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Z A N U has taken up the struggle for the liberation of women as a
critical part of the fight to liberate the whole nation and transform
Zimbabwean society. It is developing a leading political and historical analysis of the relation between colonialism and women's oppression and is building a strategy for fighting women's oppression in
the course of their participation in the national liberation war. I n
May 1979, Z A N U held an historic Seminar in Maputo, Mozambique, to deepen the understanding of the role of women in the
national liberation struggle and to advance a practical program for
women in the coming period. Z A N U delegates from all over the
world attended the Seminar. One of the delegates from the United
States, Naomi Nhiwatiwa, was designated by the Conference to
explain its significance to progressive forces in the U S .
T h i s pamphlet contains a speech which Comrade Naomi gave in
Los Angeles during her tour of the West Coast, and an interview
done by Breakthrough ( P F O C ' s journal). T h e y have been edited for
order and length. It also contains the speech which Robert Mugabe,

Chimurenga—the people's war in Zimbabwe—is a focal point of
world revolution. T h e Zimbabwe African National Union ( Z A N U ) ,
a component of Zimbabwe's Patriotic Front, is leading the struggle
for total independence from Rhodesian white settler colonialism
and U S - l e d imperialism. T h e tremendous victories being won by
the forces of the Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army
( Z A N L A ) , are reversing a century of imperialist exploitation of the
natural and human resources of Zimbabwe. T h e overthrow of settler domination in Zimbabwe will greatly strengthen the fight
against white supremacist rule in South Africa, the principle defender of imperialist interests in Africa today.
T h e strength of the Zimbabwe revolution is based on Z A N U ' s
leadership in defining a correct political strategy for winning liberation. Since its formation in 1963, Z A N U has consistently fought for
the understanding that armed strugle, based on the political and
military mobilization of the entire people, is the only means of
achieving genuine independence from colonialism and imperialism.
With the slogan, "We are our own liberators," Z A N U broke with the
view that independence could be granted by the colonizing powers
or could be achieved through peaceful forms. Z A N U has identified
the treachery of neocolonialism, in which African puppets front for
continued settler and imperialist domination, as imperialism's
strategy for undermining the unity of the revolutionary struggle at
this stage. Z A N U ' s war of national liberation aims at the total transfer of power to the Zimbabwean people and the building of a
socialist nation that challenges every form of exploitation and
oppression.
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Before the forcible occupation of our country by the British settler
column in 1890, tradition and customs, whether it was Shona or
Ndebele recognized a patriarchal society. T h e Head of the family
was the man. H e it was and not the woman who gave "his blood" to
the children all o f whom became known after him and naturally
belonged to his clan adopting both his mutupo (totem) and chidawo
(praise totem). T h e woman continued to maintain her clan and
blood ties with her own family and never lost her mutupo although
she might have lost her chidawo. She was thus regarded a stranger to
the man's family—mwana wevaridzi. T h e child born of her, despite
the nine months he spent in her womb, was never hers by customary
right o f ownership, he remained her child only as long as the
marriage between her and the husband was good.
E v e n when the marriage was good, the man, when angry with her
over her handling o f children or in any other provocative circumstances, would chide her for "mishandling," "spoiling" or "neglecting" "his children." T h e wife too when fed up with the husband not
infrequently appealed to him to take "his children" and allow her to
go to "her home."
A woman became a man's wife upon payment by the man to the

B. P R E - C O L O N I A L S T A T U S O F W O M E N

women as mistresses of the same home, village, clan and nation.
Admittedly, women have, even in the context of the family, village,
clan and nation, been allowed sometimes a significant, but at other
times a deplorably insignificant, role to play. T h e general principle
governing relationships between men and women has in our traditional society, always been that o f superiors and inferiors. O u r
society has consistently stood on the principle of masculine
dominance—the principle that the man is the ruler and the woman
his dependent and subject.
T h a n k s to education and enlightenment, some change in the
attitude of men to women has occurred. T h a n k s also to the equalizing effect o f the oppressive racist settler system, cruel, exploitative
and suppressive to both sexes alike, men and women have jointly
shared a common deprivation, and so a common grievance, formed
a common war-front and built a common fighting force against a
common enemy—the colonial settler regime. T h a n k s further still to
other nations' experiences and their influence upon us, there is now
a growing opinion in our society in favor of the emancipation of
women.
It is necessary, therefore, to study the role of the Zimbabwean
women both generally in society and specifically in the context of the
national struggle since white settler colonialism, with a view to ascertaining the degree o f her participation and the extent to which the
strictures o f tradition and custom have yielded to new circumstances, the law o f necessity and the call for cultural transformation
in her favor.

