currently, one of the main  
challenges in regard to gender issues 
is that funders are mostly supporting 
band-aid or temporary solutions that 
do not change the larger structures 
and dynamics that perpetuate the 
problems. Transforming structures 
and systems is a slow process and 
few are willing to invest in that, 
including African philanthropists.  
Too often, the metrics created  
for project-specific outcomes do  
not embrace structural change. 
Supporting processes is about 
creating room for innovation and 
shifting from the obsession with 

short-term results  
to understanding that 
change takes time, and 
gains and drawbacks are 
part of that journey. It is 
truly an exercise in trust 
and patience. 

While indigenous 
African philanthropy 

brings a revolutionary approach, it is 
still plagued by some of the elements 
of mainsteam philanthropy which 
favour quota systems or economic 
solutions like micro-finance. It still 
tends to be conservative in that it 
largely supports education, 
environment, food security or health 
while staying away from what might 
be deemed controversial or taboo 
issues that disrupt gender categories. 
It sees gender justice as full equality 
and equity between men and women, 
a frame that is inadequate to the 
needs of the diversity of people on  
the African continent. Support for 
women is mainly directed towards 
heterosexual and cis women, 
neglecting lesbian, bisexual and  
trans women’s needs.

So, while African philanthropy, 
importantly, challenges the idea of 
exclusive North-South movement  
of resources and support, it still has 
room to grow. Bringing a feminist  
lens to philanthropy including  
African philanthropy could transform 
a philanthropic culture that has failed  
to put the people it is meant to 
support first. Feminist philanthropy  
is self-aware and recognises that 
philanthropy is about solidarity  
and following the lead of grassroots 
movements, acknowledging the 
power of the giver and working  
to offset it. 

In short, what feminism brings to 
philanthropy is a disruption of those 
paternalistic approaches to giving. It 
puts the focus instead on communities 
or the people most affected by the 
issues that need to be addressed so 
that they can take the lead in their  
own liberation. 

And we are seeing this in practice.  
We see feminist funds on the 
continent disrupting mainstream  
and conservative approaches to 
philanthropy. The African Women’s 
Development Fund is a unique 
example along with Urgent Action 
Fund-Africa, both of which support 
not just mainstream gender justice but 
the disruption of gender categories in 
ways that support the continuation 
and expansion of equity, autonomy, 
dignity and self-determination. They 
are disrupting the dominant discourse 
of power and profit first, people last.  

A
ccording to 2017 Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) 

statistics, 15 per cent of philanthropic 
funding from the largest foundations 
worldwide went to support gender 
equality and women’s empowerment. 
Less than half of this – 6 per cent – 
had gender equality as the primary 
objective. This is indicative of the  
low priority given to addressing cis 
and trans women’s and girls’ rights. 
However, it’s not just a question of 
money, it’s a matter of overturning 
paternalistic approaches to giving 
– from whatever source – and some 
funds are taking the lead. 

There are a number of problems  
with the approach of mainstream 
philanthropy. Its predilection for 
short-term and project-specific 
approaches to funding reinforces 
unhealthy power dynamics, the 

Though it has subverted the idea of the North-South flow  
of philanthropy, African philanthropy continues to develop.  
To achieve long-lasting  change an African feminist  
approach is needed
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R
esolving gender inequality  
can only be achieved by 
dismantling patriarchy – a 

system of male domination deeply 
rooted in our economic order and 
racial hierarchy.

To do this, strong social justice 
movements underpinned by clear 
ideological visions of just, inclusive 
and equitable social transformation 
are key. Herein lies the role of 
funders in supporting these 
movements. There are two major 
contributions that women’s funds 
have made to discourses and 
practices of philanthropy that I 
would like to highlight. 

First, women’s funds have centred 
on a feminist understanding of 
gender equality. This is a 
conversation about power – who 
has it, how its form changes and 
how it is used. The African 
Women’s Development Fund 
(AWDF), the oldest women’s fund 
in Africa, emerged as a direct 
response to a global funding 
environment in which women in 
Africa were consistently framed as 
primarily focused on ‘bread and 
butter issues’ – daily survival 
concerns. AWDF co-founder, Bisi 
Adeleye-Fayemi recalls that one 

catalyst for setting up AWDF was  
a letter from a funder rejecting a 
proposal for the African Women’s 
Leadership Institute (AWLI) on the 
basis that leadership training 
wasn’t a priority for ‘African 
women’. 

