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Foreword

This discussion paper explores the theme of conflict and peace, by tapping into 
the rich corpus of Zimbabwean children’s literature. As such it presents a unique 
perspective to how writers of children’s literature, and children themselves under-
stand, grapple with, and envision peace in a post-conflict Zimbabwean society. 
In some regard, it is about the creative, imaginative and the intellectual activities 
constructed around the world of children, their sensibilities, and ways of speak-
ing to the future.

Imagining a Peaceful Society: A Vision of Children’s Literature in Post-Conflict 
Zimbabwe poses a critical question that is reminiscent of that posed by the dis-
tinguished Kenyan writer, Ngugi Wa Thiong’o, in his book, Writers in Politics: 
“What’s the relevance of literature to life?” Bringing this closer to the subject of 
this monograph, it proposes that we should ask, what’s the relevance of the writer 
and literature to peace building? This is a question that should be increasingly 
asked as social science, peace and strategic studies perspectives tend to dominate 
the discourse in post-conflict transition, reconstruction and peace building. Be-
yond this lies the challenge of how those that take decisions and fight wars, can 
be confronted by the writers’ words and the dreams of the children.

In the pages that follow, Anna Chitando explores the metaphor of the “eyes 
of children”, in telling their stories of conflict, pain, HIV/Aids, poverty, intoler-
ance, and yes, their dreams and hopes for peace, development, and prosperity in 
Zimbabwe. Through the voices of Zimbabwe’s children, the complex roots of 
conflict, the narratives of war and peace, and the imaginations of peace in the 
country assume new meanings and significance. In the words of Tatenda Musha, 
one of the children interviewed during the study, “there can be no progress when 
the girls are crying”. Perhaps, the challenge lies in exploring how writers and 
literature in Africa can do more in giving voice to the sufferings of the people, 
and lending strength to the imagining of just and peaceful societies as this paper 
aptly suggests.

Cyril I. Obi
Programme Coordinator
Post-Conflict Transition, the State and Civil Society in Africa
The Nordic Africa Institute, Uppsala, Sweden
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Introduction
Scholarly reflections on conflict resolution, peace 
building and development in Africa rarely pay atten-
tion to literature, let alone children’s literature. Polit-
ical scientists, legal experts and civil society activists 
have sought to clarify the meaning of post-conflict 
societies. This paper utilises perspectives from Zim-
babwean children’s literature to explore contradic-
tions in society and how they could be resolved. The 
paper emerges from the conviction that authors of 
children’s literature and children themselves possess 
a vision of a new society, with guiding values and 
principles.

Creative writers have long been associated with 
vision and the quest for social transformation. Chin-
ua Achebe, one of Africa’s foremost creative writers, 
suggests that African creative writers have the re-
sponsibility to inform their societies of the wrong 
choices they have made (Achebe, 1988). They also 
have the task of prescribing solutions to social ills. Of 
course, this has generated debate, with some critics 
suggesting that there is space for “art for art’s sake” in 
Africa. These debates have gone on in adult African 
fiction. Unfortunately, African children’s literature 
has not received adequate scholarly attention.

The marginalisation of children’s literature has 
prevented scholars and other members of society 
from appreciating its potential as a resource for peace- 
building. This is also an outcome of the reality that 
societies throughout the world are adult-centred. 
Children’s own views and issues tend to be pushed to 
the periphery. Africa in particular should take chil-
dren seriously as it is essentially a “young continent” 
(Trudell, 2002). Young people constitute the major-
ity of the population in Africa. It is therefore crucial 
for the continent to listen to the voices of children 
and young adults. 

Children’s literature represents an important re- 
source for understanding the needs, wishes and aspi-
rations of young people. African children’s literature 
should be investigated more purposefully in order to 
address the misconception that children are some-
how yet to develop. Young people are not on their 
way to becoming; they already are. The “becoming 
moment” of children is not in some remote future; 
it is now.

Zimbabwean children’s literature has posted 
some notable achievements (Chitando, 2005a). A 
number of authors have published interesting and ef-
fective materials that address children’s issues. These 

publications address existential issues that children 
face. These include the challenges facing the girl 
child, such as marginalisation, prejudice, sexual 
abuse and others. Authors have also addressed issues 
relating to orphans and other vulnerable children, 
children with disabilities, albinism, children on the 
streets and others. These works capture the absence 
of peace and progress in Zimbabwean society. Writ-
ers have proceeded to muse and imagine the ideal 
society that they would like to see in Zimbabwe.

