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Foreword 

Zimbabwean Women in Industry was first released in 1985 by Zimbabwe Publishing House, 

in a series called “Women of Africa”. Together, as junior ZPH editors, my friend Jester 

Tshuma and I initiated, edited and designed the series. In a photograph I still have of the book 

launch, Jester and I stand side by side in our “Zimbabwean Women in Industry” T-shirts, 

screaming out loud with sheer exhilaration. We were young and full of hope and energy, like 

the women in the wonderful cover photograph. And like our country. 

In 1980, Zimbabwe had emerged as an independent nation after more than fifteen years of 

brutal guerrilla war. The first title in our Women of Africa series, Young Women in the 

Liberation Struggle focused on that struggle, presenting writing by women ex-combatants. At 

that historical turning point, feminists believed that the new government should and would 

improve the situation of women in the country. And, at the level of legislation, it has. Under 

Rhodesian law, black African women were perpetual legal minors, subject to a father, 

husband or other male relatives, but in 1982 the Age of Majority Act corrected that anomaly. 

Not long afterwards, Zimbabwe’s divorce legislation broke new ground in recognizing the 

contribution of housework to a couple’s joint assets and dividing them accordingly. For 

women workers, the provision of maternity leave and other benefits made a great difference to 

their lives. Even in the troubled 2000s, Parliament enacted the Domestic Violence Act (2006), 

a triumph for the many and varied women’s rights activists and organizations who had fought 

for it.  

Laws and policies are important but, as experience worldwide demonstrates, they remain no 

more than words on paper unless we as citizens ensure that they become real in practice. 

Values, attitudes and cultures are much more difficult to change than legislation. At home and 

at work, women faced and continue to face entrenched inequalities, along with often violent 

backlash against their new rights. 

Zimbabwean women have been active in pursuit of their rights since Independence and on 

many fronts, organizing in a host of bodies, from Women and Law in Southern Africa, to the 

Musasa Project which focuses on violence against women, the Women and AIDS Support 

Network, Zimbabwe Women Writers and, recently, a dynamic group of young Harare women 

calling themselves Vagina Warriors. The Women’s Action Group, WAG - initially formed to 

protest the “round-up” and imprisonment of women suspected of being sex workers in 1983 - 

drew the interest and participation of many women trade unionists and workers. Few other 

bases for organizing existed in those early days for women workers, who had many problems 

and challenges to address, as this book reveals. 

We all had many reasons to be shouting with excitement as Pat Made and Birgitta 

Lagerström’s book was released on that long-ago evening in Harare. Looking back, nearly 

thirty years later, it’s almost painful to recall our youthful optimism, as individuals and as a 

country. From being a beacon of hope in Southern Africa at Independence, Zimbabwe now 

has the lowest standard of living in the world, after more than ten years of severe economic 

and political crisis. Despite advances in laws and three decades of women’s organizing and 
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activism, Zimbabwean women shoulder extraordinary burdens. The majority live with or are 

affected by HIV/AIDS. Political violence against women through the 2000s became 

increasingly sexualized. Waged employment is extremely rare, with unemployment estimated 

at somewhere between 85 and 90%. Hundreds of thousands of workers have left the country, 

many forced to take unskilled jobs as vulnerable illegal migrants in neighbouring countries. A 

Zimbabwe Hotel and Catering Workers Union (ZHCWU) was reportedly formed in 2007 by a 

Zimbabwean woman - but in South Africa, not at home. 

Of course, Zimbabwean women workers are not alone in confronting a difficult period. 

Worldwide, women workers face enormous challenges as hard-won gains in women’s and 

workers’ rights are eroded by backlash, by structural adjustment programs (like the one that 

undermined local industry in the early 1990s), by the demise of trade unionism in many 

places, and by the international recession. Globalization allows capital to cross borders with 

ever greater ease but the same is not true for labour.  

Zimbabwean Women in Industry is of considerable historical and academic interest in its 

detailed portrayal of the lives of workers in the early days of Independence. More generally, it 

reminds us of the struggle and triumphs of the women workers of those days and of the 

dreams that we held - and still hold - for our country. 

Annie Holmes 

December 2010 
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Introduction 

Women workers are invisible on the pages of African history. Perhaps this has occurred 

because the majority of African women have always been engaged in subsistence agriculture. 

But as African countries move towards industrial development African women will become 

the greatest reserve of the working class. This reserve will also be extremely ripe for 

exploitation given the historical condition of women. 

Urbanization in the third world has not always been kind to women. Urban condition bear 

hardest on households headed by women which now represent a significant and growing 

proportion of the poorest urban households. 

Generally women in industrial employment make up a small proportion of the African labour 

force. But political independence in many countries, like Zimbabwe, has brought an increase 

in the number of women workers in the so-called modern sector of the economy. 

Women in Zimbabwe constitute 51 percent of the population. But only 6.8 percent of the 

entire labour force in the non-agricultural sector consists of women. This small representation 

of women in industry can be explained partly by the male migrant labour system which forced 

men to work in factories and mines, leaving African women in the rural areas. 

Through photos and text, this book takes a general look at Zimbabwean women in industry. 

The book grew out of a series of interviews, visits to factories in Harare and Bulawaio and 

several long discussions with Zimbabwean women workers. This is only the beginning. We 

would like to thank the Zimbabwean women workers who talked candidly about their 

conditions. They made this book possible.  

Patricia Made 

Birgitta Lagerström 

October 1984 
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Where are the women? 

 

Sitting daily without support gives severe backaches. Monotonous movements and standing 

still are other causes. 

Zimbabwean women workers are employed mainly in the food and clothing and textile 

industries, although some are found in furniture, electrical and other industries. These women 

are classified as “unskilled or semi-skilled” and some endure the insecurity of the 

classification of “seasonal employees”. 

The majority of women are locked into tedious jobs which are labour intensive and there is 

virtually no job rotation within the industries for women. It is not an uncommon sight to find 

women seated in the same position, performing the same task, eight hours a day, five or six 

days a week. 

When asked why women are concentrated in positions such as hand-stitching, hand-

assembling and hand-sorting, many managers gave the classic remark: “A woman´s touch is 

swift and gentle. Women have nimble fingers.” 
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Women worker: Our main grievance is more money.  

Equal pay for equal work and other benefits. 