The feminist project that AWDF 
has sought to pursue through its 
grantmaking over the last 19 years 
lies in the recognition that ‘African 
women’ are not a homogenous 
category. Consequently, achieving 
gender equality requires multiple 
strategies and actors. A central 
part of those strategies is being 
equipped with the analysis and 
tools to wrestle with the 
deep-seated patriarchal, capitalist, 
logic of power in our societies. 
Funding this kind of work 

challenges the idea that African 
women ‘do’ and others ‘think’. 
Additionally, expanding the nature 
of African-determined distribution 
of resources for gender justice 
work has been essential to shifting 
the focus away from the standard 
cocktail of responses on gender 
equality, from capacity building, 
micro-credit and small enterprise 
support. 

The second significant contribution 
has been recognition that long-term 
sustainable funding is key to the 
pursuit of radical systemic change. 
To redirect the nature and approach 
of funding has required a great deal 
of advocacy and the campaign  
for sustainable funding has not 
been confined to women’s funds. 
However, women’s funds have  
led advocacy with governments  
and foundations to change their 
approach to who and how they fund.

Most notable here is the women’s 
rights organisations’ and women’s 
funds’ leadership in lobbying the 
Dutch government to set aside 
resources for Leading from the 
South (see page 39), a €40 million 
fund to resource women’s activism 
in the Global South, conceptualised 
and managed by women’s funds in 
the Global South with AWDF 
serving as an anchor. This fund was 
a response to complaints lodged 
with the Dutch government about 
an earlier initiative, Flow II. Flow II 
was awarded to large international 
organisations to the detriment  
of established women’s rights 
organisations in the Global  
South who do not have access  
to long-term funding but whose 
programming credibility and 
constituency building mettle  
are equally robust. As Dinah 
Musindarwezo, the former director 
of FEMNET once remarked, ‘you 
are either too big to access 
resources in Africa or too small to 
compete for global resources’. 

The role of philanthropic advocacy 
in shifting power in relation to 
giving has been a key priority for 
women’s funds. This work in my 
view is central to achieving gender 
equality. Money is a political 
resource – who gets it and what it 
funds determines how much closer 
we get to a gender-just world.  

Dismantling 
patriarchy in Africa 

Women’s funds have 
led advocacy with 
governments and 
foundations to change 
their approach to who 
and how they fund. 

Transforming structures and 
systems is a slow process and 
few are willing to invest in that, 
including African philanthropists. 

Women’s funds in Africa are harnessing clear ideological 
objectives to create a more just, inclusive and equitable 
society through their philanthropic endeavours 

Dr Awino Okech is chair of the Centre 
for Gender Studies, School of Oriental 
and African Studies (SOAS).  

 ao21@soas.ac.uk
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Revolutionising 
philanthropy 
across Asia  
and the Pacific

Feminism’s purpose is to disrupt power and 
funders who support it need to embrace this 
principle to achieve genuine gender justice

F
eminism is about disrupting 
power, so feminist 
philanthropy is about 

challenging and disrupting the 
power of resources and the power 
dynamics between those who give 
the resources for gender justice 
and those who claim them. 

From 25-27 September 2019, 150 
women’s, girls’ and trans activists 
from across Asia and the Pacific 
and beyond met in Bangkok to 
unravel the complex reality of 
feminist funding in the region. 
Organised by eight women’s  
funds members of the Asia and  
the Pacific chapter of Prospera,  
the International Network of 
Women’s Funds, the convergence 
brought together grantee partners, 
regional allies and funders to talk 
about power, resources and the 
processes through which they  
are negotiated.

Money represents power, 
particularly in Asia and the  
Pacific where resources for  
social justice work have come from 
either government sources or the 
West. The prevailing philanthropic 
culture has largely been focused  
on religion or charitable causes, 
and organising around women’s 
and trans persons’ human rights 
often flies in the face of tradition.

