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In sn effort to correct the colonial bins of written hiqtory, many -
scholars in the poste-independence sra h ve erred to the opposite extreme,
They heve blsmed the ills of contemporary African soc;aty exclusively on the
colonial past. In the case cf Zimbabwe,* such scholars have attributed the
subordinate position of African women and their unequal access to the
-gtrategic rescurces of spcicty to the economic policies of the settler colonial
regime, Bscpuse settler cepital needed .cheep male 1abodr, a8 system of‘migic-v ‘
tory labour wes instituted, According to governmsnt.policy,'women and children
were left behind in the reservas, undertaking subsistence cultivaticn that
would subsidise the sub-zconomic wages of African men., As the state undercut
peasant sgriculture, bath to stem African compesition with European farmers
and to force African men to enter the labour market; women's sconomic contrie
bution to household maintensnce diminisbhed, As wage earnznga surpsssed food
producticn as the most 1mpcrtant f-etor in household survival, women's soc;el
status deteriorasted even further., Hence, the argument goes, women's unegual
pesition in society today is due to European intervention in the African
social order. "

Critiquing the above thesis, this paber will contend thet the origins
of femsle subordination are not solely the raauit:of Eurcpean impositions. °
Rather, indigencus ang European'SthFtures of~petriérchal‘con£rol rainforced
and trensformed one ahother, evolv;ng into new structures and forms of
domination, Dur;ng the period under convzderatzon (1910 ~ 1939), African
women in Southern Rhodesis did not remaim in‘the rural sreas cultivating sub-,
sistence plots msrely because it was functionel for set*ler.capital.A-Af:ican
gsociety, dominated by male elders, was alse anxious to keep women and gi:ls
- gt home under the authnr;ty of their fathers, guardi=mns, -and husbandsc
Antagonistic as-thay may have been to other aspects of cplon;al admzniatration;
Africen chiefs, hsadmen, anc mele eldera welcomed the government’a efforts to
restrict women to the rurel asrees. '

-

¢ When referring to the colonial period, "Zimbabue' will be called
'Southern Rhodegia®, ' o -
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The colon at adMInistrators of Snuthern Rhodesia were not known foi thntr

apinians of<Africaﬁ<wulen wers sven more d;sparagxng. Eolonzal records are-

filled with adgectives purpurtadly descrxbing African women: "indolent”,

'Iazy ’ 'slothfhl’,,"ipacral’ "frivolous” “savaga", and "uncivilised”? axe .

~7~,4!{3‘~; o _"

only s fbw. ‘Women:uere\blamed for. mqst of the 1lls of AFrican society--%dultery,,y
» TEVR ST e ey e -

veneral diaeasepvunhyg;anicxcondxtiana,.tha lack of desire taugnt;r wage: _”M

v

, R .
: .employment -and- tq othe:ulsa bhcome "czvzlxébd" “In ‘®he.opinion oﬁ»the" L

culon;al off;ciala. wonen uaxa in no posxtxon to becoma "emanc;pated”-—i.e.

L P f).‘:

to attaln ma;orxty statua. Thsy should remain: unda: the f;rm control of

1‘ RN - : Cor
their lives, L Tlaeih e dr e e

-In cénffaé%f%ﬁ;ééme“bf'theihissiuﬁa:iesi-colonial officials did ﬁof

[ 3

regard .wpmen to be dountrodden beasts of’burden. ":Rather, . they., were.cradxtad

with ‘héving sxgn;fzcant powers .over their husbands and tremendous influence -

in societal decis;bn-making-albeit negative, Apcording to one naﬁivs ‘
commissioner wriéing in 1224, ;
The women thcugh wielding immense power over the -
men, are many centuries bshind them in civilisation
and absolutely unfit to be granted any measyre of
freedom for the present as the;r 1nst1ncts are
. almost purely anxmal.

