madzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (wom
dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana k
izana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំ
empuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima wo
rossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujer
ando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaih
angangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzim
ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare
្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwiliza
ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស
empuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima wo
rossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujer
ando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaih
angangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzim
ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare
្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwiliza
ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស
empuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima wo
rossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujer
ando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaih
angangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzim
ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare
kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea s
madzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (wom
dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana k
izana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំ
empuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima wo
rossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujer
ando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaih
angangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzim
ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare
្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwiliza
ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស
empuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima wo
rossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujer
ando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaih
angangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzim
ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare
្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwiliza
ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស
empuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima wo
rossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujer
ando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaih
angangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzim
ukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) wo
rossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujer
ando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaih
angangahas (women dare) women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូ
empuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima wo
ossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (wom
) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku wo
rossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujer
ando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaih
angangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujeres cruzando la línea simba remadzim
ukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) wo
rossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូស perempuan melintas batas mujer
ando la línea simba remadzimai ririmukubatana ku gwilizana ndiye mphavu ya azima women crossing the line mga kababaih
angangahas (women dare) women crossing the line mga kababaihang nangangahas (women dare) ស្រ្តីឆ្លងកាត់គំនូ

Amplifying women’s
voices:

“Zambian
women
speak ”

Introduction
“Traditionally or culturally-speaking women are not allowed to talk about the
problems or challenges they go through. It is okay to be battered even to death by
your spouse or for your daughter to be sexually abused and to keep silent about it.
[I believe that] my story will help break the ‘barrier of silence’ that is rife in our society,
enable women to come out in the open and stand up for their rights.”
These were the words of one of the fifteen community-based activists that gathered in
Lusaka, Zambia on the 5th and 6th of June, 2013 to share oral ‘herstories’ about their
context, society and lived experiences as part of a feminist movement building process.
These fifteen women, all community-based activist leaders and organisers, came together
in 2008 as Basali Amoho – Women Together – after a Just Associates (JASS) feminist
movement building process held in Zambia. The process sparked something inside the
women, as one Basali Amoho founder said, “We made this group because we were getting
together from different organisations … [but] we had the same interest.” The women kept
the fire going by creating spaces to meet together, share, learn and grow. JASS worked
alongside Youth Vision Zambia to support several meetings over the years but Basali
Amoho grew beyond that into a collective driven by the women themselves.
Basali Amoho provides a container for women’s activism as individuals and as a
community. The group aims to bring diverse women together, whatever their religion
or background, to advocate against gender imbalances and violence against women. The
collective also strives to empower each other through skills-building and knowledgesharing, by creating a safe space for women survivors of violence to share and use their
experience to teach other women as well as learn about women’s health issues such as
cervical cancer and HIV prevention. The women activists also work through various
community-driven spaces and organisations to which they belong like the Centre for
Infectious Diseases Research in Zambia (CIDRZ), Zambia National Antiretroviral
Support Groups (ZNARVs) Muslim women, Kara Counselling and Youth Vision Zambia.
Over a period of a year, members of Basali Amoho met through the mpesa or mat chats
to share their stories, experiences and activist work as a way to strengthen each other
and the group. For Basali Amoho, these spaces are key to their purpose of supporting
women in organising against a range of oppressive practices and forces. Women’s stories
and voices are rarely listened to or heard, in many cases women are left out of official
‘histories.’ It is against this back drop that the collective chose to speak out on how
patriarchy plays out in women’s lives. At the core of this process was a deep desire to
build and amplify the voices of individual women and this growing community to enable
each member to speak to their experiences in a safe and empowering environment.
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The phalanx of oppressions that Zambian women face daily are numerous, all of them
reinforced by tradition and culture and often veiled in silence. This silence has done
nothing to expose women’s experiences or challenge the oppressions they face. This
storytelling initiative started with where women are, putting into practice the principle
that women’s lives, experiences and voices do matter and are critical if we hope to create
sustained and effective change. Each woman connected to the issues that affect her and
together, the group built an analysis of how patriarchy and other systems of oppression
work together on women’s bodies, and at the deepest and most personal levels..

Poverty and women
With a population of over 13 million, women make up the majority of Zambia’s population
with 50.7% compared to men who make up 49.3%. Women are the most affected by
various challenges including, lack of access to education, poverty, gender-based violence
and unemployment. Of the 4.3 million persons in the labour force, 2.4 million are males
and 1.8 million are females. Most of the females in the labour force receive minimal wages
which are usually much less than their male colleagues. Furthermore, women have little
to no control over their earnings. This affects their ability to make decisions over their
income and, consequently, access to capital for income-generating activities.
Women are more vulnerable to HIV infection than men. Among women aged 15 to 49,
the HIV prevalence rate is 16%, while among men in the same age range, the rate comes in
at 12%. This can be explained by various things such as sexual violence including marital
rape; harmful traditional practices such as polygamous marriages and sexual cleansing;
multiple partnerships at the same time and lack of access to sexual and reproductive
health information and services. Given their socioeconomic status, women not only bear
the brunt of HIV infection but also play the role of care-givers and heads of households.
A person often conceals their HIV positive status as openly disclosing or discussing one’s
positive status is received with stigma, discrimination and violence, and in many cases,
the discloser is alienated from society.
Zambian women have been the worst hit by Gender Based Violence (GBV) with 47%
of women having experienced physical violence since they were fifteen years old. This
situation has resulted in many negative health and social consequences that limit women’s
bodily integrity, women’s ability to make choices about their bodies as well as accessing
sexual and reproductive health information and services. Women are rarely consulted
about issues affecting them and are not allowed to provide consent. This has only been
exacerbated by a legal system which offers little or no redress for the infringement of
women’s rights.
The Zambian legal system continues to recognize both customary and statutory law.
This puts women at a disadvantage and offers inadequate penalties for the violation of
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women’s rights. The current constitution denies women protection from all forms of
discrimination that arise from customary, family and personal laws. Women have little
to no protections despite Zambia being a signatory to various regional and international
instruments including the Universal Declaration of Human Rights; African Charter on
Human and People’s Rights on the Rights of Women; Convention on the Elimination of
all Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and SADC Protocol on Gender
and Development—all of which have to be domesticated before they fully apply in the
national context.
The stories shared in this publication show how women’s bodies are at the centre of
oppression, how this oppression plays out and how it is reinforced by religion, tradition and
culture. The socialization of women with regards their bodies is often about submission
and perseverance. The message that women get more often than not is that your body
does not belong to you as a woman. For instance, a woman is not justified in refusing
her husband sex; even if she knows that he is having extramarital affairs, has a sexually
transmitted infection or if she does not want to. This is reinforced by norms to treat an
abuse or oppression with silence, while ridicule and stigma are the reprisal for those who
stray from the norm. This understanding is reinforced by religious institutions that frame
women and their bodies as vessels to service their husbands (and by extension their
families) and reinforce the notion that women’s bodies are primarily for reproduction.
The stories in this publication are a reminder of how integral women’s collectives are to
building solidarity and joint strength, the importance of raising awareness on women’s
rights, and the need to share strategies for women to come together to challenge the
oppression they face in their day-to-day lives. The stories highlight the commonalities
in women’s oppression, despite their divergent manifestations. Efforts to challenge the
infringement of women’s rights are often received with resistance. As a result women’s
organizing has to be strategic, and the creation of partnerships and alliances to support
common agendas cannot be over emphasized.