The era of the conferences
This has begun to change, in no 
small part initiated by a series  
of landmark conventions and 
international conferences in the 
1980s and 1990s. Prior to these 
events, the focus of both bilateral 
and foundation giving in the  
Global South was on ‘development/
empowerment’ models. It was the 
feminist rallying call that ‘women’s 
rights are human rights’ in 1992 at 
the World Conference on Human 
Rights held in Vienna that reframed 

Tulika Srivastava is executive 
director of Women’s Fund Asia. 

 tulika@wf-asia.org 
 @WF_Asia

and moved the discourse to a 
rights-based approach.

The era of the conferences also  
saw the emergence of the UN 
Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women, in 1981; pushed through  
by the efforts of women coming 
together from across the world. 
National and regional preparations 
for the conferences were dynamic 
spaces for taking the feminist 
analysis of power and resources 
further. They led to more conscious 
support for women’s issues, with 
an effort to include their voices 
when designing the initiatives. 
Leading up to the Fourth World 
Conference on Women, which 
produced the Beijing Platform for 

Action, many global commitments 
gave rise to national machinery and 
public institutions for pursuing 
women’s rights. And for a decade 
following the Beijing conference, 
efforts were undertaken to ensure 
increased feminist understanding  
of development and of women’s  
role in it.

Gender mainstreaming has  
come at a cost
However, in the last 15 years,  
despite resources continuing to  
be committed to gender equality,  
its framing has come from a 
gender-mainstreaming approach.  
In the interventions which have 
followed, feminist leadership has 
been the greatest casualty. This  
has led to an absence of sustained 

and engaged feminist design or  
even analysis of the programmes 
with the goal of equality and 
non-discrimination. The result,  
for philanthropic giving and 
international aid, has been that the 
power of resources has not shifted to 
those who are claiming them. They 
have remained mere recipients.

While a significant rationale for the 
creation of women’s funds was lack 
of resources, it was also informed by 

a concern for the ownership of these 
resources. Simply earmarking 
resources to address violence 
against women or support ‘women 
and girls’ was not enough. Those 
resources are needed to go towards 
unpacking the socio-political 
relational dynamic that has produced 
inequality, discrimination and 
violence, and be put in the hands of 
those who have lived those realities. 
In addition, to be integral to the 
movements built to challenge and 

eliminate them, their 
leadership  
must be recognised  
and respected.

Organising around women’s  
and trans persons’ human rights 
often flies in the face of tradition.SP

EC
IA

L F
EA

TU
RE

: S
PO

TL
IG

H
T 

O
N

 A
FR

IC
A

 A
N

D
 A

SI
A

 

Above: Attendees at 
Revolutionising Philanthropy, 
a Prospera Asia & Pacific 
convergence event. 
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The first women’s fund in our 
region, Tewa, was set up in Nepal in 
1995, with the goal of unlocking 
local philanthropy for women. The 
Korean Women’s Fund (now known 
as the Korean Foundation for 
Women), was set up in 1999 to 
ensure gender equality, by 
supporting women’s movements 
and women’s empowerment. 
MONES, the Mongolian Women’s 

Fund, was created in 2001 to 
provide financial support to 
women’s groups as well as 
marginalised women in abusive 
situations. HER Fund in Hong Kong 
followed suit in 2004, with the aim 
of educating givers to fund causes 
that were about human rights and 
supporting women. The South Asia 
Women’s Fund (now Women’s 
Fund Asia) was also created in 
2004 as the first sub-regional 
women’s fund to work as a catalyst 
for local giving to women’s rights 
work in the region. More recently, 
the region has seen the emergence 
of South Asia Women’s Foundation 
of India, closely followed by Urgent 
Action Fund-Asia and the Pacific, 
and the Fiji Women’s Fund; the 
latter two linking the political 
voices of Asia and the Pacific. 

At Women’s Fund Asia (WFA),  
our model of feminist philanthropy 
recognises the value of small 
budget organisations and even 
unregistered groups at the 
grassroots who build and sustain 
gender justice movements. It 
ensures that the resources unlock 
the potential of the work and do 

not become a burden. We make 
sure that we remain accountable to 
the movements through the way in 
which we build and implement our 
strategies. It is because of our 
power analysis that the women’s 
funds are clear that they do not 
implement programmes. They 
mobilise resources, they influence 
resources in a way to make sure 
that women and trans-led groups 
are able to control the use of the 

resources for the 
strengthening of 
their movements. 