Women were- -seen s lustful anzmals, unable to'contrdl their sexuzl urgaes,

As such thay were deemed reaponszble for drawlng men into temptat;on and

—.f“,,' o 3
were thus "the p;lqglpal offenders" 1n_adulterous liaisons, In the estimation

of another native commissianer,

'Q£i9ﬁ%'bf the-:Mashona women have immoral tendencies,
'are most irresponsible, readily give vent to their
thms and fanciss, and are void of all shame .4

Native Department gfficials went so far as to claim that the sex drives of

African women_and their overwhelming influence over their men lay at the rcot

.

“of the ever»present’labohr-shq;tage. Rather than going out to work for - -

Europeans; voung able-bndied men were being enticed by womer to remain in the

'Qkxaals‘éo-satisfy-femala sexual dgsires.s Ancther official charged that,

fAijhe oresent rate of retrosression, it is only a matter of time when svery

1

éﬁaa\in the country will be a3 prostitute,”

o-‘a|/3
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aﬂninistratari did mt hald uom sf’ any ‘Face in particula:ly high astum.
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Thc.ir low: opimon of owomen in- qanergl was compounded by their racial: bxqottw =

.}'African wemen were truly“ "at thf bat‘cw oﬂ the leddez.® nl. In accurdanu with.::

“*this double prejudios, an oﬁﬁcxnl ﬂri*ing :i.n t924 advccated the ret!m":.on ol

of -laws th"e"-t condenined African"wmxiar_rf to perpstual -minority.s®itus:’

" ‘Indeed, until quite recent years, this was the corditian
amorg our own races, The native woman of today has not
the brain power or civilizatién of the mothe?s and grande -
~mothers of the present white generation; her brain is not
- gufficiently balanced to allow hei te think ‘and act inm - -
all matters for herself, and I consider the male should
bs encoutraged and assisted to exercise tutelage, within
all ::Pasunable bounds, ovar hia women f‘orlk.

-

be Eumpean waomen only recently hed acqu:u:ed tne ab;l:.tv to conduct their own

affairs then A.friﬂan women certa...rly were m need of 'ﬂale gu.f.dance for ger.e*—

a.tions to come.

Economic Motives for C;ntrolling African Women

As the gself-appointed trustees of African “advancemeni® and moral welf are,
colonial officiale deemed it their -dusy to punish the "moral laxity" of ..
African 'wd;::eﬁ.'s " Prcminent among the laws enacted toward this purpcsé was the

Natives Adultéry Punishment Ordinance of 1916; In the lengthy debate that

" ‘preceded the passage 6f thissct, ‘the native commissioners exposed.and intere=-

sting interseéction of gender idéology and economic cbjectives. Pressing for the - .-
criminalization of adultery, the native cormissioner of Mtoko wrote in 1914,
* Adultery is becoming 'more and more 'frequent amecngst-Natives,-

and in almost all cases the wonen concemed are the w1ves
of absenﬁees ‘at- work. O S : S T

Rather tha.n attnbutlng the increase in adultery to the mgrdtory labdur
mte:a and tha consaquent d.iarupuon in fam:.ly life, the official asserted
that the problem lay in the fact that ’too few men were going out to work, The™. ’
‘"more vicious and debauched char:;ctérs” who spent "their lives in idleness ia
their kralls" wérs committing adultery with the wives left behind by the

LN
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":,_rsa *m. fcar ﬁ:st t&y vonl& loae their wives vas. m.king Afriﬂan ‘men-
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nsitante 3 seeksgge eﬁploynent. ﬁcmer,,if adultery were mde a mmiral dﬁ’onoe,
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md med could be assu:re& of then: wlves" fid.elit-; J.n the_u: absencer‘vhe wfficial
ITENC S G L

,onclhded, “’tbern wcruld be a m&?'ked 1mprovement in the humber of ma.lesf\turm.ng out to

Yo ..-"- o f

vork e In the mtereste of . economic deveiopment and the financial well-being of the

ey ‘_\ -

.erritory, the sexual p*‘actlces of African women rzad to be brought. ﬁmﬂy unser control
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'H:e "Ialntenance of Law auia Order
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Apart from their economc obaectlves,_ the co..onia.; admlnlstra.tlon has important

political reasons for controlling Africa.n women's behaviour. If for examrle, a woman