Children are not “partially formed beings work-
ing towards wholeness.” The state of being a child is 
not a compromised one. Children are full-fledged 
beings with rights, aspirations and hopes. They are 
capable of articulating their needs and painting a 
vision of the society they wish to live in. Fieldwork 
conducted for this project captured images of peace-
ful and prosperous communities that the children of 
Zimbabwe yearn for. In the words of Tambudzai, a 
twelve year-old resident of a Growth Point1

The community that I want to live in has schools 
that have adequate books and recreational facilities. 
I want to be able to play with my friends till late 
without fearing any harm. I would be very happy 
if my mother would find enough medicine in the 
clinics. I do not like people who bully me.

Without idealising children’s views, it can be argued 
that children provide important ideas regarding 
peace and reconstruction in post-conflict societies. 
What is required is a deliberate process that de-cen-
tres adult-dominated views of peace and reconstruc-
tion. Social progress is attained when the voices of 
children receive due attention. Children’s literature 
needs to be informed by the visions of children 
themselves. Adults (and adult authors) should not 
dictate to children the characteristics of a peaceful 
society. By taking children seriously, children’s lit-
erature can contribute effectively to the emergence of 
peaceful societies. Children’s literature in Zimbabwe 
possesses great potential to become a key resource in 
reconstruction and development. 

As has been reiterated above, children are not 
passive recipients of favours from adult members of 
society. Far from it: children are subjects who have 
the capacity to shape their environment. In Zimba-
bwe, children and youth have actively participated in 
political violence by political parties. Children and 

1. Growth points were peri-urban centres that the Govern-
ment of Zimbabwe regarded as a strategy for stemming ru-
ral-urban migration. There has neither been “growth” nor 
any “point” associated with these centres.
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young adults have been implicated in crime and oth-
er activities that disturb the peace. Youth are there-
fore known to be both perpetrators and victims of 
violence in various parts of the continent (Abbink 
and van Kessel, 2005). Young people are key actors 
in the social and political arena. To ignore them is 
to overlook a major section of the population. They 
are “makers and breakers” (de Boeck and Honwana, 
2005). However, one must concede that in most in-
stances, it is adult politicians who develop and imple-
ment policies that often compromise the welfare of 
children and youth. When children and youth are 
involved in political strife and struggles, it is often 
in response to oppression by adults. In an ideal envi-
ronment, children are keen to engage in progressive 
undertakings like studying; it is in conflict situations 
that children are forced to react.

Children’s literature in Zimbabwe is a valuable 
resource that illustrates the route to be followed in 
post-conflict transition. It interrogates the factors 
that threaten health and well-being, while describ-
ing the ideal society that overcomes conflict. Some 
critics might allege that such literature is utopian. 
However, peace building and reconstruction require 
imagination. Creative writers in Zimbabwe describe 
the tension and conflict that undermine progress. 
Children themselves express their vision of a well-de-
veloped democracy in which they are free to express 
their concerns. The combined imagination of artists 
and children demonstrates that another world, one 
where justice and peace prevail, is possible.

The major focus of this paper is to highlight the 
role of Zimbabwean children’s literature in providing 
a vision of a peaceful and progressive post-conflict 
society. It regards children’s literature as a resource 
in creating images of a peaceful society. Theoreti-
cally, it is built on the conviction that children’s lit-
erature can be appropriated in reconstruction and 
development, especially in post-conflict situations. 
This emerges from the view that literature does have, 
and can fulfil, a functional role. Instead of art for 
art’s sake, literature can provide creative solutions to 
social challenges. In this paper, I argue that Zimba-
bwean children’s literature is strategically placed to 
guide society towards co-existence, peace and pros-
perity. 

The paper seeks to:

•	 Illustrate the vision of a post-conflict society as  
 depicted in Zimbabwean children’s literature.

•	 Harness the insights of writers in the quest for  
 peace and reconstruction. 
•	 Accord some space to the voices of Zim-
 babwean children regarding the post-conflict 
  society they aspire to.