Including trans 
people in feminist 
grantmaking
A core value of 
women’s funds is  
to listen very 
carefully and then 
act on the message. 
WFA, one of two 
regional funds in 
Asia, realised that it 
was not receiving 
applications from 
groups led by trans 
people, unless they 
were in partnership 

with others. In its regional 
convergence in 2017, therefore, it 
sought to understand why. It was 
taken aback to learn that the 
groups did not think they were 
eligible, given the emphasis  
on the term ‘women’. 

WFA’s team and Board of Directors 
reviewed the vision and mission, 
and the statements were redrafted 
to ensure that support for and work 
with trans communities were made 
explicit. 

Accountability, a central tool of 
dismantling power, was amply 
demonstrated in Bangkok, as the 
women’s funds responded to hard 
questions raised by their partners 
and allies, from articulating what 
feminist funding is, to the 
difference between networks  
and women’s funds; and even  
more importantly, clarifying the 
role of women’s funds themselves, 
and their relationship to the 
movements they support.

The feminist philanthropy 
movement in Asia and the  
Pacific, in addition to mobilising 
resources that are guided by 

feminist principles, engages with 
resources politically, disrupting 
power relations of those that give 
and those that claim, as well as 
ensuring that the mystery of 
resource control is made 
transparent and visible. 

As funders, we ask for a political 
analysis of the control of resources 
that examines growth, depth of 
reach and impact; rather than  
an application of a simplistic 
‘efficiency’ model, which bases it 
grants on size and management.

As we step forward to be held 
accountable to the movements  
we support, we call for a more 
substantive engagement with 
resources, rather than an 
adversarial one. Let us be 
accountable and transparent  
about ways in which we access  
and use resources as part of a 
larger collective; and strengthen 
the feminist movement for 
resourcing human rights. 

The author wishes to thank Claudia 
Bollwinkel and Alexandra Garita and  
all the co-thinkers in WFA for their  
invaluable contributions to this article.

Late 20th century 
feminist milestones 
1981: UN Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW)

1992: Conference on the 
Environment, Rio de Janeiro 

1993: Conference on Human 
Rights, Vienna

1994: International Conference 
on Population and Development, 
Cairo

1995: Fourth World Conference 
on Women and Beijing Platform 
for Action, Beijing

Those resources are  
needed to go towards 
unpacking the 
socio-political relational 
dynamic that has 
produced inequality, 
discrimination and 
violence.
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Climate 
change is 
not gender 
neutral

A feminist approach rooted in local communities 
can provide a powerful source of protecting the 
environment and achieving gender justice

I
n mid-2016, the Canadian 
company Orezone Gold 
Corporation arrived in Bomboré, 

a town in the Ganzourgou province 
of Burkina Faso, to explore the area 
for potential gold mining. Since its 
arrival, the local community has 

resisted the mining project, as it 
would affect around 700 hectares 
of land, destroy 75,000 trees and 
force the relocation of 600 families 
to land that currently is infertile and 
non-arable. Furthermore, the 
project has already forced 3,500 

Carla López Cabrera is executive 
director, Fondo Centroamericano 
de Mujeres. 

 carla@fcmujeres.org 
 @fcmujeres

Daniëlle Hirsch is director, Both 
ENDS. 

 D.Hirsch@bothends.org 
 @Danielle_H_BE

Zohra Moosa is executive director, 
Mama Cash. 

 z.moosa@mamacash.org 
 @zohramoosa

people to cease artisanal mining,  
a major source of income for local 
families. 

Women’s leadership has been key 
to the local resistance in Bomboré. 
Through their own enquiries and 
with the support of Organisation 
pour le Renforcement des 
Capacités de Développement 
(ORCADE), local women became 
convinced that they did not want a 
mine. So they started to organise 
for changes. The women have 
achieved a short-term victory as 
the company is now offering them 
the same financial compensation 
as the men in the community, given 
that their loss of livelihoods hadn’t 
previously been recognised. 
However, aware that this financial 
support is not enough, the women 
of Bomboré are now demanding 
more long-term change to ensure 
they have fertile land to live and 
work on.