<

deserted her husnand "ulthout aust cause“ and was "orderéd to return to her husband

by the Native Commissioner,” he nmst be able to makp bev- CO'Kplj with his oxrcer, If

he ha.d"no’legal :zagans t0 ensure the en;‘orcement of h.}s order, the woman would see that
‘she was:i‘é':apabl_e“of. disobeying "recognised authority, thus undermining all law and
6rder."12 According to one native ccrmissioner, if zdultery r;on*:ir."'aed unchecked,’

N

African man would begin to resent “the  inability of’ tne w'm. ..e a-,ove ment to ;bal pro=-
!
£

perly with the. adulteres.” Ultimately, he concliided, the probleiﬁ "threatens to upset
the peace of the native races under our control," Unléss the goverr\menf supports
African men in exercising "their rights over ‘the wives," not culy the ‘fé.mily, "but
13 '

. the whole existence of & nation™ may be placed in jeopardy.

\Brltish J;egard. for the maintenarce of law and orderv_ was rivalled mly byA their

respect  for private property. Not surprisingly, the severe -unishment of adulterers
found 1ts Justlf cation. in Englisn prbperty law, Providing 2 unique interpretaticn
of African:c}ls‘tox:, the native comissioner of Ndanga noted that because an African
mar had paid lobola (bride pzl'i'ce)‘.for his wife, éhe was'hié' "prop':e'rt,’f.“ Adultery, there-
fore, was "a sericus creac“l of the ri g:ts of p*operty only nou"pd.za‘\le with the more

serioua kz.nds o: thef t. He a.dvccatci .nat "tre court. sheuld be nutkonsed to

- - A " K
assess damages" just as it aid 1n the case of. stock theft-j“’ However, here the -

£
k-

ml°$«7 ended. “hile the nétlve comm.ssmrer cglled for the: punishmeat of maa and
voman. alike-—-a.s in many °3'399 kthe <cpan) is the more guilty of -the “twoewhe 4id

. not. go 40 fa:"as to ‘:la.me the nilch cow for entie;ng the cattle thief.
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- Juat u Ltrican wonen wée cmidcnd the “primipu:l offenﬁers' in sades of

adulte::y gpq; wm aIao held” reanouiible for the growing* rate of mar{tal disintegrati-

\‘en 5 ~The' otﬁc:.z! view.of Africamvmen was that theéy’ were’ f:tc:itle “and irresponaibla,

) \
enanaring and;deaezting;men“at.wxll;f-In‘the'words of one'native‘COmmlssioner; many
""natry men of their own choice and within a few months change their affections and’
refusefpd:Iivafwithfﬁheir"ﬁusbands.ﬁié 'Cdlanial"bfficials accusedfwomen of taking

~ advantage ‘of’tﬁs""fréedom”off ¢hoice bestoved on them by 'the:Ba.tiire Marriage Or&inénce."
Whereas the adminlstration had been . ittempting to prevent  the marrlage of Afrlcan gzrls
against their will, the girla had taken "this freedom...(as) a cloak for licence."

sﬂhey felt they had also been granted ‘the "liberty to change their Hisbands as often’
‘ :; they please " 7

Women weru frEquent y charged with hawlng left their husbands "W1thout Just cause
-or reason"- although preclsely what the government con31dered ”1ust" was never speci-

fled. The native commigsioner ot‘ Gorcmonzi went so far as- to maintain that,

- In the majority of divorce cases the wife is in the wrong and in a
.. -great number of cases it can be traced to jealousy on account of the
husband belng married to a_younger W1;e.19

Government OfflClalS were espec1al ly 1rxed by the growing disregard of .wives for the

- o -

~ orders of their husbands,. According to one irate official,.

-+ . FYor some. time, and in recent years in perticular, I have noticed that the -
2 women assume a Vvery arrogant, independent and indifferent attitude towards
_. . their husbands and take exception to-any genuine remonstration which he.

may make and this is very often pounced upon as an excuse for desertlng

Evidently African women and European men held very different opinicns resarding -
the limits of a husband's: prerogatives.