Analysing our stories
What do the stories we have told tell us about our lives, our bodies?
“Through this storytelling process we discovered that although our stories
differ, we as women suffer the same problems. That the power over us from
men is violent and often we have not consented to the experiences which
have infringed our human rights.”
“We share feelings of shame and fear to speak about our experiences even
though we are educated. We have experienced stigma, discrimination and
backlash for speaking out. None of us have had our issues resolved through
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the legal system. But we also discovered that history shows us women’s power
and we have all resisted and tried to change our situations.”
“We learnt that in negotiating power we must be strategic – become sneaky
– and work together to provide information and empower other women.
Because otherwise ‘people can just step on you and you won’t know people
are stepping on your foot.”
For Basali Amoho, the stories demonstrate how vulnerable women’s bodies are, how the
‘power over’ that we as women confront daily has a physical impact on our bodies. The
stories in the following pages of gender-based violence, of stigma and discrimination,
forced transactional sex, fragmentation and displacement, property grabbing economic
reliance and abuse, are stories of terrible trauma. However, they also show us how
coming together with other women, as Basali Amoho has done or in support groups,
can help build a collective understanding, a form of empowerment.
“Although we are told as a married woman, my body belongs to my husband,
empowerment has made me realise I have rights over my body. We have realised
that there are norms that make us act in ways that put our bodies in situations
they don’t want to be and that many of the abuse of women are hidden.”
With this publication, Basali Amoho is choosing to break the silence and share their
stories in the hope of healing the story weavers, reaffirming their individual and
collective commitment to activist work and inspiring other women to come together to
build women’s collective power for sustainable change.1

1. Please note that all of the women featured in this publication have consented to have either their full names or a pseudonym
shared with the public. Each woman has also chosen a title that best describes her and the work she is doing in her community.
JASS feminist Movement building
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My Body is my Body
Women’s Rights Activist
(GBV: Bodily autonomy & Backlash)
I am not just smelling the coffee, I am taking
the coffee pot with me too!

I am a women’s rights activist. I grew up in Luanshya and that is where I met my
husband, we both worked for Zambia Consolidated Copper Mines (ZCCM) at
the time. We had a colourful wedding and we were very comfortable. Milk and
honey flowed until we came to Lusaka. My husband is one of those people that
you can describe with that saying, “a man can be educated but his mind can be
backward traditionally or culturally.”
In my culture and tradition, the bedroom is ‘neutral ground.’ When you enter the
bedroom, you, as a woman, must be willing and available for sex. No excuses, even
if you feel unwell, your husband can say, this thing [pointing to the vagina] is not sick.
One October night in 2005, I told my husband that I wasn’t feeling up for sex. I forgot
about it but I did not know that he had told his niece that I had refused to have sex with
him. This information spread like a wild bush fire, even to my in-laws’ homestead. Now
everyone was talking about our private issues, and they were all asking why I would
refuse to sleep with him.
A year later, my husband’s attitude began to change. I was no longer allowed to see his
payslip or be involved in finances. I couldn’t take care of groceries for the house – he
would buy everything. At the time, I had not yet started work. After our relocation to
Lusaka things really became tough for me. He would demean me in front of guests and
family, saying things like, “It’s time to assassinate the spouse.” I became the laughingstock
of my family and in-laws. I would just sit and watch and remain silent. Me, a college
graduate! At first I used to cry but a passion to resist began to grow inside me. I think
that was the birth of my activism.
During this time, I had discovered my husband’s extramarital affairs and I made the
decision to not have sex without a condom. I had realised that my body was my body.
I told my parents and other relatives about it, my mother suggested I go to Victim
Support Unit (a Police Service Unit). I kept saying, “Let’s wait and see,” hoping that
things would change. I said that for eight years. Throughout those eight years, he would
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go out and spend nights away from home. I stayed with my decision and even if he came
back home at 2AM or whatever time, I would still demand we use a condom. In this way
I challenged the barriers of tradition and culture. I empowered myself.
I always wanted to tell my family and those who laughed at me that I’d been learning
about power and that I could look at my situation and see that my husband was
exercising his power over me. My husband had created an environment where people
looked down on me. They thought I couldn’t do anything, and that I didn’t know my
rights and there was no way I could fight for my life. But the truth is that I do know my
rights and I have power and control over my body. I have the right to say no or to say
yes, and this is why I am an activist for women’s rights, human rights and health rights.
I know that if I want to see change that I should be the change that I want to see – it has
to begin with me. I want to encourage my fellow women to say that you have the right
over your own bodies, you are unique, and you can do it.
In my culture, many people do not believe marital rape exists. We are taught to always
be submissive to our husbands regardless of how we feel. Women do not have the right
to say no to traditional practices that are harmful to them i.e. wife inheritance and
property grabbing. Despite the insults and lack of support, I stood up to defend myself
by becoming a women’s rights activist on HIV and other governance issues. Today I
don’t look at my situations as challenges, I look at them as opportunities to usher me
into a new realm. The more he thinks he is stepping on me the more I am coming up,
the more I am coming out!
In my journey, I have realised that as African women, our problems are interconnected
and oppression knows no boundaries. Whether you are educated or not, no matter
what your status, religion, nationality—oppression cuts across all boundaries. I have
discovered that I have the power within me, power to change my today for a better
tomorrow. Change begins with me and the first step I take is very important as it will
lead me to my destination. So many African women depend on men for our survival.
In many cases, this makes us vulnerable and puts us at risk to gender-based violence
in many forms (sexual, physical, emotional, stigma and discrimination). The lack of
support I had in my family has not stopped me from trying to achieve my goals.
Today, I am involved in many women’s projects and others where I advocate for changes
in attitudes, bad culture/traditions that need to be discarded. I am using this as my
stepping stone. I act as a role model so that other women learn from me. Currently, I am
mentoring my fourteen year-old daughter on the power she has. I believe that now is
the time to nurture tender shoots for a stronger army of enlightened women tomorrow.
Finally, no matter what you have gone through, you can still rise from the ashes. I came
out of the box my husband tried to put me in and I don’t want to be trampled on. I don’t
just smell the coffee—I am taking the coffee pot with me too!
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STIGMA AND
DISCRIMINATION
Beatrice Kabwe
When I was going through my hardships, I felt
like there was a coffin inside me and inside
that coffin there was a corpse. When I started
sharing and disclosed my status, I felt that I
was free, in my mind and body and heart.

