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CHAPTER FOUR

WHAT IS ACTIVISM 
& WHY AM I AN 
ACTIVIST
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Participants discuss what it means to be 
an activist
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Towards the end of our workshop, participants discussed a tag for the 
WhatsApp group they were setting up. “We are activists” one of them 
suggested. “Yes!” everybody agreed “We are activists!” 

This led to the following discussion on what it means to describe ourselves 
as activists. 

Discussion on what it means to be an 
activist

To be an activist is a choice an individual makes to stand for the community 
and to take action against business corporations and anybody else who 
violates the basic rights of a community. An activist is not chosen or 
appointed. An activist does not have certificates of qualification. An activist 
does not have to be someone who is employed. An activist is simply an 
individual who stands for the community against all forms of oppression.  

An activist can be a member of a community that experiences the problem. 
An activist can also be a professional from an NGO or a university who 
takes a stand for the community. Such professionals are activist when they 
act beyond their profession or institution on the side of the community.

An activist can be an old person, a young person, a woman, a man. Any 
individual who stands and acts for the community regardless of age, gender 
or class is an activist.

To be an activist demands sacrifice. Few activists are in employment. 
Most activists volunteer their time. 

To be an activist involves personal risk. The activist is marked by hostile 
government officials and politicians. The activist is targeted by the police 
and can become an enemy of business corporations. Many activists risk 
detention, physical injury, and in some cases loss of life. Many activists 
have died standing for the cause of the community.

An activist develops her or his understanding of the situation, works with 
evidence and knowledge, develops technical skills in research and analysis. 
But an activist is not neutral. An activist always stands with the community 
and for the community to advance the interests of the community. 

An activist is the eyes, ears, nose, mouth, hand, mind and heart of a 
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community. Most communities oppressed by corporations and corrupt 
government officials are poor. Most have little resources and information. 
These communities experience oppression but they are fearful to speak 
out because they have no ways of defending themselves. 

It is the activists, the group of brave and concerned individuals who step 
up and voice the feelings of the community, they analyse the problems, 
expose the causes and the perpetrators, help formulate community 
demands and mobilise them into action. 

This important function of community activism is often not given the 
recognition and value it deserves. More resources, skills and knowledge 
go to the NGO research and report rather than to support activism. A well-
researched report is important for change. It is a powerful instrument to 
force companies to admit a problem, to urge government into action. But 
without activism the report in itself cannot achieve a change in unequal 
power relations.

Yet we often find that it is the report and the professional who prepared 
the report that gets media attention, while the work of the activist is made 
invisible. The work of the activist is seen as less significant.

This devaluation of the work of the local community activist means that 
less resources are put into raising the quality of activism. Activism then truly 
becomes secondary or unimportant to that of the work of the professionals 
such as the human rights lawyer, the researcher the environmental expert 
– all of whose work are important but no more so than the work of the 
activist.

The most important consequence of the lack of recognition of the 
importance of the local activist is the devaluation of the activist her/
himself. Activists who do not take themselves seriously, do not grow and 
do not inspire new activism. 
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Writings by activists: why I am an activist 
and why I remain so

After their discussion on activism the participants at the workshop wrote 
about why they are activists and what this means in their day to day lives. 
From their writings we see that among other things their activism was 
inspired by

• Loving and caring for other people
• Anger at the personal experience of pain and suffering in their families 

and communities – where people go hungry while living next door to 
mines that make huge profits, and where for example the health care 
system fails people 

• Injustice and marginalisation experienced personally or through 
others and a personal sense that justice is possible and important to 
fight for

• Disillusionment with government
• Determination to work for change 
• Believing that change is possible and that communities can become 

free from bondage
• Hope that their communities can lead a better life 
• Inspiration and support from other activists and organisations working 

for change 

As the discussions and writings highlight, community activism is firstly 
about caring, love, about being emotionally affected by the suffering 
of people. Community Activism is about having a sense of justice and 
therefore anger against injustice. Community Activism is a personal 
response from a member of the community who experiences the violations 
by the corporations and government. Community Activism is the concern 
for what is happening to the country as a whole. Community Activism is the 
concern that women are discriminated. Community Activism is way of life.

