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         I am an existential refugee. I have been in flight since I left the womb, and probably before, given the circumstances I was born into and the effect of these circumstances on my prenatal environment.

         At the time I was born, my parents lived in Murewa District, an hour and a half west of Harare, where they both taught at Murewa High School. The high school was located at a mission established by an American Methodist Episcopal Church (AME) missionary in 1909. I was born in a hospital at Nyadire, another AME mission a hundred-odd miles from where my parents worked, located in the extreme north-east of the country. By the time I was born, the same church, whose headquarters were and continue to be in the United States of America, had merged with two other Methodist denominations to form the United Methodist Church (UMC). My parents were staunch members.

         The country itself, Southern Rhodesia, was still a British colony then, albeit a self-governing one, a status that had been achieved in 1923. As a result, the colony had its own parliament, civil service and security services, which answered to the settler administration, and not to the British government, as previously had been the case. Today, opinions about the nature of British colonial policy at the time differ. Izuakor tells us how the official colonial policy of the European settlement of Kenya, adopted in 1902, resulted in an increase of the European population from approximately one dozen in 1901, to 9,651 in 1921, against roughly 2.5 million Africans, and that despite this preponderance of African people, a system of European paramountcy was entrenched.1 Whaley, on the other hand, argues that the policy of supremacy of African interests was the guiding principle of all British colonisation on the continent, with Rhodesia being the exception.2 Whaley’s assertion relies on a white paper issued by the British Secretary of State for the Colonies, the Duke of Devonshire, whose purpose was to shift paramountcy in the British African colonies away from the colonialists to the African population, and on three key pieces of Rhodesian legislation, which he refers to collectively as the Constitutional Documents, that entrenched separation of races. The white paper was issued in 1923, the same year that Southern Rhodesia was granted responsible government. According to the constitutional arrangements agreed upon between Britain and her colony that opened the way for this responsible government, Britain retained the right to intervene in the colony’s legislative affairs, particularly in the case of ‘native’ affairs. In reality, however, it did not act to counter the white supremacist tendencies the colony soon exhibited.

         Racist legislation enacted less than a decade after Southern Rhodesia became self-governing included the segregationist Land Apportionment Act of 1930. This Act divided the colony into ‘European’, ‘Native’, ‘Undetermined’, ‘Forest’ and ‘Unassigned’ areas. In addition to these divisions, the act prohibited Africans from purchasing land in European-designated areas. This might not have been punitive had the act provided for sufficient purchase land to meet the needs of the African population, which was not the case. Unjustifiably – except by the tenets of white supremacy – Africans in the country were afforded the right to purchase land without competition from the settlers in only 7 per cent of the country. This was to become an abiding grievance in the African population, and ultimately a primary cause of the Zimbabwean anti-colonial armed struggle that began in April 1966 with a battle in Chinhoyi, a small town roughly a hundred miles north-west of Harare. The conflict escalated into a bloody guerrilla war that raged on until a settlement between the nationalists and the Rhodesian government was reached at the Lancaster House Conference at the end of 1979.

         After 1923, space and body continued to frame access to rights in Rhodesia, in spite of the British government’s right to intervene. The country became a quasi-state with invisible internal boundaries that were consolidated into fact by legislation. The cities were generally seen as European territories. Africans, who resided in special African areas – the townships – came to be regarded very much as immigrants in these areas. Effectively, certain areas of the country were rendered both symbolically and legally white, a convergence that excluded the presence of unregulated black bodies in these areas. Conversely, the spaces where Africans were allowed some mobility – which included the reserves and locations on the outskirts of the urban areas – were ideologised as primitive, backward and underdeveloped, containing people who belonged to the category ‘other’. The control necessary to keep these two realms of existence separate was exercised both officially and unofficially.

         A pass system had been introduced to the country almost immediately after colonisers arrived in the area that is now Harare in 1890, while actual pass certificates were introduced in the 1930s. Rhodesians referred to these early colonisers as the Pioneer Column. This column was an army of some five hundred white men raised by Cecil Rhodes through his British South Africa Company (BSAC). Their purpose was to annexe the country they marched into for the British Crown. Cecil Rhodes himself was prime minister of the Cape Colony, in the south-west of what is today South Africa, from 1890 to 1896. Pass laws had been introduced into the Cape Colony in 1760 by the Governor Earl Macartney, an Anglo-Irish colonial administrator and diplomat, in order to control the movement of slaves in the colony, and were subsequently extended to prevent African people from entering the area. In introducing the pass laws to the newly annexed territory on arrival, Rhodes continued an entrenched British tradition of segregation.