I am a positive feminist activist. When my father died my mother decided to take
us to her family in the Congo. When my sister and I grew up, we decided to go
back to find our father’s relatives in Zambia.
We found our relatives in Lusaka and stayed with them, they welcomed us well. While
in Lusaka, my elder sister found a man and got married. I decided to live with my
sister even though my brother-in-law never liked me. There was talk that I seemed too
intelligent and my brother-in-law was insecure especially since he was older than my
sister. He thought I would start organising men for my sister while he was at work. I
went to stay with another sister who also began to complain. So, eventually, I went to
live with my auntie in Ndola.
I went back to Lusaka and met a Zimbabwean man who was a truck driver. He didn’t
tell me that he was married. When he took bride price to my family, they noticed that he
was looking ill. My sister told me of their observations but I refused to believe it because
he had not told me that he was HIV positive. I soon became pregnant and gave birth
to our first child. One day, his wife came and attacked my sister at our house, and I saw
for myself that he was married. I left and went back to live with my elder sister. Two
months later my husband became sick and died. My own health began to deteriorate,
and my sister kept asking me what was happening. She said that perhaps my husband’s
ghost was following me. I decided to go back to Congo and as soon as my mother saw
me, she took me to the hospital where I was tested positive. They advised my mother
not to tell me because ARVs were rare then and very expensive. I was put on Septrin, an
antibiotic which is given as part of treatment for TB, after which I came back to Zambia.
As time went on, I grew weaker and got very sick. I called my mother and she travelled
from Congo. When she arrived, she told my sister about my status. My brother-in-law
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found out and they told me to leave their house because they didn’t want me to infect
their children. My mother was even in the forefront asking me to leave my sister’s place
because she said I was no longer young and needed to take care of myself. I told them I
was not well and asked where will I find the money to pay rent? My sister then gave me
a K20 for me to go pay rent and that was that. I left and went to my friend’s place. She
was the one that took care of me until I felt better and stronger, and that is when I rented
a house and sold my own clothes to find the money for rent.
Later, I fell sick again. This time was worse than the first, I was extremely ill. I returned
to stay at my sister’s house. There, I experienced stigma, discrimination and all sorts
of punishment like not receiving food all day. I asked them to take me to the Mother
Theresa Hospice where they kept sick and poor people like me. As soon as I got there,
I was put on a drip and I stayed at the hospice for a month. When I was discharged, I
tried to go back to my sister’s place but my brother-in-law didn’t want me in his house.
He even accused me of forcing the hospice to discharge me. I returned to the hospice
and kept refusing to be discharged because I knew that no one wanted me.
One day, I met people from CIDRZ (Centre for Infectious Disease Research in Zambia)
and Idah Mukuka who came with a drama group to sensitize people about HIV. I chose
to get tested for HIV again and the results were positive. I was put on ARVs. ARVs were
still not common or available for free so it was a very difficult situation. I continued to
receive all sorts of discrimination and stigma, so much that I would always eat alone
and my plates were kept separate from those of everyone. I became so depressed that I
wanted to kill myself. I even took an electric iron and hit myself with it so I could die.
Idah Mukuka helped me to join a support group called Don’t Fear – Musayope. It was
then that I began to feel like I was not alone. I shared my problems and the group
became like a family to me. I got the courage to disclose my status to everybody in
my family, to my friends and neighbours, and it was when I found myself being a free
minded person. After I disclosed my status, I even found out that a lot of people in my
family were HIV positive and they also began to disclose their status to me. I learned
that some of my relatives like cousins had died of AIDS.
Eventually, I was chosen to be a peer educator for CIDRZ. Today, I teach people about
HIV and advise them to go for early treatment and about the benefit of ARVs. Being a
peer educator means I can help others and share my passion and my story with them
as I have been through bad times. I have become a teacher on HIV issues to my family
and friends. When there is a problem like someone is sick, they call me to talk with him
about VCT. When I was going through my hardships, I felt like there was a coffin inside
me and inside that coffin there was a corpse. When I started sharing and disclosed my
status, I felt that I was free, in my mind and body and heart.
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Empowering
Myself and
Empowering Others
Feminist Activist
Basali Amoho means a lot to me, it is a very
good group that helps women to overcome
their fears and voice them. I felt powerful
when I was able to share my own story, let it
out, even cry. Then I could start to make my
own decisions and truly move forward.

I am a feminist activist. I grew up in a very good Roman Catholic family. Our
parents were teachers living in a teacher’s compound, very respected and we
were the envy of everyone. I was the first born in a family of ten, and I would say we
were happy until I reached grade eight. This was when my father was promoted
to the Examination Council of Zambia, part of the Ministry of Education.
My father was a drunkard. He met a woman in a bar one day, and they started a
relationship. It didn’t take much before my father was spending more time and money
on the girlfriend than he did on his family. Since he had all the money in the world,
he would stay in hotels with his girlfriend and it meant that we, his family at home,
suffered. He eventually abandoned us and my mother began to take out her frustrations
with the situation on us. In a way, just like my father, she decided to abandon all ten
of us children to fend for ourselves while she went to a different town to pursue her
studies. Luckily, I knew how to braid hair so I taught my sisters that skill. We put our
energies together to fight for our survival. We would wake early every morning to
attend to clients and that is how we made money for school fees and food.
My father’s family was rich but they neglected us. Whenever we would go to visit them,
they would work us like slaves. I didn’t let it bother me too much because my aunt
would always give us a little money. And every time I was at her place, I would tell my
sisters to come and visit me there, so I could steal things like cooking oil, sugar and
relish for them to take home.
Our mother eventually came home when she was finished with school, so did our
father. They would fight often, sometimes he would even bring his girlfriend home. It
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was embarrassing for us children but there was nothing we could do. My mother would
spent all of her money on traditional healers who claimed to have the power to bring
back the lost love of a husband.
I met an older man who was so kind to me and we started a relationship together. Soon,
I fell pregnant. I didn’t know then that this man was married. But whenever I would ask
to visit his home, he would tell me that he lived with his aunt who was a ‘no nonsense’
type of woman and who would never allow me to visit.
When I did find out about his marital status, I was so angry. I was pregnant with his
baby and he had hidden the truth because he was afraid of losing me. I thought about
terminating the pregnancy but when I went to the hospital I was told that I needed the
‘consent of my husband.’ I went to traditional healers and got herbs to terminate the
pregnancy but to no avail. We reconciled after he assured me that he had separated
from his first wife and we got married. But the peace in our marriage didn’t last for long.
Within months, my husband started to show his true colours: he was possessive, jealous
and abusive. If I committed any small wrong, he would beat and abuse me. He told me
that every month we needed to go to the clinic to receive injections to ‘purify our blood.’
I didn’t understand at the time that it was because we both had sexually transmitted
infections (STIs). Throughout our marriage, I was not allowed to use birth control – so
from 1996 to 2002 I was constantly conceiving. My family would complain about my
mistreatment but they did not help, they just saw my home as ‘bad’ home.
One day, I took a step to be strong. I did not want to end up like my mother, trapped in
an unhappy situation. I went for an HIV test and the results came out positive. I realised
that my husband had been positive for a long time, he had simply never disclosed it to me
– his first wife and child had even died from HIV-related complications. I decided to turn
my life around. I started by getting more involved in my community as a peer educator for
people living with HIV. Today, I am a supervisor for CIDRZ (Centre for Infectious Diseases
Research in Zambia) where I work at community level to support HIV positive people.
As women, we need to fight hard in life no matter what hurdles come our way. We
cannot allow men to dictate our lives. I have now just finished my schooling and I will
be graduating in 2014. I believe that getting an education is a way to empower myself
and others. I can share my experiences with fellow women to help them to do something
for themselves and not depend so much on other people, especially husbands.
My future plans are to pursue a degree program in Public Health so that I can be
involved in decision making at National Level and my voice can be heard. I want to
write a book of the untold stories.
Basali Amoho means a lot to me, it is a very good group that helps women to overcome
their fears and voice them. I felt powerful when I was able to share my own story, let it
out, even cry. Then I could start to make my own decisions and truly move forward.
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Standing up to
speak out!
Jamillah, Feminist Activist
(Stigma & Discrimination)2