Zimbabwe: An Anatomy of Crisis
In order to appreciate the role of children’s literature 
in providing a vision for a post-conflict society in 
Zimbabwe, there is need to highlight key themes in 
the country’s history. Obviously, it is neither possi-
ble nor desirable to provide a detailed history of the 
country in a paper of this nature. However, since 
Zimbabwe has enjoyed a lot of attention in the in-
ternational media since the fast-track resettlement 
programme of 2000, it is necessary to draw atten-
tion to some of the major issues in its politics. In 
addition, President Mugabe’s rhetoric at the United 
Nations and other gatherings has kept Zimbabwe in 
the news. His government’s harsh treatment of the 
opposition has also meant the spotlight continues to 
be on Zimbabwe.

From the onset, it must be remembered that 
Zimbabwe was a settler colony. When most African 
countries gained independence in the 1960s through 
peaceful negotiations, Zimbabwe was bracing itself 
for a protracted and bloody liberation struggle. 
It only attained independence in 1980. Following 
a decade of relative prosperity, the economy expe-
rienced a recession in the 1990s. After 2000, the 
economy plunged, precipitating a major social crisis 
(Bond and Manyanya, 2002). The following issues 
are central to unlocking the paralysis that Zimbabwe 
is reeling under.

Violence

Violence has been part and parcel of the Zimbabwe-
an story. Although there was violence in the pre-co-
lonial period, the colonial occupation brought a new 
dimension. The white settlers who were in the Pio-
neer Column that came to Zimbabwe in 1890 set the 
tone by violently putting down the 1896/7 African 
resistance. Equally, the 1970s war of liberation was 
brutal. After independence, the government used 
violence to counter “dissidents” in the Matabeleland 
and Midlands provinces. Thousands of civilians died 
in these military operations (Vera, 2002).

The farm invasions, as well as the 2000 par-
liamentary and 2002 presidential elections were 
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characterised by violence. David Kaulemu, a Zimba-
bwean philosopher and activist, argues that violence 
has been engraved on the national consciousness 
(Kaulemu, 2004). Violence has become the state’s 
preferred way of settling conflict or dealing with dis-
sent. This stems from the liberation struggle where 
the gun was celebrated in song and dance. Politi-
cal opponents were labelled “sell outs” and thereby 
lost all their rights. This valorisation of violence has 
persisted in the postcolonial period, with Mugabe 
brazenly declaring that he has “degrees in violence” 
(Blair, 2003).

The Zimbabwean state has used violence in 
its interaction with citizens on many occasions. 
Whenever university students have demonstrated, 
police have intervened swiftly, using “maximum 
force.” Many political activists, including Lovemore 
Madhuku of the National Constitutional Assembly 
(NCA) have been routinely beaten up and tortured. 
Violence has been adopted as an instrument of con-
trol. 

Due to the state’s tendency to visit violence on 
its perceived or real opponents, the overall environ-
ment has been dominated by violence. Opposition 
youth have often resorted to violence as they seek 
to open up the democratic space. On the domestic 
front, men use violence against women and children. 
Survivors of gender based violence have testified how 
their intimate partners have used violence as a strat-
egy to control. The prevailing notion of a “real man” 
as a strong individual perpetuates violence.

In her chapter, “Masculinities, Race and Vio-
lence in the Making of Zimbabwe,” Jane L. Parpart 
illustrates how violence pervades the history of Zim-
babwe. She notes that both blacks and whites have 
been perpetrators and victims of violence, resulting 
in a violent society. She concludes her chapter thus:

As we have seen, the violence of both government 
and nationalist forces in Rhodesia spawned inse-
curity, atrocities and suspicion, and a population 
inured to violence in everyday life. The evidence 
suggests that the hyper-masculine, warrior imagery 
used to fuel the struggle on both sides fostered a vi-
sion of masculinity that prized physical toughness, 
ability to commit violence and loyalty to a cause 
and to one’s fellow warriors above all other charac-
teristics. Enemies were feminised while success in 
war and the ability to kill became the litmus test of 
successful manhood, often vociferously supported 
by women as well. (Parpart, 2007)

As this paper argues below, children’s literature in 
Zimbabwe names violence as a stumbling block to 
peace and prosperity. This is in keeping with oral tra-
dition that discourages the use of force and violence 
in resolving conflict. Authors show that violence 
reduces society’s health and well-being. It damages 
both the victim and the perpetrator. Zimbabwean 
children’s literature seeks to eliminate violence and 
develop a culture of peace.

racial Tension

Following the Unilateral Declaration of Independ-
ence (UDI) in 1965, racial segregation in the country 
became acute. Whites, coloureds and Indians consti-
tuted racial categories that were above blacks in all 
spheres of life. White supremacy was institutional-
ised, and blacks were reduced to a source of cheap la-
bour. Legislation to force blacks off productive land 
was enforced. Urban areas were conceptually and 
physically constructed as white spaces. Many blacks 
experienced alienation in cities and found solace at 
the periphery (Mukonyora, 2007).