         Passes are tantamount to a kind of internal passport system. In the beginning, Rhodesian pass laws applied only to African men. The pass book that African men, and then women in urban areas, came to be obliged to carry stipulated where an African could work, where they could live and whom they could marry. My father was a man who, by the law of the land, was obliged to carry such a pass book in the country where he was a citizen. Control of physical mobility was a crucial tactic in Rhodesian white supremacist strategy. My mother told me of an incident in which, as a secondary school student in the 1940s, having returned to her family home in the Eastern Highlands for the holidays, she took a trip to nearby Umtali town, as it was then known, although it is now called Mutare. As she walked through the streets, a group of white youths struck her and pushed her from the pavement into the gutter.

         Physical mobility and access to land were not the only areas of African life that the Rhodesian settler government controlled. Education was another such area. After the 1923 grant of responsible government, the colony turned away from the South African model of education that had been practised up until then, to prioritise high standards of secondary education, with a view to giving their children life opportunities similar to those enjoyed by British youth. On the other hand, government schools for Africans initially confined themselves to teaching agricultural and industrial skills. The first academic secondary school for African youth was opened at St Augustine’s, an Anglican mission near Penhalonga in the Eastern Highlands. The year was 1892. The good results the pupils at the school obtained propelled the government to provide more secondary academic facilities for African pupils. Goromonzi High School, near Harare, was opened in 1946, while Fletcher High School, in Gweru, followed in 1957. My mother was one of the early students at Goromonzi High School. She was attacked by the white youths during one of her school holidays. Back at school after the shocking incident, when her class was asked to write an essay about the holidays, my mother narrated the episode with outrage and anger. Later she was called to the headmaster’s office to be told that such stories were inappropriate and to be instructed never to write reports of such incidents again.

         Institutions of education in Southern Rhodesia were segregated, as were many other institutions in the country. Desegregation initiatives were left to a group of white citizens, who endeavoured to introduce a system of gradual change that avoided the worst aspects of apartheid practised by the government in the neighbouring Union of South Africa. The ultimate goal of these citizens was to create some sort of multiracial society. The desegregationists were of the opinion that white rule had had a civilising effect on Africans, and that this new civilisation showed in African behaviours and institutions. In the words, written in 1960, of Edgar Whitehead, who was at the time both Prime Minister and Minister of Native Affairs of Southern Rhodesia, ‘A new phase is now becoming apparent among the Africans, and that is in their institutions. This change is reflected in their ability to work together in organised groups, to cooperate, to be constitutional, to subordinate personal advantage to communal or civic ideals.’3

         Whitehead’s assertion points to the idea pervasive in Southern Rhodesia’s white population, that besides these emergent, cultivated Africans, there existed in the country Africans of another sort. According to Alan Cousins, generally three kinds of African were perceived by whites: the ‘civilised’, the ‘nationalists’ and the ‘masses’: ‘The “civilized” were said to be a very small group, just emerging, who did not support the nationalists.’ A characteristic of these civilised Africans was said to be that they were moderate, alongside an assumption that their affective and cognitive dispositions corresponded with European values and sentiments. The nationalists were seen as unstable, criminally inclined, loud-mouthed extremists who wished to arrogate power to themselves. These fearsome nationalists were also said to be a small group, so that in settler ideology most of the African population fell into the undifferentiated, de-individualised category of ‘the masses’. They were said to be a happy lot, contented with the progress made for them under colonialism, who cheerfully supported the settler government and harboured no interest in politics.

         
            ——

         

         The introduction of British colonial rule in Africa coincided with the latter stages of the Victorian era. During this period there was a strong religious drive for high moral standards driven by nonconformist churches, including the Methodists and the Evangelical wing of the Church of England. Values included faith, charity, respect and a strong work ethic, which combined to construct a notion of an exemplary citizen plentifully endowed with dignity and self-restraint. In Southern Rhodesia these ideas of morality and decency were foisted on the African population for the benefit of the Rhodesian state. From a white settler point of view, African women were seen initially as victims of African men. These men were ideologised as beings who resorted to violence at the slightest provocation and who had little if any desire to work. This ideologisation of African men was necessary to justify the harsh control established over African men’s bodies from 1890 onwards, and their coercion by various means into the labour that the capitalist colonial project required. Thus African women were at first seen as the prey of these men, who imposed heavy socio-economic demands on them, from which the women should be rescued. The system of migrant labour that African men were forced into, however, led to rising incidences of social challenges, such as sex work and venereal disease, prompting the white supremacist imagination to invoke in African women a ‘natural immorality’ to account for these phenomena, which its system of capitalist production had precipitated.

         The BSAC adopted a policy of granting missionary organisations large tracts of land from the outset. It is likely that this was because the company recognised that Christianity, with its doctrine of meekness and turning the other cheek, would have the salutary effect of taming the land’s African population, thus rendering the people more readily available to meet the company’s need for an abundant supply of cheap labour. Indeed, these missions turned out to be locations that undermined the existing personhood of the African populations. In 1902, the Reverend J. W. Stanlake wrote that comprehending the notion of sin and the need for salvation could ‘only be to the native mind a gradual awakening, hence conversational methods are likely to lead to more definite results than what is generally understood by preaching. Our work is similar to the submarine engineer; it is out of sight. We are undermining. Sometimes the unexpected happens. Our work is put back, and we must start again.’4

         The mixture of colonialism and religion that gave rise to mission culture in Southern Rhodesia shaped my parents’ trajectories, and the trajectories of the many other Africans who were influenced by mission life through their desire for education. The entire construct was, intentionally or not, fundamentally malignant. Little good has emanated from the foundations of colonial society as they were laid down in Zimbabwe. Today Zimbabweans struggle against those who took over the edifice of the colonial state at independence.