In most of the factories visited, women were always found at the bottom of the industrial 

scale. Although the minimum wage in Zimbabwe is $ 115, 00 a month, many women make 

far less. 

Equal pay for equal work is not completely assured for women in Zimbabwe through 

industrial legislation. The Industrial Conciliation Act does not mention equal pay for equal 

work. And the Employment Act of 1980 only implies equal pay for equal work.  

Equal pay for equal work is one of the major grievances echoed by Zimbabwean women 

throughout industry. Women point to the rising cost of living and their inability to make ends 

meet, when they ask for better wages. Despite the commonly held view that women´s salaries 

are insignificant because their wages are considered only as supplementary to their husbands´, 

there is a growing sector of households solely supported by the income of women. 
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Women selling their crochet works 

Using the present minimum wage as a guide, several women workers in Bulawaio calculated 

their monthly expenses. 

Total gross: $115.00 

Subtract 2 % income tax 

Expenses: 

Rent: $53.00 

Bus fare: $2.00 weekly 

Domestic: $70.00 (Some women employ help in town for their children. Others leave 

their children at home in the rural areas with their mothers, but they will feel obliged to 

send money home each month.) 

A quick calculation of the rent and childcare expenses already exceeds the take-home pay. 

Food as well as incidental expenses have not been included.  

How do women survive? 

“Sometimes I borrow from friends but my friends are in the same position,” said one woman 

employed in an electrical factory in Bulawaio. 

Most women make ends meet through participation in the informal sector. They knit or 

crochet items to sell; some grow and sell vegetables, while others who are in the clothing 

industry order clothes from the factory to friends or relatives. But informal sector work is also 

not an assured source of income, and women workers believe that the only way to solve the 

problem is for management to increase their salaries. 
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However, given their vulnerability in industry, the demand for higher wages can also backfire. 

“If we ask for more money, management will retrench, close down or cut the number of 

workdays” said a woman who works in the food industry.  

Lack of promotion opportunities is also a constant grievance aired by women in Zimbabwean 

industries. Because women are slotted into unskilled positions, they have no chance of 

promotion. When one manager was asked where the women in his industry could go in terms 

of promotion, he replied frankly; “Nowhere!” 

Other benefits, such as sick leave, pension, leave time and bonus vary from factory to factory. 

Pension schemes have only recently been introduced in some factories for black workers, and 

the terms for sick leave are not uniform 

 

Most women make ends meet through participation in the informal sector. They knit or 

crochet items to sell. 
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Woman worker in radio factory:”Women don’t have a voice in the factory.” 

Maternity leave 

One of the main grievances is the lack of paid maternity leave. No country has a tomorrow 

without its children. Healthy, happy, educated children guarantee a good future for a country. 

Why are children seen as the sole responsibility of mothers? Many working mothers have to 

go back to the factory one week after their babies are born. They cannot afford to stay home. 

If society helps mothers, the children will benefit and we will all have a better future. 

Unpaid maternity leave is another thorn in the side for Zimbabwean women workers. 

Although most industrial agreements state that a woman has the right to three months 

maternity leave, no move has been made by the government to grant women employed 

throughout the modern sector the right to paid maternity leave. 

The child-bearing and child-rearing functions, which fall solely on women, have been used 

against their potential development in skilled areas in industry. 

Employers are hesitant to invest any form of training in women because they say once they 

have invested in a woman, she often leaves to have a baby or she can frequently be away from 

work taking care of a sick child. This is particularly true in Zimbabwe where the birth rate is 

high among African women. 

Many countries have paid maternity leave and also parental insurance schemes seen as an 

encouragement for shared responsibility for children. For example, in Sweden during the first 
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twelve months after a child is born, the father or the mother has the right to parenthood leave 

of absence with pay (90% of one´s income for the first nine months and at a fixed rate for the 

remaining three). Up to six months may be saved and used at any time up until the child´s 

eighth year. In addition, gainfully employed parents have the right each year to up to 60 days 

off with pay for care of sick children. 
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Culture and tradition 

Cultural norms and lack of education have kept the Zimbabwean woman in a shy, self-

effacing position which often works to her detriment in industries. 

Zimbabwe has a strong patriarchal society, and men´s attitudes of superiority coupled with 

women´s own negative self-image are significant in understanding women´s lack of 

assertiveness in the workplace. This negative self-image causes women to react to situations 

in a self-crippling and self-defeating manner. Women in the industrial workplace would rather 

retreat in fear or keep quiet when more assertive actions are needed to demand change. 

Several women interviewed expressed interest in learning how to operate machinery in the 

factory. But they have never made their wishes known to management. A production planner 

in one Zimbabwean food processing industry said: Because of ingrained cultural and social 

patterns of behaviour, the women are hesitant to take responsibility or make decisions. I am 

not approached by any women with demands.  

 
Cleaning fish. 

Sexual harassment 

Sexual harassment of women workers by male supervisors is increasingly becoming a 

problem by women in industry. 
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Because women are in insecure and often casual positions, they are vulnerable to male 

supervisors who threaten women with dismissal if sexual favours are not granted. “Male 

supervisors approach women for sexual favours” said a woman who works in an electrical 

factory in Bulawaio. “When a woman refuses a supervisor´s advances, she stands little chance 

in the factory. The supervisor will either give a bad report to management about you or will 

ill-treat you in the workplace” she said. 

One woman, who has been instrumental in organizing women workers, said that she had 

received numerous complaints from women, who, when seeking casual employment in 

industries, were bluntly told by male supervisors that jobs were only available to “those 

willing to provide favours.” 

Women said that the sexual harassment is a big problem in many industries, but it is also 

difficult one to combat. Because some women are afraid that they will be accused of “leading 

a supervisor on” many keep quiet and do not report the problem to union officials, and they 

do not talk about it with women co-workers. 

 

A pregnant woman was working all day in a room where we (the authors) only managed to 
stay a couple of minutes because of the fumes from the paint.  

One way to deal with the problem is to have more women supervisors in industry and also to 

begin to talk about the problem among the women themselves. 
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Mrs. Lydia Mayo, chairwoman of the united food and Allied Workers Women´s League in 

Bulawaio, said that the women´s league has been quite active and has made some progress in 

dealing with sexual harassment in the workplace. 

“We begin to talk about the problem in worker´s education seminars where we learn of the 

nature of harassment and we learn our rights”, she said. “We start with education first, for 

women and men, about a problem. In this way we have overcome some sexual harassment in 

factories.” 