I am a feminist who knows my rights as a Muslim woman and as a woman who
can speak out on issues of oppression, stigma and discrimination. Now, I am a
role model in my community.
I am a feminist activist and a Zambian Muslim woman who experienced discrimination
because of my positive status. I made a challenge to myself and refused to feel ashamed.
Instead, I spoke about my status openly with people and I used my power within to
confront the stigma and discrimination I faced. Through my power within and with
the support of friends and family, I overcame the situation and today I call myself an
activist. I broke the silence on HIV/AIDS within my community by choosing to go
for voluntary testing and counselling and now I work with other women to eliminate
stigma and discrimination.
In 2001, I was involved in an accident and hit by a vehicle. I spent eight months in the
University Teaching Hospital and came out using crutches to walk. I still continued
going for check-ups and during a follow-up procedure, the health personnel discovered
I was HIV positive. At first, they only shared this information with my brother, my
entire family felt that I was too sick to know the truth. But the doctors insisted that I
had a right to know and so my father told me of my status. To confirm for myself, I
decided to go for voluntary counselling and testing (VCT) and I found that it was true.
When I went back to work, I did my best to act like nothing had happened and appear
happy.
I found it difficult to share my story at first. But I wanted to help other people. I
participated in a sensitisation meeting on HIV and AIDS. I remember one man who
broke my heart when he shared his story about his status and living positively. His
testimony was met with discriminatory comments from the sensitisation group, some
people mocked and insulted him. When I saw this, I decided to share my own story
with one of the programme’s organisers. She was kind to me and connected me to
many activities in my community as well as an organisation called the Zambia Network
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of Religious Leaders living with HIV or affected by HIV (ZANERELA+). One day,
ZANERELA+) hosted a workshop where leaders, pastors, bishops and people from
the community shared how HIV had affected their lives. I was inspired by the many
courageous people in the room who stood up to share their stories, and so I did the
same. It was not easy and I was still afraid of people judging me but I gathered my
strength. It was right then that I became an activist.
I started to work in my community to help raise awareness and support home-based
care groups. Many people would say negative things about us advising them to go for
VCT. This only inspired me to come out in the open and disclose my status. At the
clinics, I never saw any Muslims standing in a queue to collect drugs or information –
talking about HIV was taboo.
One year, during a World AIDS Day event, I decided to come out in the open so that
people in the Muslim community would know the truth about my life. I was the first
Muslim woman to come out as HIV positive. People would ask me why I had disclosed
my status so openly and I told them that I had to come out because so many Muslim
women were dying from the pandemic, so many Muslim women were not getting
medical care because they were afraid of being seen and judged for their status. I
wanted things to change and I wanted Muslim women to live healthy, positive lives.
Today as I speak now, I am respected by the Muslim society and other women for the
bold and courageous step I took to save many women. Today things are different and
many women are now getting the medical attention they need.
I am involved with many organisations that have helped me to be where I am today.
We are now conducting VCT in six mosques and challenging harmful traditions. For
instance, in Islamic tradition condoms are considered taboo and the Quran allows a
man to marry up to four women. These cultural and religious practices endanger many
Muslim women. My friends and I are using radio programmes to raise awareness on the
pandemic and safeguard the lives of women in the mosques. So many people have died
due to the fear of stigma and discrimination. But together, we are fighting the battle of
the condoms in our homes as Muslim women because we are tired of people dying like
this when there is a solution.
I am now working with sheikhs that have opened the door for me to do VCT in mosques.
Being a part of Basali Amoho has helped me to discover the power within me and it
has helped me as a woman. I am a feminist who knows my rights as a Muslim woman
and as a woman who can speak out on issues of oppression, stigma and discrimination.
Now, I am a role model in my community.

2. Sadly, Jamillah passed away in July 2013 before the completion of this book. We are thankful to her for sharing her powerful story as a
way to inspire other women to take action in their lives and communities as she did so courageously throughout her life as an activist.
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PROPERTY
INHERITANCE AND
GRABBING
Luwiza Makukula
I formed a support group of women most of
whom were widows and HIV positive. That
was the beginning of my other life. It made us
rise up and be strong because we shared our
personal experiences. As women we need to
have a voice no one should infringe our rights.

