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Professor Maathai did not end any wars or disarm a 
hostile nation.  She earned the Peace Prize in a seem-
ingly simple way: by planting trees in her home country 
of Kenya, and throughout Africa.  In 1977, she founded 
the Green Belt Movement to �ght the devastating effects 
of deforestation.  Her initial efforts to help the environ-
ment blossomed into a mission to promote social justice 
and democratic reform.  As the Nobel committee noted, 
�Maathai stands at the front of the �ght to promote 
ecologically viable social, economic and cultural devel-
opment� that embraces democracy, human rights and 
women�s rights in particular.�  In this lesson, we will see 
how Wangari Maathai overcame personal challenges and 
found a way to make a difference for her environment and 
for her people.

An Uphill Battle

Wangari Maathai was born in the African village of 
Nyeri, Kenya in 1940.  While it was very rare for young 
women from rural Kenya to pursue higher education, 
Maathai received a Kennedy scholarship to study in the 
United States.  She earned a biology degree from Mount 
St. Scholastica College in Kansas and a master�s degree 
from the University of Pittsburgh.  

Maathai then returned to Kenya where she worked in 
veterinary medicine at the University of Nairobi while 
pursuing doctoral studies.  Many male students and 
professors expressed skepticism and hostility toward her 
because she was a woman.  It is hard work for anyone to 
earn a doctorate, requiring discipline and many hours of 
studying.  Often people working hard to achieve a goal 
talk about how the support of their community helps 
them to continue and eventually to succeed.  Imagine 
how much harder it was for Maathai, knowing that many 
of the professors and fellow students expected her to fail.  
Despite the obstacles of this prejudice, Maathai perse-
vered, by continuing to work hard and dedicating herself 
to her studies. Maathai earned her Ph.D., becoming the 
�rst East African woman to earn a doctorate.  She later 
posted another �rst for a woman by becoming chairper-
son of a university department.

The Power of a Simple Idea 

Returning to Kenya in 1966, Maathai saw that the forests 
of Kenya and East Africa were being threatened by 
economic development and massive building projects.  
A United Nations report con�rmed that only nine trees 
were replanted in Africa for every 100 that were cut 
down, posing a serious threat to the environment.  The 
lack of trees and root systems allowed heavy seasonal 
rains to wash away much of the topsoil.  Runoff silt was 
clogging the rivers, which lessened the amount of water 
available to animals.  To replace the topsoil, farmers used 
more chemical fertilizers, which further deprived the soil 
of organic nutrients. 

Professor Maathai founded the Green Belt Movement 
(GBM), a non-governmental organization (NGO), as a 
vehicle to end the harmful cycle.  Starting with a small 
nursery in her back yard in 1977, Maathai now has thou-
sands of workers planting and raising trees.  They seek 
prime land, especially large farms, schools, and churches, 
on which to plant massive stretches of saplings.  These so-
called �green belts� have been established in other parts of 
Africa, as well.  So far, the GBM is responsible for planting 
30 million trees through its tree planting program
 
Maathai discovered early that her environmental work 
must do more than help the environment; it must im-
prove the lives of the people. Life in Kenya, as in much 
of Africa, is not as convenient as in the United States.  
People there rely on nature�not factories or convenience 
stores�for their survival. Villagers in Kenya use the wood 
from trees as fuel to cook their food and as lumber to 
build their own homes and farms.

Since within African culture the responsibility for col-
lecting �rewood and making meals rests with women, 
Maathai entrusted them with the work of tree planting. 
Because of disappearing forests, women often had to travel 
long distances to �nd �rewood, which meant they spent 
less time tending their gardens and looking after their 
children.  Planting trees empowered the women because 
they were able to earn an income while they spent more 
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Over one hundred years ago, famed scientist, inventor, and businessman, Alfred 

Nobel, established a prize to recognize excellence in particular areas of work or study.  Since 1901, the Nobel Prize 

has been the premier international award for achievements in physics, chemistry, medicine, literature, and peace.  

Each year the Nobel committee considers a list of extraordinary people who have helped the cause of peace in the 

world.  This year the committee chose Professor Wangari Maathai.
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time closer to home, which created greater family stability 
and educational opportunities for both the women and 
their children.  

The GBM also provides a dynamic network of programs 
that affects a broad range of citizens.  The GBM is active in 
educating its members on civic and environmental issues 
while creating many jobs through the hiring of staff.  Over 
30,000 women, who form most of the GBM, continue to 
receive training and skills useful to generate income from 
trades such as bee keeping and farming.

The GBM also reaches out to the physically disabled and 
young people.  Green Belt Rangers, often disabled persons, 
are responsible for checking up on the care and progress 
of trees.  They are trained to offer advice on any problem 
the tree caretaker may have.  Children experience the 
GBM through school projects and learn early on to appre-
ciate the relationship between the environment and their 
own needs for wood and farmland. 

