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Violence against Women
Remains a Critical Issue

Welcome to another publication in the Gender Forum series
that presents the deliberations in a half-day meeting organised
by Isis-WICCE in February 2005 under the theme; “Challenges

Facing the Women’s Movement”. Among other issues, the Forum
participants discussed the problems still being faced by women under
the threat of HIV/AIDS.

It is now over 10 years since Isis-WICCE relocated to Uganda.  During
this time, we have strived to advance the agenda of gender equality and
equity in this country and beyond. Isis-WICCE has worked in collaboration
with the Uganda Women’s Movement , the beneficiaries of our
programmes, the media, the Parliament and Government of Uganda
towards the achievement of this goal. Our organisation’s efforts are well
known and appreciated by many, and we are proudly celebrating our
contributions towards the improvement of the status of women in Uganda.

However, there are still many challenges ahead. Our most recent struggle
has been promoting recognition in the Ugandan community of the women’s
rights to bodily integrity. As women, we must empower ourselves and put
an end to the exploitation of our bodies that are also made battlegrounds
by chauvinists who have no moral authority to claim control of women’s
thinking and choices. Such problems have exacerbated women’s
vulnerability to HIV/AIDS and many other threats that jeopardise women’s
well-being.

As an organisation working in areas of violent conflicts in this country,
Isis-WICCE has  faced numerous challenges in its efforts to provide women

Preface
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and girls with information on how to protect themselves against HIV/AIDS
among other issues. Under such circumstances, the ability of these women
and girls to live a dignified and healthy life depends on providing them
with information on how to protect themselves from HIV/AIDS and other
problems detrimental to their health and self esteem.

Therefore, as we reflect on the potential gains by women, 10 years
ago at the 4th UN World Conference on women in Beijing, we must
look for new strategies to deal with the surmounting challenges.  We
need to evaluate what governments have done to protect womena nd
girls from violence!  We also need to evaluate what civil society
organisations and NGOs have done to empower women and girls to
participate in the processes that fundamentally affect their lives.

Isis-WICCE chose two critical topics for the Uganda Women’s Movement
to ponder and reflect on; the issue of violence against women and
women’s leadership and HIV/AIDS. These we believe are closely related
to many other issues facing women in today’s Uganda. These two critical
areas of concern as well as the overall challenges faced by the global
women’s movement form the core of discussions that women should
ponder on in these Gender and Development Forum discussion. Let us
act together for a better future.

Ruth Ochieng Ojiambo
Director/Isis-WICCE
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Adam Wood, the British High Commissioner
to Uganda was the Chief Guest at the Isis-
WICCE Gender and Development Forum
whose main theme was “Challenges Facing
the Women’s Movement”. In a keynote
address, he reflected on statistical updates
and contended that violence against women
is a matter that should be handled effectively
and as a matter of priority if women are
to gain their worth to handle problems
like HIV/AIDS. Below we present his
reflections.

One in three

That stark figure sums up the crisis confronting women throughout the
world. Of three young girls sitting in a classroom, learning to read and
write, one will suffer violence directed at her simply because she is female. Of

the three women sitting in a market, selling their crops, one will be attacked -most
likely by her intimate partner - and hurt so severely that she may no longer be able to
provide for her family.

Throughout the world, this violence will be repeated.  Globally, one in three women
will be raped, beaten, coerced into sex or otherwise abused in her lifetime. So, a third
of the women here today will know very personally the pain I’m talking about.

A global phenomenon

Violence against women and girls kills and maims vast numbers and fills their lives
with pain and terror, from which some never recover. It exists in every country of the
world in some form, and the statistics paint a horrifying picture. For example, statistics
show that 40 per cent of all female murder victims in the United Kingdom are killed by
their intimate partners and every year,  in Bangladesh, Colombia, India, Nigeria and
Pakistan, thousands of women suffer dowry-related deaths or are disfigured by acid
thrown in their faces by rejected suitors.  In the United States, the health-related costs

Violence against women:
More must be done
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of rape, physical assault, stalking and homicide by intimate partners cost more than
$5.8 billion every single year.

This is not an African phenomenon but a global pandemic. I am not here to
try to lecture from some fictitious moral high ground. But to discuss how we
can work, in partnership, to highlight this issue here in Uganda and ensure
others can take up action. We should look at how we can think globally, but
seize our opportunity -to act locally.

Achievements of Uganda

Uganda has earned respect for its recognition of broad gender issues. The
Government’s policy of affirmative action has ensured a good representation
of women in Parliament where 74 out of a total of the total 304 MPs are
women. Six out of a total of 21 Cabinet Ministers are women. This may not
sound very much. But it compares well with most countries in the world. Our
own Cabinet in Britain has a similar composition. The 1995 Uganda
Constitution enshrines the principles of gender equality and seeks to ensure
the protection of the rights of all marginalised groups. But how deep does this
go?

Some Rural Facts

A community-based study of domestic violence in rural Uganda was conducted
in Rakai district in 2000 and 2001. Patterns of violence were not atypical. One
in three women here had suffered physical threats or violence at the hands of
their current male partners. It was the attitudes to violence that were startling.
70% of men and 90% of women believed that beating was justifiable for specific
reasons. These varied from suspected infidelity on the woman’s part to simply
neglecting the household chores.

There are cultural and traditional factors that make it difficult for women to
resist domestic violence against them. These include unequal property rights,
the payment of bride price, and women’s inability to take their children from
their fathers’ homes. All these make it much more difficult for women to leave
abusive relationships.

The World Bank recently produced a “Strategic Country Gender Assessment”
for Uganda. The findings showed that bride price payments lead to “the
perception among both men and women that men ‘own’ women. ...As in a
commercial transaction, the husband’s payment entitles him to full ownership rights
over his acquisition.”
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Sexual Violence in Marriage

Of course, domestic and other sexual violence against women leaves them very
vulnerable to HIV/AIDS. Rates of HIV transmission within marriage in rural Uganda
based on one person infecting a marriage partner were studied in 1999 using
data from the Medical Research Council. This showed that men were twice as
likely as women to bring HIV infection into a marriage, presumably through extra-
marital sexual behaviour. It is often not within the woman’s power to resist
unprotected sex, exposing her to infection. As Dr Gro Harlem Brundtland, Director
General of the World Health Organisation, said in July 2000, “We will not achieve
progress against HIV until women gain control of their sexuality”.

The message of ABC has been used to great effect in Uganda. Abstinence at least
among very young adults has a significant role to play in the reduction of HIV/
AIDS. Within a marriage or long-term relationship, being faithful can mean saving
both your own and your partner’s life. And the use of condoms to ensure safe sex
has made a vital contribution to keeping the sexually active population of Uganda
healthy, happy and earning a livelihood. Long may it last! But women need the
power to use all three parts of the ABC message, individually or in combination,
to best suit their own circumstances.