My name is Luwiza Makukula. Makukula is my maiden name. I was once Mrs
Mulubwa, married for thirteen years. My husband and I were childhood friends.
We grew up in Luanshya, we attended the same primary school and even the
same church. Then my family moved to Lusaka and we stopped communicating.
When I finished high school I started a relationship with a married man. I had two
beautiful children with him and we were together for a very long time. My parents were
not happy about it, especially my father who was an apostle (an overseer) in our church.
They felt I was embarrassing the family.
My father started to get old, and I realised that I wanted to make him happy. I knew that
even though I was very much in love with the father of my children, I would need to let
go of him that I could receive my father’s blessings. I told this man that I wanted to move
on but he refused because we had two children together, he promised that he would
make me his junior wife. I was sure that my father would never approve of or bless such
a marriage. I started job-hunting outside of Zambia to get away and fortunately, God
answered my prayers quickly. I left Zambia with my children to work in Tanzania as a
secretary at the Tanzania Zambia Railways authority (TAZARA).
After some time, I reconnected with my childhood friend. We talked about our lives
and started dating, and soon he arranged to meet up with my parents. Since everyone
knew him and did not want me to continue my relationship with the married man,
they approved. He would visit me in Tanzania every month and our relationship grew.
Before I knew it, we were preparing for our wedding. One weekend, I decided to lay
him a surprise visit to Itezhi-Tezhi and hopped on a train.
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I did not know at the time that this man was married and that he had chased away his
wife and three children when our relationship had become serious. His mother was
there when I arrived at his home along with a small boy who looked exactly like him.
I later found out that he had chased his wife away and hidden all of her clothes and
belongings the previous day. We went out and about, and I wonder if all the neighbours
were thinking that I had come to grab someone’s husband. I asked him who the father
of the child was and all he would say was the boy was his grand-nephew and that he
only referred to him as ‘daddy’ because he was friends with his own children.
One day, when my husband was away in Lusaka, someone from Ndola (where his children
lived) phoned asking for Mr Mulubwa – they wished to tell him that his son (the boy who
my husband called his ‘grand-nephew’) was involved in a car accident and had died. I was
so shocked and I could not believe what I heard. He made all the arrangements and went
straight to Ndola for burial. The news spread in the compound, I was so disappointed and
embarrassed. When my husband returned, I told him that I had considered leaving but
that I would stay. I looked very foolish and many people thought I had come to interfere
with someone’s husband but I was innocent in all of this, he had been the one to betray
me. I was happy when we moved to Kabwe, I couldn’t bear the embarrassment from the
neighbours and other people in Itezhi-Tezhi. We started a new life in Kabwe and I tried to
let go of everything even though the trust between us had diminished. Throughout that
time, I knew that my husband was still in contact with his wife.
I wanted to have something that belonged to me and only me, and so I bought my own
car. My husband was jealous and possessive and also selfish. He ended up selling my car
without consent. I did not leave, even then – but when you are in love, you are blinded.
And then he died from HIV-related illnesses, leaving me with a foolish will. I made
sure to get my own copy and I was shocked to find that his assets (that we had built and
bought together) would be divided like so: 20% to me, 70% to his former wife and 10%
to his children, the two vehicles we owned were given to his children and our house was
sold with the proceeds to be shared amongst his children equally.
To cope with my situation I formed a support group of women most of whom were widows
and HIV positive. That was the beginning of my other life. Being together made us stronger,
and it helped us to rise up because we shared our personal experiences. We learned that
even though our individual problems were bad, there were other women with even more
painful stories. I learned from my own experience that as women we need to empower
ourselves in order to sustain our livelihoods. We should not depend on men or on our
husbands only. We also need to have a voice so that no one can infringe on our rights.
I wish that women would not look down on themselves because they can be powerful.
I am an activist and advocate now. I teach on issues sexual and reproductive health
rights, HIV and other health information and for me, young people are my key priority.
I don’t want them to go through what I did.
JASS feminist Movement building
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VIOLATION OF
HEALTH RIGHTS
Mable Sibboku
Some of the struggles I went through and was
able to overcome were the things that kept
me going. Today, I am appreciated by people
I spent time with – they see me as a powerful
woman – and I like that.
My name is Mable Sibboku. I am a women’s rights activist. and I was forced to
have an abortion.
When I was 23, I had dated this man for two years and fell pregnant. I didn’t have any
information about how pregnancies came about, so I couldn’t even tell the signs and
symptoms. Sexual and reproductive health was not taught in schools and if you were
asking for that kind of information you would be labelled as a problem girl. When I told
my boyfriend, he immediately asked me to go for an abortion. I didn’t like the idea. I
told him that if he was running away from his responsibilities, I would raise the child
alone as many young women do.
When I was about six months along, I fell sick. It looked like malaria, so I communicated
to my boyfriend about not feeling well. He suggested that we go a clinic. I didn’t realise
then that I had given him the opportunity to take me for an abortion without my consent.
My boyfriend had secretive discussions with the doctor, and told him that I had refused
to get an abortion when the baby was still in early development even though that is
what he had wanted. I was taken into a room, my temperature was high because of
malaria and I was so weak that I couldn’t even understand and pay attention to what
was happening and being done to me. I was given an injection into my thigh and I
remember wondering what kind of malaria injection that was but I could not ask, and
all I was interested in was being able to feel better.
When I arrived home, I went straight to bed and I slept. The next morning, I felt a
water-like fluid coming out of vagina. When I called my boyfriend to ask him to take
me to the clinic, he assured me that all was fine; he had already spoken to the doctor.
Even when I insisted, he continued to say it was fine and that it was all due to malaria.
I decided to get on a bus by myself and went to the clinic. It was a painful experience.
Eventually I had to be referred to the University Teaching Hospital (UTH) because the
foetus was not coming out. I called my boyfriend to tell him this, and he asked me not to
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tell anyone what had happened and that he would be there soon. When I arrived at CO3
(Obstetrics and Gynaecology Ward), I saw that the slip stated that I had had a forced
abortion. I realised that the doctor agreed to get rid of the baby by forced labour—without
my consent. I cried because as far they knew, I tampered with the pregnancy because I
wanted to get rid of it. I tried to defend myself but no one believed me.
My sister and other family members left me alone, and talked amongst themselves that
we had planned this together, that I wanted to get rid of the pregnancy.
The recovery was very difficult as some of the products of conception still remained in
my uterus. No one from home visited me because they had declared that my boyfriend
must take care of everything. They didn’t believe I was innocent in all this. I went home
when I was discharged and they almost sent me away, only allowing me to stay when I
told them to give me transport money to go the village. After a few weeks, my boyfriend
came to break up with me and said that since I had recovered, there was no point in us
seeing each other. I was, at this time, still unwell because of the faulty procedure, I was
sick on and off but I told him it was fine.
My health got worse and worse, and my family finally realised that they were going to lose
me. This time, they took me to the Zambia Consolidated Copper Mines Clinic (ZCCM).
I couldn’t eat anymore and at some point in 1995, I had found out that I was HIV
positive – now you can imagine HIV and forced abortion. My aunt intervened, and sent
me to a specialist in the Copperbelt. They realised there that I had cysts in my uterus
and I was referred to Busakile Mine Hospital. During the operation, they discovered my
uterus was truly damaged and even asked if it was okay to remove it. My auntie refused
because I was still so young. The doctors did their level best and managed my uterus
and I was told I was going to stay in hospital for two weeks.
I want to be a mother. Next year I am getting married. Now, I have done a series of scans
and sessions with gynaecologist and we are trying to figure why I have not been able to
conceive, I am scared of undergoing this because I might bring back the painful past
and what if I am told I am not able to be conceive?
After that terrible time, I really had to find myself. I almost felt that it was not worth
it to be a woman – that it was a crime to have even been born a girl – because people
always take advantage of you. I needed to move on and find my happiness. I joined a
social support group of people living with HIV and it really proved to be my source of
joy, providing a lot of sharing and company. I learned to be self-reliant, found a job, and
now my mind, body and soul are occupied with activities.
Some of the struggles I went through and was able to overcome were the things that
kept me going. Today, I am appreciated by people I spent time with – they see me as a
powerful woman – and I like that.
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GENDER BASED
VIOLENCE
Women’s Rights Activist
For me, Basali Amoho helped me to come out in the
open and share my story with my fellow women.
Together, we learned that as we women, we have
power with, power together and we continue
sensitising women so they realise their own power!