         I was born, then, into a vicious society that constructed me as essentially lacking full humanity, needing but never able, as a result of being black-embodied, to attain the status of complete human. This is the environment I was raised in. It is these malignancies, their foundations and their effect on my life and the lives of other black-embodied human beings that I trace in these essays. In the first essay, I examine how writing has become for me a continual analysis of the interconnectedness of my personal and my national history. In the second essay, I describe how the trajectory of Zimbabwean society from the colonial to the post-colonial has impacted the position of women in both private and public spaces, and has constrained the competence of Zimbabwean women to develop, benefit from and celebrate their female as well as their human agency. In the third essay, I discuss how decolonisation is first and foremost a discursive event that must take place in the imaginary before society can expect to engage in the process of decolonisation in a manner that yields inclusive goods to the earth’s human and other creatures, and to the earth itself.

         I have been in flight from the malign realm of the imaginary that constructed, first, colonial Rhodesia, then the Republic of Rhodesia and their successor – militarised, elitist Zimbabwe – for as long as I have existed, wherever my body has been situated. I do not know the destination of my symbolic migration and doubt that there is one given the current construction of global society. The following essays are a location in the invisible geography of my asylum.

         
            Notes

            1 L. I. Izuakor, ‘Kenya: The Unparamount African Paramountcy’, Transafrican Journal of History 12 (1983), pp. 33–50.

            2 W. R. Whaley, ‘Race Policies in Rhodesia’, Zambezia 3:2 (1973), pp. 31–7, journals.co.za/doi/pdf/10.10520/AJA03790622_369.

            3 Alan Cousins, ‘State, Ideology, and Power in Rhodesia, 1958–1972’, The International Journal of African Historical Studies 24:1 (1991), pp. 35–64.

            4 Chengetai J. M. Zvobgo, ‘Shona and Ndebele Responses to Christianity in Southern Rhodesia, 1897–1914’, Journal of Religion in Africa, 8:1 (1976), pp. 41–51.
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         The first wound for all of us who are classified as ‘black’ is empire. This is a truth many of us – whether we are included in that category or not – prefer to avoid. Today, the wounding empire is that of the Western nations: the empire that covered more than 80 per cent of the globe at its zenith in the nineteenth century. It includes the British empire that colonised my country Zimbabwe in the 1890s. I was born into empire: my parents were products of empire, as were their parents before them, and their parents before that, my great-grandparents.

         A major, early objective of empire was what it called ‘trade’. Trade is premised on desire. Desire without love dwindles into lust, and empires, being impersonal, cannot love. Lust – impersonal desire that demands satisfaction – is dangerous at every level: the personal, the social, the global. Imperial lust has wounded every part of the world that empire touched, and today we know it has wounded the very planet that is our home. Thus has empire mutilated not only those it sought to subjugate, but also itself. This is the second wound that affects us all. We are yet to learn how to heal from the effects of an institution that stretches back into the time before we were born, but whose systems still work to disempower, dispirit and dismember. How this can be done is a question very few dare to ask because, quite apart from not knowing the answer, it often seems there is none.

         Toni Morrison described certain horrors experienced by some of humankind as unspeakable, but today those subjugated by empire speak. This speaking exposes imperial systems and strategies whose purpose has long been to hide the effects of race in the world. While black people lead in that area of scholarship and activism, others, including white men, though they may kick and scream, are prodded to discuss the world’s racialisation. Those who, like me, were wounded by the hubris of whiteness no longer say, ‘I hurt,’ and self-medicate in self-destructive ways, or act out a ruinous, enraged and bitter pain on our communities, as that hubris demanded. Today we say, ‘You hurt me,’ words that point not to the abjection and death that follow relentless self-mutilation, but to the possibility of removing oneself from the one who hurts, and thereafter transforming oneself into someone the one who hurts can no longer dismember.

         ‘Look!’ we who are black or brown are frequently admonished, now that that which was unspeakable is finally being spoken; ‘Why do you speak of damage? Here are the roads, the hospitals. You can read and write; you have medicines. How can you speak of damage?’

         Even before any black or brown person was assimilated into the academic systems of imperial education, and before spaces had evolved in empire where these questions could be asked, we had an answer. We said, ‘We feel it.’
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*Hers is a voice we all ﬁ
need to hear and heed.’

CLAIRE ARMITSTEAD, PEN

*As natural as the grass grows.’
CHINUA ACHEBE
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