Actions Being Taken in Uganda

There have been some very positive developments in Uganda in addressing
issues of gender awareness and in fighting gender-based violence. The Uganda
Police Force has effectively worked with some rural communities in setting up
special units where women can turn for support when they are subjected to
domestic violence. The Mifumi Proiect, which receives ongoing support from DFID
UK, is making strides on this approach in Tororo District.

In Kirewa Sub-County, Mifumi is strengthening traditional justice for women. The
Local Council One officers, women leaders and clan leaders have formed a
Community Safety Forum to protect women experiencing domestic violence and
abuse. They worked very effectively with local police officials to improve women’s
safety and access to justice.

Mifumi has also worked on issues around bride price. This culminated in an
international Conference on Bride Price at Makerere University in 2004, an
excellent awareness-raising event.
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The Uganda Peaple’s Defence Forces (UPDF) and Save the Children Fund UK
set up child protection units in Gulu, Kitgum and Pader Districts in 1999. These
units offer counselling to orphans and returned abductees. Over 15,000 children
have passed through them. 5000 of these orphans and returned children are
girls, 90% of whom have been sexually and mentally abused. The units are currently
running internal training programmes to increase their personnel. Save the
Children Fund has reported a huge difference in the attitude of the children who
have been lucky enough to go through these units.

More Needs to Be Done

These are encouraging developments and efforts that should be applauded.
However, there is need to do more, much more. It is hard to produce reliable
estimates of just how many women in Uganda suffer from gender-based violence.
But UN and WHO data estimate that anything from over 40% to just under 60%
of women in Uganda have suffered domestic violence at some stage in their lives.
I have followed closely the public debate sparked over recent weeks by the attempt
to stage the play, Vagina Monologues. It may be hard to understand how that play
was banned when every day, newspapers, whose contents are far more salacious
-and sometimes gratuitously violent towards women, are published.  What matters
in this is a public debate on the real issues that exceed the column inches devoted
to the play- the issues of gender violence –domestic violence, rape, defilement -
and how to address them.

9
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Education Remains an Important Key

Educating women is one key element if violence against women is to be addressed.
The Rakai study showed very clearly that women with secondary school or higher
education face significantly lower risks of domestic violence than their uneducated
counterparts.
Other risk factors highlighted in that report were: girls who become sexually active
younger than 15 of age face almost twice the risk of violence as those who become
sexually active at 18 or over. Women whose partners often drink before sex are at
almost five times the risk of violence compared to women with non-drinking partners.

Legislation

Marital rape does not exist as a legal concept in Uganda. The failure to criminalise
forced sex in marriage increases the belief that women are obliged to submit themselves
to their partner on his terms only. Indeed, there are no specific laws in Uganda to
protect women from domestic violence, rape (within or outside marriage), harassment,
or female genital mutilation.

East African Comparisons

It is worthwhile looking at legislation in an East African context. In Kenya,
there is specific legislation against domestic violence and against female ‘genital
mutilation; and non- specific legislation against rape, sexual assault and sexual
harassment. In Tanzania however, there is non- specific legislation against each
of these categories of violence.

Visible Transformation

It is clear that one in three women suffer violence and abuse. But the public
and policy makers still downplay the issue. Is there any hope?

Yes. We can already see a change. In a relatively short time, women and their
advocates have transformed the way gender-based violence is understood,
and have promoted international documents and treaties that recognise, for
the first time, women’s right to live free of violence. In Uganda, action is being
taken by the police, and by civil society organisations. Men and women must
work together to end this scourge.
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The Challenge

There should be agreement today on targets to address the effects of this global
pandemic here in Uganda so that by 2007, Ugandan women will have reduced
the pain and fear that they now experience. The plan of action should include:

- Prevention Strategies;  there is need to provide education, education
and education. Efforts should be made to improve women’s access to
secondary education. This would demand that by 2007, there is a 50%
increase in female enrolment at secondary school and ensure a rise in S4
completions.

- Training; policy makers and practitioners like judges, prosecutors,
police, doctors and community workers should receive training in
understainding and dealing with domestic violence so that they can see the
signs and act accordingly.

- Men’s involvement and responsibility – there is need to establish
men’s anti-violence networks. These ones should affirm gender equality
and encourage men to talk to men to help understand women’s human
rights.

- Legislation:  although the Government has already done a great
deal to promote the rights and equality of women, it should be
encouraged to do more. Government and Parliament should legislate
so that by Women’s Day 2007, legislation will offer specific protection to
women in the areas of domestic violence, rape and sexual assault, sexual
harassment, female genital mutilation, and marital rape. Although the
legislative framework is not enough on its own, it’s an essential starting point
to give the women of Uganda a legal forum in which their voices can be
heard and a starting point for the fundamental freedoms -freedom from
violence.

As the UN Secretary General Kofi Annan notes; “Violence against women is
perhaps the most shameful human rights violation. And it is perhaps the most
pervasive. It knows no boundaries of geography, culture or wealth. As long as
it continues, we cannot claim to be making real progress towards equality,
development and peace.”
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Dr.Musimbi Kanyoro is the President of
Isis-WICCE and  General Secretary of the
World YWCA. During the Isis-WICCE
Dialogue,  she reflected on the challenges
facing women and gave guidance on how to
make the women’s leadership visible and
beneficial…

Vision for Empowering Women

Allow me to greet you first in my capacity as the president of Isis-WICCE.
We in Isis-WICCE are proud to be part of the global women’s movement
that has a vision for women’s empowerment. Isis-WICCE and the YWCA

share a common understanding that women must contribute in making this world a
better and safe place for women and children in all communities. Our dream is to see
men, women and children and all communities working hand in glove to attain this
goal.

Isis WICCE shares the vision of the World YWCA; “to develop the leadership
and collective power of women and girls around the world to achieve human
rights, health, security, dignity, freedom, justice and peace for all people.” I
stand here with YWCA’s 150 years history of carrying out this vision in 122
countries. Four years ago, I accepted to succeed Professor Victoria Mwaka to
the leadership of Isis- WICCE as its Board President. We are here in Uganda
as members of the Board and we are an International group, each one of us bringing
a lot of experience from the organisations we work for.

We are delighted with the staff under the able leadership of the Executive
Director, Ruth Ojiambo and her Associate, Jessica Nkuhe. We honour the
women of Uganda especially those whose stories and lives we have documented
in Luwero and other places. It is those stories that have given us the courage
to speak up so boldly. We are about improving the status of women and that is
not an easy job.