I am a woman’s rights activist. After my parents’ death, I relocated from Ndola,
where I grew up, to Lusaka to stay with my elder sister. I met a man who asked for
my hand in marriage.
I was pretty young, I didn’t understand how marriages are supposed to work. When my
husband got his monthly pay, he used do all the shopping without me. He would cut
pieces of meat in the morning and say, “I have left eight pieces of relish and since we
are just the two of us, during lunch only two pieces must leave the pot.” I never got to
understand why he behaved that way but I could never tell anyone not even my family
members because I thought that is how marriage is supposed to be. When I would visit
my sister in Ndola, my husband would follow me even though he knew that that was
where I grew up. He was jealous of everything, even my former school mates. One time,
he slapped me and I fell down and hit on a stone, broke my tooth and fainted. He rushed
me to the hospital. The next day I just found myself in hospital swollen and couldn’t
even open my eyes. My husband had told my sister and brother that I fell and hurt
myself badly. This was not true so they suggested they get him locked up. I insisted that
it may have been an accident and that they could not get him locked up. I didn’t want to
be alone because I was unwell. He came and promised that he would never do it again
and I agreed to give him a second chance.
After he apologised, everyone including me forgave him and we travelled back to
Lusaka. Later we moved to Lilanda and his behaviour changed again. He brought a
woman into our home, his ‘cousin,’ and I found them in bed together many times.
Whenever I questioned him, he told me that I should keep quiet and if I was not happy,
I should leave his house.
I didn’t tell my family until a time came when I said enough is enough and left his house
and went back to my sister in Ndola. I stayed there without communication from my
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husband and his relatives for more than eight months until I received a call informing
me that he had fallen sick. I travelled to Lusaka and when I got to the hospital, I could
hardly recognise him because he had changed so much. My aunt advised me to forget
about the past because he was so ill and to take care of him. So I started nursing him
and he got better. The doctor asked me about my husband’s medical history. I told the
doctor that he had had pneumonia since we got married and that his child was also
unwell. The doctor advised we go for an HIV test together with the baby. When he got
out of the hospital, my husband was reluctant to get tested as a family. He would just
say, “If you know you are the one that brought the virus, then go and get tested.” I went
along with the baby and we both tested positive. When I showed him these results, he
just wouldn’t believe that he could be positive too, “I come from a rich family and you
cannot tell me anything.”
I asked one of his most trusted relatives to come and talk to him, and he finally agreed
to do the test. It was just as well, as he was found positive. We were all put on ART and
we got better. Unfortunately, after that he went back to his old ways of measuring food
stuffs from sugar, mealie meal, cooking oil and all.
I became tired of it all and demanded a divorce. It was very difficult to convince him to
even attend the summons to court, he even told the judge that he would not grant me a
divorce because I was the only person who understood his ‘madness.’ Eventually he was
forced to grant me a divorce and we went our separate ways.
I started to change my life. First, I joined a support group formed by the Centre for
Infectious Diseases and Research in Zambia (CIDRZ) at Chilenje Clinic. The group
helped me to rebuild my life and change how I thought about my status. I became a
clerk in the ART (antiretroviral therapy) department of the Chilenge Clinic and a peer
educator for others living with HIV. I even went back to school where I passed three
subjects. This made me feel powerful and I knew that I have power within me and the
power to achieve what I want in life.
I want to encourage other women never to say “I can’t do it.” As I am writing this, I have
reconciled with my husband but our marriage looks different this time. He respects
and supports me in my decisions. The decision I took to divorce him changed a lot of
things – we stayed apart for two years. Now, it is different, he is not as controlling of me
and the household. I have shown him that I can do it by myself, and that I can survive
with the support of my friends and family.
For me, Basali Amoho helped me to come out in the open and share my story with my
fellow women. Together, we learned that as we women, we have power with, power
together and we continue sensitising women so they realise their own power!
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Facing family and
the Church
Women’s Rights Activist

When I joined a support group for people living with HIV, I realised that there are
so many suffering out there. We shared and educated each other, people were
happy about my openness in telling my story and leading by example.
I started to get sick in 2003, a time when ARVs were not free. I had been a street kid and
destitute for many years, and got married to escape my situation. The man I married
never cared for me or took any interest in my health. I never really understood how I
got the virus but I had lived a tough life on the streets, under the bridge and all.
I had no access to proper treatment, and for a while, I begged outside out house which
was on the main road. When my sister found out what I was doing to survive, she came
and told me that her ‘spirits’ had told her what was wrong with me and that I would
need to go to our village to let our family elders give me traditional medicine.
My sister believed in traditional healers and herbal medicine and I believed in the
medical clinic. No matter what methods the healer tried, I continued to get sicker and
sicker. When I suggested I get tested for tuberculosis, my sister told me to stop talking
and that I was embarrassing her. Nothing worked and since I was not responding to the
medicine, my family decided that they would need to call in a second healer to get rid
of the bad spirit I had. I only got worse.
On day the healer walked into my room, he looked at me and said, “Today, it looks
like we won’t see the sun set together.” He called the men in the village and told them
to organise shovels and picks and put them ready; that I was going to die and that
they would bury me. I think that is the time I smelt death. Everyone was just waiting
for me to die. I became delirious, I started to see angels in my dreams and I screamed
for help. The people in the village eventually took me to the hospital where I was put
on TB treatment immediately. I could not take the medication consistently because I
was not being taken care of, to the extent where I became so weak and so hungry that
I couldn’t talk.
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One day, a group from the Catholic women’s group came to visit and they left me with
enough money to leave the village and return to Lusaka. As soon as I got there, I went
for Voluntary Counselling and Testing (VCT) and was found positive. The doctors were
so kind to me, they immediately put me on medication until I began to feel better. I was
staying with the same sister who had forced me to go the village months earlier, and so
I did not tell her that I was on ARVs as I was scared how she would react.
I decided to go to church to thank God for saving my life. I was happy as I listened to
people’s testimonies. I raised my hand to share my story but before I could even finish,
the pastor just screamed, “Stop, stop right now and don’t ever talk about ARVs in my
church.” He went on to direct his entire sermon at me, saying that God was punishing
me for all the sins I had committed. The people around me moved away from where I
sat, I felt so discriminated against. Afterwards, the pastor asked me not to come back to
his church until I had finished my medication. I refused, I told him that I would never
stop taking ARVs. He told me never to come back to his church again. Later, I met that
same pastor and he begged my forgiveness. He confided that he was HIV positive too.
I was able to forgive him for what he had done but I couldn’t forgive some of the family
members who had treated me so poorly.
When I joined a support group for people living with HIV, I realised that there are so
many suffering out there. We shared and educated each other, people were happy about
my openness in telling my story and leading by example. After that I become a freeminded person able to give health education, even going out there in the community
and churches talking about my status and educating about HIV. I have even helped
pastors so that they can understand that HIV is not a punishment from God.
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Fighting Against
Harmful Cultural
Practices
Tiwonenji, Women Rights Activist
As young people, harmful cultural beliefs are
often imposed on us but I believe that if you
are brave, you can change even the traditions.