 

 

The majority of supervisors are men. Men also have more mobile jobs. Women are tied to 
assembly line position. 
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“Male supervisors approach women for sexual favours. When a woman refuses the 

supervisor´s advances stands little chance in the factory. The supervisor would either give a 

bad report to management about you or will ill-treat you in the workplace.” 
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Women in a radio factor: “When I come home I begin my second job.” 

Double work 

“My husband and I work in the same factory. But when we go home together in the evening, 

he takes a seat and listens to the radio and I begin my second job”, said a woman worker in an 

electrical factory in Harare. 

Zimbabwean women workers have two jobs – the factory and the home. The workday for the 

majority of women in industry often begins before six am and ends after midnight. 

This standard of double work is quite common throughout the world and restrains women 

from taking advantage of education, training and gainful employment opportunities. 

The care of children and households are burdens carried by solely women. There is very little 

support from men or institutions in society to make their burdens lighter.  

Developing countries have few organized childcare services, healthcare facilities or other 

facilities where women can obtain assistance to free them for other activities. Usually 

factories do not obtain such facilities or services, and do not even provide financial assistance 

to women requiring such services. 

Zimbabwean women workers expressed a great need for crèches in the workplace. Also they 

said that managers are often not sympathetic when they have to miss work to care for a sick 

child. Women now try to provide childcare for their children from their own wages; they 

employ domestic help, send their children to crèches or leave younger children at home in the 

rural area with their mother. 

Zimbabwean tradition and customs place a strong responsibility on women to perform all 

domestic duties. The labour-saving devices prevalent in developed countries are missing and 
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household chores for the Zimbabwean women in industry, who cannot afford domestic help, 

are heavily labour intensive. The double work of Zimbabwean women keeps them from 

participating in other activities which may aid their full integration into national development. 

For women in the industrial workplace, it is the most frequently cited reason for not attending 

union meetings and for mobilizing with other women for change.  

 

 

Zimbabwe women workers in Harare demonstrating against double work. 
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Women textile workers in Zimbabwe. Just like in developed countries, women are in jobs 
which are extensions of housework 
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Education and training 

“If women are to improve their positions in the industrial workforce, they require easier 

access to all form of education and training.” 

Women and industrialization in Developing countries UN 1981 

The majority of Zimbabwean women workers interviewed ended their formal education at 

Standard 7 (Form 2). By virtue of their lack of education beyond this point, Zimbabwean 

women are locked into unskilled positions which offer no chance for promotion.  

Women are rarely trained as skilled industrial workers in developing countries. At best they 

obtain some on-the-job training. They may learn how to use certain machinery and, in the 

electrical factories visited, they learn on-the-job how to assemble electrical components. But 

this training is no more than teaching a woman how to do the job. 

Women seldom receive the overall vocational training that could move them to higher grades 

or skilled positions, while men do receive training as a means to promotion.  

Realizing the need for workers to have the basic skills of reading and writing, some industries 

in Zimbabwe have introduced adult literacy classes in the workplace. But the advancement of 

women in industry will demand more formal and non-formal education programmes geared 
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specifically towards their needs, the skills that Zimbabwean women bring into industry are 

extensions of their traditional role in the home – sewing, cooking and cleaning – and women 

are trapped in these occupations. But this pattern breaks down in some Zimbabwean textile 

and clothing industries where only men are employed as machinists and pressers. Although 

both jobs are traditionally women´s work in the home, machinists and pressers are considered 

higher-grade and higher-skilled positions and so have been taken over by men.  

The Zimbabwean government, through national education and training institutions, in 

conjunction with trade unions and industry must provide incentives, opportunities and support 

to facilitate women´s access to training opportunities. This will allow Zimbabwean women to 

become more than a cheap, unskilled reserve class of workers, which is ripe for exploitation. 

“One big happy family” 

Zimbabwean women workers face many obstacles to further development and greater 

participation in industry. Lack of education and training, social and cultural traditions and 

attitudes, and the women´s own lack of confidence have impeded progress towards change – a 

pattern which is visible in industries throughout the developing world. 

Managers in Zimbabwean industry tend to take a paternalistic view towards not only women 

but all workers in their factories. In spite of exploitative working conditions which go against 

the grain of the government´s move towards socialism, several managers repeatedly described 

their workforce as “one big happy family”. 

 

As in developed countries, the men are in charge of the machines. Women machinists exist but 

they are very few. 
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Bag Depot in Grain Marketing Board 
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Many factories now have workers’ committees. But in one factory the women workers said it 

had never had any meetings. Many women also said that their management had forbidden 

them to become members. 
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Women in Trade Unions 

“Trade unions have a definitive task – that is to struggle for the economic interests of the 

members of the working class.”  

Teurai Ropa Nhongo. 

Minister of Community Development and Women´s Affairs. 

September 1982. 

 

 

 

Historically women form one of the cheapest and most vulnerable sections of the wage labour 

force. One obvious possibility for women to change their conditions is to organize their 

struggle as workers around such issues as wages, promotion, paid maternity leave and other 

grievances through trade unions.  

But trade unions, as effective organizations for the struggle of women workers, have yet to be 

fully utilized by Zimbabwean women. Zimbabwean women workers do belong to trade 

unions but their formal participation in trade unions is low. 

Women gave various reasons for their lack of attendance at union meetings. The major reason 

was that duties at home consume most of their time after work. Some women, like those 
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interviewed at the Grain Marketing Board (GMB) depots, have homes which are seven 

kilometres or more from their workplace. They walk, cycle or catch public transport to and 

from work, which limits their availability for meetings after work. 

“Our union meetings are held once a month on Saturday mornings in town. It is hard for 

women to attend these meeting because Saturdays are for washing clothes, cleaning and 

shopping. Also, transport is not always easy from where we live to town” said Molly Mupaso, 

a worker at the GMB bag depot. 

Other reasons given by the women were lack of education about unions. “We don´t 

understand what´s going on at the meetings” said one woman; single women prefer to spend 

their time in various other forms of entertainment; many women said they are well 

represented by their union representatives, so they see no need to attend the meetings 

themselves. If women do attend meetings, they are shy and hesitant to speak out.  

“Women don´t get involved in union work because they feel inferior due to ignorance of laws 

and what unions stand for. They feel also that they need someone else to express their feelings 

on issues”, said Dorothy Gona, a worker in a clothing industry and a trade union activist. 

