
“The feeling of finally being seen was incredible.”

Translated from the original 
Swedish in Dagens Nyheter on 25/05/2016

Mareme Bamba and Fatou Coulibaly wearing the pink dresses that all women in the village of Soudiane wore when they mutually disavowed female genital [cutting] 
and child marriage. Their lives took a new turn after the three-year long education program focusing on human rights. Since then, the village is equal, everyone’s 
opinion matters.

Soudiane. Several thousand 
villages in Senegal have 
experienced a revolution in 
democracy and gender equality. 
An education in human rights 
has paved the way for 19,000 
women, who have been elected 
to prominent positions in their 
villages. DN [the newspaper] 
has visited Soudiane, where the 
women have used their power to 
build a middle school. 

50-year-old Mareme Bamba is crying with laughter 
when she tells the story of her first plane ride. It was 
like being on a different planet. 

“When the stewardess served coffee I emptied out all 
the little packets I had gotten in the cup. Milk and sugar 
– but also salt and pepper. It did not taste good.” 

The huts in the village of Soudiane in Western Senegal 
are built from clay and have grass rooves. The simple 
dwellings have looked the same for several generations. 
As for Mareme Bamba and the other villagers’ day-to-
day lives, the situation has been anything but the same. 
It sounds almost too good to be true. 

As a child Mareme Bamba never got to go to school. She 
was married off at the age of 12, a fate she shares with 
many women in Senegal. Mareme had her first child 
as a thirteen year old. As the lowest ranked member 
of her husband’s family she was treated poorly.
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“I was a slave. There is no other word for it. I have a memory 
of when I was doing laundry: I was so short that I could not 
reach the edge of the well.”

“Our men treated us poorly, but I 
don’t place the blame on them, 
that is how all families lived.”

The change happened when Mareme Bamba was in her 
thirties. At the end of the 1990’s, the organization Tostan 
came to Soudiane. [As part of Tostan’s program], members 
of the community went through a three year long education 
with human rights as the starting point—and ever since then 
nothing has been the same. The biggest difference is for the 
women. Suddenly they could talk in front of the men and 
the whole village.

“I still remember that incredible feeling of being seen. 
Everyone listened and my opinion mattered. I also realized 
how discriminated against women had been. We had no 
worth. Our men treated us poorly, but I don’t place the 
blame on them, that is how all families lived,” says Fatou 
Coulibaly, 56.

During the educational program, Mareme Bamba and 
Fatou Coulibaly learned how to read and write. Now, they 
have been appointed by the village to work on social 
mobilization. The two girlfriends are part of the village 
council, which consists of twelve women and seven men. 
In several thousand other villages it is similar. 19,000 
women have been elected to leading positions in 
the villages. 

An important moment for Mareme Bamba was when she 
was chosen to go to India to learn how to install solar
panels. That was when she went on her first plane 
ride – with several hilarious incidents. The guffaw comes 
out again when she talks about her husband’s reaction. 

“He was surprised, to put it mildly, but he realized that I had 
a right to go.” 

After six months Mareme came back and has provided 
her own and the neighboring village with electricity. 
In Senegal and several other countries in West Africa, 
Tostan’s educational program, [the Community 
Empowerment Program] has developed into a mass 
movement on a grassroots level. The organization, which 
was founded by Molly Melching from the U.S. 25 years 
ago, uses local traditions and the villagers’ own wishes as 

a starting point. “The reason behind Tostan’s success 
is that the teachers don’t come to the villages with 
set solutions. The community members often have 
clear priorities which determine the focus of the 
education. With access to the right information 
people make wise decisions in order to improve their 
lives,” says Molly Melching, who came to Senegal as 
an exchange student from Illinois in the 1970’s and 
stayed.

For 14-year-old Fatou Traore going to school is a given. When her mother 
was the same age, she was already married and had a child.

At Tostan’s educational center, [the Tostan 
Training Center] in Senegal’s second largest city  
of  Thies, Molly Melching is giving a lecture to a 
group of participants from 15 countries. Tostan’s 
model is successful and several organizations, 
among them UN organizations, have started 
applying it.

What has given Tostan the most attention is that 
the people in over 7,700 villages in West Africa 
have stopped cutting their daughters.

The  wheels were set in motion by a group 
of women who decided that the 2000-year-
old procedure, which endangers the health of 
the child, did not conform to the rights of the 
child. Today, female genital [cutting] is about to 
disappear in Senegal.