133

Chapter Four: What iIs Activism and Why Am I An Activist



Activists have to believe in the community, that they are important, they 
have capabilities and ultimately that they can build their own power with 
the support of activism. We hope that these reflections and the writings 
by activists which follow, make a small contribution to a new focus and 
increased value on activism.

Collecting the writings from participants
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In my country Lesotho, our government oppressed people so much and 
for so long that it was impossible or terrifying for people to voice their 
grievances against government. 

But one day there came this guy called Thabo. He held a public gathering 
in my village and he spoke powerfully to our people about what is affecting 
them. He told them it was time to rise up and fight for our rights. That is 
when I realized it was time for me to start voicing my grievances and help 
my community to fight these monsters, the mines and the government. 

I had been watching our resources being taken away while we are left with 
nothing but diseases and poverty. That was why when Thabo mobilized the 
people to fight for what is ours I took notice and said ‘Oh! This guy can do 
this on his own, maybe it is time to join him and fight’. That’s how I became 
an activist. 

After seeing how passionate and motivated Thabo was I said to myself ‘if 
so many people can be mobilized by one man imagine what it will be like 
if there are many like him.’ Now I can see light at the end of what seemed 
like a really dark tunnel. More over the people are now really and genuinely 
coming round to voice their grievances. 

I am hopeful. More so after reading Tata Mandela’s words: “After climbing 
the highest hill only to realise that there are many more hills to climb.” 
After reading Thabo Mbeki’s “I am an African” speech, I also say “I am an 
African.” I want to live in an Africa which is free of capitalists, wars, hunger 
and diseases. 

Letebele Pae 

Maluti Community Development 
Forum, Lesotho
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As an average adult Masotho man raised in the mountains of Lesotho 
life was very hard. I witnessed my mother struggling to place bread on 
the table, to get me and my siblings school shoes and to even pay for our 
school fees. We were no exception from the rest of the community which 
is highly affected by the mining industry - among these Letseng Diamond 
Mine, Storm Mountain Diamonds (known as Kao), Liqhobong Diamond 
Mine and Mothae Diamond Mine. All the communities around these mines 
are extremely poor and there is no hope for their future and the future of 
their offspring. As an individual I felt I had to do something about this and 
become an activist, to free my people from the bondage of captivity by 
multinational companies. 

Our government owns a maximum share of 30% in these multinational 
companies. How they translate this into a better livelihood for grassroots 
communities raises many questions. What is most mortifying is that the 
Minister of Mining who at one point appeared to be an affluent businessman, 
was liquidated and declared insolvent, and yet our government appointed 
him Minister. Given that he could not manage his own business, his capacity 
to deal with national issues of mining is questionable. Perturbed by this I 
felt it was time to mobilise our community and set up a legally registered 
and constituted forum that would give us a platform and a united voice. 
Hence the birth of the Maluti Community Development Forum. 

Thabo Lerotholi

President, Maluti Community 
Development Forum, Lesotho
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I reside in Nhachi Village, Chimanimani District, Manicaland. I am a 
community monitor. I monitor environmental, cultural, economic and 
social activities in the community in which I reside. 

I became a community monitor after being capacitated by Zimbabwe 
Environmental Law Association (ZELA) and also after I discovered that my 
community was being disadvantaged on different issues of social, cultural, 
economic and environmental rights. I decided to participate in any activity 
that has to do with the sustainability of our life style. I am motivated by 
the positive impacts of activism in the community and by the community’s 
acceptance of the programmes I facilitate. 

ZELA, an NGO working with us, also keeps me going and motivated 
through their capacity building in leadership, conflict management, 
community monitoring, and data collection. ZELA motivates me by 
including me in different activities and opportunities to go to workshops 
outside Zimbabwe where I meet people from different countries and share 
ideas and experiences with them. ZELA also helped me with dialogues 
with traditional leaders, members of parliament, portfolio committees of 
parliament, and Directors of companies in provincial and national Mining 
Indabas. 