My name is Tiwonenji, I am a woman’s rights activist. I want to share my experience
of how I changed my life situation by going against harmful traditional cultural
beliefs.
From a young age, I was in a relationship with a boy who had been my friend since
we were children, we even served in the church together and our families were close
friends. Everyone knew that when I was done with school, we would settle down and
get married.
I was studying for a diploma when my sisters-in-law began to tell me strange stories
about my fiancé’s family. They would say that you have to be strong to be married in
this family and anything that you see, you must keep it secret. One told me that my
father-in-law would ‘lie here’ (pointing to my vagina) but I was too naïve then. I did not
understand what she meant and information about certain cultural practices was not
widely available. I told my fiancé about the stories and he would tell me to ignore them
and that they all just wanted to scare and confuse me. He also used to say that I should
be willing to do anything for his family because of our love.
On my visit to my fiancé’s family home, his father called me to his room and told me
that I should not wear any underwear underneath my wrapper so that he could see my
buttocks shake. I was shocked because he was an elderly person saying these things, and
I was marrying his son. But I brushed it off. My sister-in-law warned me that I should
be careful because the old man was into witchcraft. When I told my sister about these
incidences, she reminded me that my fiancé was an educated man with money, and that
I needed to hold onto him.
I went for the ‘taking of the feet’ ceremony, a process where the bride is introduced
to the groom’s family formally. There were many rules and rites that my sister and I
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did not understand. For instance, a bride is not allowed to see her groom until she is
taken to him in just a chitenge (traditional wrapper) for their first sexual encounter. My
sister intervened and demanded that I be allowed to wear at least a polo neck, she even
lied that I was prone to bronchitis. My fiancé’s family agreed until the time to go the
thatched house came, then I would only be allowed to go in naked.
The drums began to beat at 8PM, it was time to take me to the thatched house. My sister
tried to see what was inside the house but she was stopped. I was told that I would have
to stay in the house for two hours and then my fiancé would join me. This struck me as
strange but I did not ask any questions then. My sister told me that if anything strange
or shocking happened, I should just scream. She also advised me to wear a tight pair of
underwear and some shorts beneath the chitenge to protect myself.
I walked into the house. It was pitch black without any candles, light, even windows. I
heard a voice instructing me where to sit. Then I realised it was the voice of my fatherin-law. I was afraid, I remembered all the stories I had heard from my sisters-in-law.
He told me to hurry and remove my clothes because he had a ‘big task ahead,’ one of
which I must never speak to anyone. If I refused, I would not be allowed to marry his
son. I asked him where this tradition came from but he refused to respond.
He started to undress me, he was crazy. He even sucked on my breasts. When he saw
that I was wearing underclothes, he threatened me with a knife. I knew I had to escape
then so as soon as he was close enough, I hit him in the private parts. I escaped and
during that night, I ran away to Kabwe.
I was able to escape, and I thank some of the advantages I had, the ability to get enough
information and family support to protect myself from the bad cultural practice. I
am now a woman’s activist. I feel women are not recognised in the same way as men,
they are told to stay home to cook, to be ‘good’ women. Instead, we should be proud,
hardworking, and assertive and work to find solutions for the problems we are going
through. Women must speak out and break the silence. Now I’m working with an
organisation to do research about the challenges women face in freedom of expression
and their experiences of being seen as sex objects and weak vessels. As young people,
harmful cultural beliefs are often imposed on us but I believe that if you are brave, you
can change even the traditions.

1. Stella girls and altar boys both assist priests in Catholic Church services.
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FREEDOM TO CHOOSE
Martha Mpelo

I feel that women should fight for their rights by meeting with other women
and sharing ideas. If women work hard in their businesses, they can have their
own homes and support themselves. Then they won’t ever need to worry what
happens when their husband dies.
My name is Martha Ndembela Mpelo. I never knew my father when I was young, I was
told he had gone off to Harare and remarried there. My mother was unable to take care
of my by herself and so I went to live with relatives, first my grandmother and then my
uncle in Ndola. Life changed when I got to Ndola, my guardians mistreated and abused
me. If I did even a little thing wrong, they would get all my uniforms, clothes and books
and burn them. I was not allowed to go to school. Instead, I was forced to stay home
and take care of the other children in the household. The times I would go to school, I
would go without a uniform, I didn’t even have real shoes – on one foot shoe I would
wear a tropical flip-flop and on the other, a pair of tennis shoes. When my teachers
noticed my attire, they called my family in. This did not go down well, and in the end, I
stopped going to school completely.
I met Alfred Mpelo years later when I was working in a restaurant. I agreed to marry
him and we moved to Lusaka together. Just as we settled into our household, he forced
me to stop working so that I could be a good housewife. We had five children (four are
late) and I have just one daughter left. My husband was a drunkard – he would take his
salary and spend it on drinking. He never thought of building and laying a foundation
for me and the child, and our life was hard, we had nothing.
Around 2010, my husband died. At the time, my only child ran away with her boyfriend.
She didn’t realise that the man was sick or that he was suffering from HIV-AIDS. All I
could see was that my child was losing weight until she became very sick. I went with
her to the hospital and she was found positive. I didn’t have any money to support her
and together, we faced a lot of discrimination and stigma because of her HIV status.
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I began to get more involved in my community through my church and then I
participated in JASS’ Movement Building Institute where I met different people, shared
new ideas, we shared our problems together and I realised that many of us were facing
the same things. What I have experienced pains me a lot and breaks my heart because I
now live a sad life full of challenges. But I feel free when I meet with friends from Basali
Amoho, when I cry, these women comfort me. This group has taught to be as I am. I felt
powerful when I told my story in full. I feel that women should fight for their rights by
meeting with other women and sharing ideas. If women work hard in their businesses,
they can have their own homes and support themselves. Then they won’t ever need to
worry what happens when their husband dies.