In Soudiane Mareme Bamba and Fatou 
Coulibaly are proud of the fact that women 
are no longer [cut]. They put on the pink 
dresses that all the women wore at the official 
declaration, during which the village also 
disavowed child marriage. Nowadays, the 
youngest age at which girls get married is 
eighteen. If any family attempts to violate that 
agreement, there is an outrage.

Fatou Coulibaly



The organization Tostan bases its human rights education on images. 

For 50-year-old Lalla Coulibaly, who was married off 
at the age of 13 and learned to read as an adult, her 
passion for education also created a path into politics. 
For several years now, she has been the educational 
advisor for the whole district. She is very busy and 
constant ringing can be heard from her big black 
handbag. 

“During the last election one of the political parties 
noticed me and wanted me as a candidate. I even 
received a sacrificial lamb as part of the attempts to 
persuade me. My husband was hesitant at first, it is an 
unusual idea,” says Lalla Coulibaly.

“I hope other women will think of me as a role model 
and be brave enough to do the same thing. For me, this 
new position means that I have to make sure that the 
grants are divided evenly even if I am very passionate 
about our own school.”

In Soudiane, many of the community members gather 
in the shadow of a large tree after lunch. It is unusually 
hot for this time of the year and the sand is blowing 
around in the wind. Cell phones and lamps have been 
connected to the solar panels to be charged. Strong 
coffee is served in small glass cups. Is it because of 
the women that the village has a better vision for the 
future?

“The big difference is that we are all working together 
for the greater good of Soudiane. The men learn things 
from us women, but we can also learn from the men 
and children. Previously there were no discussions 
whatsoever,” says Fatou Coulibaly. The men we speak 
to in Soudiane are proud of their strong women. 

“It would never work to go back to the old ways. For 
me several of the women are natural leaders. My son 
Ameth is three years old and I am happy that he gets 
to grow up in this environment,” says peanut farmer 
Mamadou Traore.

“This education has given us so much that makes a 
difference in our daily lives. We take the kids to the hospital 
when they are ill rather than try to treat them ourselves 
with leaves and plants. We understand the importance in 
washing our hands and we have cleared off any branches 
and water puddles that attract malaria mosquitoes. Now, we 
clean the entire village once a week,” says Fatou Coulibaly.

“I hope other women will think of me 
as a role model and be brave enough 
to do the same thing.”

Lalla Coulibaly

The most important issue chosen by the village was 
education. Sending the children to school was, however, 
easier said than done. 

“There was a school for the three first grades nearby. In 
order to continue going to school, the children had to stay 
with relatives in the city of Djilas. When the children came 
back with wounded hands we realized that they had been 
used as labour. Even worse was that girls were coming back 
pregnant,” says Lalla Coulibaly who has been the strongest 
advocate for the issue of education.

“We talked about education when we worked together on 
Sundays. I was the one who came up with the idea of building 
our own middle school, right in the middle of the eleven 
villages in the area.”

In order to show that the community was serious, 
Lalla Coulibaly encouraged the families to contribute 
1000 West African franc (15 Swedish crowns) each.

“I wanted to show that we were serious and it worked. The 
government made sure that the school could be built and 
sent teachers and a principal. Now the school has been 
around for three years and has 500 students. The children 
have to walk for a few kilometres, and one of the buildings 
is only temporary and lacks a tin roof, but we have still 
accomplished so much.”



Fact: Senegal was a French colony until 1960

Fact: Tostan operates in six countries

Senegal has a population of 14 million. The country was a French colony up until 1960. The country is 
considered to be one of Africa’s best functioning democracies.

The organization Tostan was founded by Molly Melching from the U.S. 25 years ago. She has accepted 
several international awards for her work in Senegal.

Around 90 percent of the Senegalese are Muslim (Sunni). 7 percent are Christian.

Tostan operates in six countries in West Africa: Senegal, Mauritania, The Gambia, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau 
and Mali.

Tostan’s three-year educational program (the Community Empowerment Program) is based on human rights 
and democracy. The participants are educated in health and hygiene and learn how to read, write and 
calculate. 

Tostan for many years has had a Swedish division, Tostan Sweden (www.tostan.se) which is supported by 
Sida, Unicef Sweden and Radiohjälpen.