Making women’s leadership
count in the era of HIV/AIDS
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HIV/AIDS and the Realities

Today on our continent, no one can dare ignore HIV and AIDS. Whereas people
from other continents are numbed by the statistics of infection and AIDS-related
deaths, in Africa, we know the real persons behind the statistics and we cannot but
want to put a stop to the pandemic that has changed our whole history and reality. For
you and me, we are the bodies and blood presented in numbers. I want today to tell
you about the work of the Global Coalition on Women and AIDS, of which I am a
founder member, a member of the steering Committee and a champion for making
women’s leadership  count.

Women Should be Visible as Leaders

We are all proud of the success of Uganda in showing that it is possible to
reduce new infections and also to care for people living with AIDS without
stigma. The political leadership of President Yoweri Museveni is applauded
globally and we thank Ugandans for providing a model for the world. Of
course, success in such an effort is because your civil and political, leaders
were able to motivate change. However, it is noteworthy that in this celebrated
leadership in the struggle against HIV/AIDS, the women’s leadership is still
pretty much silent if not invisible. Yet we know that in communities, community
women play a big role in caring, mobilising others for information and
education etc. How do we tell the stories of these women?

As individuals as well as a global community of women, we are the ones that
keep the inner core of communities around the world moving forward. Without

13
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us, the material world stops. If that is not a definable asset, then we do not understand
our own power. It is time we traded in on that knowledge, and used the power it brings
to redefine how we speak about women. Given the enormity of the feminisation of
HIV/AIDS epidemic, greater leadership capacity of women is needed. Women’s
movements and NGOs, including organisations and networks of people living with
HIV/AIDS and grassroots organisations are playing vital roles in demonstrating strong
leadership in the prevention, care and treatment of HIV/AIDS. However, there is a lack
of cohesion and too frequently, a lack of visibility of women in leadership roles.

There is a tendency to hold up images of leaders who are charismatic and
prominent. Young women and community women in local and family leadership
remain invisible even when they are the backbone of the needed changes.
Defining what leadership means is also important. For women’s leadership to
count, leadership has also to be seen as one’s impact on others rather than
public position or popularity

Women must count

Such leadership is exercised daily by thousands of active people in modest
roles using their ingenuity to surmount problems and running calculated risks
when it seems right to do so. There are women all over the world who do not
identify themselves as leaders but who are influencing change in their
communities and countries. Effecting change on HIV/AIDS requires both high
profile leaders and effective but low visibility leaders.

The rise of HIV/AIDS among women and girls is exacerbated by many
interlocking factors such as poverty, malnutrition, discrimination, inadequate
access to basic services, armed conflict, gender inequities and the sexual
exploitation of girls and women.

If women have to spend time developing solutions for these things or supporting
families and communities through these challenges then we have to be about
making women leadership to count.  I want to tell you what some of us have
began to do to make women count.

On February 2nd, 2004 the UNAIDS secretariat together with individual women
from civil society organisations, businesses, governments and society at large
launched the Global Coalition on Women and AIDS with the aim of raising
awareness about the increasing impact of HIV/AIDS on women and girls. The
Coalition hopes to intensify action to reverse the rising prevalence of HIV/
AIDS among women. The Global Coalition is important because;

t Women and girls represent an increasing proportion of those infected with HIV,

14
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and young women are most affected.
t Prevention messages and programmes are failing women and girls and

require urgent improvement.
t Marriage is proving no guarantee of protection for women. While important,

the ABCs, are insufficient in addressing HIV prevention in the context of
marriage.

t Gender issues, which increase women’s vulnerabilities to HIV/AIDS are
not being sufficiently addressed in response to pandemic.

t Severe societal and legal inequities compound the impact of HIV/AIDS on
women and girls.

t A series of ambitious international targets have been set and greater
attention is required if they are to be met.

t The wider global response to HIV/AIDS will not succeed without greater
attention to half the population.

Understanding the Global Coalition

The Global Coalition is founded on six principles;

v Women are not victims
v Adolescent girls are at particular risk
v Women are caught in the paradox of low risk and high vulnerability
v Change is possible
v Positive women are vital to change
v There is a role for men and boys

An understanding of gender issues is crucial to the elimination of violence
against women.

15
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The Global Coalition works on seven areas of action and UNAIDS agencies have
agreed to take lead in convening, working in partnerships with NGOs. For each
thematic area, they are mandated to develop action plans and implementation
strategies for change in their chosen subject.

Priority Action Areas Agencies Convening
Agencies

Preventing HIV infections among adolescent UNFPA/IPPF
girls and focusing on reproductive health care

Reducing violence against women. UNFPA/IPPF

Protecting the property and inheritance ICRW
rights of women and girls

Ensuring equal access by women and girls ICW
to care and treatment.

Supporting improved community based car, UNIFEM/World
with a special focus on women and girls YWCA/HELPAGE

Promoting access to prevention options for IPM/GCM
women, including the female condom and
microbicides.

Supporting on going efforts towards IPM/GCM
universal education for girls

The Global Coalition also has two cross cutting thematic areas:

1. Development of bold and effective leadership for women

2. Involvement of men and boys

The Coalition has mandated Mary Robinson through the Council of World
Women Leaders and me, through the World YWCA; “to reach out at all levels and
make women leaders more visible, particularly at national and community levels as
well as make their success more visible”. The Global Coalition also mandated the
World YWCA and the World Association of Girl Guides and Girl Scouts to develop
the leadership skills of young women and girls in handling HIV/AIDS through training
and creating of partnerships for scaling up the training. In the framework of the
Global Coalition on Women and HIV/AIDS, the World YWCA has began to convene
and also to reach out to individuals and organisations and invite them to commit
themselves to making women count.
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If we are serious about real change that will halt the feminisation of HIV/AIDS, we have
to invest in women not because women have problems and are vulnerable to infection
-but rather because we believe that women do and can provide solutions. So here I
want to suggest a few things that can be done to make women’s leadership count;

  Think Big and be bold for Women

Our dreams and visions must be big and bold. We must be willing to have bold
visions so that we can actually see an end to the violence against women. We
need leadership in breaking taboos, which silence women. For so long we
have used culture as a pretext for women to be secretive about domestic
violence, sexual abuse and rape. We need to learn to denounce bad things
that happen to women’s bodies and we must be bold to name where we hurt
most.

Does teaching a child to ride a bicycle properly make her go out and ride it on the
highway? Again and again we have heard it said that education on sexuality and sex
given to young people, would make them go out and have too much sex! But young
people need the right information, given by people who care and in an environment
that is safe and secure. Well-informed young people will make informed decisions. We
women must lead boldly in breaking barriers about sex talk especially here in Africa.
We must lead in thinking big and having bold visions.