In an effort: to coerce woment into’ stiying with their husbards, the adrminisira-
~ tion employed a vaf:ety of mechanisms; Accoiding‘50'enstbﬁ; tﬁe'payment of'lobola
conferred upon a man rlghts over hls cnnldren. Lnus, upon dlvcrce, custody of the
chlldren-almost 1vvarlably went to the basband. Throagh the manzpulatxon of thzs
custom, native comm1391oners"courts forced women to remain with their husbands-——
as perhaps the lesser of two evils. Accoraing to.ome. official, -

The knowledge that she will be:.deprived of her children-if she -misbehaves
or leaves her husband is a gentle stimulus to keep her im the path of

v:u:tue.z1
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As one. native cmmmner 'phfaaed“ :.t, ...she knows whan sha mrries that " 1f’ she

T g

gives cause for divorue shs~uill.be*parted from her ehildren,” - Thus, Bhe is purguaded
to keep to the stralgbt and narrow, at whatever cost to nersel,..?2

dhildren were awarded to tnelr-fathers not only as. a deterrent agalnst their
mothers‘ desertlon, but becanse their’ £athers' guidanbe ‘was consxdered best for their i
moraL velfare. The na*lve comm*ssaoner ‘of Goromonzi saw the beneflt of allowing o
infanth and—small shlldren to stay wlth thexr mothers. Eowever, once girls were grown,
they‘shpuld be turned over to.théir-fAZhérs' céret“

The great danger of allowing the girls to remain with their mother on

reaching the age of puberty is *hat, in all probability, they would

become common prostitutes, thus enabling the mother—who has all the gain
aner and nothing to lose— to live in luxury should she be so inclined.23

African mothers were generally seen as unfit. to raise their own children—unless they,

themselves, were uniar =ale anthcwityr.

Lobela was another device used to keep African women in_line. Althcuzh some

officials warned that b de” rioes were _nflatlnz far oeyond the means of most young

men, thus creating a potential for sccial unrest, others felt <hat the growing
magnitude of loboia payments had p031t1ve remazloat*uns. Cne official describved
("‘

lobola as "t e onlj ccrrectlve to a aoman s tevdercv tc 50 wr0ﬁg. I’ a woman commi-

tted-adultery‘or deserted her husband Her"guardwan would have to re+urn the3substa-

=
o il
ntial lobela, causing severe flnaﬂc*al i*stress to +ne wozan's. relaticns.“4 African

elders, wno had long since paid their cwn lcbola ard now icoked forward to receiving
bride price for their daugnters, tended to concur with this opinion., At 2 Native

Board meeting held at Goromonzi in 13932, a number of them indicated that
osoi0wWadays women were fickle enough anyhow, tut... -f lobola was recuced
. %0 a small amount there would be even less hold on fhem, as there was no
doutt that the average girl, if tempted 1o Leave her zusband for no real
cause, was at the moment influenced .to a certain extent by the fact that
her father had received a large amount of lobola for her which he would
find difficult to refhnd.zs
p

Patriarchal Control: A Bi-racial Effort

I In jmstification of their crackdown on ifrican women, the native commissioners
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waned ohd - - .. -
lm them by A.frican men. ‘ A.oco:ding-.tc'ﬁieittémey :
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Na_tive Affa.u:a @omitteéiﬁf 1‘9‘!0 - 11 26 "Natlves", of course, referred only te oo

-

Afnca.n ,meDy, In. 191}, tho f.:h.iof “Hiative- coumiss:zoner in Salisbury wrote that’ thrcm@a out

8 39 n 1o

Mashonal andy

D At almogt cvery:- meeting of Chiefs held by me the chief topic of convargation -
is in- regard té their wives and the way they run off with other men (chiefly
aljens on mines) witix impunity.. The Chiédfe ar¢ very bitter om the subject

" and would welaosé an’amendment to the (Natlve Marriage) Ordinance placing o
some restraint on thsir wivea .running away as they do.27

\t‘“)xother officia.l referred to‘ the ”coutinual outery" for the cri'ﬂinalization of adultery

fram "the more. influential portion of :the: connnum.ty " Ee mainta.:.ned that the present

'illa.w "does not meet the most urgent cleims of the older and middle aged men"-— the .

e

prmary constituents of the Native Depa.rtment and those who dlsnontent was to be most B

Ve

asud.uqusly a.vo‘med.28 ’me adultery ordmance was Linally enac’ced in .915 as a

"result of continuous representations made by C&ue*s, Headmen, ..eads sf K.raa.ls and

R .‘ I &

B

responsi'hle-nat:.ves throughqut :thg, 'coun.ury.-.-‘:.that ig, the ifrican male elite of ., ..