T h e instrument employed by Cec
Government of the day in acquiri
granted a charter for occupation

C. S E T T L E R COLONIALISM A
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After conquest, however, many spirit mediums were hounded,
persecuted and suppressed. Many went underground and began
operating only in a limited capacity. A t the same time as the spirit
mediums were being persecuted, the Chiefs and Headmen who had
been involved in the joint planning of the national war strategy were
either put to death, demoted or kept under strict surveillance.
A general intimidation campaign was waged throughout the
country by the British South African Company security forces,
property being destroyed or confiscated, women being raped and
men being whipped, tortured or incarcerated.
Men and women were therefore equally ill-treated by the enemy,
thus attaining equality in their suffering of indignities.
With the establishment o f large individual farms and the develop-

African Company was formed and sponsored by colonialist Rhodes
in its operation o f 1890 when it hoisted a British flag in Harare
calling it Fort Salisbury. T h e colonial venture revulsed and angered
o u r entire nation. First, the Ndebeles, a segment of the Zulus who
had come to Zimbabwe under Umzilikazi and had settled in the
western region around Bulawayo, organized a War of Resistance
against European occupation in 1893 but suffered defeat. However,
in
1896-1897, followed a more national liberation war,
C h i m u r e n g a I , which was led by Mukwati, Nehanda and Kaguvi,
while such chiefly heroes and regional commanders like
Mashayamombe and Makoni participated in it with remarkable
bravery and honor. O u r people were defeated because of the
superiority o f British weapons and all the leaders got martyred.
I n the war situation necessitated by the forcible seizure of our
fatherland, we notice for the first time a woman hero as the spirit
medium o f the war rising to the occasion, inspiring, directing, commanding and leading men in the battle against the enemy. Nehanda
Nyakasikana appears in our War annals of post-colonial Zimbabwe
as the first war heroine and martyr. She did not lead just a battalion
or a regional army but a national army in a national struggle for the
overthrow o f Company rule and the recovery of the fatherland. She
was defiant and obdurate to the end, refusing to compromise and
subject herself to a process exacting her penance for a just Liberation W a r she had proudly, valiantly and justifiably fought but lost.
Nehanda was obviously a distinct and exceptional character who
rose to revolutionary ascendancy, not by mere display of leadership
qualities such as her command, courage, bravery and planning
ability, but by principally her spiritual power as a spirit medium. O u r
society has always feared and respected women possessed with
spirits or medicinal power. T h e y strike the men with awe and invoke
in them a subservience that no doubt contradicts their general
traditional attitude to women. It is in those rare circumstances that
o u r women have sometimes commanded men. It was indeed in
those circumstances that Nehanda was able to demonstrate her
powers and to command the respect o f men.

Nehanda and Kaguvi, who planned and l
for national liberation 18
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I . The Political Struggle Stage
D u r i n g the days o f the African National Congress, the National
Democratic Party and in the earlier Z A P U period, the struggle was
mainly political in form, consisting in regular mass meetings, occasional demonstrations, strikes and boycotts. Public rallies were always a successful feature when our women attended them in large
numbers, chanting slogans and nationalist songs, ululating and
dancing. T h i s gave the meetings the necessary emotional and rousing effect which boosted morale and gave the impetus to go on with
the struggle until final victory. T r u e , there was excessive dependence upon political agitation with its meetings and speeches as the
principal form o f struggle, but then armed struggle had never been
conceived beyond being complementary to political agitation.
Women indeed proved to be more active than men in their politi-

H e r e it is necessary to study the role played by our women during
the non-violent stage o f the struggle (1959-1963) as well as during
the armed conflict stage (1963-1979). T h e first stage can be correctly referred to as the Political Struggle Stage while the second can
be regarded as the Armed Struggle Stage.

D. T H E N A T I O N A L S T R U G G L E A N D I T S I M P A C T
O N T H E ZIMBABWEAN WOMAN

merit of town and mining centers, traditional life suffered a social
disturbance as men partly voluntarily and partly under compulsion
supplied the cheap labor that was needed there. Women also began
to be drawn to these centers, chiefly as "nannies" or "house girls."
T h u s our men and women gradually became equated as servants of
the white man in the same way as conquest and imposition of white
settler rule had equated them as the vanquished turned into
subjects.
Both sexes were racially discriminated against, despised and insulted. T h e y became known socially and legally as "natives," their
customary law as "native law," their marriages as "native marriages,"
their education as "native education," their agriculture as "native
agriculture," their languages as "native languages," their art as "native art," and the townships set aside for them in urban centers as
"native townships." T h e y were also munts and umfazis, but more
commonly "boys" and "nannies," the cheap meat they could afford
to buy being given the butcher's designation o f "boy's meat."
African men and women had the same reaction in these circumstances. T h e white man had usurped their land and impoverished
them alike. T h e white man was a common enemy to both. H e was
exploiting man and woman alike. H e continued to suppress man
and woman alike. It was not surprising that when the nationalist
movement sprang up, men and women joined hands in the struggle
in the same way as they had been joined together by conquest and
the established oppressive and exploitative political and socioeconomic system.