Taking the Fight to Parliament

In addition to combating the harmful effects to the 
environment, Professor Maathai began to challenge the 
political leaders who were allowing them to continue.  At 
that time, the government of Kenya was a dictatorship 
controlled by President Daniel arap Moi, whose policies 
favored business interests rather than the environment 
and the people.  �The problem,� she said, �is that the peo-
ple who are responsible for much of the destruction of the 
environment are precisely those who should be providing 
leadership in environmental protection campaigns.� In 
1997, Professor Maathai ran for Kenyan Parliament and 
President, but lost both elections.  
 
The government was already against Professor Maathai 
because she spoke out against its irresponsible use of 
natural resources.  Maathai�s own husband, who aspired 
to political of�ce, divorced her, citing she was �too edu-
cated, too strong, too successful, too stubborn and too 
hard to control.� Maathai became a target of government 
of�cials when she waged a successful campaign against the 
construction of an of�ce building in the place of Nairobi�s 
central park.  She also thwarted plans to clear hundreds of 
acres of forest for a luxury housing development.  

Professor Maathai suffered for her efforts, being beaten, 
hospitalized, and even jailed. Once, local police hired 
over 100 thugs to ambush Maathai and a group of twelve 
women�most of them elderly� who were planting some 
trees.  Maathai was beaten and taken to a jail.  Badly hurt, 

she insisted on �ling a complaint, which she signed with 
blood from her forehead.  Amnesty International, a hu-
man rights watch group, initiated a letter-writing cam-
paign that helped free her from prison.  

Throughout this period of suffering and abuse, Professor 
Maathai was confronted with important decisions.  She 
could have responded to the violence against her with vio-
lence, but instead chose to promote non-violent reform.  
She could have �ed her country many times, but instead 
chose to remain displaying a powerful sense of fortitude in 
choosing to do what is right rather than what is easy.  She 
could have given in to the threats and fear and chosen to 
simply lead a safe and quiet life.  Instead she chose to be 
courageous in meeting the danger head on and not giving 
in to fear. 

In 2002 Maathai was elected to the Parliament by an over-
whelming 98% vote while her long time political enemy, 
President Moi, was defeated.    The new president imme-
diately appointed Maathai Deputy Minister for Environ-
ment, Wildlife, and Natural Resources.  

Conclusion

Professor Wangari Maathai is a pioneer of integrating 
environmental conservation with education and social 
reform.  She is generous with her knowledge and in�u-
ence to help the people of her nation. Many times in 
environmental conservation, people and the environ-
ment are seen as opposites, with people as the enemy.  
Professor Maathai understands that people must be 
treated with great love and compassion in order for 
them to love and respect their environment in return.  
In her own words: �If you want to save the environment 
you should protect the people �rst, because human 
beings are part of biological diversity.  And if we can�t 
protect our own species, what�s the point of protecting 
tree species?�

Professor Maathai�s life is another example of the 
power of virtues such as perseverance, courage and 
fortitude in achieving goals.  She also reminds us 
that simple ideas, based on respect for the dignity of 
people and respect for the environment can literally 
transform the lives of millions of people.  n
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Vocabulary

Compassion � Feeling of sympathy for the distress of others, with the desire to help them.  
Courage � The capacity to meet danger without giving way to fear.
Deforestation � The action of clearing forests or cutting down large groups of trees.
Dictatorship � Form of government in which one person, a dictator, possesses absolute power without constitutional limits.
Empathy � Entering into the feeling or spirit of others and imagining yourself in another person�s situation.
Fortitude � Strength of mind that enables one to choose what is right even when it is dif�cult, or requires enduring adversity.
Generosity � Giving freely of our own possessions, time and/or talent to someone else.
Human Rights � The basic rights and freedoms, to which all humans are entitled, often held to include the right to life and 
liberty, freedom of thought and expression, and equality before the law.
Perserverance � Trying hard and continously in spite of obstacles and dif�culties.
Sapling � A young tree.

Notes
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Teacher’s  Guide

Lesson Goals
	Help students appreciate the power of 
community activism in addressing the 
needs of individuals, local communities, 
and the environment   

	Help students to appreciate the in�uence 
one person can have when he/she is 
dedicated to constructive change   

	Help students to develop empathy and 
compassion for those living in poverty, 
and in dictatorships where human rights 
are suppressed   

	Understand the virtues of perseverance, 
courage and fortitude and their 
importance in attaining goals and 
�ghting for reforms

	To appreciate the value of education in 
helping us attain goals   

This lesson has one part including student 
text, discussion question options, journal 
writing options, and extended learning 
activities. 
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Discussion  
Question Options 
1.	 What were Wangari Maathai�s motivations for founding the Green Belt Movement?  