Southem Rhodesza.zg'.;,. T

. 2 -

In splte of the passage of thev Latives Adul*ery Duu.snment Or d"".ar'ce, the situa-

: ';cion did not :..mprove—-lnsofa'r‘.,a._s African-men were concemed. Nearly two eecadas after
%e passage of the act, African men were $t$1l complaining to the governmenf that their
won;e: ;ere o;lt of‘ control. _Native Boards, constituted in the 1930s as se.fety valves
for Afrlca.n dlscontent, were .popular fora for the airing of grievances concerning .

- wayuard women.. In 1933, a membsr of . the Nat:.ve Board in the Goromonzi Dlstrict' spoke_
for many—of hls colleagues when he called upon the government to "arrest mmarned
women in loeatione... also on farms- and _mnmg compounds." This sort of action, he
claimed, would @e them return to tref:;- fa+hers and sma.rdia')s.3o

African men and .colonial-of ficials. ‘alike believed that ‘hevr ould have .more -
levorage over womeun if corporal puxushmént were lﬁfllc ued va 1331, a chief in the

Goa:oaonai Distrlct suggest&d: that the gcvemmen* impos <=uch pum.shmen’c on women “"who

nade ﬁ:lvolous comp}aint&" a@.mst ’cheir husbands. 1“uelor&mg “the chief's reco;ixeendation,

thc native com1831oner noted that "tha same views were neld in Zngland not maay



A few years later. .
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caqom! pwgniskzmeﬂ"'t""m'

-ﬁ’lé‘lwﬁo refused o return to thej.r pa.rents after

e N

'havzng’been ¢ound iu the towu;locations.32 Some years earlier another government_

" widt

' '10,{;“35‘ "ﬁ'wp-f e - Vo

of figink had. suggeste& ths pu’blica "birc!fing" of women who left their hu.)\ands or guzrd-

~ . :!.A -

ians wzﬂim..t "just cause.!‘z ."\'_“"' ST >
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Restrlotiops on WOmenIs vohllltﬁ;,.
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bre Thzoughout*thm*l??ﬂs thibugh?‘}Os, numerois- COM§1&1nts'wer° reglstered by . both .

P
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African and EurOpean men concernlng the ébll‘ty of African women to move about wlthout

restrlction. In 1915, several Manyika men working ih Salisbury complaimed to the .

native comm*ssioner of Umtali th“% theﬁe were three'Manyika girls in the town location

the g’rls were purportedly committing ”all sorts ‘of evil, going“from_qne map;tqgiu,

another,? the comp4ainancs asxed tha* tﬁé glrls ve forced to return to their ;athé:ﬁ'

i v-':':.';? Sl . -

kraals, TFurther, the men wrcte,

wny o, enswe wish if there is a law that shall never allow a Manlca girl to come
" nere‘and ot let ahy:od:themr rige the. train from Tmtali or from any of
- _ the stat‘ons and 51d1ngs, such as Odzi, Rusape, étey -

.

Y e

over, fne gers or tﬁe 1gh to 1nte;1§re w1th xem," at the'blddlng of his Umtaldi.
Suborq%nate, hg ;ggp¢f§he girls 5;5 fqrc1bly sgnt them héme.}4.l.