This scenario is not surprising,  
nor is it unique. Corporations in 
extractive industries, working with 
development banks and national 
governments, have been pushing 
large-scale infrastructure and 
agro-industry projects for decades. 
The impacts of these 
mega-projects invariably have 
damaging consequences for local 
economies, livelihoods and the 
environment, and they often spark 
local opposition, just as they did in 
Bomboré. 

To respond to the negative impacts 
of these types of projects, local 
communities often receive support 
from international not-for-profit 
and philanthropic organisations. 
While they come into the 
community with the aim of 
providing support, they struggle to 
balance their own ideas with the 
knowledge, experiences, interests 
and demands of the different 

members of the local communities 
they want to work with. 

The Global Alliance for Green and 
Gender Action (GAGGA) has been 
experimenting with a new approach. 
A multi-actor network active from 
local to international level, GAGGA is 
a political alliance that acts in 
solidarity with local movements 
fighting for gender and 
environmental justice across the 
globe. The network includes local 
activists, groups and collectives, 
often women-led, and supports their 
political agendas related to pressing 
environmental issues, including 
environmental sustainability, disaster 
mitigation and climate change. 

GAGGA’s deepest ambition is to 
show that a feminist approach to 
tackling environmental challenges, 
whether at the local or global level, is 
key to realising a democratic 
transition to just societies that 
respects planetary boundaries. 
GAGGA sets out to strategically 
connect the women’s movements 
and environmental justice 
movements to bring forward 

women-led visions for change. 

For this to work, GAGGA has 
developed a flexible and 
decentralised approach to funding, 
partnering with an array of actors, 
including national, regional and 
global women’s funds, environmental 
justice funds and NGOs. It reaches 
more than 360 groups and 
collectives working to secure 
women’s rights to environmental 
justice across 30 countries. 

This has led to amazing results. For 
example, in Guatemala, the women 
of the Ixquisis community have been 
able to successfully submit a 
complaint to the Inter-American 
Development Bank on its lack of 
compliance with its gender policy in 
the development of two 
hydro-power dams in their territory. 
In Asia, organisations from 
Cambodia, India, Indonesia, 
Mongolia and the Philippines have 
formed the Women in Action on 
Mining in Asia (WAMA) coalition. 
This provides skills-share workshops 
for women from affected 
communities at national and regional 

levels to further understand the 
gendered impacts of mining, 
deconstruct the economics of 
mining and build a strong regional 
evidence-based platform for 
women’s demands to the mining 
sector. Through this coalition, the 
group has been able to effectively 
engage in the United Nations Forum 
on Business and Human Rights. 

Since 2016, the GAGGA network has 
been able to show that when local 
communities are listened to, 
profound systemic change will 
ensue, just as the women in Burkina 
Faso succeeded in getting an 
international mining giant to start 
changing its ways. 

The authors wish to thank GAGGA coordinator, 
Maite Smet, for her contribution to this article.

Aware that this financial  
support is not enough, the 
women of Bomboré are now 
demanding more long-term 
change to ensure they have 
fertile land to live and work on.

GAGGA is a political alliance that acts 
in solidarity with local movements 
fighting for gender and environmental 
justice across the globe. 

Above: Women of 
Bomboré attend a 
workshop organised by 
ORCADE and WoMin

Left: Visit to a mining 
site during a WAMA 
skills-share programme 
in Palawan, the 
Philippines.SP
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The future of 
foundations  
is female

Even if the steps that German foundations are 
taking towards gender equity are cautious, they 
are carrying the sector in the right direction

I
nspired by the work of 
international foundations, in  
2017 the Association of German 

Foundations (BDS) launched an 
additional group, Gender and 
Diversity. This was to supplement 
its existing thematic network, 
Women and Foundations, and 
begin the strategic integration  
of gender justice in the German 
foundation sector. The group is 
growing and has attracted partners 
such as the new initiative Fair Share 
of Women Leaders, Open Society 
Foundations, PHINEO and Wider 
Sense. At the group’s first meeting, 
one consultant said: ‘The future  
of foundations is female.’ In some 
respects, so is the present. Women 
make up at least 70 per cent of  
the civil society workforce.  
More women set up or co-found 
foundations than they did 15 years 
ago. In some respects... but not  
in all, as we will see below.