 

 

Many women prefer to air their grievances through other channels. Some women approach 

managers directly with their problems, while many women use the workers´ committees.  

In 1981, soon after independence, the then Ministry of Labour and social Services introduced 

the idea of workers´ committees and workers´ councils in the workplace. The purpose of these 

committees and councils was to strengthen communication between management and 

workers. The workers´ committees would also aid trade unions in organizing workers.  



29 

 

“Women air their problems through the workers´ committees and they try to solve problems 

on a lower level before they bring the problem to management,” said Kizito Mugara, depot 

manager at the GMB groundnut depot. 

Women workers at the groundnut depot, for example, did unite in order to approach 

management about the search of the women as they left the workplace. “The women 

complained that the search delayed them from catching transport home and they felt that the 

men were not searched as thoroughly as the women,” Mugara said. “We discussed it together 

and we did change the procedure.” 

Most workers´ committees meet once a month and the meetings are held at the workplace, 

usually during lunch. This arrangement makes it easier for women to become formally 

involved and to organize around issues. Industrial workers´ committees in the food, textile 

and clothing industries have at least one woman on the committee, and these women are 

usually vocal and active.  

But sometimes women fight against each other which cause many women to shy away from 

leadership positions. “Some women have been employed in these factories since the 

Federation and are conditioned against change. They are usually the first to label active 

women as too forward or even as prostitutes” said a woman worker in an electrical factory in 

Bulawaio. 

One problem with the Zimbabwean Trade Union Movement, which hinders the involvement 

of women workers in unions, is the existence of splinter unions, rival organizations within one 

industry. “The fight between rival unions sometimes confuses women workers. Women who 

are in splinter unions feel they are at a standstill. They are split as to where their union 

loyalties lie. And, if women are themselves divided among two different unions in the same 

factory, they cannot mobilize to work toward paid maternity leave, promotions and other 

grievances,” said Sheila Chikoore, a trade union activist. 

Trade unions have begun to introduce measures to draw more women into their organizations. 

All unions have introductory sessions in the workplace for new workers, and many have 

sponsored educational seminars and study circles for women workers. 

“Unions will benefit from getting more women members. Women place higher value than 

men on other job attributes than just wages, even if wages are just as necessary for them. 

Those values are pleasant surroundings, nice people to work with, chances to chat a bit, and 

cleanliness at the workplace. Men often sell themselves to the machines, accept very bad 

working conditions, take their tea-break standing up next to the machine etcetera. Women 

would fight for more human work places.” 

Audrey Wise 

Trade unionist in shop workers union, England 
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Women´s Leagues 

“In other countries female workers have formed purely women´s unions mainly because of 

male workers hostile attitudes towards the rivalry of the female labour force. Such trade union 

organizations are not usually permanent as they gradually join the mixed trade unions, but 

only after the negative attitudes towards women workers have been phased out. This might be 

an idea worth considering.” 

Teural Ropa Nhongo. 

September 1982. 

 

 

Some developed countries have formed women´s leagues in the trade unions to forward the 

work for equality between women and men in working life and in the trade unions.  

It has been difficult for individual women to struggle by themselves in male dominated 

unions.  

The formation of women´s leagues is a way of strengthening the women members in the 

unions to enable them to fight more effectively for changes in their work conditions. 

Women´s leagues also bring more women into trade union work and allow women to discuss 

their problems as workers.  

The members of the women´s leagues are well aware of the fact that equality needs organized 

and strong efforts, supported by a framework of legislation and collective agreements. The 

question of equality must become an integral part of everyday union endeavour. 
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Women workers in Zimbabwe have felt the need of strengthening themselves inside the 

unions. In Bulawaio, a women´s league has been formed on 24 February 1983 in the United 

food and Allied Workers Union. The Harare branch of the union formed a women´s league in 

September 1984. 

Women workers formed these leagues as a means of organizing themselves to discuss their 

problems as women and to gain confidence and support before attending meetings. This tactic 

has also been a way of avoiding women on their own- “token women”- in the unions 

becoming “one of the boys”, and losing contact with grassroots women. 

The secretary of the Bulawaio women´s league, Zandile Ngwnia, tells how they work: 

“We discussed extensively the role of women in the development of trade unions. We 

examined different problems that face women in commerce and industry as trade unionists. 

Our main problem was that of maternity leave, why we are not being paid; taxation in favour 

of men, discrimination against women and promotions at our work place in favour of men.” 

“We then looked at women´s participation in the trade unions. We encouraged men to elect 

women to leadership positions and to organize meetings at a time and place convenient to 

women members. Seminars need to be organized for women to discuss women´s affairs with 

women sharing ideas. We must elect women to travel around the country organizing other 

women.” 

“We have managed to get a considerable number of women into various local trade union 

committees and this has worked well because it has enabled us to have our case put forward at 

those levels. At work places, we have also seen more of our colleagues elected to factory 

committees. But there has been a strong resistance from men who will not readily accept 

equal participation from their women counterparts.“ 

“We are also looking forward to a stage where we will coordinate our activities with other 

women´s leagues in the country so that we can get an opportunity to argue our case nationally 

as well as getting more women into decision-making bodies.” 

“Our problems are numerous, calling for general meetings being one of them. Working 

women have many problems in common, particularly those with men who want to be 

convinced about what is being done before they will allow their wives to participate. 

Domestic duties also inhibit working mothers from sparing time for trade union meetings. 

There is also lack of knowledge about when employers violate laws.” 

“We think there is a lot to be done about creating awareness among women as well as men 

because the success of women will depend on the transformation of men. We have also 

endeavoured to send women to seminars to train in collective bargaining and various aspects 

of laws and rights.” 

“Another important issue concerns promotions and training opportunities at work. We fight 

for those rights in this continuing struggle and see change where women workers will be 

considered one day as supervisors, plant operators, production foremen etcetera. Our success 

will depend on the support given to us by the majority of women workers, progressive men 
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and sister organizations of this nature abroad, which have taken bigger strides in improving 

the conditions of working women.” 

Women must participate 

Trade unions have a definite role to play in mobilizing women to fight their struggle as 

women workers. However, obstacles to Zimbabwean women´s participation in unions must be 

removed if trade unions are to be effectively used. 