.-The IaClllty wlth ;n cghAffgéan éirlgnénd.woméﬁ'gained‘éécess te "motor lorries”
and trdlns wes the cbg?ct of crlt;czzg frnm numerous sources. Inm 1927 7, it was repoptgﬂ

’.

that several chiefs were Palllng for a pass s7s tem for wowen, in an effort to limit,

the number wno "escapea" by taxlng tralns to ‘the ‘urban cenhtres. According .to one T

..:"_ .

w,natlve comm1551oner, 1t was far too easy for women to abécoad'

If a woman has a grlevance against an bod;—-—zf she has been. smacked- by
her: husband for not . .cooking properiy-——she is off by the ﬁext traln.35

AA feﬂ‘years lafer'a'éhiéf in the ‘Goromonzi District complained that girls and women

'"go out to farms and todnsnlps and.m‘nes”'as prostitutes: . S

- - " CQur daug%terq gc ahout. everyuhere'Hecause they-are helped to travel by motor
: lorries; Also wuenever a man punishes his daugh*er by beating for going
away withoui the- father's perwigsion they complain to the police and the
father is prosecuted.}s



ﬁshent miltf fam‘ outhcir arfant&au&ters - ne ~ver%¢itaf of " tbe la*ter state- -

a

ment is aonewhat m dount.i-?‘ .
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Hhile the mle leaders agreed that A.frican wolten .3hou1d bﬁ grevented from "tra.ve-

.,13 - -

1(1113) amhécﬁé&‘-ffr'om:. one’ end;of- the country to-'the.-ether;" the method for restrict-’
ing them‘was s’cill a matter of debate.}ae In,1933, tha_ natlve comuss:.oner cf

, Salisbury maintaf.r a that, "The Temedy is to issue passes to. travel to native women. "39:
In that way, the marita.l status and ghrmansmp of every wonan could easily be

*

" established. Not many years thereafter the Sahsbury Amual Report 1nd..~ated that

.

E?i»;emalé visitors to the city _yould "receive no pass unless the consent of their husbands »
or gua.rdiabs’?haa-been obta.ined."40 Memaers of ..the Goroxrcnz:. Hative Board proposed that

marriage reglstra.tion certificates serve zs-a form of pasg '-dor‘ument; no_woman should

be allowed to sta.y on E‘u:copea.n farms, 1n num.ng compounds or in town lccat;ons uvlass

she could produce a mar*’:.a.ge reglstratlcn uertlf‘ 1ca.te.41 Unmar"x.ed won‘en, or at

- -

least those whoge unicnz ware not recognisad mde'ﬂ the Nat;ve I“a.r“la*e (‘rd.lnance, ‘could
thus be -iden%ified-‘-‘-—é#and fsrced to return. to the rural arsas. . . - °
Conclusion

P R S

Durrzg the colon al e“a 1*1 Southem Phodes:.a, Afrlcan ~nd European zen wmws_"

\ v

;}miteci. in their efforts to control the behav1our of hfrlcan.;wgmen. While Afritan men

. | i SN RETEE - N

squght to reassert their waning authority ‘over women, their services, and their off-

spring, Buropean men had a different agenda. Ian the eccﬁcmié realm, they were :dnéer—

ned with .obtaining male:latour., If it took the regulation of female sexual pr actices

- to achJ.eve this goal, the colonial zdministrators were prepared to pass laws to "ha.t
;_ gffe&t: “fu the political 'sphei':e, thé administration was willing to help~ hfrican men

keep the.r women in line if 1t would molh"y male dlscontent in regara to other issues.

If the European administration was gon:g to relieve African men 3f their power and
anthom.ty in other areas, the least 1t could do was: return ‘to ‘them the 'Pentrol of

. their wemen, For unless African men were in some way appeased, their growing disen-

,";‘E._:ﬁ&tm‘eht‘.could Jeopardiza the wholé'colcr;ial" endeavours,
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CNC S1 33/ 150, lative Comissz.oner (NG)& Blluta to Superlntendent of Hatlves, Fort

e 'Victoria, 72/31211 # 26/24. I 7
42;*’GHW 3138/150’ NG Sinai&,.to Supérlntqndent of Natives, Sailshury 2}/2/24.

M3’/ 17/2 NC, 'H:h Ra.ngc Charter, to Supen.ntenden’c of Nat;ves, Sa.lisburv, 14/5/23,

P

'Ibldc

“3/ 17/2, VC} m Range, Cha.rter, 1o Supormtendent of . ‘\Ia.tlves, aallsbury, 7/5/14,
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