I am hoping to be in a village with a well-managed environment, serviced 
well by good service providers and not disadvantaged by any person, 
organisation, company or government department. That means a village 
with no human rights violations. 

I am also hoping for those who support my activism, including NGOs, the 
community, my family to keep up their support. All this gives me strength 
and hope.

Zakeu Nhachi 
Chairperson of the Environmental Sub 
Committee and Trust member of Save 
Odzi Community Network Trust (SOCNET), 
Zimbabwe
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I was born and raised in Marange, Manicaland Province in Zimbabwe 52 
years ago. I come from a community affected by Diamond Mining. Our 
challenges started when diamonds were discovered in our area in 2006. 

My activism was inspired by Richard Branson and Nelson Mandela. The 
inspiration of these two gentlemen is never to give up. Richard Branson 
had a passion to rescue British nationals from Baghdad during the Gulf 
War and Nelson Mandela had the passion to give his entire life in order to 
liberate his people without rewards. 

I was very fortunate to meet the likes of Zimbabwe Environmental Law 
Association (ZELA) who enlightened us about fighting as a united community 
in order to enhance our bargaining power. I decided to take it upon myself 
to fight for the rights of my community and for my rights as well. Civil 
society organisations such as Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, and 
ZELA built my skills in monitoring, human rights defending, data extraction, 
and resource mobilisation. After acquiring these skills, I worked with my 
community in areas of human rights abuse. I educated communities on 
understanding the consequences of being relocated. We have made a lot of 
noticeable achievements in our work – on issues to do with environmental 
impacts of mining, community beneficiation from mining, and human 
rights abuses by state security agents. Most communities appreciate the 
work I undertake. 

ZELA makes follow ups on our work and this prompts us to be more 
courageous and to have passion to keep on going. Each time I feel weak 
I read about the two gentlemen – Richard Branson and Nelson Mandela. I 
have the passion to be stronger. The sky is the limit.

Malvern Mudiwa

Chairperson Marange Development 
Trust, Zimbabwe
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I am an environmental and social justice activist, and a campaigner. Social 
problems have been the main propeller for my activism. I believe change 
starts with me and that I am the change that can change situations to the 
desired goal/outcome. 

I was raised by a single parent, my mum. I hold a Bachelor’s degree 
in Environmental Education from the University of Zambia from where I 
graduated in 2013. I have experience in policy analysis, capacity building 
and advocacy on natural resources and tax justice.

My passion for environment and social justice was amplified through 
being the Vice Chairperson of the University of Zambia Environmental 
Education Students Association (UNZAEESA), where I spearheaded the Keep 
University of Zambia Green Campaign. The introduction by a friend to join 
the Activista group under ActionAid Zambia contributed further to my 
growth as an environment and social justice campaigner, and inspired me 
to campaign against the injustices of multinational corporations. Through 
understanding the issues and increasing my knowledge and skills I have 
acquired the power to work for change. I am motivated to continue fighting 
for justice for the benefit of all. 

What keeps the spirit of activism in me is the death of two special people 
who I hold dearly to my heart – my late mum and her young sister. My 
mum had a partial stroke due to high blood pressure. She was taken to 
hospital after her blood pressure shot up. She died after three days. The 
records stated the cause of death as pneumonia. This puzzled and hurt 
me very much, and I am still hurting even now. I realized that her bed was 
positioned near an ever open window. It was the cold season and due to 
lack of blankets in our health institutions, my mum lost her life. This made 
me think of the importance of resources for everyone’s equal benefit. 

Further my aunt, mum’s young sister, died because of a heart problem. 
There were no heart specialists in Zambia and she was put on a waiting list 

Solomon Mwampikita

Programmes Coordinator, Extractive 
Industries Transparency Alliance (EITA), 
Zambia
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of over 400 people waiting to be taken outside Zambia to seek/be attended 
to by heart specialists. 