The popular understanding (and less compli-
cated) interpretation of the liberation struggle was 
that it was a war against mabhunu (“Boers”/white 
settlers). Revolutionary songs ridiculed white people 
as thieves, ugly, cruel slave drivers and ungrateful 
guests who abused the hospitality of blacks. In turn, 
whites stereotyped blacks as lazy, dirty, dishonest 
and intellectually challenged. Mutual suspicion has 
characterised black-white relations in Zimbabwe.

Upon the attainment of independence, Mugabe 
surprised many people when he pronounced the 
policy of reconciliation. He challenged blacks and 
whites to work together, and to overlook the past. He 
argued that reconciliation would enable the country 
to open a new chapter, and promote development. 
However, when his political fortunes dwindled in 
the late 1990s, he revoked the policy of reconcilia-
tion. Once again, white people, especially commer-
cial farmers, became unrepentant enemies. Mugabe 
went back to the language of the liberation war and 
encouraged his militia to “instil fear in the heart of 
the white man.”

Divisive ethnicity

Ethnic diversity has become a major source of con-
flict in many parts of the world. Ideally, ethnic di-
versity should be celebrated. Unfortunately, in many 
parts of Africa, African elites manipulate ethnic 
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identities to further their own interests. The 1994 
Rwanda genocide stands out as a dark reminder of 
the potency of ethnicity. Africa needs to recognise 
that ethnic identities should not immediately trans-
late into conflict.

Zimbabwe is home to a number of ethnic 
groups. Apart from the Shona and the Ndebele, the 
dominant ethnic groups, there are other, so-called 
minority groups. For the most part, the Shona and 
the Ndebele have enjoyed healthy relations. How-
ever, some extremists have promoted notions of su-
periority and ethnic purity. Shona and Ndebele elites 
have used ethnicity to promote their own agendas at 
different times in the history of the country. (See for 
example Yap, 2002.)

Memories of the Ndebele raiding the Shona 
during the pre-colonial period and Ndebele recollec-
tions of state-sponsored violence provide a favourable 
environment for ethnic tension in Zimbabwe. Events 
like soccer matches between the Harare-based Dy-
namos and Bulawayo-based Highlanders are some-
times used to fan ethnic loyalties. University student 
politics has often involved campaigning on the basis 
of having “the right ethnic qualities,” rather than a 
clear programme of action. This confirms the view 
expressed earlier that elites manufacture, magnify 
and exploit ethnic identities.

The theme of ethnicity finds its way into Zim-
babwean literature in Shona and Ndebele. Some au-
thors wish to reaffirm the mythical superiority of 
their ethnic groups. They reinforce the stereotypes 
about the other ethnic groups. However, other au-
thors pursue a nationalist agenda and call for an end 
to the manipulation of ethnic identities (Musiyiwa 
and Matshakaile-Ndlovu, 2005).

poverty and inequitable Distribution 
of Wealth

One of the key rallying points during the liberation 
struggle was the promise by African nationalists to 
eliminate black poverty and redistribute wealth. 
Peasants and workers were encouraged to partici-
pate in the struggle on the understanding that inde-
pendence would transform their situations in radical 
ways. Mugabe and some of his followers espoused a 
Marxist-Leninist ideology. This was adopted by the 
ruling party at its 1984 Congress. 

Despite some progress during the first decade, 
the gap between the rich and the poor grew bigger 
in the 1990s. The Economic Structural Adjustment 

Programme (ESAP), adopted in the early 1990s, led 
to increased suffering for the majority. As unemploy-
ment increased and the cost of living went up, life in 
Zimbabwe became a hard struggle for most people. 
Poverty has become widespread in the country, with 
millions of people settling in other countries. The 
phenomenal rise in the number of people leaving 
the country is a key indicator of the Zimbabwean 
crisis.