Women must also take the initiative themselves to organize themselves as workers within 

trade unions. As Teurai Ropa Nhongo said in a 1982 speech in which she urged Zimbabwean 

women to join trade unions. “Women have to fight their own battles, and it is up to them to 

convince society as a whole that what men can do, women can also do equally well, if not 

better. Through active participation in trade unions, women do a lot to ease the lot of other 

women workers and improve their conditions of service.”  

 

Molly, woman worker at Grain Marketing Board: “Our union meetings are held once as 

month on Saturday mornings in town. It is hard for us to attend these meetings because 
Saturdays are for household chores.” 
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“Also transport to union meetings is difficult from where we live to town.” Worker at Grain 
Marketing Board 
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Women sorting peanuts. 
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“The work is very monotonous. We sometimes sing to make time pass faster” 
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“A woman´s touch is swift and gentle and women have nimble fingers.” Reason given by a 

manager for the majority of women in hand-sorting, hand-stitching and hand-assembly 

positions – lower grade jobs. 
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At some factories women get five minutes to breastfeed. According to labour law it should be 

two half-hour periods. 
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Tobacco factory, Harare. Unions will benefit from getting more women members. Women 

place higher value then men on other job attributes than just wages even if wages are 

necessary for them. Those values are pleasant surroundings and cleanliness in the workplace.  
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This functions as lunchroom at the Bag Depot, Grain Marketing Board, outside Harare. 

 

 

Zimbabwean women factory. Workers having lunch. 
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Just as in developed countries, you find women in lower paid packaging jobs, men in the 
actual production. 
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When one manager was asked where the women in his industry could go in terms of 
promotion, he replied frankly: “Nowhere!” 
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Some fighters  Profiles 

Sheila Chikoore 

There are two features of Sheila´s which instantly strike you, her eyes and her smile. But 

behind the eyes and warm smile is a veneer of toughness which comes through when she 

speaks of women´s problems as workers. 

On public platforms, in factories or small discussion groups, Sheila always speaks of the need 

for women´s workers to organize and unite. Her discussions are straight forward and 

challenging, and she vividly describes the conditions of women workers, which haven´t 

changes much since she herself entered a factory at the age of 19. 

Sheila works as a receptionist for the engineering and Metal Workers Union, and she has used 

her position as a means of educating herself and other women workers about their rights. 

Sheila, the first born of three children, grew up in the Tribal Trust Lands in Urawa. Her 

mother looked after the family while the father worked as a bar manager in Harare (then 

Salisbury). 

“My mother was the caretaker of our home. She did all the agricultural work,” Sheila said.  

After she finished form 2, her formal education came to an end, and started to work 

immediately. 

“I was 19 and I found work in the jewellery industry in 1977,” she said. 

“At that time it was very difficult to find a job with industry, so I was hired as temporary 

girl.” 

Like so many other women in the developing world who are the eldest, Sheila needed to work 

to support the family. 

“I had to work. We needed the money at home.” 

The job paid only $3.00 a week. Since she stayed with her father in town and he provided her 

bus fare to and from work, she was able to make ends meet. After six months her pay 

increased to $7.50 a week, but most of her money was sent home to help her mother. 

Sheila was hired as an unskilled labourer and she was called an “assembler”. Her descriptions 

of her conditions reveal what it was like at that time. 

“We were 10 people working there, six women and four men. The men were gem cutters. 

When a new machine was introduced, another five men were hired. I was still assembling.” 

As unskilled labourers, Sheila and the other women had no chance of promotion and at any 

time they could be sacked from their jobs. Also, they had no way as workers to change their 

conditions. 

“We were not considered skilled. We were never officially trained. We were just told, do this 

or that.” 
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“Conditions were tough for women.” she said. “Our boss always harassed us and even 

accused us of stealing. The women belonged to a union, but the unions for black workers 

existed in name only.” 

“We belonged to the Gemstone and jewellers workers Union,” Sheila said. “But at that time it 

was very difficult for unions to function properly. They (the unions) were only yes-men to the 

whites. They could not do anything to help the people,” she said. 

Sheila remained in the factory for two years in which time her salary had only risen to $10.00 

a week. Sheila said that there was not much they could do as workers to change the situation. 

“If you made waves you could get sacked.” 

The only break or rest she received was during the Easter holidays. 

“We were supposed to receive one week at Christmas and then the Easter holiday. But 

actually, it was only the Easter days that we had a break. That was all. There were no other 

benefits.” 

 

Sheila Chikoore travelled to Mazoe River where she wanted the women washing gold join the 

Metal Workers’ Union. This woman was very hesitant at first but curious and wanted to think 

about it. 

In 1978, Sheila and the other women were laid off. 

“Business was going down because of the war. The mines closed down and transport could 

not function. The only ones who could stay were the gem cutters”, she said. Sheila stayed at 

home for a while and made ends meet through informal sector work. By this time she was 

also married. She was lucky to find work soon, and in 1979 she joined the Metal Workers 

Union as a receptionist.  
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“It was a small union at that time and with difficulties. I joined as a receptionist. My wages 

then were $40.00 per month plus bus fare.” 

Worker´s awareness of their conditions can begin at various levels. The work in the jewellery 

factory was the beginning of Sheila´s education about the condition of workers – both men 

and women. Her work at the union was the second phase o her worker´s education. 

One of her duties at the union is to receive and record grievances from the workers, which she 

passes on to the union organizers. But initially the male workers did not take kindly to a 

woman being the one to whom they should talk. 

 

Sheila Chikoore trained at Silveira House to learn how to educate workers in the factory 
about union work. 

“When the male workers came here and saw that I was a woman, they refused to tell me 

anything, and they did not want to tell me how much they earned,” Sheila recalled. “We can´t 

tell you what we earn because you are a woman,” would be the men´s reply to my questions. 

However, with education from the organizers, who explained to the male workers what 

Sheila´s functions were, the men began to change. 



49 

 

The union sent Sheila for training at Silveira House to learn how to educate workers in the 

factory about union work. After the course, she began study circles with men and women 

workers. Out of these study groups came a handbook on how to provide workers education. 

Sheila has no qualms about combining her organizing work and her work at the union with a 

family and home. She´s also active in a newly formed theatre group of women workers and 

attends the evening meetings of the Women´s Action Group. 

When her daughter was born in 1980, the idea of staying at home for a long time did not enter 

Sheila´s mind. 