These two painful, unforgettable moments have and will continue to 
motivate me to work and fight for social justice. I believe change begins 
with me and solutions can be found. I will continue hoping and fighting for 
environmental and social justice for a happy society. 

Among the experiences I encountered as an activist was the experience 
of being in police cells. We were on a campaign with Activista on 12th 
March, 2014 for a new constitution. We wore white t-shirts with the slogan 
“New constitution a must, release it now!” We were about to get on the 
march when the police surrounded us. Five minutes later we were in police 
vans and taken to Lusaka central police station. We were in the police cells 
from 10 am to around 4 pm, when the ActionAid Zambia lawyers came. It 
was a traumatizing experience. Some stopped being members of Activista 
because of the risk involved. For others the experience motivated us to 
continue fighting for social justice and marginalized people.
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Being an activist is a journey I embarked on having been inspired by my 
father. He was a youth freedom fighter during the days of the colonial 
struggle and a faithful Rasta man.  Awareness of people’s struggles and 
challenges was his way of life. 

Being an activist is what I was born to do. I ask myself many times, ‘if I 
don’t take action on an issue that is affecting me and the community then 
who will?’ I remain an activist and will always be so as it fulfils my purpose 
on earth. I remain inspired by the saying: ‘it’s not how long you live on 
earth but what kind of life you have lived’.

A happy life for me is overcoming challenges and being part of a people 
that inspires hope against all odds. Being an activist is a way of life and will 
always be so.

Boniface Mumba

Programmes Coordinator, Extractive 
Industries Transparency Alliance (EITA), 
Zambia
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I am an activist because I was affected by the mining company Vale 
Mozambique. I realised that I was being marginalized and that my human 
rights were being denied. Over time others also discovered that their rights 
were not being considered and they were marginalised. People began to 
awaken because they were facing poverty. This awarenesss led to activism 
in my community and in my district - Moatize.

If an activist takes up actions alone he or she is called many names. You 
are told “you belong to the opposition, you do not belong to us”. You are 
told “You are against development”. Most aggravating is when you are told 
the country is under war. When a country is under war the ruling party can 
bring in whoever they wish and this scares activists. Anything can happen. 
You can even be killed.

Izak A.S. Sinababa

Associação dos Oleiros de Moatize, 
Mozambique
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I define myself as an activist because I want to help communities become 
aware and fight for their rights. Everyone has the right to a healthy life 
and to live in a clean environment. But this is not possible when capitalist 
companies come into the area and destroy people’s lives. I work on 
mobilising and organising communities affected by mining. When I joined 
AAAJC I started to feel the problems of communities as if they were my 
own. I felt like their struggles were mine.

NGOs like AAAJC and Bench Marks Foundation are working towards 
strengthening the community and making sure that the voice of the 
communities can be heard. The NGO’s help to strengthen the knowledge of 
the communities. In Tete we publish a magazine Pehhani. It is a magazine 
by communities for communities, to allow everyone to know what happens 
in communities affected by mining. We look at how things were in the 
community before mining and how things are after mining. With this 
magazine, the communities are increasingly being made aware of the evil 
that big companies are causing, of legislation that can help to improve 
things. The community has been making their demands through letters to 
the companies and government and through community meetings. They 
explain the problems and solutions in the form of theatre. All of this gives 
me more strength to act and to continue with the activism to empower our 
communities.

Stela Malola

Associação de Apoio e Assistência 
Jurídica às Comunidades, (AAAJC), 
Mozambique
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What motivates me to be an activist is that I want to help the community to 
understand their problems and find ways to solve their problems. Tanzania 
is rich in minerals and if we do not take measures to make sure people’s 
needs are put before the needs of companies Tanzanian citizens will 
suffer terrible consequences. Communities face health and environmental 
problems, and the violation of their human rights. 

