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Wangarĩ Maathai (April 1, 1940 – September 25, 2011) was a Kenyan 
environmentalist, political activist, and Nobel laureate who became one of the most 
influential voices for environmental conservation and women’s empowerment in 
Africa. She was born in the rural village of Ihithe in Nyeri District, Kenya. 

Maathai pursued higher education in the United States, earning a Bachelor’s 
degree in Biological Sciences from Mount St. Scholastica College in Kansas 
(1964) and a Master’s degree in Biological Sciences from the University of 
Pittsburgh (1966). She later returned to Kenya and earned a Ph.D. in Veterinary 
Anatomy from the University of Nairobi in 1971, becoming the first woman in 
East and Central Africa to earn a doctoral degree. 

In 1977, Maathai founded the Green Belt Movement, a grassroots environmental 
organization that mobilized rural Kenyan women to plant trees to combat 
deforestation, restore their main sources of income, and empower communities. 
Through this movement, more than 50 million trees were planted across Kenya, 
helping to restore ecosystems while promoting women’s leadership. 

Her activism extended beyond the environment. Maathai was also a strong 
advocate for democracy, human rights, and sustainable development in Kenya, 
often speaking out against government corruption and environmental destruction. 



In 2004, she made history when she became the first African woman to receive the 
Nobel Peace Prize, recognized for her contributions to sustainable development, 
democracy, and peace. 

Wangarĩ Maathai died in Nairobi, Kenya, at the age of 71 after battling cancer. Her 
legacy continues to inspire environmental movements around the world. 

Quote often associated with her work: 
"It's the little things citizens do. That's what will make the difference. My little 
thing is planting trees." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