A strong signal of BDS’s intention 
to secure gender equity came at  
its 2018 annual conference when 
the philanthropist Ise Bosch 
received Germany’s most 
important founder’s award. This 
was given for her commitment to 
human rights globally, her work in 
improving the living conditions of 
girls and women and in protecting 
sexual minorities. When the 
awardee, with more than 30 
international grantees of all binary 
and non-binary sexes, rocked the 
floor, a very special atmosphere 
could be felt in the hall. At the same 
time, though, a blog post  
in Alliance by Anke Pätsch noted 
that only three out of the top  
35 German foundations were  
led by women. 

Filling the data gap
With statistics on questions of 
gender within foundations few  
and far between, in March this year, 

Anke Pätsch is director of 
International Relations, 
Association of German 
Foundations. 

 anke.paetsch@stiftungen.org 
 @ankepaetsch

Katja Wagner is senior 
consultant at PHINEO.  

 katja.wagner@phineo.org 
 @PHINEOgAG

PHINEO and BDS  
conducted a survey of 183 German 
foundations, supplemented by  
five qualitative interviews with 
foundation representatives. The 
findings confirm that gender equity 
is still in its infancy in the German 
foundation sector.

Eighteen per cent of foundations 
surveyed have been involved in 
projects in the field of gender 
justice. These primarily involve 
projects to counter violence 
against women, to fight 
discrimination and to question 
gender stereotypes. Approaches 
to reflecting on masculinity are 
very rare.

Foundations can consider  
gender equity in all their support  
and project activities, even if this is 
not the main thrust of their work.  
But in practice, this so-called 
‘gender mainstreaming’ rarely 
takes place. Fifty-seven per cent of 
grantmaking foundations said they 
have not yet considered gender 
mainstreaming and do not consider 
it necessary in the future. Only 24 
per cent of operating foundations 
take this view.

Women are still under-represented 
in the highest governance bodies 
of foundations (board of directors 

or comparable). In 72 per cent of the 
foundations surveyed, women were 
in the minority on the board and, in 
29 per cent of cases, the boards did 
not have a single woman member.

There is a correlation between the 
work of a foundation and its internal 
gender structure: foundations 
working in the area of women/girls 
and gender justice are more equal 
internally than foundations with 
other priorities. Ninety-one per cent 
of them have at least one woman  
on the board of directors and use 
instruments and measures for a 
balanced gender relationship  
much more frequently. 

A change is on the horizon 
More positively, 46 per cent of 
foundations in the survey would like 
to develop the subject of gender 
equity further. Representatives from 
foundations and the third sector 
have strong arguments:

•  Gender justice is a  
prerequisite for achieving  
global sustainability goals.

•  Equity is a fundamental right  
– and therefore a premise for 
foundation action.

•  Foundations can make a  
difference in this area.

•  Gender-sensitive foundations have 
a more sustainable impact through 
their funding and projects. 

•  Gender-sensitive foundations  
are modern and innovative.

At the 2019 BDS conference in 
Mannheim, all panels organised by 
the association itself for the first time 
had almost equal numbers of women 
(44 per cent) and men. The number 
of women on the committees of the 
association has increased 
significantly as a result of new 
appointments. 

Probably the most important step so 
far is the redrawing of the principles 
for good foundation practice. 
Approved by 4,500 members in June 
this year, these include a new 
resolution recommending that 
foundations ‘strive to implement 
gender equity in their work and to 
realise the opportunities offered by 
diversity’. In a sense, this looks like 
two steps forward and one step back, 
a cautious formulation of a still 
conservative sector. A member 
amendment proposing that 
foundations ‘implement gender 

equity and strengthen diversity’ was 
rejected. Nevertheless, general 
secretary Felix Oldenburg announced 
that the association is committed to 
‘invest the necessary additional 
resources in order to make gender 
equity a lived reality among all our 
members’. A task force in early 
September developed concrete 
measures to be implemented in the 
near future, including a strong visible 
representation of women in the 
sector, a practical gender equality 
toolbox with case studies, checklists 
and guidelines, in-depth data analysis 
and a means of ensuring female 
presence in events and publications.