Being an activist is something I truly love from the bottom of my heart 
and I believe it is something that will make a difference and I will be able to 
bring about change. It is something that defines me.

There will be challenges especially the powers that will try to restrict us 
from going forward. But I will not stop as I know I am doing this for my 
country and for the people I really care about.

Nizar Seleman Utanga

Norwegian Church Aid Programme Officer, 
Tanzania
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Activism was never on my mind until Mr Mmuthi Pilane, an active member 
from my village - Motlhabe village - who is also involved in issues of land 
claiming, got me to meet the monitoring school group in Rustenburg. I got 
interested in their work and I decided to join the group.

I became the first monitor in my village and I tried to form a group but 
most of the youth are in love with money. Joining activism was not only for 
myself, but for the people. We can’t all be blind. The legendary Bob Marley 
said “you can fool some people sometime, but you can’t fool all the people 
all the times.” I have stayed this long in activism because I want to stand up 
and fight for my community. Not only for my community, but for the whole 
nation. I believe that with activism I can truly make it through. My dream is 
to make changes. I just want to turn the world into a better place.

Buda Lentswe

BUA Mining Communities, Rustenburg, 
South Africa
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I became an activist in mining and environmental activities in 2009. In the 
beginning my focus was on the economic development aspects of mining. 
But when I saw that government had no political will to change the status 
quo in relation to the destruction of land and community benefits from 
mining I broadened my focus. I was motivated by what was happening 
in the country at the time. In particular the recall of the state president 
by the ruling party without considering what people on the ground felt, 
triggered an alarm that they could do even worse to our communities, just 
for personal gain. 

I then developed an interest in becoming a community watch dog. 
Along the way we experienced environmental injustices in mining, among 
others the pollution of water, illness, loss of human life, loss of cattle, 
underdevelopment and suppression of community voice. In our quest to 
push for change we experienced more challenges and continual violation 
of human rights, including land grabs by the mines. Local government and 
its officials were promoting this behind the pretence of stimulating the 
local economy.  

I participated actively in municipal dialogues to try to raise awareness 
that what was happening in our communities was an act of criminality and 
very much against the principles of good governance and democracy. 

The collusion of the state security agents, local councillors, the mayoral 
committee, and mining companies encourages us to seek out more 
information about laws pertaining to mining and the environment so as to 
be able to engage and fight from an informed base. 

This helps us to uncover other attempts to trample our human rights - 
such as the setting up of parallel committees to spy on communities, and 
to suppress community voice. As a result we have been able to demand 
greater recourse from the culprits. The challenges we face on a daily basis 
are the source of strength to keep us going. 

Elton Thobejane

Sekhukhune Combined Mining 
Communities, Limpopo, South Africa
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I am an environmental activist and of course I experience the same 
problems as my community. I was emotionally affected when my family 
lost their farm. I felt emotionally abused by the digging and removal our 
loved one’s graves. It was as if no one cared. 

As a community member I took a decision that I will do something about 
the things that are done to us by individual industries. This is difficult and 
risky and sometimes you cannot do anything without money. Our parents 
and community members asked questions but they did not get answers. 
They fear losing everything. They also fear death. 

I was invited to be one of the Bench Marks Foundation monitors and 
from that day I realised everything can be possible. Through networking 
and sharing ideas I became informed and aware. I started introducing this 
struggle to the community. Since that day I have not looked back. 

There are things that could hold me back, like family and intimidation 
but I hope and believe that as long as I do not keep information with me 
but take it to the entire district of Sekhukhune this is my weapon. Working 
together with the community makes me more powerful.

The community has different issues and I managed to attend to water 
pollution issues together with the River Monitoring Team. The herdsmen 
are the victims losing their livestock every day as a result of water pollution. 
But I know that one day justice will be done. 

Those who lost their farms, graves, houses, and loved ones as a result of 
the operation of Twickenham Mine will get justice!