17
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  Encourage Entrepreneurship to work for women

We must believe in the eradication of poverty across the globe. We must be involved in
finding the answers to world poverty and we can begin with our country frameworks of
New Economic Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) or Millennium
Development Goals.

In recent years, micro credit has been hailed, as an important tool for fighting
poverty. The major advantage of micro credit schemes is that they tap the
entrepreneurial spirit within people and motivate them to utilise their own
talents and skills to help themselves. Overall, micro financing of women has
to be approached as a socially responsible business rather than a social welfare.
We have to enable entrepreneurs to acquire skills for managing the business,
keeping records and cross checking their efforts in relation to the returns on
their investments. Well-articulated ideas and implementation plans are needed
to enable success, as are political and domestic security. Therefore, advocacy
for the status of women and the leadership development of women are also
vital.

  Invest in Capacity Building

Programs cannot just provide jobs or loans to start businesses and expect
long-term success and sustainability. We have come to realise that support
for the building of individual assets is essential to the sustainability of economic
security. Without liquid assets, people on the edge of poverty (who lose their
job or get sick, etc.) will almost always fall back into the deep hole of debt.
And the same scenario can be painted for women’s organisations. If we do
not build for the future, we cannot expect to survive the present. Our history,
our commitment and our determination to be leaders of change make a world
of difference.

  Create Sustainable Partnerships

Working together with others is not only a sign of maturity but also a sure way
of responsible use of resources. When women work together we can use our
collective power to develop bigger and bolder visions. When we create
partnerships, we must seek to make long-term sustainable relationships. This
means that we must get out of our safe partnerships and explore groups we
fear. We need to open new doors and especially explore those doors that we
have had to close for other reasons.
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  Make the Leadership of Women Visible and Valuable

We must promote women as solution builders in the local, national and international
arenas. Too often, women’s solutions are perceived as naive and only applicable to
family situations or local problems, not for nations or the international community.
With that perception in place, we are often discounted when the tables of the powerful
are together. Visibility equals access. With the media playing such an important role in
informing and educating, media exposure is critical. This lack of visibility has greatly
impacted the agenda of issues affecting women around the world. And so I invite you
to join the Global Coalition on women on HIV/AIDS. Make the leadership of women
visible and valuable. Will you join me in championing this cause?
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Dr Grace Bantebya Kyomuhendo is the
Head of Department of Women and Gender
Studies at Makerere University.  She  has
done extensive work on Reproductive Health
and HIV/AIDS. She is currently the
Chairperson of Uganda Women’s Network
(UWONET). In her contribution, she urged
women to advocate and take a central role in
the empowerment regime in order  to
effectively fight HIV/AIDS…

Living in Precarious Circumstances

Recently we were in Gulu looking at issues of Gender, Conflict and
HIV/AIDS. One woman asked me whether I want them to discuss
HIV/AIDS!  I answered in the affirmative, adding that we should discuss

HIV/AIDS, what it is and also how we can take care against it etc.  But this
same woman insisted that we would rather leave the topic alone.  “I think you
are talking to the wrong group because we do not have any control over that.
We do not know whether we will not be raped tonight, whether we shall not be
abused, and whether this camp will not be attacked tonight”, she noted. “After all,”
the same lady continued; “we do not even know what we are going to eat tonight”.

This is the situation when we are talking about HIV/AIDS and women
leadership.  There must be leadership by women in the fight against HIV/
AIDS.  The current UN global report on HIV/AIDS noted that 50% of those
infected with HIV/AIDS are women. Moreover, according to this report, women
in Africa constitute 70% of those infected with HIV/AIDS.

In Uganda one in six girls is infected with HIV/AIDS.  These alarming figures
illustrate the shocking reality and the toll the HIV/AIDS pandemic has taken
on women.  When we were talking about The Vagina Monologue, there was an outcry

HIV/AIDS still presents a
problematic picture for
women
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that it is an area that is supposed to be a secret. But it is important to note that we need
to be open also in these matters. Just because we spoke openly about HIV/AIDS, we
now have the relief of its reduced rates.

Leadership Roles and Power Relations

In terms of gender issues, if women must take leadership, they must know
what they are fighting against, they must know what they are living for and
they must know what they are denouncing. Women must know what they are
advocating for and what issues are raised.  One of the issues that should be
strongly highlighted is the “power relations” in sexual matters.  Women must
freely talk about HIV/AIDS and negotiate about safe sex. Even abstaining in
some circumstances has to be negotiated. This is because for some, like the girls in
Gulu, even if they wanted to abstain, they may have no choice.

The power to negotiate is central in sexual relations as well as in the control of the
spread of HIV/AIDS.  If people cannot negotiate safer sex, then there is a big problem.
When women are advocating and taking leadership, they must actually first advocate
for equal power relations.  For example, a woman should have the freedom to say;
“excuse me, tonight I am not interested if you do not have a condom”. Likewise, a
young girl should have the freedom to say; “I am not going with you and I am not
ready for sex”.  Therefore, women need leadership to be able to negotiate for that.

Dr. Musimbi Kanyoro (c) flanked by Prof. Mwaka (l) and Hon. Akwero Odwong
(r) at the dialogue.
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Another area, which was central to the argument when The Vagina Monologues was
being banned, was the issue of expectations.  There are cultural expectations and
definitions about sexuality that are imposed on female gender. This is where women
have what they are supposed to say, what they are supposed to see and what are they
supposed to talk about in their cultures alongside certain prescribed roles. For example,
a woman is never expected to approach a man when she has a sexual need lest she is
construed as a harlot.  She is supposed to be humble and submissive to her man, and
married women are not expected to say no to a man’s sexual need!. Women must
therefore stand up and say that some of these prescribed cultural beliefs, practices and
prescriptions are not good in the cure of HIV/AIDS.

For instance, a woman who gets a vaginal discharge can not go out telling
people that she has a discharge. She would rather say she has ‘stomach pains’
and yet that is very central to HIV/AIDS.  If a woman cannot say that; “I think
I have a very bad discharge in my vagina,” then there is a problem.  There is
a culture of silence around these issues.  Indeed HIV/AIDS is showing us that
there is need to advocate and talk about these issues.