It was because o f the men's r
and demonstrations that we dec
avoid the method o f strikes, boyc
had also concluded that it was bet
through acts o f sabotage and caus
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W h e n we formed Z A N U , we had concluded that the methods that
we had adopted in Z A P U had not proved effective. I n any case, the
whole conceptualization of the struggle in terms of its objectives and
the means necessary for their attainment became completely
changed. We no longer espoused the objective of the struggle as the
convening of a Constitutional Conference by Britain. We were now
for the overthrow of the settler regime, a task which demanded a
radicalization of the means of waging the struggle.
Armed struggle now took the place of the method of political agitation. B u t armed struggle required training.
A t first, and for quite a considerable period thereafter, we concentrated only on the training of young men in the use of weapons
and on carrying out guerrilla warfare. T h u s , the first group of six
cadres to go to C h i n a in 1963 and the second of 50 to Ghana in 1964,
did not include a single woman cadre. T r u e , we secured in 1963 and
thereafter some secretarial and academic scholarships for girls to
train in such places as Ghana, Tanzania, Britain, Nigeria, United
States, Yugoslavia and other places, but we never sent any of our girl
comrades for military training. Girls were unable to fight, we concluded, because they were physically weaker than men.
However, when the War began and experience in the field
dawned upon us, whilst we also drew our lessons from other revolu-

2. The Armed Struggle Stage

teams o f men and women to "invade" chosen farms and cut down
acres o f the crop. T h e operation was carried out usually at midnight
or in the small hours of the morning.
T h e realization had consolidated itself in the people's mind that
the white settler was the avowed enemy of the whole African race.
T h e suffering he had caused had been to both men and women, and
accordingly, men and women, constituting as they did the entire
A f r i c a n Community, found a common bond of action in the nationalist movement. A l l the nationalist movements in which I have been,
the National Democratic Party (1960-1961), Z A P U (1961-1962)
and Z A N U (since 1963) have based themselves on a structure which
provided for the membership of men, women, and the Youth of
both sexes.
T h e r e is in the Z A N U Structure at the Branch, District and Provincial levels: (1) T h e main body (which includes men, women and
youth); (2) T h e Women's A r m ; and (3) T h e Youth A r m .
We believe our Party would not be complete without these components at every structural level. T h e dynamism of a Party comes from
the inclusion within it of dynamizing components—namely the
Women's and Y o u t h components. T h e combination with the main
body produces that vitality, characteristic of a revolutionary movement. We are not just a world of men but, also a world of women.
O u r national organizations, especially our national liberation movement, specifically Z A N U , cannot afford to ignore the role of the
Zimbabwean Woman in our political struggle.

I n the various operational depa
cadres can be found daily performi
Department of Operations, in t
Logistics and Supplies Department
and Intelligence as officers and cad
ing as instructors, in the Departme
Construction, Medical Services,
and T r a n s p o r t . I n the Medical
women nursing cadres and teac
work. I am sure, when the represen
give you a brief account of their
some of the good work that has bee

It is because of their proven per
constitute a Women's Detachmen
should become a member of the Hi
I feel, that at this very advanced
should promote more women t
gratified that we have a large n
General Staff level. As our Z A N L
officers is also bound to increase.
transformation, which naturally m
mation o f the individual.
Let us examine briefly the sprea
the Zimbabwe African National L
distribution o f their functions and
in the H i g h Command there is o
T a v a r w i s a , who is also Deputy Sec
in the Central Committee, in the G
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T h i s is a women's organization which is also a component of the
Party. It builds itself upwards from the Branch level to the District,
Provincial and National levels. T h e executive committees of the
Women's League shall at every level comprise the same number of
people as those of the Main Body at a corresponding level. A t the
Branch level of the Women's League there shall be the following
office-bearers: (1) Branch Chairman; (2) Branch Vice Chairman; (3)
B r a n c h Secretary; (4) Branch Treasurer; (5) Branch Organizing
Secretary; and (6) Branch Publicity Secretary. T h e District Council
of the Women's League shall have the same number of officeholders as those stated above.
T h e Provincial Council of the Women's League shall have the
following officers: (1) Chairman; (2) Vice Chairman; (3) Secretary;
(4) Administrative Secretary; (5) Treasurer; (6) Financial Secretary;
(7) Organizing Secretary; and (8) Publicity Secretary.
T h e National Executive Committee of the Women's League is
elected by Provincial delegates at the Inter-Provincial Women's

I . ZANU Women's League

W h e n Z A N U was formed in August 1963, it recognized clearly
the fundamental role of the woman as an activist alongside her male
counterpart in the Party. T h a t is why provision was made in our
Constitution for the Creation of the Z A N U W O M E N ' S L E A G U E .

E. T H E P A R T Y ORGANIZATION AND WOMEN

Let me just single out the Commissariat work that is taking place in
the Operational Areas, especially in the Liberated Zones. We have
sent into the country teams of women cadres to carry out in several
areas political work amongst our people. T h e y talk to fathers,
mothers, boys and girls, and the response has been wonderful all
over. T h e woman cadre, like her male counterpart, is, everywhere
she goes, a fighter, a political activist, and a producer. Every Z A N L A
cadre carries three weapons:
(1) T h e gun to fight the enemy with and defend the masses;
(2) Politics to give the direction and purpose of the struggle;
(3) T h e hoe for production, so we can eat, be healthy and be able to
fight.
We shall continue to build a large women's force through intensified military and political training. It is not only our belief but is
indeed now Party Policy to develop our women not only politically
and militarily, but also technically and professionally so that we
prepare ourselves fully for the War as well as for the struggle after
victory. I n this regard, the needs that are felt most amongst women
in terms of their advancement should manifest themselves in their
particular forms through the various Party Departments, but generally and more earnestly and in a co-ordinated form through the
Department of Women's Affairs. T h i s brings us to the subject of this
Department in the context of Party Organization.

T h e Head o f the Department of
for Women's Affairs, elected b
Congress, elected by the Central
puty Secretary for Women's Affa
Women's League. A t the mom
elected Comrade T e u r a i Ropa as
T h e r e is no Deputy Secretary fo
would, therefore, have to elect
Committee.
We have proposed that there
Affairs who will work under th
Affairs. T h e functions of the
three: (1) Political; (2) Military; a
tions). T h e r e must, therefore,
Wing; (2) T h e Military Wing; and
E a c h wing should be headed by
are directed by the Administrator
must help us to complete this stru
three Secretaries will be finally ap
but this meeting can, through th
make nominations which the C
approve or reject.
(a) T h e Secretary for the Politic
the organization and functio
shall therefore report to the

2. Department of Women's Affairs

League Conference. T h e Execut
lowing persons: (1) Chairman;
(4) Administrative Secretary; (5)
(7) Organizing Secretary; and (8)
Because o f modifications in ou
from the experience we have gai
be qualitative changes in the ol
ample, a Political Commissar at e
this function would have to b
committees.
D u r i n g the period 1963-1964,
never became possible for us to c
the Youth League. We must begin
it is not practically possible yet to
T h e Women's League is, at e
responding main organ of the Pa
to the Main B r a n c h , the Women's
to the Main Provincial Branch, an
the Women's League comes und
Committee, falling directly under
fairs. B u t what is the composition
o f Women's Affairs?
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W o m e n in both socialist and non-socialist countries have
participated in the struggle for their emancipation. As a Liberation
Movement with a socialist program we are particularly interested in
the role and position o f women in Socialist countries, so we can, by
comparison, judge our progress or lack of progress in the process
for the advancement o f our own women.

F. T H E R O L E O F WOMEN I N SOCIALIST C O U N T R I E S

on the activities o f the League as well as carry Departmental
instructions to the League.
(b) T h e Secretary for the Military Wing, who shall also be the
Commander o f the Women's Detachment, shall concern herself with the organization and functioning of the Women's
Detachment and shall regularly report on the activities o f the
Detachment to the Department of Women's Affairs as well as
carry Departmental instructions to the Detachment.
(c) T h e Secretary for External Women's Organizations shall
establish and maintain contact with external Women's Organizations and regularly report on relations with them, or on their
important activities, to the Department.
We are determined that the Department of Women's Affairs shall be
a well-defined viable entity o f the Party's organic structure.

Teurai Ropa, ZANU Secretary for Women's Affairs

T h e achievement o f socialism in
conditions in which women w
enabled to participate to the be
activity. Women account for mor
tion. T h e leading body o f the
National Council elected by the N
Communist Party attaches great
and is greatly concerned about th
W h e n we visited Romania in
T e u r a i Ropa, we held a meeti
U n i o n Confederation which inc
tion to being the Secretary of the
eration, is also the Vice President

3. The Socialist Republic of Romani

It is C h a i r m a n Mao who also
country rise up, that will be the
revolution."
Last year, in September, the
National Women's Congress whi
full participation in the socialis
had foreseen that the abolition o
inequality between men and w
consequence o f victory in the
(Selected Works, Vol. 1, p. 47.)

As for women, in addition to
systems [the state system, the
system] they are also dominate
four thick ropes binding the
peasants. (Mao Ze-dong, S
Language Press, Peking, 1975

Mao Ze-dong, the greatest exp
L e n i n and Stalin, who was the
olutionary struggle, condemned
women were. H e says in his Wor

2. The People's Republic of China

T o d a y women in the Soviet Uni
labor force. T h e law, o f course,
difficult and harmful forms of

L e n i n , the brain and hero b
Leninist principles to the Soviet
views about women. H e wrote i
I f women are not drawn int
political life, if women are not
and kitchen environment, it
democracy, let alone socia
Publishers, Moscow, 1964, Vo

The Soviet Union
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H o C h i Minh, the illustrious leader of the Vietnamese liberation
struggle once said, " I f the women are not emancipated, socialism is
only half-established."
T h e women of Vietnam fought a heroic struggle against American imperialism, bringing down United States aircraft, capturing
U . S . pilots, setting U . S . warships ablaze, and bravely protecting their
villages.

6. The Socialist Republic of Vietnam

President Fidel Castro, the valiant fighter who led the Cuban Revolution, states, in the REPORT OF THE CENTRAL
COMMITTEE
OF THE COMMUNIST
PARTY OF CUBA TO THE FIRST CONGRESS that the Cuban women's tradition of struggle can be traced
back to the days of cruelty of the conquerors and "the whip of the
slave-holders." T h e participation of the Cuban woman continued to
increase as the situation demanded. T h e women finally created their
own organization on August 23, 1960 and this is the Federation of
C u b a n Women ( F C W ) , which united all existing women's revolutionary organizations. T h e Federation now has 2,127,000 women
workers, peasants, students, housewives, professionals and others.
T h e Federation of Cuban Women has striven hard to enhance the
dignity and advance the social and human emancipation of Cuban
women. Already much work has been undertaken to eradicate remaining prejudices against women and to achieve their full equality
and liberation. T h i s was also the objective of the FCW's Second
Congress held in November 1974.

5. The Republic of Cuba

B u t the Yugoslav women are not only equal with men before the law,
they are also equal with them in the political and socio-economic
system, thus enjoying the same rights and privileges and bearing
equal duties and responsibilities.

Citizens shall be equal in their rights and duties regardless of
nationality, race, sex, language, religion, education or social
status. All shall be equal before the law.

T h e Women in Yugoslavia having participated in the resistance
struggle against fascism and nazism during the Second World War
and, alongside their menfolk, defeated the enemy, paved a way to
their emancipation in society. Now the Constitution of the Socialist
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, like the constitutions of many other
socialist countries, protects their right of equality. Section 154 of that
Constitution provides:

4. The Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia

We arranged for comrade T e u r a i later to meet leaders of the N C W.
We also went to a textile factory, one of the largest in Europe in
which more than four-fifths of the workers are women who are
highly skilled. Generally, there is serious attention paid to the promotion o f women in society in all its fields of activity.
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T h e Party has, by waging armed struggle, created, therefore, a
process generative o f forces that will result in the total liberation of
the woman. B u t the Party has also a specific and distinct organic
structure to ensure the full enrollment o f women and their active
participation in a struggle in which they alone will reap a double
reward—national liberation and, in its context, their own liberation.
I t is thus imperative that this meeting should take definite decisions relating to:
(1) T h e maximization of women's involvement in the liberation
struggle in general following the Party line and direction.
(2) M a x i m u m recruitment o f women with all kinds of potential
into the Party as both military and political cadres.
(3) T h e formulation of a definite program with specific tasks for
fulfillment by the Women's Affairs Department, bearing in

I tried to give you the nature o f the problem facing us today regarding the status o f the Woman against a background of circumstances
which have enhanced her role. T h e colonial system which was
superimposed upon the traditional system created for the woman
two levels o f oppression—that of traditional society as the first level
and that o f the political and socio-economic system suffered by
both the m a n and the woman as the second level. I tried also to show
that the grievances generated by the colonial system were shared by
all members o f the African community. Hence the need that arose
for men and women together as equals under oppression to join
hands in the common struggle for national liberation. T h e national
struggle, therefore, especially at its higher level, when it became
armed national struggle, became as much a process towards the
liberation o f the nation as towards the emancipation of the woman.

G. C O N C L U S I O N

H e emphasized the need for the emancipation of women as a fundamental necessity for the Revolution.
T o d a y in liberated Mozambique, the O.M.M. is working vigorously for the advancement o f women in all spheres of life.

...the most oppressed, humiliated and exploited beings in society. A woman is even exploited by man who is himself exploited,
beaten by the man who is lacerated by thepalmatoria, humiliated
by the man who is crushed under the boot of the boss and settler.
(Samora Machel, Mozambique, Sowing the Seeds of Revolution,
Committee for Freedom in Mozambique, Angola and Guinea,
London, 1974, pp. 21-24.)

emancipation of the woman toward equality with men.
I n Mozambique, there is O . M . M . (Organization of Mozambican
Women). A t the First Conference of the Mozambican Women held
i n 1973, President Samora Machel in his Opening Speech stressed
the main theme o f the Conference as "to study questions concerning
the emancipation o f women, to find lines of action which will lead to
the emancipation." President Machel deplored the status of women
w h o m he regarded as
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It's a very strange feeling to be a delegate from the United States
of America. I was a Z A N U delegate from the United States of
A m e r i c a , therefore I carried the burden of the United States and I
had to explain myself and many times. I had to explain what is
happening in the U S and why. I told them that there were progressive people in the U S who are sympathetic to our cause even though
it appears that the majority of Americans seem to be supporting the
Smith and Muzorewa regime.
I want to thank you seriously for the moral support that you give
us. I t was very difficult for me to comprehend the nature of war until
I got to Mozambique, and I do want to thank you very much. What
you are doing, outside of the material help—your presence here is
encouraging us to keep on fighting—because somewhere in this big
world, somewhere in this powerful country there are people who are
concerned for human rights, who are concerned for justice, who are
concerned for equality, who are concerned for the liberation of all
m a n k i n d throughout the world. I want to bring you greetings from
the comrades there. After I told them there were supporters, they
really said that I should greet you.
T h e conference that I attended was the first conference that the
Zimbabwe African National Union had organized to evaluate the
status o f women in the struggle. T o start with, I want you to understand that one-third o f the Z A N L A forces, the forces waging war
against I a n Smith, are women. I also want you to remember an
incident that was in the New York Times. I don't know if anybody read
the incident. T h e incident reported a group of five women that were
being chased by helicopters. It is said that these women were darting
in and out o f bushes as though they were playing a hide and seek
game. T h a t eventually they came out, they surfaced in the open, and
the helicopters that were chasing them sprayed bullets and dismembered most o f the women guerrillas, disintegrated their bodies,
that one o f them escaped, and one was going to be forced to be
punished or killed.
Indeed that situation happened, but I want you to know that while
they were saying that—that these women with their rifles were no
match to the helicopters—the super-helicopters were sent by the
U S , American-made helicopters that were maiming and disintegrating the bodies of women guerrillas that were trying to fight to
defend their own country.

Los Angeles,

SPEECH
BY
C O M R A D E NAOMI NHIWATIWA
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o f communication happened because the men were in control and
claimed to own both the children and the property.
Another way that women were oppressed in our social structure
was that women were not allowed to speak loudly in public. Neither
were they allowed to challenge their husbands even i f their
husbands were saying foolish things. T h e y were supposed to keep
quiet and maybe question him when they were at home. But if a man
said something that was wrong, a woman was not allowed to
challenge it. So women always kept quiet and kept their mouths shut
even though things were going wrong. Maybe that's why things went
wrong.
A third area where women were oppressed was that women were
not allowed to take a leading role, and the language itself that was
used implied that women were a little bit less than men. For example, I don't know whether you have the same language but at home
the language is, "you think like a woman," or "you talk like a woman," "you are disorganized like a woman." Sometimes I've heard in
this country, " Y o u drive like a woman." Such language was an
indication that women were actually thought of as less human beings
than men.
O n the other hand, i f a man said to his friend, "Man, you spoke
like a man," the man would feel very, very proud. However, if a man
is told, "Man, you spoke like a woman," it was an insult and something to be defended.
So we find the Zimbabwean women being oppressed within the
traditional framework by the marital arrangement, by not being
allowed to take a leading role, and the use of the language itself that
was oppressive.
W h e n the colonial, the imperial people came, we find a very
harsh, a double oppression, made against the Zimbabwean woman.
T h e r e were ways that a woman could assume an important role
within the African tradition. I f a woman was a medicine woman, that
is, i f she knew how to treat people, how to use the native medicine,
then men and women would come and ask for treatment. T h e other
thing was i f she was a medium, i f she was able to communicate with
the ancestors, i f she was able to communicate on the status of their
affairs, then the medium was very important within our structure.
Nehanda, the woman whom you have read a lot about in Zimbabwe
News, was a medium. T h e r e were many other women who were
mediums, but Nehanda used her power as a medium to organize
women to resist the white settlement of Cecil J o h n Rhodes in the
1890s. She went on organizing together with one of the earliest heroes, Kaguvi or Mukwati—she organized the people on a national
level. Indeed she warned the people of Zimbabwe to go to arms
because the people who had come into the country meant to destroy
them. It was then that Cecil J o h n Rhodes defeated the First
C h i m u r e n g a . T h a t was the First Chimurenga, and I want you to
know that the First Chimurenga was organized by a woman,
Nehanda Nyakasikana. T h e first martyr killed by Rhodes was
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T h e s e were some of the difficulties that the Zimbabwean women
had had to live with. While they had to survive, they organized into
many women's organizations. So in the whole life history of
Zimbabwe you find many organizations. Most of these organizations
were sort of grouping together, encouraging each other, but mainly
they encouraged each other in the process of maintaining the status
quo. V e r y few women challenged the status quo. T h e y encouraged
each other, and protected each other, so that they did not violate the
requirements of society. Later on, as the oppression persisted,
d u r i n g the period of political struggle, when the Zimbabwean
people finally started to resist the oppressive regime by boycotting,
by strikes, etc., we find the Zimbabwean women again in the streets
together with their husbands, trying to overthrow the oppressive
regime. Most of the Zimbabwean women were arrested and they
were put in j a i l , carrying their children with them. T h e government
refused to keep the women in jail and they asked these women to pay
bail so that they could go back to their homes. T h e women refused to
pay bail. T h e y decided to stay in jail until they served their sentences.
T h e men went home and they found it very difficult to keep the
house without their wives, so they came with money to pay bail for
their wives, so that they could go home and keep the home. T h e
wives refused to go home. T h e y said they wanted to serve their
sentences. Later on the men came again and they said that if they
stayed there for a very long time they should not come back because
the men had other plans. So indeed we see here the Zimbabwean
women being threatened while she is trying to fight, to resist.
T h r o u g h o u t the history of the oppression we find the Zimbabwean women being consistent and persistent in all their activities.
After the beginning of the armed struggle, the Zimbabwean women
were very active in supporting the men. T h e y made their clothes,
they provided food, they were always very, very active. It was later,
in the mid-60s, that we had our first women cadres trained, and they
found out that indeed women performed just as well as the men in

forever. However, while the missionaries did major work, we cannot
overlook some of the implications it had for the Zimbabwean
woman. T h e missionaries emphasized that a wife shall obey her
husband, and to obey your husband was very important. Now notice
how much obedience was required. T h e culture required a wife to
obey her husband, the colonial imperial masters required a woman
to be obedient and not to demand anything from her husband, and
the Bible, even God himself, charged women to obey their
husbands. I n addition, women were supposed to behave, they were
supposed to have a high moral standard. T h a t was not required of
men. African men were required to marry a virgin, even though he
himself would have a lot of sexual experience. I f it should be found
that the African woman was not a virgin at the time that she was
married, the husband or the relatives of the husband required that
the parents of the girl pay the unfortunate young man who had to
m a r r y someone who had a sexual experience.
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and the freedom o f all people who are under the oppression of
capitalistic institutions.
I want to tell you something about what I observed in Mozambique— I think I aged ten years in terms of experience. I saw women
who were determined to liberate themselves and determined to
liberate Zimbabwe, and they did not envy my position. I n fact they
felt sorry for me. T h e y felt sorry for me because I was not in the
process, I wasn't terribly active. Maybe the experience, the role that
they were playing was indeed encouraging and they were determined to make sure that the puppet regime of I a n Smith go
down. So the war that you are supporting is a real war because the
people who are fighting it are very determined. I want to tell you
that they are more determined! T h e y will fight even i f it takes ten
years, they are going to keep on fighting till they win.
I want you to remember the children, because the Zimbabwean
women are women, they have feelings. Most of the people there get
married, most o f them have children. Every woman wants to have
the fulfillment o f being a mother, most of these women combine
both these roles. T h e y get married, they have children, and they go
back into the forest, they live in the forest and they keep on fighting.
T h e y realize that they must do both duties, that is the responsibility
that the oppressive system has forced upon the Zimbabwean people.
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Could you describe some of the issues that needed to be discussed and resolved
at the Conference to reach unity about the program?

work together. I think I have to really give them credit. T h e y [the
Z A N L A cadres] were a major force to help us, to teach us what it is to
work with each other and to depend on each other, and that experience was very encouraging. It was one of the most beautiful experiences. Y o u know, to rely on each other and to accept the responsibility o f being relied on.
I want to tell you that we had a lot of work when we were in
Mozambique. What we did was do research into our own culture and
see the oppressive nature of our own culture, do research into what
happened when the colonial imperialists came, then try to eliminate
those aspects o f our own culture, eliminate those aspects of the
impact o f colonialism, and then come up with some resolutions. It is
a working program that we came up with. For example, we
eliminated one of the major sources of women's oppression in our
tradition, the concept of dowry, which actually entitled a man to own
his wife. We eliminated that, and right now in the liberated areas the
Zimbabwe African National Union arranges the marrying of
people, so people get married in the Party. People are getting
married, and they are not getting married with the dowry system.
A n d the other thing that has helped us is the nature of the struggle,
in the sense that women are holding important rank. For example
we have women commanders who must organize the whole group of
soldiers. So a woman may be holding a more important rank than
men, leading her husband. So the husband will have to take orders
from his wife. T h a t has helped to educate men very, very quickly to
accept orders from women. Another thing that we eliminated was
that the children belonged to men.
T h e other thing that we worked out was what we call functional
equality. I must emphasize it's a working program. We will probably
improve as we go on, but the functional equality is something like
this: a woman decides what she wants to become and she will still get
the same treatment, she will be considered equal. For example i f a
woman should decide that she really enjoys getting pregnant, having babies, taking care of the house and the children; and another
woman decides that she wants to be the Secretary of Education, or
the administrator of the hospital; the woman who decided to attend
to the home and the children is performing the same duty as the
woman who is the Secretary of Education, because they are both
contributing to the development and growth of Zimbabwe. Y o u see,
i f a woman does not raise the children properly she is actually doing
a disservice to Zimbabwe. It is important that a woman who has
decided to raise her children is accountable to the Zimbabwean
people. A n d i f a woman has decided to become the Secretary of
Education she is accountable to the Zimbabwean people. We felt that
because o f the nature of our tradition this allows women to indeed
choose what they want to do and still be treated as equal.
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A t the very beginning of Z A N U there wasn't a Department of
Women's Affairs, but you must understand that there was a
women's league as part of the practice in Zimbabwe. T h e r e were
many women's organizations, so any organization had to have a
women's league. W h e n you read the Party's constitution, it actually
suggests its purpose is to attend to the responsibilty to mobilize
women into the political structure; but the environment at that time
was that women's leagues were to maintain the status quo, to help
and support each other in playing those kinds of roles. T h e other
thing that happened is that the women's leagues were not very
active, even the Z A N U Women's League, partly because the
structure had not been fully developed. So that the function they all
played was an important role, but definitely not a revolutionary one.
So this is a change, a transformation from the assumed role of the
women's league into the revolutionary role. A n d it is perceived as