Poverty is an underlying factor in most conflict 
situations. The struggle to access resources often 
triggers conflict. In Zimbabwe, the militancy of op-
position youth stems from their feeling of marginali-
sation. They have watched the consumption patterns 
of the ruling elite with envy. They have resorted to 
violence in some instances to express their frustra-
tion.

Gender inequalities

There is a growing interest in the theme of gender in 
Africa (Cole, 2007). It is a significant concept that 
allows researchers to examine power dynamics be-
tween women and men in society. After a long period 
that saw the term being reduced to “women’s issues,” 
there is now an effort to retain its original meaning 
of interactions between women and men. In Zimba-
bwe, the recent analysis of masculinities in literature 
and society is a helpful addition to the discourse on 
gender (Muchemwa and Muponde, 2007).

Unfair relations between women and men 
have been the cause of conflict in Zimbabwean his-
tory. Men have been socialised to regard themselves 
as heads of families and leaders of communities. 
Women have been denied power by society. Patri-
archy tends to promote the interests of men at the 
expense of women. This has led to tension on many 
occasions. 

Women writers such as Tsitsi Dangarembga, 
Yvonne Vera and others have described the women’s 
struggles against patriarchy in the country. They 
have shown how women work hard to improve their 
lives in situations of oppression. Women have lost 
power and influence due to the impact of coloni-
alism. Traditionally, women’s control of agriculture 
assured them of influence. However, the colonial 
economy promoted male labour. This has led to the 
marginalisation of women in the postcolonial pe-
riod.

Zimbabwean literature shows how women defy 
patriarchy to improve their situation. 
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In Uncertainty of Hope, Valerie Tagwira cap-
tures how poor women in the high density suburb of 
Mbare battled against police brutality during Opera-
tion Murambatsvina/Clean Up in 2005 (Tagwira, 
2006). She explores how women in different social 
classes negotiate abuse by patriarchy, physical vio-
lence and vulnerability to HIV. Other women writ-
ers encourage women to work hard and overcome 
the odds.

Having summarised key issues that inform con-
flict in Zimbabwe, in the following section the paper 
shifts attention to children’s literature. It examines 
the meaning of children’s literature, paving the way 
for an analysis of how the themes described in this 
section inform Zimbabwean children’s literature.

Children’s Literature: A Definition
When is a child a child?

Children’s literature means different things to differ-
ent people. To begin with, various terms have been 
used in an effort to characterise the discipline. Some 
of the terms that have been used interchangeably 
with children’s literature include literature for chil-
dren (Meniru, 1992), children and youth literature 
(Khorana, 1998) and others. Two terms, children 
and literature, intensify the challenge of definition. 
Who is a child is not simply a matter to be settled 
by looking at registration documents relating to age. 
Children’s literature is often associated with material 
written for children aged 12 and below. However, 
age is not just a number. Different ethnic groups 
define childhood differently. Although cultures are 
always changing (Bourddillon, 1993), some groups 
continue to approach childhood and adulthood on 
the basis of undergoing specific rites of passage. For 
example, a person aged 16 who has been circumcised 
might be regarded as an adult, while a 24 year-old 
who has not been circumcised continues to be seen 
as a child.

Due to cultural differences, it is difficult to 
clearly state the focus group in “children’s literature.” 
This has seen efforts to increase the scope by includ-
ing “young adults.” In this regard, “children’s litera-
ture” stretches up to those aged 16. Nana Wilson-
Tagoe, herself an author of children’s books, adopts 
a helpful approach. She regards children’s literature 
as addressing different age groups, such as the 4–5; 
7–8 and 9–12 year-olds. She maintains that these 
age groups are important as they have different sen-

sibilities. If an author fails to write with these specific 
groups in mind there will be major challenges. Ac-
cording to her:

What I would call a children’s book is a book that 
is produced largely with a child’s interest and needs 
in mind, one that deals honestly with children, 
portrays them candidly and in a medium to which 
they can respond with imagination and pleasure. 
(Wilson-Tagoe, 1992)

It is clear that Wilson-Tagoe places emphasis on 
children’s sensibilities in her definition of children’s 
literature. Willemina Bertha Broeze adopts a similar 
stance in her analysis of what constitutes children’s 
literature. According to her:

In order to qualify as a children’s book, or a chil-
dren’s story, the work of art in question must con-
tain a world of feeling, perception and experience 
which represents a child’s world. (Broeze, 1988)

Children’s literature therefore specifically addresses 
the world of children. It endeavours to speak to chil-
dren, and to impart certain values to them. Writ-
ing with an African cultural nationalist slant, Sam 
Mbure contends that African children’s literature ad-
dresses the existential situation of African children. 
For him, “children’s literature should basically teach 
children simple, yet very important things about 
who they are, about their surroundings etc” (Mbure, 
1997). He underlines the functional value of chil-
dren’s literature, especially in an African context. He 
is convinced that African children’s literature must 
serve the specific context of helping children to ap-
preciate their identity and context.