We want to inspire foundations to 
take up the topic of gender justice. 
The process is ongoing in our own 
offices. It’s a process that develops 
an organisation, opens your eyes to 
your own unconscious bias and 
opens doors, too, when you knock 
loudly enough. We hope that all 
foundations will look beyond their 
current horizons, question their own 
attitudes and actions and... draw  
the right conclusions. For all women! 
For all men! For all gender! 

Foundations working in 
the area of women/girls 
and gender justice are 
more equal internally 
than foundations with 
other priorities. 

Foundations’ under-representation 
of women in leading positions

Interaction 
between external 
and internal 
foundation work
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In 72% of foundations women are 
the minority in leading positions 
(director, board or comparable)

In 29% of foundations there are 
only men on the board (or director/
comparable leading position)

Foundations which support gender  
justice in their projects have a more  
balanced gender structure

91% have at least one female board  
member or managing director (or 
comparable leadership position)

47% have a gender sensitive HR process 
established – compared to 22% which  
don’t support gender justice or women  
and girls’ projects

45% have a quota system for leadership 
positions – compared to 3% which don t́ 
support gender justice or women and  
girls projects
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Future focus

Above: Award-winner  
Ise Bosch congratulated 
by feminist comrades at 
BDS’s annual conference. 



NoVo's Move to End Violence ten-year history  
has instructive lessons for dismantling structures 
and narratives of oppression

I
n the past decade, we’ve seen an 
alarming increase in policies that 
undermine human rights, and a 

continuing rise in state violence,  
with a particularly devastating  
effect on girls and women. In the 
midst of this, we’ve witnessed 
powerful, thriving grassroots 
feminist movements working to 

dismantle oppressive forces and 
effect lasting social change. 

At the NoVo Foundation, all of our 
work is rooted in ending systems  
of violence and exploitation, 
particularly gender-based violence. 
From the very beginning, we’ve 
prioritised uplifting the leadership  
of girls and women in their 
communities and Indigenous 
wisdom as a catalyst for global 
social change. The movements  
led by our partners in the US and  
the Global South have deeply 
informed our own core values,  
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A world free 
from violence: 
let’s move

 
Monica Dennis is co-director, 
Move to End Violence.  

 mdennis@rabengroup.com 
Priscilla Hung is co-director, 
Move to End Violence.  

 phung@rabengroup.com 
 @MoveEndViolence 

Pamela Shifman is executive 
director, NoVo Foundation. 

 pshifman@
novofoundation.org  

 @novofoundation

which include respect for lived 
experience, social justice, and 
radical hope, and continue to guide 
us in our learning.

Through the NoVo Foundation’s  
$80 million commitment to Move to  
End Violence (MEV), we’ve helped 
nurture a bold vision for those 
working to end violence against 
women and girls – including cis  
and trans women and gender 
non-conforming people – by 
supporting a robust network of 
change agents. The majority of 
MEV’s participants, called 
‘Movement Makers’, are women of 
colour, Indigenous and LGBTQ 
leaders who work at the intersections 
of advancing gender justice.

In Move to End Violence, we started 
by listening and learning. We spoke 
with hundreds of stakeholders 
committed to ending violence 
against women and girls and asked 
what they needed to achieve 
enduring social change and an end 
to gender-based violence. They 
shared their challenges including 
burnout, resource scarcity and 
inability to rise above the daily work 
to think creatively. Some of the 
things they recommended included 
prioritising advocacy, leadership 
that is transformative, visionary and 
movement-based, and developing 
self-care practices at individual and 
organisational levels. At the 
beginning, the expectation was to 
build community and align around a 
world free from violence. Over the 
years however, the programme has 
evolved and deepened in powerful 
ways.