“I did not want to stay at home. I like working. I´ve always preferred a regular job. I wanted 

to get my salary at regular times so that I could budget,” she said. Sheila employs domestic 

help when her daughter is with her. But her daughter also spends a great deal of time in 

Murewa with Sheila´s mother. 

 

 

Sheila performing with the Workers´ Theatre group in Harare. 

Her husband, who is from Zambia and also works in Harare, doesn’t mind Sheila’s work and 

organizing activities. But like other women, Sheila combines her outside work with her 
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domestic chores at home. Although she believes that men and women should share household 

duties, she carries the burden alone in her own home because “I must do it. It is our custom.” 

Sheila has held discussions with men and women in groups about the issue of women´s 

double work. 

“The men always say that things can´t be changed because our ancestors did it. The men say it 

is our tradition. Our forefathers started it,” Sheila said. 

“The key to change lies in the future. At the moment we can´t win equality but we as mothers 

have to teach our little sons and daughters to share the jobs at home.” 

When asked whether her husband would allow his son to be raised doing housework, Sheila 

replied: “It is up to us mothers. When we grew up our jobs were divided by our mothers. But 

now we don´t want to do that. If a girl can cook, a boy can cook.” 

Sheila views the role of mothers as important in the fight for equality.  

“I think our equality will come. It is up to us mothers” 

Dorothy Gona 

 

Dorothy Gona, seen here at her workplace, a textile factory. 



51 

 

The beauty of a woman lies in her ability to rise up and be heard even though she has been 

oppressed all her life. From a life of chaos, heartbreak and disappointment, and struggle, can 

grow a spirit so indomitable that it is hard to believe how one woman survived such 

conditions. 

Dorothy Gona is one such woman. Perhaps the importance of her story is that it is the story of 

so many women; it is a testimony to how true leaders of workers and women are born. 

Nyanga is considered one of the most beautiful spots in Zimbabwe. The rolling mountains and 

fresh clean air provided the backdrop to Dorothy’s home – a home which, as she remembers, 

was always in the process of change. 

“We are seven in my family, but my father has 28 children. He had five wives and my mother 

was the third,” Dorothy said. Dorothy´s father took two more wives after her mother, and she 

was left with her mother when she was two years old. 

“I first saw my father again when I was 18 years old.” 

But she recalled one incident with her father which almost ended her life.  

“When my father found himself a new woman, he wanted my mother to leave him. But she 

needed him and did not want to go until he tried to poison me. I was then the youngest child 

and he brought me poisoned buns and I got very sick. And he acting like that made my mother 

leave him.” 

Dorothy´s mother remarried a man who was able to pay school fees for Dorothy. She finished 

only grade 6 and then came to Harare to live with her sister and to find work. As a young girl 

with a minimum education, she found work as a housemaid in 1967. 

While she was working in Harare, she met a young man whom she married. She was 18. But 

instead of finding happiness, Dorothy´s mother´s life quickly became Dorothy’s own reality. 

“He (the man she married) was already married but he never told me that. I only discovered  

he was married when I went to his home village to meet his parents. There had been some 

misunderstanding between his wife and his mother and he now wanted his parents to meet 

me. I was pregnant then. His wife had heard about me and had gone before we arrived.” 

The realization that her new husband was already married hurt Dorothy. 

“It was very painful,” she said with a faraway look in her eyes.  

“I thought at that time, about all the trouble my mother had in her life and there I was going 

the same way.” 

She stayed at her husband´s home, not because of tradition, but because she was pregnant, had 

no money and really no place to go. Her husband went off to work and she remained alone 

with his family.  

“I was treated very badly. I could not even go to the clinic because they gave me no money 

for bus fare. I told them I wanted to leave and go to my mother, but they said they would not 

give me the money. “If you can get some money for the fare, then you can go” is what I was 

told.”  
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She managed to borrow 70 cents from one of her husband´s relatives, and with a suitcase, 

napkins for her babies – she now had twins – and with one child on each arm, she set off. 

“My husband was at another place working and when I told his family I had the money, they 

let me go.” 

Dorothy came back to her sister´s place where she received a harsh scolding. 

“She shouted at me and was very cross. I asked for bus fare to go to my mother in Nyanga, 

but she said she was not a relative of my husband and I had to solve my problem myself. My 

sister knew I was marrying the wrong person, but I did not listen to her.” 

Dorothy´s brother finally gave her the money to go home to her mother. 

The reunion with her mother was filled with mixed emotions. 

“She was happy to see me. But she cried when she saw me because she thought I was so thin. 

My babies were the seven months old. I stayed with her until the children were two and a half 

years old.”  

Now that the children were older, Dorothy left them with her mother and returned to Harare in 

search of work. 

“I started again as a housekeeper. But the lady I worked with realized that I needed a better 

job and helped me so that I could start working in a factory.” 

This was in 1971 and Dorothy began work at N. Timms and company, which manufactures 

ties and handkerchiefs. She has worked for Timms for 13 years. 

“I started at $4.80 per week as an unskilled worker and the pay was better than housework.” 

Dorothy began as a general worker or “cleaner”, removing the threads from handkerchiefs.  

But she has moved throughout the factory during her 13 year period. 

“They kept changing me from place to place and I learned most of the jobs in the factory, but 

up to now I`m still not considered a skilled worker.” 

Her pay is now $30.61 per week. 

In 1977 Dorothy was chosen as a steward in her factory. Her introduction to the union became 

a life-long role of activism which later took her into an executive position in the union. 

Dorothy said the workers elected her because “they wanted some woman to be a member of 

the executive.”  

She said the workers at Timms – where half of the workforce consists of women – also 

thought that she could explain issues to them after union meetings so that they would 

understand. 

“I began union work because of certain bad working conditions, like we had one machine 

which really burned your legs and they did not change the machine or upgrade the job. Now 

they are planning to upgrade the job. Also, there was the fight for maternity leave.” 

During the time of the Smith regime, Dorothy said unions spent a lot of time explaining to 

workers the contents of the industrial agreement.  
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“But also we mostly did things like teaching the workers how to better production. For 

example: How to put the pattern the right way on the material so as not to waste anything. The 

management promised it this was done properly, the workers would be entitled to some bonus 

and other benefits.” she said. 