For the purposes of this discussion paper, we 
adopt a working definition that regards children’s lit-
erature as literature whose primary audience is chil-
dren. This literature may be produced by adults or 
by children themselves. It seeks to address the issues 
relating to children. While the socially constructed 
definition of childhood differs as young people navi-
gate adulthood (Trudell, 2002), we shall limit the 
age to 12. However, we recognise that most people 
in Zimbabwe consider anyone under the age of 18 
a child. 

When is a child not a child, and when is an 
adult a child? The Shona term mwana (child) is so 
elastic that in the presence of her mother, the 60 
year-old grandmother is expected to act like a child. 
We recognise that being a child is as much about age 
as it is about relations. On the other hand, a child 
demonstrating high levels of maturity is no longer 
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viewed as a child. Age, like gender, is culturally 
constructed. Childhood is often associated with in-
nocence and lack of responsibility. However, as this 
paper will demonstrate, this often leads to patronis-
ing and paternalistic attitudes by elders.

Literature: a slippery concept

The term literature has witnessed a lot of scholarly 
reflection. It shares this characteristic with other con-
cepts in the humanities that include history, philoso-
phy, religion and others. From the African context, 
the debate has included whether material ought to 
be written in order for it to merit classification under 
the label. Oral literature has gained a high degree of 
acceptance within academic departments in Africa. 
In general, literature has been associated with works 
of art that are inspired by the human imagination 
and creativity. 

Oral literature is particularly important in Af-
rica because authors have either consciously or un-
consciously borrowed from oral traditions. African 
children’s literature is influenced by traditional folk-
tales, songs, chants and other oral forms. According 
to Isidore Okpewho:

African oral literature is studied side by side with 
modern African literature because many modern 
African writers consciously borrow techniques and 
ideas from their oral traditions in constructing works 
dealing essentially with modern life. (Okpewho, 
1992)

Although published material for children constitutes 
the main focus of this paper, it also pays attention 
to the importance of folktales (ngano) as a valuable 
resource in shaping children’s moral values. Indeed, 
given the focus on children’s literature as an avenue 
for understanding peace and reconstruction, the pa-
per highlights how story tellers (sarungano) have tra-
ditionally sought to inculcate values associated with 
peace and tolerance. As we have noted elsewhere:

These folktales, myths, and legends are an integral 
part of the people’s oral tradition. They were most-
ly told by grandmothers to children in the village. 
They used different communication strategies, in-
cluding song and dance to ensure the participation 
of everyone. The central function was to educate 
and to entertain. Zimbabwean authors utilise these 
to capture the imagination of children. Chitando 
2005b:38)

Children’s literature is a specialised aspect of litera-
ture. As argued above, it speaks to children’s imagi-

nation and aspirations. In Zimbabwe, authors have 
utilised traditional folktales, modern fantasy and 
other artistic devices to communicate with children. 
Critically, the main characters in children’s literature 
are children themselves. Their struggles, joys and 
hopes are the centre of plots. This paper argues that 
apart from the didactic aspect of children’s literature, 
society should appreciate one key dimension from 
the discipline: placing children at the centre.

The concept of Zimbabwean children’s litera-
ture is a source of further debate. The definition of 
who finds and does not find space under the label is 
contentious. The issue is closely tied to the problem-
atic of citizenship and identity in postcolonial Af-
rica (Mamdani, 1996). Robert Mugabe, President 
of Zimbabwe, has adopted a narrow definition of 
“Zimbabwean.” His rhetoric often excludes whites 
and migrant farm labourers (Mugabe, 2001). This 
paper employs an expanded definition of Zimba-
bwean children’s literature. It includes contributions 
by white Zimbabweans. 