What can other community activists and governments learn from her example?

2.	 Wangari Maathai sets an example for combining the power of education with a 
sense of mission.  How do these two elements work together in working to better our 
society?     

3.	 Do you think non-violent reform can work in a nation ruled by dictatorship?  Whose 
responsibility to see that human rights are recognized?  Why?

4.	 How did Maathai�s life experiences shape her character and make her a stronger 
person?

5.	 Using the Green Belt Movement as a model, can you think of any problems in our 
local community, or nation, that could be addressed though a simple yet powerful 
idea?  (Please see the �rst �extended learning activity� below.)

 
6.	 What does the Nobel Peace Prize represent?

7.	 Discuss differences and similarities between African and American cultures and 
governments, especially regarding women and the environment.

Journal  
Writing Options  
1.	 Wangari Maathai began her activism with a simple, practical concept that directly 

related to her community: plant trees to combat deforestation.  Gradually this idea 
developed to include education and employment for those on the edge of society, 
especially women and disabled persons.  What is something practical you see that could 
be done to improve your community?  Write about it.  What are the reasons for the 
need?  How would you set up your project, and whom would you include in it?  

 
2.	 Wangari Maathai displayed a lot of courage to work against her government and for a 

cause she believes in.  Where does courage come from?  How does someone get courage?  
Do you have courage?  Why or why not?  Write about a time in your life when you 
needed courage and what you did.  
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� General history of Kenya
� Description of the previous dictatorship of Kenya, and its 

recent transition to democracy
� Ecology of Kenya and environmental issues still facing 

Kenya
  
6. Soil Erosion in the U.S.: Soil Erosion has also been an issue 

in the United States, especially in the Midwest area where 
intensive farming takes place.  Have the students research 
the issue and what is being done to address it.

 

Internet Resources 

The Nobel Peace Prize	
http://www.nobel.no/

The Nobel E-Museum	
http://www.nobel.se/

Alfred Nobel – Timeline	
http://www.nobel.se/nobel/alfred-nobel/biographical/

timeline/index.html

Learn More about Kenya	
http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/ke.html
http://www.blissites.com/kenya/map.html

Other Women Who Have Made a Difference in Africa  
http://womenshistory.about.com/od/africa/

A Slideshow Depicting Daily Life in Africa
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/spl/hi/picture_gallery/04/

africa_ethiopian_wood_collector/html/1.stm

Amnesty International
http://www.amnesty.org

Human Rights Watch
http://www.hrw.org

Green Belt Movement
http://www.greenbeltmovement.org

Learn About Planting Trees in Your Community
http://www.arborday.org/

Extended Learning Activities 
1. Have the class identify a problem in your local community, 

or nation, that could be addressed though a simple yet 
powerful idea, then construct the following team projects.

	 Team 1 � Provide a presentation on the problem: de�ne 
the problem, 	 outline its scope, and how the problem 
came to exist. 

	 Team 2 � Provide a detailed presentation on the proposed 
solution to address the problem including: an exact 
description of the proposed solution, plan for how it can 
be implemented, and the bene�ts it hopes to provide.    

	 Team 3 - Provide a presentation on the problems / 
challenges the proposed solution will encounter, including 
�nancing, recruiting personnel, how to build awareness, 
resistance from any established self-interest groups that 
bene�t from the problem you are trying to solve.  

2. Working for Human Rights: What can you do?  Ask the 
class for ideas about how to affect change for human 
rights.  One example is to participate in Amnesty 
International letter writing campaigns and human rights 
watches.  Choose one idea to participate in as a class.  
Think of ways to get the word out on what you are doing, 
such as a write-up in the school or local newspaper.  

3.	 Team Research and Presentations: Organize the class into 
teams and assign each team a Nobel Peace Prize candidate.  
Ask each team to research their assigned candidate through 
the Nobel Prize website and other web sources.  Each team 
should then make a presentation on:
� The work of each candidate that won him or her a 

nomination for the Nobel Peace Prize
� Why the candidate�s work is important and how it has 

impacted his or her country and the world 

4.	 Individual Research: Ask students to imagine they are on the 
committee to choose the winner of the Nobel Peace Prize.  
Students should review each candidate for the Peace Prize on 
the Nobel Prize website, and then write a statement on whom 
they would vote for and why.  Statements should include a 
description of the candidate�s work for peace/reform, and 
why his or her work is important to the candidate�s nation 
and/or the world. 

5.	 Team Presentations on Kenya: Organize the class into teams 
and assign each team a topic to make a comprehensive class 
presentation on the nation of Kenya.  Topics may include:


