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The Struggle for Human Rights  
 
Human rights are entitlements due to every man, woman, and child as members of the 
human family. These rights have been codified to inform, guide, and restrict human 
interaction. They include the security of the person; the right not to be deprived of life or 
liberty; the right not to be tortured or subjected to cruel or inhumane or degrading 
treatment or punishment; the right not to be held in slavery or servitude; the freedom of 
thought, conscience, and religion to name a few. In addition there are economic, social, 
and cultural rights such as the right to food, shelter, health care, and social services; the 
right to work; the right to education; and the right to water1. Moreover, these rights are 
nonderogable, in that their violation can never be justified, even in a state of national 
emergency.   
 
According to Teaching Human Rights, an educational document by the UN: 
 

“human rights may be generally defined as those rights which are inherent in our 
nature and without which we cannot live as human beings. Human rights and 
fundamental freedoms allow us to develop fully and use our human qualities, our 
intelligence, our talents and our conscience and to satisfy our spiritual and other 
needs. They are based on humankind’s increasing demand for a life in which the 
inherent dignity and worth of each human being are accorded respect and protection. 
Their denial is not only an individual and personal tragedy but also creates 
conditions of social and political unrest, sowing the seeds of violence and conflict 
within and between societies and nations”.2  

 
However, the actualization of human rights is far from being realized, particularly for 
women. Take for instance this example; a female born in Norway will have an excellent 
chance of living to old age.3 However, if she is born in a country located in the global 
south, like Sierra Leone, she has a one in four chance of dying before her fifth birthday.4 
A Norwegian girl can expect to go to a good school, followed by university, and to be 
healthy and cared for right through old age.5 This same trajectory is alien to a little girl in 
Sierra Leone, as only two in three girls start school at all. Those who are able to find a 
way to go to school eventually drop out due to the inability to pay user fees levied by the 
school, low standards of education, forced to care for brothers and sister, or they simply 
must go to find work in order to support their families.6 For these young women, the 
opportunity to attend a university is rendered an unattainable dream. Compounding this, 
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for millions of African women, perpetual conflict,7 limited access to adequate food8 and 
water9, abject poverty10 are all generational gifts. 

Despite the inherent contradictions between the world of ideas and reality, African 
women are addressing both in their efforts to create more stable societies. Chandra 
Mohanty (1991) argues that for too long, women in the third world have been considered 
not agents of their own destiny, but victims. A potent image has been constructed, even in 
feminist scholarship, of an average third world woman who leads an essentially truncated 
life based on her feminine gender (read: sexually constrained) and her being 'third world' 
(read: ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented, 
victimized).11   

Nevertheless, women’s activism in the ‘Developing World’ has shown that women are 
mobilized not only as women but also as mothers, workers, peasants, and citizens. 
Accordingly, women’s movements in the ‘Third World’ are highlighted by the women 
and their own conceptualizations of their lives, needs, and desires, which affect not only 
identity and interest formation but also mobilization based on them.12    

Women of Zimbabwe Arise - Standing Up for Human Rights  

What follows is one of the many instances where African women are addressing their 
needs and those of their communities. The Women of Zimbabwe Arise (WOZA)13 is a 
grassroots movement working to empower women from all walks of life to mobilize and 
take non-violent action against injustice. WOZA helps its members to stand up for human 
rights and speak up about the worsening economic, social and political conditions in 
Zimbabwe, at great personal risk to themselves. Since its founding in December 2002, 
WOZA has staged hundreds of peaceful marches in support of democratic reform and 
women’s empowerment. The Government of Zimbabwe has jailed Magodonga Mahlangu 
along with WOZA founder Jenni Williams over 30 times and thousands of WOZA 
members have spent time in police custody.       

On November 23, 2009, Magodonga Mahlangu and WOZA won the Robert F. Kennedy 
Human Rights Award for their work in addressing injustices and calling for real equality. 
Speaking from Washington, D.C., Ms. Mahlangu remarked that ‘arrests do not deter us 
because WOZA has empowered them to believe that they deserve better. Among this are 
roofs over our heads, food in their stomachs, children in schools and the nation working.’ 
She goes on to say, “we deserve to live in dignity and free from fear; and it is our right to 
have our voices heard and respected. That is why I joined WOZA. While Mugabe boasts 
of having degrees in violence, I and 75,000 WOZA members who stand beside me, have 
degrees in non-violence.”14          

Jenni Williams, WOZA founder, adds, “We are not fighting a revolution in Zimbabwe, 
we are leading an evolution. And civic education is our tool to evolve the hearts and 
minds of Zimbabweans to build a strong, new, African democracy where respect, 
tolerance and accountability are key”.15 Powerfully articulated and substantively 
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universal, this instance is just one example of the various movements that African women 
are creating in an effort to change their societies. Shaking off centuries of 
marginalization, oppression, and invisibility, African women are grasping at means to 
bring about the change they wish to see in their communities, their nations, and around 
the globe.   

Lead Researcher/Writer:  James Pope, TransAfrica Forum 
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