From the foregoing discussion, it is clear that 
there is a lot of debate in children’s literature. To a 
very large extent, children do not write their own lit-
erature. It is adults who write for children. This runs 
the risk of adults deciding what they think children 
should consume. This paper seeks to attain a bal-
anced perspective by capturing the views of children 
themselves on peace and development in Zimbabwe. 
Since most publications are adult-centred, this paper 
endeavours to privilege the views of children, while 
placing these side by side with the conceptualisations 
of creative writers.

children’s Literature: an approach

It is unlikely that a universal definition of children’s 
literature will be developed. Ideally, this would be 
a definition that spells out, once and for all, what 
children’s literature entails. Such a definition would 
capture what children’s literature was in the past, 
what it is now, as well as what it will mean in future. 
Furthermore, the definition would try to prescribe 
the meaning of the term for different cultural and 
political contexts. Clearly, such a definition remains 
elusive.

This paper adopts an expanded definition of 
children’s literature. As well as appreciating chil-
dren’s literature as literature that addresses children 
and their imagination, there is an effort to capture 
the sentiments of children themselves. Authors of 
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children’s literature are adults who utilise the power 
of imagination to create material that excites and 
informs children. However, children themselves are 
not devoid of imagination. They do have images of 
the world they would want to inhabit. Consequently, 
the paper breaks with tradition and invites children 
to express themselves on selected themes. 

Critics might contend that the output of chil-
dren’s creativity and views has traditionally not been 
classified under children’s literature. In addition, as 
adults, they can charge that the author still had the 
power to sift children’s perspectives; choosing to 
present some of their views and leaving out others. 
The first charge indicates a preoccupation with tradi-
tional approaches to children’s literature that totally 
marginalise the views of children. The second charge 
is pertinent and raises the challenge of subjectivity 
in all scholarly pursuits. Nonetheless, there is an en-
deavour to treat the views of Zimbabwean children 
with sensitivity and respect. Their constructions and 
dreams of a highly developed, friendly and prosper-
ous post-conflict society are critical. 

ideology in african children’s Literature

Postcolonial Africa continues to search for identity. 
The theme of identity has received attention from 
researchers working on African music (Palmberg and 
Kirkegaard, 2002), history (Werbner and Ranger 
1996) and other disciplines. This is due to the reality 
that colonial literature tended to degrade Africans. 
Colonial children’s literature in particular sought to 
subtly undermine the integrity of the African child 
(Maddy and MacCann, 1996). According to the Af-
rican-American critic, Meena Khorana:

Africans are stereotyped as gullible, lazy, childish, 
simple-minded, indolent, cruel, and corrupt. In 
contrast, white characters are invariably virtuous, 
brave, self-less and disciplined. In children’s fiction, 
even adult Africans are portrayed as childish or as 
grotesque caricatures of human beings; they are ir-
responsible and fearful, and they take childish glee 
in trinkets and toys. (Khorana, 1994)

It is important that postcolonial African children’s 
literature attempts to rehabilitate African identity. 
Authors seek to retrieve the past and present it in a 
more favourable light. Emerging in the 1960s fol-
lowing the attainment of independence by many 
African states, postcolonial African literature seeks 
to produce books for African children. It maintains 
that these books must be written by African authors 

and should reflect the African ethos, experiences and 
worldviews (Schmidt, 1997). The insistence that 
the authors be African is informed by the belief that 
other people have written for Africans for too long. 
Those who subscribe to this view contend that the 
time has come for Africans to produce their own 
material in the different areas of human endeavour. 

The ideological character of postcolonial Afri-
can children’s literature is essential for understand-
ing the teaching of Zimbabwean children’s literature 
on peace and social reconstruction following con-
flict. In other words, very few African critics have 
accepted the dictum of “art for its own sake,” espe-
cially in children’s literature. Zimbabwean children’s 
literature is “preponderantly didactic” (Osa, 1995:
xi). Authors have regarded children’s literature as an 
ideal opportunity for communicating values. They 
seek to inculcate progressive values in children.