Transactional sex/abuse
Women’s rights activist
One day my auntie sat me down and told me that I had no choice but to
find something to do like go out and look for money from men or I leave
her house. When I sat down and thought about everything I just had to
accept what my aunt was saying because I had no choice so that I don’t
risk my life by either being killed or raped on the streets. Every time I
would refuse my auntie would chase me from home until I just decided
to give up and started accepting the situation to my surprise I never used
to see the money I working for and it used to hurt me so bad – I did not want to be doing it and
then I didn’t even get the money.
I was so depressed, I started to share my story. Through my experience I was counselled by four
women (friends) who told me to take care of myself and the child because despite everything, I still
have a bright future. I still go to school, I am studying computers.
Through the power I have learnt about, I think I am a very powerful woman. I take care of my
child and able to take myself to school. I am also doing business, selling secondhand clothes. I don’t
want my child to go through what I have gone through, so I take him to school so he can have a
bright future too. After telling my story my friends at Basali Amoho have really encouraged me.
Sometimes even to help financially, for me or for my child. I felt so depressed after telling my story
but then people started encouraging me. But now I feel so nice.
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Edith, Women’s Rights Activist
When we started to tell our stories I had planned to tell a different
story. But when I sat on that chair and faced all the women, my sisters,
the story that was hidden somewhere in my brain, the story I had even
forgotten popped up. I was able to open my mouth to say a few words
about a story that was deeply buried and I felt powerful!
I want Zambian women to know that you can find a safe space
somewhere and start to share your story, and for them to know
they have a story to tell! Even if you don’t tell everything, it is the opening your mouth that is
important. If your mouth is closed, you are fighting it. At least if you start to tell, it can come out
in bits. It will take you to the final step where you can just say it out in full. For healing, first it has
to be about you (me). I have to heal but once I tell my story, I see it helping someone else. When
I heard other stories, I realised bad things happened to other women too and I thought to myself
– it is not her fault, so it is not my fault.

Dorica Phiri
When my husband died, my sister-in-law, who used to work for the town
council, went and changed all the details and ownership of the house
and properties. She stated that both my husband and I had died and that
my mother-in-law was the guardian of our children. His family claimed
the house and then sold it without my knowing. I was shocked when
strangers came saying they had brought the house. I had my own receipts
for council payments as proof of my tenancy but they had their own offer
letters and other legal documents. I tried to go to court to fight the case
but it didn’t go in my favour.
They took my children and went to his home village. After they had used up the money from the
sale of the house, they chased the children back to me. I had no money to support my children, not
even to pay school fees. My son could not finish school and my daughter ended up getting married
at age seventeen.
I want to tell fellow women that there are women’s rights. I wish I had known. Then all these things
could not have happened to me. Nobody can grab all the things you have. These days I go for
seminars that deal with property grabbing, and if my friend has a problem, I can take her to Women
in Law Southern Africa (WLSA) and they will help her. Now that I know my rights, I know that I
would have fought the case and ensured that I got back ownership of that house.
Basali Amoho is working together for women – we want to help other women, those who are HIV
positive, children who are facing GBV. We want Basali Amoho to go throughout the world and be
everywhere, connecting women. We know in Malawi they are doing this and in Zambia they are
doing this also.
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Taslima, voluntary community worker
My name is Taslima, Theresa Kuluneta. I am a voluntary community
worker. I have the passion for women in our Muslim community because
there is lots of illiteracy and poverty. Most of the women in our community
do not know their rights. They are being oppressed by men in their homes,
and in the community. At first when we started organising, we were going
to different compounds raising awareness on women’s rights.
Most of the men were against it. They said most women working at NGOs
are not married, what can you discuss with unmarried women? They
also said that in Islam women cannot lead, the work has to go through men, otherwise it will not
flourish. They said someone who has just embraced Islam and learnt Islam through us, how can
she be a Muslim leader. But I know that a woman is the same as a man, equal in the eyes of God.
When God created us we are all equal.
Basali Amoho means a lots to me, it is an eye opener. Through the workshops I participated
in, leadership, advocacy, those were the tools of my being here and being what I am. Because of
the skills that I have the same men who were oppressing us / me they now come to us for advice
asking us how we overcame the hardship. They claimed everything we had, but that didn’t bring
us down, someone who is doing something that is good, it will be seen for what it is. Everyone is
gifted by God.

Knowledge is Power
Women’s Rights Activist (GBV)
I am a Zambian women born in the 1960s and was brought up by a
single parent. From a very young age I lived a very painful and difficult
life. I speak out because my story will help me to break the culture of
silence among women and girls who are afraid to speak out. The culture
of silence is a disease that has left many women disabled and later in
the grave. My story will help other women to come out in the open and
let people know there are so many hardships that women out there go
through inside their homes but people outside can’t tell behind the smile that you give every day
you wake up. I will also help through my story to open up their minds that it is important to do
something on your own than depend on someone. When a woman is empowered the family is safe.
Today, I am a mentor, counsellor and a community health volunteer with the Lusaka District
Health management. I am also a women’s rights activist. I encourage people to take their medicine
and share information, I give them hope and encouragement to keep going. I truly believe that
ignorance has no defence because once you have knowledge you have power.
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JASS (Just Associates) is an international feminist organization founded in
2003 as a community of practice by activists, popular educators, and scholars
from 13 countries. Working with women and diverse organizations and social
movements in 27 countries, JASS trains and supports activist leadership and
grassroots organizing and builds and mobilizes alliances amplified by creative
media strategies to influence change in discriminatory institutions, policies
and beliefs. Our agile regional and international structure and processes link
grassroots activism to local-to-global solidarity and action, placing frontline
activists and agendas at the heart of our social justice work. JASS documents
the messy process of change to generate cutting-edge knowledge about power,
movements and change to shape theory, practice and policies for advancing
women’s rights and democratic change.

JASS Mesoamerica
Calle 5 de Mayo
No. 7, Interior 211, “Pasaje América”
Centro Histórico de la Ciudad
de México
Mexico D.F. C.P. 06000
JASS Southeast Asia
#11CEo
472 Sangkat Toul Tompoung I
Khan Chamcar Mon
Phnom Penh, Cambodia
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