In 1981, the union sent Dorothy on a three months course in Israel where she studied labour 

issues and development in cooperatives. It was during this course that she learned of crèches 

at the workplace, which she would like to pursue as a solution to child-care problems for 

women workers at the factory. 

“We discussed it with management, but money is the problem,” she said. 

 

Dorothy´s work in the union was not always well received by male co-workers. When she 

was asked how the men in the factory and the union feel towards her union work she said: 

“Well, there are some silly problems we face as women. They did not take my work seriously. 

They thought that I went to all the meetings because I was not married and was looking for a 

man.” 

However, Dorothy said, some men in the union were pleased with her presence. So she began 

to bring up issues like maternity leave. (Before 1980 women did not receive maternity leave. 

They would have to quit their jobs when they left to have their babies.)  

“Also during the Smith regime, women were getting two-thirds of men´s wages, even as 

machinists, so another struggle was to get the same salaries as men and a pension scheme.” 

Dorothy is a fighter and is prepared to continue her union work in spite of obstacles from 

men. 

“I´ll continue and the ways workers listen to my reports encourage me to continue.” 

Lois Maposa 

Lois Maposa is a tall, slim woman with delicate features. In her white overalls and black 

boots, she strides confidently about her workplace which reeks of beer and thunders from the 

noise of bottles and machinery. Lois has scored a first in the Zimbabwean beer industry – she 

is the first woman ever to be employed as a bottle-line overseer. 

At the National Brewery, Lois walks in a male dominated world. In her department, her 

colleagues and the workers whom she supervises are all men. She works shifts and she 

supervises 23-30 men every day. “I´m not afraid of anyone,” she said. “I feel I can do 

anything.” 

The sixth child in a family of 10, Lois said her family has always encouraged her to be 

independent and confident. 

“My mother always wanted me to work and not just marry.” 

Born in Harare in 1957, Lois only completed her education up to form 3. 

“I couldn’t go any further because my father couldn’t afford to send me to school.” 
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She spent a year at home, but was politically active with the Zimbabwe African People Union 

(ZAPU). Through the party, Lois learned of scholarships available for youth in the German 

Democratic Republic (GDR) she applied and received a scholarship in 1978, which took her 

to the GDR for over two and haft years. 

 

 

Lois Maposa is a supervisor at the national Brewery and supervises many men.”It was very 

difficult at first; they did not respect me or listen to me. They thought as they were men, I, a 

woman, could not supervise them. But it got much better after a couple of months and now I 

have no problems.” 

In the beginning, Lois remembers that her experience in the GDR was lonely. 

“It was cold and I had to spend the time in language study,” she said. 

She was the only African in the town in which she lived until she was joined later in her 

studies by several women from Namibia. 

Lois fell into brewery technology by chance. 

“I had always wanted to do food technology but the course was filled, so I chose brewery 

technology” 

In the GDR, Lois was not an oddity as a woman in brewery technology. 
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“There were mostly women in the course and the women make up the majority of workers in 

the GDR brewery factories.“ 

The women also received on-the-job training while on the course. 

Lois returned to Zimbabwe in 1981 and spent two months without looking for a job. When 

she applied to the national Brewery, she was hired right away as a trainee bottle-line overseer. 

“It was difficult at first because the men on the line had no respect for me and they didn´t 

believe that I knew my job,” she said. 

“It took the men two or three months to accept me, but I´ve always had the support of the 

management and the other men overseers. You must know all the tactics to work with men.” 

After eight months as a trainee, Lois received her promotion, and she said her salary is equal 

to that of her male colleagues. 

As a single, independent woman Lois is in no hurry to get married. 

“I enjoy my independence and I want to take my time before settling down.” 

She said her major priority now is to help her family as much as she can. 

Lois has paved the way for other women by becoming a first. But more importantly, she is an 

example of what education combined with confidence can do for a woman in Zimbabwe. 

Eunice Kapawu 

Eunice comes from Pfunge in the Murewa district. Her life too has had its ups and downs. 

Eunice grew up in town – in Highfields in Harare. 

“My mother was a teacher and my father was a storekeeper. But when my mother married she 

stopped working. My mother was my father´s first wife but he had three wives after her,” 

Eunice said. 

Eunice is the eldest of six children. She remembered as although her mother was a teacher and 

could find work; her life was hard because she had decided to remain home with her children. 

“My father began to do quite well. He started to buy cars and he had money. He would go out 

and spend his money on pleasure and other women. My mother had to care for herself but it 

became difficult because she got sick. My father did not help her. All of his money went to 

other women.” 

When it became time for Eunice to go to school, she ran into difficulties. 

“My father refused to pay my school fees. I even remember his brother said: What is the use 

of sending a girl to school? They will get married anyway, so it is just a waste of money.” But 

her father paid for her brother´s education. 

She was finally able to begin primary school because of help received from her mother´s 

brother. When she began secondary school, her mother paid the fees from money she had 

saved. 
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“She managed to help me through the first term of Form 3, but then the money was finished 

and I had to stop going to school.” 

 

 

Eunice at her workplace, a textile factory in Harare. When the workers´ committee was 

formed in her factory she was elected chairperson. But the men in the factory gave her a very 
rough time. 

Eunice heard about work in a factory from girlfriends in Highfield. She was 18 years old at 

the time and her first job in a clothing factory was as a sweeper. She earned only $4.50 a 

week. She began to move around in the factory, and finally she learned how to sew. But she 

became pregnant and lost the job. 

After having the baby, Eunice found another job as a machinist. She later left this factory to 

look for better work and became employed at Playtime, where she still works today. 

Her introduction to the union came through her husband.  

“I was married to a man who was in the builder’s union and he made me join the clothing 

union. But then I wasn’t very interested and not very active. Unions seemed so useless. The 

union representatives would come to the factory and hear the grievances, but nothing would 

be done. So what was the use?” 
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After 1980 – independence – when unions began to go through a change and then later when 

the workers´ committees were introduced, Eunice became active in union work. When the 

workers committee was formed in her factory, she was elected chairperson. 

But the men in her factory gave her a rough time. As Eunice recalls, it almost came to blows. 

“The men regarded every woman in the factory as a prostitute. They said that decent women 

did not work. They said this about all of us sometimes jokingly and sometimes not. I got so 

annoyed and started quarrelling with them about it and made them very mad at me.” 

“The men also had a meeting in the factory one day to discuss me as the chairperson of the 

workers´ committee. I asked the manager if the women also could have a meeting at work 

time and we were allowed to meet. I talked to the women about how the men were calling us 

prostitutes and that they would have to stop it and apologize, otherwise we would not go back 

to work. We talked to the manager about it and he told the men they had to apologize.” 

The men in the factory did apologize, but some held a grudge against Eunice. 

“The men began to threaten me in different ways. One evening when I was going to a trade 

union meeting a man was waiting for me outside the factory with a knife in his hand. He 

threatened to stab me and kept blocking my way. Other people came around and I went to the 

police. But when I told the manager the next day, it was decided that we would settle the 

matter at the factory.” 

“The manager defended me and said it anything happened to me inside or outside the factory, 

the men would be held responsible. The men apologized and that ended the matter. But they 

still said bad things about me and accused me of flirting with the manager. I decided to resign 

from the workers´ committee as chairperson.” 

Eunice was quite surprised when the workers, including the men, refused to accept her 

resignation.  

“They did not want me to resign as chairperson. But I asked them why I should continue 

when they had no confidence in me.” 

She gave up the chair, but continued to attend meetings. 

Eunice´s experience as chair of the workers´ committee made her understand better the 

problems of women workers when they become vocal and active. This experience also helped 

her to understand the need for women to unite if problems are to be overcome. 

“We women are divided. We fight among ourselves. We are not united. If we should start 

something together as women, the men start coming in to stop us and then, instead of gaining 

strength from each other, many women side up with the men. Some women have husbands in 

the factory, so they draw back. Many women don´t want to struggle. They wait and say: The 

government will do it for us”. 
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Eunice Kapawu:“Women have to unite if problems are to be overcome.” 

Eunice lives alone with her daughter and helps her brothers and sisters and remains active in 

the clothing union. She has also become involved in the women´s workers´ theatre group. 

Eunice said she got her strength to struggle the hard way. “I had bad experiences. I was often 

treated badly by men and I had to learn to fight.” 

But the struggle of women for their rights as workers will be a long battle, she said. 

“It is going to take African women a long time to start struggling for their own rights.” 
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Petrol station attendant 

 

The first woman workers at a petrol station in Zimbabwe 
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Othilia Mpabanga 

 

Othilia Mpabanga is a quality control manager at the National Brewery. She has a B Sc in 

applied biology and a M Phil in microbiology from universities in Britain. She is also a 

mother. She supervises a lab of eight: seven men and one woman. “It is worthwhile for a 

woman to work and there is no specific formula to define what a woman should do or be. 

Zimbabwean women must strike a balance between their role as women in Zimbabwe and as 

professional women. Generally I´m treated with respect but customers tend to hesitate at 

times – for example when they phone ad hear a woman´s voice they wonder if they have come 

to the right department.” 
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The future  

Zimbabwean women workers are not alone in their struggle as women in the industrial labour 

forced. Women throughout the developing world have the same grievances and demands. But 

what is the future for these women? When do they begin to bring about change? 

The mobilization of women as workers is the first step towards change. Women must unite 

around their problems to wage a united struggle. In order to join forces, women must begin to 

meet and talk together about their common problems. 

Lack of education and vocational skills training is one of the main obstacles to women´s 

development in industry. The Zimbabwean government must continue its step toward 

ensuring equal access for all women to all forms of education and training. This is one way to 

help women to enter the industrial labour force as skilled persons who will not be locked into 

dead-end jobs. Upgrading and on-the-job training programmes which lead to promotion must 

also be opened to women. But the timing of these programmes must take into account the 

double work condition of working women. 

The social and cultural attitudes which hinder women´s development will change with time. 

Women, as mothers, can change the established role patterns by bringing up their own 

children to understand that men and women must have equal access to education and 

employment opportunities, and equal responsibility at home. 

Workers´ education seminars, which include men and women, and where women´s conditions 

and grievances are discussed openly, can also be a way of slowly creating awareness and 

changing attitudes. 

The formation of women´s leagues within labour unions will also play a major part in 

bringing about change. 

“The women´s leagues are a good way to organize women. Once we´ve formed a women´s 

league in each union, then the women´s leagues for every union can meet on a national scale 

to discuss problems of women workers,” said Sheila Chikoore. 

In a discussion with Sheila Chicoore and Dorothy Gona, who are both trade union activists, 

several strategies to change women workers´ condition in the future were suggested:  

A full-time paid organizer is needed in every union to organize women. 

Women must elect women to go to the negotiating table for industrial agreements because 

men represent men´s issues and often do not or cannot address themselves to women´s 

problems in the workplace. 

Women union activists must begin to visit the primary and secondary schools and talk to 

younger women to encourage them to stay in school because if a young woman gives up her 

education, then she will not have a good future. 

Women representatives from the unions must come to the workplace to talk specifically to 

women. 
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Union meeting must be publicized in advance for women so they can prepare to go to 

meetings. 

Union should organize family meetings. This would encourage women to bring their children, 

and wives and husbands could learn together about union activities and conditions in the 

workplace. 

Government can pass legislation that will aid women in the workplace – for example, paid 

maternity leave, and time off to care for sick children without loss of job. 

Vocational training for both men and women should be written into industrial agreements 

because now only men have these opportunities. 

 

The fight for change will not be easy, and will not come on a platter for women. The struggle 

will be long and wearisome. But women must struggle, if our tomorrow is to be better. 
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Women´s Workers Theatre Group. 
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About this supplement 

The book Zimbabwean Women in Industry was written by Birgitta Lagerström, Sweden and 

Patricia Made, Zimbabwe. The first edition (ISBN 0 949932 98 1) was published 1985 by 

Zimbabwe Publishing House, Harare, Zimbabwe.  

An extended edition (ISBN 978-91-633-7560-6) was published 2011 on the internet by The 

Nordic Africa Institute in Uppsala, Sweden.  

In this supplement several colour photos relevant for the theme are presented. Most of these 

photos are not published earlier but some of them were included in the above books as black 

and white photos. 

Most photos are from textile factories in Harare and Bulawaio but some from a lamp factory. 

Other photos show women washing gold in the river Mazoe. Finally some photos are from 

the informal sector; selling at the market or by the roadside. 

All photos in this supplement are by Birgitta Lagerström, Sweden. 

The layout is carried out by Kurt Källblad, Sweden. 
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Lamp factory 
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Washing gold in the river Mazoe 
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Service station 
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