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Women in Zambia Victor Munnik 

In presenting some facts and figures 
about the position of women in Zambia, I 
am fully aware of the limitations to such an 
approach. Obviously Zambian women live 
in a stratified society, and this should 
influence the way my statistics are used. 

Specific groups of Zambian women -
like the professional, business and go
vernmental elites, the subelites (secre
taries, nurses, some shop workers, etc) 
and urban woman entrepreneurs - have 
received special attention in academic 
research. This could be understood 
against the interest in urbanization and 
the attendant creativity released by the 
pressure for economic and cultural 
change. But it is well to remember that 
fully 64 per cent of all Zambian women 
workers are employed in the agricultural 
sector.' Sub-Saharan African women 
grow at least 50 per cent of the region's 
food. 2 

Crop-growing in Zambia still entails 
mainly shifting cultivation, using the tradi
tional "slash-and-burn" technique, chi
teme. This method has a built-in flexibility 
because of the variety of crops that are 
used - cassava, millet, sorghum, ground
nuts, pumpkins, sweet potatoes and 
beans - and is also less demanding on 
the soil. 

Despite women's major share in agri
cultural production, they still have to do 95 
per cent of the domestic work. Agricultur
al advisers from aid agencies and central 
government tend to be male and speak 
mainly to male farmers. Their training 
often also does not include traditional 
cultivating methods. 

The tribes in precolonial Zambia had a 
strong matrilineal biasa The colonial ex
ploitation of labour meant a system of 
labour migration of men to the copper 
belt. From 1916 to the 1960s, the settle
ment of women and children in the urban 
areas was restricted by colonial 
authorities. This distorted demographic 
growth pattern exerted heavy stress on 
family and other social structures. 

New urban cultures - like the women 
traders4 

- provided creative answers to 
urban challenges. But modern and mo-

60 

dernizing women have had to contend 
with ambiguous attitudes from both the 
government, who supports them with rhe
toric but prosecutes and harasses them 
in terms licencing laws, and their own 
husbands, who dislike their women to talk 
so freely with strangers in the market
place. 

Here are some specificss drawn from 
two women's compilations. 

Government: The constitution stipu
lates fundamental rights for all people 
regardless of race, colour, sex or creed. 
Both men and women have the vote in 
this one-party state from the age of 21. 

There are six women in the National 
Assembly (comprising 135 members), 
two are in the 25-member Central Com
mittee, which has precedence over the 
National Assembly and five are ministers 
of state (1983). 

Economy: The principle of equal pay 
for equal work was adopted after inde
pendence had been obtained from Britain 
in 1964. 

In 1980 women accounted for 32 per 
cent of the labour force. There were 30 
women lawyers out of a population of 3 
million women. 

Women accounted for 10,4 per cent of 
service workers, 10,5 per cent of adminis
trative and managerial workers, and 21 
per cent of professional, technical and 
related workers (1969). 

Legal and social: Both customary and 
statutory marriages are recognized. 
Bride-prices are often paid and parental 
consent, particularly for the bride, is often 
required. Marriage is often arranged on a 
kinship basis and polygamy is permitted, 
but is decreasing. 

The female mean age at marriage is 18, 
and 72 per cent of all women between 15 
and 49 are married (1970 to 1978). 

Grounds for divorce under the Marriage 
Act include mutual consent and the irre
trievable breakdown of marriage, of which 
adultery can be a cause. In the traditional 
marriages, it is generally expected that 
the woman's parents must first agree to 
the divorce. This consent and the repay
ment of the bride-price usually means that 

a woman must wait for a long time before 
she can get divorced and have the right 
to marry again. 

Women workers are by law entitled to 
one day's absence from work per month, 
as well as 3 months' fully paid maternity 
leave. Health services are free for all. The 
limited welfare system means that the 
family is the main source of social securi
ty. 

A 1972 law permits abortion in cases of 
extreme risk to a woman's life or health, 
risk of physical/mental impairment of the 
foetus, or if physical/mental injury would 
result to existing children. Unless it is an 
emergency, three medical practitioners 
must agree that one of these conditions 
pertains and the procedure must be per
formed in a government or other ap
proved hospital. Other abortions are illegal 
and punishable by a maximum of 14 
years' imprisonment for the practitioner; a 
woman who induces her own abortion is 
subject to a minimum of seven years 
imprisonment. In practice, there is a high 
incidence of illegal abortion, particularly in 
the urban areas. 

Male homosexual acts are illegal. Lesbi
anism is not specifically mentioned in the 
Penal Code, but "any person who has 
carnal knowledge of any person against 
the order of nature" is considered guilty of 
a felony and is subject to a maximum of 
14 years' imprisonment. 

Under Zambian law, sexual intercourse 
with a woman or girl without her consent, 
or with her "consent" if it is obtained by 
force, threats, intimidation or fear of bodily 
harm, is punishable by life imprisonment, 
as is attempted rape. 

Prostitution is illegal. 
Health: Life expectancy at birth is 47,7 

years for men and 51,0 for women. Sixty 
per cent of all pregnant women suffer 
from nutritional anaemia (1980). 

Education: In 1980, 546000 males as 
against 485 400 females were enrolled at 
primary school level. The same year's 
figures for enrolment at post-secondary 
level was 10 400 males as against 1 800 
females. 
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