One key deepening is the 
programme’s sharpened  
commitment to building alliances  
with leaders from the US and 
leaders based in the Global South. 
While the commitment to 
transnational movement building 
was part of Move to End Violence 
from the beginning, we have 
learned that this kind of work is 

time-intensive and 
requires deep care 
and intentionality 
to facilitate 
relationship-
building grounded 
in deep solidarity 
to emerge. 

This year, Movement Makers took  
part in an International Exchange in 
Guatemala, where our fourth cohort 
spent time with NoVo partner JASS,  
a global network that strengthens the 
voice, organising power and safety  
of women activists and movements. 
The convening brought together 
Mesoamerican and US-based women 
of colour to exchange methodologies 
and histories and included a visit to 
the Landscapes of Memory memorial 
for victims of the 36-year armed 
conflict in Guatemala, to learn how  
US imperialism played a role in the 
200,000 people who died. MEV  
and JASS organisers took part in a 

From the very beginning, we’ve 
prioritised uplifting the leadership of 
girls and women in their communities 
and Indigenous wisdom as a catalyst 
for global social change. 

rights movement and the movement 
to end gender-based violence  
must be woven together, ensuring  
the voices of those most affected  
are heard.  

By fostering collective relationship 
and power-building, feminist 
intersectional approaches to social 
justice and practices of healing  
and liberation, Movement Makers 
continue to dismantle dominant 
narratives and systems of violence 
and oppression. MEV supports 
leaders in imagining a new reality  
and in truly having the space to 
reflect, build and strengthen their 
own capacity needed for systemic 
change. We invite others to imagine, 
and help create, a world of safety  
and dignity for us all. Consider 
together the immense possibilities  
of building an even larger global 
movement to end violence against 
girls and women. 

Our programme has also allowed  
us to witness the transformative power  
of storytelling drawn from the lives of 
marginalised girls and women.

organising, while also underscoring 
the nuances and complexities in  
our struggles.

Movement Makers have also named 
and addressed Indigenous invisibility 
within movements, most recently 
illustrated by the lack of attention  
to the epidemic of missing and 
murdered Indigenous women, girls 
and two-spirit people (MMIWG2S)  
in North America. MEV members 
have been able to partner with 
organisations such as the Minnesota 
Indian Women’s Sexual Assault 
Coalition by marching and raising 
attention to this largely invisible  
crisis, countering systemic patterns  
of colonialism and violence. 

Our programme has also allowed us 
to witness the transformative power 
of storytelling drawn from the lives  
of marginalised girls and women. 
During our convening in South  
Africa, MEV connected with groups 
such as the Whole World Women 
Association (WWWA), which works 
with refugee women from the region. 
Attendees heard from survivors  
who used poetry and theatre to tell 
their stories, recounting the horrors 
migrant women face, but also their 
own resilience, activism and hope. 
The experience ultimately sharpened 
their analysis of how the immigrant 

ceremony facilitated by Indigenous 
human rights advocates Rosalina 
Tuyuc and Nobel Peace Prize winner 
Rigoberta Menchú Tum where  
they collectively understood how 
US-supported resource extraction  
led to violence against the earth and 
its connection to the displacement, 
torture and murder of thousands of 
Mayan girls and women. Everyone was 
inspired by how activists are continuing 
to defend their lands from extraction, 
reclaim Indigenous traditions, and  
by their steadfast activism against 
injustice and repression.

Another way the programme  
has evolved is in how it grapples  
with tensions that have historically  
existed within social justice 
movements. Some of these include 
challenging anti-Blackness and 
transphobia. During our Domestic 
Exchange in March, we hosted a 
roundtable of activists who are 
leading powerful work in Black  
and Brown communities in Texas, 
including Latinx and trans activists  
of colour. Leaders pointed out the 
ways in which Black cis and trans 
immigrants are targeted for 
punishment and criminalisation in 
detention centres, ‘another way  
that anti-Blackness shows up’. The 
discussions highlighted the need  
for solidarity and cross-community 

Above: The MEV team 
with Guatemalan 
politician and activist 
Sandra Morán (centre). 

Left: Indigenous human 
rights activist Rosalina 
Tuyuc at the 
‘Landscapes of Memory’ 
site in Guatemala.
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