Access to Care

Another area where women need strong leadership in terms of HIV/AIDS
are the issues of access to anti-retrovirals (ARVs) in terms of care, support
mechanism and home-based care. Currently, we have the home-based care, which
does not take into account women’s needs, issues and concerns.  We have
grandmothers who are being infected with HIV/AIDS because of the poor care
facilities in the name of promoting home based care. We must advocate for proper
facilities and structures that cater for women’s concerns needs and time. We are
talking about the issue of care where women are culturally the caregivers in most
societies

But when the carer falls sick, then things change because there is no caregiver
any more and the sick have to go to their home and get someone to look after
them. We have seen and research has documented that women actually suffer
a lot when they themselves get sick. They do not have adequate care and
attention. Society does not expect anyone to take care of these women because
when they are sent away to their families after becoming sick, no one raises a finger to
point out this injustice. Therefore we need to address these issues in terms of HIV/
AIDS and care. We must address these issues that equally women need care, attention
and facilities.
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Conclusion

Therefore, the care, the power relations and the cultural beliefs are very central and
women need to advocate for them. They also need to advocate for the elimination of
gender violence. Recent research reports show that rape is a prevalent form of violence
against women.  Rape is an issue that concerns women and girls of all ages because
three-month old babies as well as 80 year old women are vulnerable to it. Rape is a
sure way of transmitting HIV/AIDS because many of the women are raped become
HIV/AIDS positive. Women should therefore raise the issue of rape as unfair and
unjust. Women must consistently challenge this unfairness, exercise effective leadership
and denounce these evils as they advocate for the best way forward.
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Susanna George:
Member of Isis-WICCE International
Board
of Directors.

It is a special honour for me to address Ugandan feminists and activists
who have been working tirelessly to address equality and justice for women
on the national and international arena.

My topic is to talk about the issue of globalisation and the challenges to the
women’s movement today.  I would like to locate this presentation in the
context of the World Social Forum, a yearly global event that is organised by
a wide range of non-governmental political actors to talk about the social and
political impact of globalisation since 2001. This has always been timed to
coincide with the World Economic Forum, a very large and important gathering
of world leaders and multinational corporations which happens in January
every year in Davos, Switzerland. The global movement that centres around
the World Social Forum has grown from strength to strength to give a strong
counter voice to the overemphasis given to economic growth in Davos without
sufficient attention paid to its socio-political ramifications.

We often find ourselves quite confused when the term globalisation is
mentioned. What does it include and what doesn’t it? Also when
globalisation is often spoken about in disparaging terms by women, we
then think and hear counter arguments about its advantages in a globalised
world. There are also questions such as, “How can globalisation be bad if
it had brought us things that have improved out lives such as modern
appliances, telephones, satellite television and so forth?

There are changes that have come about as a result of historical interactions
with other cultures and other communities across borders that were undefined

Globalisation and the
Women’s Movement
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for centuries. All our nations culturally, socially and politically and in terms of our
population are vivid expressions of these interactions and exchanges. However today
we live in a different era. Today, our borders are both fixed and imaginary, and nation
states are given little choice but to interact through a very regimented and increasingly
legalistic and political system particularly in the matters of economy and governance.

Furthermore, unlike the times when the economy would revolve around what
could be physically bought and sold in an actual market place, the economic
elements of our lives are determined by events and decisions that take place
very far away from our localities.  Often times, the prices of goods our countries
produce is determined by global markets and this greatly affects the ability of
our people to survive economically. These global marketplaces, besides not
being tangible spaces, are also controlled by corporate traders that are mostly
invisible or at least hard to track by the public eye.
Specifically I would like to address the aspects of globalisation that reproduces and

exacerbates social injustice in the world.  That injustice, both of a historical and
contemporary nature, is most prevalent in the machinations of the global marketplace,
that is largely controlled by nations and corporations of the North.  This is the aspect
of globalisation that has the most devastating impact on the people of the South.
Therefore, when I refer to globalisation, it is its corporate elements in particular that we
activist women need to keep our eyes on.

Violence against women demands clear legislation and intense lobbying.
Dr. Johnson Nkuuhe(c), Dr. Sarah Ntiro(r) and Anriette Esterhuysen(l) sharing
a light moment at the forum
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What are the implications for women who are concerned with social justice
and gender equality issues?  We are already aware of the ways that patriarchy
works in society and we know that it puts women at a severe disadvantage
socially, economically and politically. Many of us are working towards enhancing
women’s survival strategies through livelihood options like capacity building,
educational and nutritional programmes. Therefore, we need to simply start
making the linkages between issues that you work on and always seek to
make links upwards looking at the global implications of our micro-economic
realities. It is important to understand who is financing what thing and why? It is
important for us to look at what is being bought and sold, and why these goods are

manufactured, packaged and sold in the ways that
they are.

The women’s movement traditionally has taken
on issues directly related to the things that we
do and the different ways in which women are
affected by social, economic and political
structures. The issues that we are addressing are
vast. However, given the growing strength of
corporate led globalisation, where every aspect
of our lives is passing through the needle eye of
theWorld Trade Organisation (WTO) and other
treaty making bodies, it is actually fundamental
that feminists and activist women understand
the links between the work they do and what
happens globally.

It is vital to pay attention to all of the details. Who we make alliances with for example
is a very important way in which we can aid and abet the profit motivations of
corporations.  Although it may seem like the tide is so far in that there is no longer any
point in resisting, small political decisions that are made by coalitions of women and
justice minded people, I believe can make a difference. Let me highlight two points in
this regard:

Those of us who work for legal and policy reform and for gender equality tend
not to pay attention to the media.  Or rather while we do pay attention to the
portrayal of women in the media, we tend not to pick up the broader impact
of media in our lives. I believe that media and in particular, an increasingly
corporatised media has a very powerful impact on our values, our decisions
whether cultural, political or otherwise, and in particular the way we see and understand
ourselves in relation to the rest of the world.  We need to pay closer attention to the
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media’s nuances and its deeper impact.

One dramatic impact is the visual depiction of Africa by media corporations
such as CNN, BBC and so forth.  Africa is inevitably depicted in a stereotyped
range of images of sadness, sorrow, war and nondescript people with two-
dimensional lives. To understand how corporatised media affects our lives, we
have to look at the way it is used as a tool to alienate others. Most people
whether consciously or not have their values shaped at some level by the
media.

If we were to look at the second war in Iraq for example, it was deliberately presented
in a video game style creating a certain surreal kind
of milieu that had the gruesome and heavy reality of
the war and its impact on the Iraqi people.  The
media was a crucial part of the “Shock and Awe”
campaign of Bush in Iraq. It is no wonder that CNN,
Fox Network and BBC, the three top media
corporations that invested most heavily in the war
in terms of war reportage, were owned by trans-
national media corporations representing the
interests of the allied forces; USA, Britain and
Australia. The recent war in Iraq is one clear example
of how corporate media was very deliberate in its
representation of the other.

The second point to be made relates to the United
Nations. We in the South see and assume that the
United Nations represents all types of people.
However, over the past decade what is happening and what we should be concerned
about is that the United Nations will be forming closer and closer alliances to
transnational corporations. This is perhaps a result of its financial crisis that has
necessitated this institution to diversify it source of investments. It receives large amounts
of money from transnational corporations and in some cases much larger than
contributions from individual governments. While it is important to recognise the
potential for collaboration, it seems that what has been happening is that some large
corporations have seen collaborations with the United Nations for purported
“development” projects as profitable investments towards the expansion of their
markets in the South.

One example of this is an Information Technology Corporation known as Cisco
Systems. Through their foundation, it has made inroads within the United Nations,
and has partnered with the United Nations Women’s Development Fund (UNIFEM)
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using the language of gender empowerment.  In partnership with UNIFEM, Cisco
Foundation has been working on women’s training programmes known as the “Cisco
Gender Academies’ that train women for jobs within the Information Technology
sector, purportedly to promote gender equality.  However, when this is examined
more closely, one finds a sort of training that locks women into becoming technicians
for Cisco products and not necessarily being equipped with more broad-based skills
and knowledge that can be applied outside the framework of what they were trained
for.  Cisco was even awarded a special award by UNIFEM two years ago commending
them for this effort.

This may seem like an innocuous piece of information and what really is the
big deal there?  Well, if we look at inter-linkages between the macro and micro,
then we begin to see how complex the behaviour of corporations is and why we need
to go into such partnerships cautiously.  What do I mean?  If we look at the example of
the genocide in Gujarat, (Many of you may have heard of a huge religious
misunderstanding between the Muslims and Hindus in February 2002
that resulted in a massacre by the Hindu majority of the
Muslim minority), we find an example of how hidden
some of these connections can be.

There was a report that was launched in the
World Social Forum in India last year entitled,
“Threatened Existence: A Feminist Analysis of
the Genocide in Gujarat.”  This report,
lists in one of the footnotes, an annexe of
different US-based IT corporations, such as Cisco,
Sun, Oracle, HP and AOL and Time Warner. These have given
large contributions to a US-based organisation called Indian Development and Relief
Fund (IDRF) that is widely believed to be a front of Hindu fundamentalist forces in
India.  Notably, IDRF was one of the top 5 grantees of Cisco Foundation in 1999, and
it received US$70,000 ostensibly for its development and relief activities. I believe that
such facts are not coincidences, and shed light on the singular profit-driven motives of
transnational corporations, which we need to be aware of.  It is crucial that as women
activists interested in the development of Africa and in gender equality, we bring out
these more complex interlinkages to bear in our strategising as well as to provide some
clues as to how the women’s movement can address the emerging challenges of neo
liberal globalisation.
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Sarah Mukasa, the Programmes
Manager of Akina Mama Wa Africa,
was one of the organisers of the V.
Day in Uganda. Together with others
who were organising to stage the
Vagina Monologue, she was publicly
condemned for trying to corrupt the
morals of the people in the country.
In this piece, she responds to several
criticisms while insisting that
attempting to stage The Vagina
Monologue was one of the strategies
used by women to address violence against women. However, the borne of contention
in public debate has been; Is the play a foreign strategy aimed at compromising the
morals of the public or a worthwhile strategy African women could embrace to address
violence against women?

‘I am glad they have banned the Vagina Monologues’

So said a colleague who walked into my office the day after the news of the
 play’s banning by the Media Council.

‘Why?’ I asked her  quietly.

‘Because now we can clearly see what we are up against. How dare you women
celebrate your womanhood, condemn sexual oppression, and the abuse of
women’s bodies. And you not only dare to do this, but in public also? What?
You look at it from their point of view. Don’t you know that your vaginas are
dirty, obscene, distasteful, vulgar and evil? Don’t you know that these ‘things’
no matter how much they suffer should be kept private?  Haven’t you yet
understood that the only ones who can talk with authority on these matters
are men who think that way about you and women who think that way about
themselves? Really you women, where do you get the nerve to talk about
vaginas in public? Don’t you know this is not how ‘respectable’ women behave?
You have embarrassed the good women everywhere. Our cultures are

Devising strategies of addressing
violence against women
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sacrosanct. They should never be questioned or challenged. You who have done so
are morally corrupted.”

We laughed.

So is it our cultures or our religions we are worried about?

“Well, both,” she said. We should safeguard our African, Christian, Cultural values
against the surge of western immorality!”

“Therefore,” I said, “When, for example, the Christian religion says we are all made in
the image of God (every single part of our bodies that is), it means that it is wrong for
us to refer to the vagina as vulgar, dirty and distasteful, because we are denigrating the
image of God?”

“Well , no, because culturally, this is how we refer to these parts of the body, she noted
almost triumphantly!”

“Oh, so it is wrong for us to challenge these socially constructed practices, even though
we may be dishonouring God in adhering to them?” I asked.

“Well, yes. In this case yes. We think.

The Case of Patriarchy or Cultural Values?

Which case is that? Of course, the case in which the issue touches on the rights
of women. In those cases, we always refer to that which sits comfortably with
patriarchal notions of what a woman’s place should be. Women are used to
this (even those who were opposed to this play). They have steadfastly
challenged patriarchal cultural practices and norms. They have gone to school,
own property, left abusive marriages; some have even chosen not to marry.
But now many of them turn and point the finger on those who dare to challenge
the last and most insidious bastion of patriarchal oppression. The women should
cherish that notion of women’s bodily integrity and autonomy and the idea
that a woman’s body is hers and hers alone to do with as she chooses. Now it
is so scary to so many of us women that we quickly hide behind some of the
very defence mechanisms we have on long challenged culture and African
cultural values.

I think that we should be very careful about how we fashion our arguments.
For hiding behind cultural relativism has been the very tool used to stamp our
oppression in the past. The fact of the matter is that the oppression and exclusion
of peoples, on the basis of race, gender, and ethnicity is a universal practice,
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which each society justifies with slick explanations of culture and religion.  And just as
it has been practised in every society, so has it been resisted.

Western Immorality or Victimisation and Intimidation?

In his press briefing statement, the Minister of State for Information Dr Nsaba
Buturo. Said that ‘corruption of our values by Western immorality is one of the biggest
challenges of our time’. I am sure he believes it. Some of us however think that
compared to the subjugation of our economies to the West, this is just a stroll in the
park. But this is where the Minister concentrates his energies. Well, let’s look at cable
television and what it frequently beams into our homes. There are no bans on that!
Let’s then look at all the salacious print media that is around for everyone to see.
There are no bans there either.