/ know the Conference made a commitment to build the ZANU
League. Could you explain the purpose of the Womens League?

T h a t was one o f the major things that we looked into. Right now it is
very difficult. We are supposed to have nursery schools, both men
and women are supposed to help within the nursery schools and
share in the responsibility of attending to the needs of children.
However, because of the nature of the struggle, it has been very
difficult to open nursery schools. We had nursery schools near
Chimoio, and they became targets of I a n Smith. He dropped bombs
at schools where the children were supposed to be learning. So they
stopped putting children in one spot so they don't all get killed.
As it is, most of the women share responsibility with men. T h e r e
are men who are not taking a major role in the struggle. T h e y spend
the time with the children, together with women who are not taking
an active role in the struggle. T h e r e was something I observed that
to me was very, very fascinating. T h e war has helped people to really
unite, so that the practice of collectivity was very encouraging in
terms o f allowing women to develop yet without feeling that they are
neglecting their other responsiblities. For example, when a woman
wants to get pregnant she can get pregnant, she can have a baby, and
i f she still wants to go back to the war, which many women do—there
is usually someone else who will be very glad to take care of the child.
Right now that is the setup that we have—both men and women who
are not active attend to the needs of the children—in separate places
because they cannot be grouped in one place. We indeed plan to
have nursery schools and to involve both men and women.

Is there collective childcare in Zimbabwe now? Do men share in caring for the
children?

forward and they have to carry the struggle forward by making sure
that every member is developing and that women are being developed, which is one of the objectives that we are fighting for now.
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T h e Conference signified, in a sense, where we are in terms of the
struggle; the struggle has grown up and Z A N U has grown up as a
party. I t really has grown up, so that 80 percent of Zimbabwe today is
liberated. Z A N U is administrating the liberated areas, under very
difficult conditions, but they are administrating. We get reports
from people who come out and we always ask them what the people
say. I n d e e d all the people in Zimbabwe respect Z A N U , they respect
the liberation forces. E v e n in Salisbury, the headquarters of the
racist regime o f I a n Smith and the so-called Bishop, people speak,
but they don't speak loud because they are afraid—actually people
realize that Muzorewa has no chance whatsoever. He's not going to
last because people have no faith in him; he has failed to demonstrate why he is where he is. I n fact, he has set many Zimbabweans
back. Y o u see, the children that are killed by the bombs under the
administration o f Muzorewa are the children of the Zimbabwean
masses and there's no Zimbabwean who is going to accept that. No
matter how much he gets help there is no way he can make it. So the
war is progressing and I hope to get home soon.

Could you say something about the stage of the war in Zimbabwe, and what
advances have been made?

them to really go back to the status quo. A n d we are going to
encourage them. I think they will have to keep on being who they
are. Most o f these women, you see, in the liberated areas, are already
taking leading roles; they are the ones politicizing people in the
community. Also they defend the communities. A long time ago it
was unheard o f to have a girl stand outside and protect a family, but
right now these girls are protecting the liberated areas. When the
enemy comes there, they are the ones who go out to fight, and so the
people in the communities are learning to depend on women and
look up to women for protection and for leadership. These experiences of learning to look up to women for leadership and protection
will stay like that, we hope. T h i s is an education that the masses are
already getting. T h e problem that we have is really the bourgeoisie,
in Salisbury, that is enjoying the luxuries that Smith is providing.
T h e y will be more difficult to work with, but we think they can be
educated. However, in the liberated areas, as the people see women
commanding them and that what they are doing is being successful,
then they're beginning to rely on them. Y o u see, kind of a crash
education.
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