Mmathapelo Thobejane

Sekhukhune Combined Mining 
Communities, Limpopo, South Africa
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I am an activist because I want to help communities in mining areas who 
do not have much knowledge about environment issues and the negative 
impacts of mining. I remain an activist because I want to see justice done 
to the companies that pollute our environment. 

I am motivated by my work with women and young girls. I teach them 
to stand up for themselves. For their voices to be heard because they are 
carrying a lot of burdens in their families and must not give up. I want to 
see young girls carrying on with their studies and women shaking off the 
dust and going forward. 

What keeps me motivated is the way women in our society can do things 
on their own without depending on men. They understand the challenges 
we face as women in our daily lives. The programmes we are doing with 
women in mining affected areas helps them to cough out what is inside of 
them. They even talk about abuse. They find themselves. I am very proud 
of what I have planted in them. Their mind set is changed forever. 

Zanele Msibi

Mpumalanga Community Monitors, 
South Africa
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I am an activist because I saw things were not going right. My community 
faces many problems. I stood up on the issue of water pollution because 
water is life and you cannot survive without it. It was not easy of course. 
People were asking me why water and not jobs? 

For me water affected me, my community and the young generation I 
wanted to bring change for. I knew it would take time and make me an 
enemy but I wanted to achieve the goal I set for my community. I started 
mobilising people. At street meetings they became aware that the local 
government would not buy bottled water for their big meetings if the water 
in our area was clean. They became aware what it means when our water 
has a colour. What it means that people in the community have a rash on 
our private parts. People started to realise that what I was telling them 
about our water being polluted was true.

I then got support from Bench Marks Foundation. They guided me. I 
was not in good financial standing but they took my writings and printed 
them and put them on the internet. They gave me hope. I was able to tell 
people to read. I did not know I would be so patient about writing about 
the realities of my township. 

People started to have hope. I started to put more efforts into what I 
was doing. It was a big opportunity when Bench Marks Foundation came 
to our community to help me make a podcast to make my community’s 
struggle well known. The issue of water has not changed much but our 
community resistance has come a long way with court cases and the help 
of Legal Resources Centre, Centre for Environmental Rights and community 
testimonies.

I would not be known across the country if I was not telling my stories, 
motivating other people, giving them hope that things will change. It has 
not been easy. The local government thought I am fighting with them. I 
used to fear for my life but the trainings I have undergone built me up. I am 

Lorraine Kakaza

Mpumalanga Community Monitors, 
South Africa
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able to pinpoint grassroots problems, think about strategies, map, write, 
research, and analyse. My relationship with the community is stronger 
than before. In the past people in the community were angry about their 
situation. There was a lot of conflict among groups in the community. It 
was hard for activists. Many received threats. 

I get motivated by Susan Moraba as a facilitator because she comes from 
the community. I see progress in my life and I believe that people won’t 
give up on me. I now have skills in writing and research. I used to think 
of getting a job. Now I have this dream that I will be a journalist who will 
be writing about big things. I know it can take me years, but at the end 
of the day I will be changing many people’s lives. I continue to write. I will 
continue to implement my knowledge. I continue being an activist because 
I have seen a change. I am now respected. People read my reality stories 
and that keeps me going. 
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I am an activist because I believe in change. I believe that all things have 
to come to an end. Each time the world rotates new things come. We can 
change and we can exchange experiences from one country to another. 

I am an activist for the love of the knowledge and experience I gain with 
other activists. I become motivated and empowered when I come across 
positive minded people. I get the courage to become more active and I 
understand the importance of being a change maker. I become motivated 
when I see the difference my work makes to my community. It gives me 
hope that one day the work I do will be recognised and seen by many who 
want to bring about change but do not know how. 

I have hope that our work as activists will have an impact on others. The 
more we are united the stronger we become. We will be feared. The culprits 
will never want to be defeated by the poor, they will want to win the hearts 
of the poor.

United we stand to achieve our goal that our country and our people will 
live in a better clean environment.

 

Susan Moraba

Mpumalanga Community Monitors, 
South Africa
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