There is no ban on prostitution and the corruption that is endemic in our
society that denies so many their rights to basic social welfare! In fact, there is
no action anywhere except for where some women want to stage a play called
The Vagina Monologues. Aha.

We have heard from a number of those who have seen the play and condemn
it as pornography from the West. I cannot argue with their experiences. Their
view is important, and they can exercise their right to stay away.  I hasten to
add that several others have seen the play, myself included and have been
liberated by it. Our views and experiences have simply been ignored and
silenced by the bully-boy tactics of some of our ministers and their cronies
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when it is clear that the play has a different effect on different people. In that sense
therefore, this play is not different from any other.

Language used Wrongly?

Some now say that ‘the message of the play is good but you should have
packaged it differently’. But have you been on the moon? What have women’s
organisations been doing all these years? 16 Days of Activism Against Gender
Violence! Seminar after seminar; tree after tree chopped down to produce
report after report which presents these issues to fit comfortably with people’s
sensibilities. And where are we? As I write this, these reports sit, gathering
layers of dust in a number of people’s offices. In the meantime, the crisis
escalates (this is by the government’s own reckoning).

‘Say it in vernacular!’ Others scream. They throw this as the biggest defence
against staging the play. Well, as I recall, a number of this same group argued
for ‘gender sensitive language’ in the drawing up of the 1995 Constitution.
This principle document now uses ‘he’ and ‘she’, ‘woman ‘and ‘man’ as the
case warrants. Why did they do this? Language, they argued, is patriarchal in
nature. It is socially constructed and it reflects societal, cultural norms. This is
quite right too. And by the same token I say that any language that refers to
the essence of womanhood, the vagina in ways that are derogatory should be
questioned and challenged, not protected and defended.

The Case of Hypocrisy?

Then there are those like Pastor Ssempa of a Christian charismatic church in
Kampala who has been reading at will, the very excerpts from the play that
were banned by the Media Council for all and sundry to hear.  He is enjoying
this! This man has had the opportunity to read the play from cover to cover.
And having done so, he has arrived at his own conclusions about the play.
However, what he also seeks to do is to deny others the same opportunity to
make up their own minds, by calling for the play’s ban.
Well, this is after all in keeping with the tradition in the wave of charismatic
churches that is sweeping this nation. Any man (for they are usually men) who
can shout beyond a certain decibel, can set up a ‘church’. And in this so called
church he is free to preach what he chooses in the name of God. The term
‘Born Again’ becomes the new mantra and license to engage in some of the
most iniquitous and scandalous behaviours imaginable. If people choose to
go to these churches, I do not have the right to stop them. I recognise, and
respect their right to do it. They should also extend to me the same right to
watch the Vagina Monologues!
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Incidentally someone called one of the television stations to ask the Pastor Sempa,
why his church is littered with used condoms every time he has night prayers. I have
never seen anyone look as pitiful as did this man. Actually for a moment, he looked
like a frightened mouse. But that was only for a moment. He quickly regrouped and
hid behind a barrage of slanderous attacks on Isis-Women’s International Cross-Cultural
Exchange (a co host of the V-Day Campaign in Uganda). This is a very morally upright
man of God after all!

Keeping the Social Movement Down?

I regret very much the government’s handling of this play. But I also know that
you cannot keep a social movement down, certainly not through actions such
as these. Those in power forget very quickly that the generation of ideas, their
examination, debate and dialogue are the hallmarks of a democratic society.
Drunk with power, they use the long arm of the state to silence people in ways
that are so transparently unfair and unjust (and incidentally very highly
immoral). And they plant a seed that germinates quietly underground.
Remember that you cannot suppress ideas, just because they upset your sense
of propriety. And then to lean on the apparatus of the state to do this is so
outrageous and in the long term highly damaging. Leaders who pander for
cheap popularity at the expense of principled governance, lose very quickly,
the respect even of their most ardent supporters.

The positive side to all this, is that this play and the issues it is trying to raise
has reached a wider audience than would ever have been possible had the
state not interfered in the way it did. ‘if everyone is trying to ban the play, then
there must be something good in it for women!’ Radio stations, email list serves,
arguments, counter arguments, discussions in living rooms, on matatus, in the
market place, with parents, children, siblings, cousins, aunts and uncles, it is
everywhere. Young people have been exposed (as it were) to the hypocrisy of
the older generation. They have watched as scoundrels, wastrels, wife batterers,
runaway dads, swindlers, idlers, extortionists and playboys have formed a
most unholy alliance with men of the clock to see this play banned. And they
have watched in utter disbelief, those in the women’s movements, who have
joined this band of merry men. It is the pedagogy of the oppressed, that we
are trying to explain. Others say no; it is not. It is downright dishonesty,
opportunism and immorality.

But all that is bye the bye. The play is banned and that is all that matters
now. Or is it?
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Ms. Robinah Rubimbwa;
Communications Consultant.

That V-Day campaign has demystified the vagina among those of us who
did not have the courage to say the word. It has brought attention to the
issues that big people have been shunning and have not taken seriously. It has

shown us a good trick of exploiting the media to the advantage of the women. The
media is now sensational. It means that if you have a sensational by-line, you will have
it on the front page of the New Vision Newspaper. If the title were for example “ Women
Monologues” it would not have made an impact. The word “vagina” was very powerful.
Many of us have the skills to write. Let us write on these issues and call a spade a spade
so that we can enhance the campaign. I want you to note that there is this insistence on
adherence to culture and cultural norms. But it is important for us to understand that
what is in most cases regarded as culturally acceptable is not always been in favour of
a woman!

Dr. Johnson Nkuuhe;
Member of Parliament,
Isingiro South Constituency

It is important for us to think about the
role of fundamentalist churches  in this
whole saga of the V-Day. One of the
strategies is for women to consider is to
know their allies and their enemies. I
do not see in your view what you would
stand to gain especially when it is Rt.
Rev Fr Waliggo who chairs the Media
Council and those concerned like the
State Minister for Information Dr.Nsaba
Buturo and Minister of Ethics and Integrity, Hon. Tim Lwanga are all born-again
Christians. In the fray, the people leading the campaign like Pastor Ssempa and Kampala
Pentecostal Church want nothing but their views. You should make a plan that should
help you avoid these people branding you the sort of people who should be shunned.
You need to exploit the power of information here. Women must especially understand

Discussion of Emerging Issues
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what they are going to do to turn the tons and tons of information available into useful
knowledge for the various stakeholders, most of whom are powerless and isolated
and facing a lot of ingrained cultural biases.

Ofwono Opondo;
Director of Information in the
National Resistance Movement Secretariat

It seems to me that the violence being talked about is only of men against
women.  I don’t hear anybody talking about women’s violence against fellow
women, stepmothers, mothers, house girls and men? This is important to strike a
balance when we are talking about violence.

Emmanuel Mulondo,
Journalist

I refer to the comment made by my colleague, Ofwono Opondo.  He was
saying that probably the women activists have failed to advance the cause in
the right way, and by so doing, they have portrayed it as a ‘women-against-
the-men’ issue.  We have not heard them talking much about their colleagues
who pour acid on co-wives when they are discussing about domestic violence!
We have these women who are doing all sorts of things. Probably my comment
would lead us to redefine who are the enemies of women.

Secondly, how are women using their power? We are talking of women and
men in terms of power relations and somebody has commented on the
Domestic Relations Bill (DRB) which to my understanding has been on table
since 1967.  How many of your colleague Members of Parliament have stood
up in Parliament and said the DRB is more important than the constitutional
amendments being envisaged?  In Karamoja, Kisoro Busia etc there is a woman
being tortured!  Yet you find that what is more urgent in the House is lifting of
the term limits and going multiparty!  How many women have insisted that
those are not the central issues; but the most important is violence in the
homes which can be handled by expediting the DRB? (The answer was given
by Hon. Sheila Kawamara Mishambi, a strong women’s activist and the a
representative in the East African Legislative Assembly)
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Hon. Sheilla Kawamara
Mishambi,
Member of  the East African Legislative
Assembly

Answer: I am always amazed about how
many more come in to say; “you women are
trying to be against us”.  This is not the issue.
It is not a war between men and women.  The
two sets cannot survive without the other. I
do not see why it should only be the women
Parliamentarians to talk about the DRB!  The
bill is for each one of us.  Each one of us
comes from a home.  I do not think, with due respect, that the DRB is the duty of
the women only.  Actually, the men need it more than the women. In Any case the
DRB is not in any way a bill for women only but is also to protect men. Therefore,
both women and men should campaign and fight for its success.

Debbie Ossiya,
Women’s Rights Activist

The fact is that the play the Vagina Monologue has been banne makes me doubt
whether in future there will be a chance for us to view it.  But there are certain
issues that have come up in the debate about the play that need to be enhanced!
For example, what are the alternative ways that we could use to continue to
address the issue of violence against women?  Violence against women appears
in various forms.  Discussions are always held in context not out of context.  We
are products of our own Ugandan society and it is this society that modelled the
way society thinks, develops and nurtures attitudes. We have the right to talk
about issues of concern to us; whether they are issues of violence against women
or any other passionate issue.

What actually went wrong and how can we address matters of concern without
again bringing in the kind of emotions that have degenerated to what is happening
now? I as a women activists, I find that every side seems to have a position.  What
should we do to see that women are not sidelined by what is happening?  Why
can’t we write our own Vagina Monologues detailing violence against women in
our situations?  The promoters could come together and make a post-mortem on
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this issue and think of how better to continue to raise the issue of violence against
women.  If we have failed to have this play staged, we can as well consider how to
try to bring out the issue of violence against women in another way.

Christine Mugerwa,
Women’s Rights Activist

When you are educated you are given the power to question fundamental issues
e.g. the human interpretation of the religious doctrine.  You are also given the
power to question cultural beliefs because I do not believe that culture is static.  It
is a result of interaction with other cultures. It is us who must sit down and define
the type of culture we want.  We must start questioning some of these issues.

There is this whole issue of The Vagina Monologues and the focus that it is going
to corrupt the morals. The Media Council said that the people’s morals are going
to be corrupted by the language being used etc.  I think we are avoiding the key
issue of violence against women in this whole debate. I think that issues of
violence against women are real and we shouldn’t apologise for using such a
vehicle to communicate the message since the issues of violence against women
are global.

Hon Jane Akwero Odwong
 Woman MP, Kitgum District;

When we talk about violence against
women, what happened in Kitgum,
Northern Uganda, yesterday comes into
my mind.  Eight women had their lips cut
off and one woman with her child was
killed, just because they were carrying out
their work as women and mothers - going
to fetch water in the morning.

On this issue of violence against women, I
think there is need to harmonise our
language in order to create partnership that
will create effective avenues. Last week, not
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all women were in agreement about The Vagina Monologues.  Issues were there
for real but were not well projected because the language was difficult and it
divided us.

I wish also to put out the issue of prioritising violence against women in relation to the
conflict situation like the one in Northern Uganda.  In that area, violence against
women and girls has become secondary to other issues being tackled.  The onus on all
of us here is to ensure that the human rights of women in these camps are recognised.
Efforts should also be taken to empower these women to stand up for their rights so
that the women community can live a life worth for them to be called mothers, grand
mothers and daughters.

Salam Akello
– Project officer, Mifumi

Challenging cultural issues and practices that undermine women’s development calls
for collective responsibility from all people.  Women should be free to speak about
their bodies.  Women should have the right to talk about their vagina because that’s
what makes them women.  As Mifumi, an organisation working on women’s issues in
the rural communities, we are hoping to hold a public debate in Tororo on the Vagina
Monologues.  How can we claim to be emancipating women or empowering them in
public if people can not talk about their private lives?  So many women suffer violence
because of their bodies.  This kind of violence is very private, always behind closed
doors.

Recently, Mifumi opened a women’s only centre, which listens to women, gives them
comfort, and provides counselling.  One of our survivors gave a testimony to Major
Gen. Katumba Wamala, the Inspector General of Police.  She said that when she
became blind, due to a lot of violence and suffering from HIV/AIDS, her husband
abandoned her, and her little children are the ones looking after her. Many
organisations, including women in leadership shun such women.  Then what are we
talking about if we cannot stand out to be counted on very serious issues that affect
women?  The challenge is on all of us here.
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Victor Julie  Mukasa
Gay Rights Activist

I am a woman, a lesbian, African and above
it all I am a human being just like the
members of my organisation.  I have the
right to be alive.  One of the organisations
under my care is the Lesbian organisation.
These are women.  When I sit here, I hear
women rights activists and feminists
addressing issues to do with the women’s
struggle.  As a woman, I do not feel
comfortable. Sometimes I question why
issues of lesbians, bisexuals and
transgender women have not been
addressed in the mainstream women’s organisations.  You talk about leadership,
HIV/AIDS and the level of success the Women’s Movement has reached so far.  My
question to women activists here is, if you are bold and can talk for all women why do
you leave issues of lesbian women out?

Women activists should talk to women gynaecologists to willingly help us because we
are sometimes scared to approach them when we have sexually transmitted diseases.
We also claim our space here in the women’s movement and believe that until
lesbians are included in this struggle, the women’s movement shall not achieve
100% success.
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