Zimbabwean authors of children’s books such 
as Stephen Alumenda, Stephen Chifunyise, Charles 
Mungoshi and others are motivated by cultural na-
tionalism. They are convinced that children need to 
be “guided” in their search for identity. In an effort 
to remind children of the African past, they utilise 
folktales in their works. Mungoshi’s Stories from a 
Shona Childhood seeks to familiarise children with 
folktales (Mungoshi, 1989). The values that are 
communicated in the folktales include peaceful co-
existence, respect and others. This paper argues that 
these values are important to post-conflict societies 
in Africa. They provide post-conflict societies in 
Africa with values that are critical to the process of 
reconciliation and reconstruction.

Zimbabwean children’s literature endeavours to 
instil values that equip the target audience to become 
good citizens. It undermines violence and greed. It 
promotes solidarity with marginalized social groups 
like people with disabilities. It seeks to socialise 
children to respect others and protect their rights. 
Zimbabwean children’s literature therefore seeks to 
mould children into effective citizens. However, au-
thors have not fully captured the aspirations of the 
children themselves. Children aspire for health and 
prosperity, instead of just being loyal citizens. They 
subscribe to the nationalist vision only to the degree 
that it enables them to have meaningful lives.

Zimbabwean authors have not shied away from 
tackling difficult political issues. Memory Chirere’s 
story, “Beautiful Children,” forces society to confront 
the ugly reality of xenophobia (Chiere, 2000). His 
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story is about Mozambican children seeking refuge 
in Zimbabwean society. They are shunned, abused 
and stigmatised. Of course, Zimbabwean children 
and adults were to experience this in South Africa 
and Botswana (Nyamjoh, 2006). Alumenda’s Street 
Life challenges society to reflect on police brutality 
towards children on the streets (Alumenda, 1999).

Zimbabwean children’s literature provides valu-
able space for reflecting on the struggles and aspira-
tions of children. It captures the changing fortunes 
of the country, from the protracted liberation war 
of the 1970s, the relative prosperity of the 1980s–
1990s, to the strife after 2000 (Chinodya, 2006). 
Although most critics overlook children’s literature, 
it is an important resource in peace-building and re-
construction. It provides meaningful perspectives on 
conflict and how to build enduring communities in 
its aftermath. It is therefore necessary that it must 
be subjected to “rigorous appraisal and criticism” 
(Odaga, 1998).

Children’s literature in Zimbabwe interacts 
with politics in very subtle but interesting ways, as 
illustrated above. The ruling nationalists were quick 
to notice the potential of children’s literature to fur-
ther their ideology. They sought to promote a Pan 
African identity, and saw children’s literature as an 
important tool for achieving such a goal. However, 
as the excitement of independence waned and new 
struggles emerged, authors of children’s literature 
captured them in their works. The following section 
outlines some of the themes that dominate Zimba-
bwean children’s literature.

Naming Conflict: Zimbabwean Children’s  
Literature
Material on the historical development of children’s 
literature in Zimbabwe is scarce. However, the coun-
try’s own peculiar circumstances imply that whereas 
the growth of children’s literature followed trends in 
other African countries, the timelines are different. 
When other African countries were seeking the Af-
ricanization of children’s literature in the 1960s and 
1970s (Schmidt, 1989), the country was involved in 
the struggle for independence. Colonial children’s 
literature generally sought to undermine African 
confidence. It encouraged African children to em-
brace European values.

With the attainment of independence in 1980, 
the nationalist black government moved to promote 

African identity. It established the Zimbabwe Pub-
lishing House in 1981. With its socialist ethos, the 
government sought to promote values of co-opera-
tion and peace amongst the citizens (Banana, 1987). 
Children’s literature was seen as a vehicle for articu-
lating positive values. Unfortunately, the country did 
not have black authors of children’s book. It commis-
sioned Meshack Asare of Ghana to publish an origi-
nal story based on Great Zimbabwe. One can de-
tect the ideological overtones of the project as Great 
Zimbabwe has been contested, with African nation-
alists appropriating it as a testimony of black people’s 
creativity and civilisation. Asare published the book, 
Chipo and the Bird on the Hill, which centres on the 
mysteries of Great Zimbabwe (Asare, 1984).

The growth of Zimbabwean children’s literature 
was facilitated by the presence of publishing houses 
that thrived in the first two decades of independ-
ence. As a newly independent nation, Zimbabwe in-
vested heavily in education. The government sought 
to ensure that literacy levels increased significantly, 
given the marginalisation of blacks in the education 
system during colonialism. The rapid expansion of 
the education sector witnessed a growing demand for 
children’s literature.

Zimbabwean children’s literature identifies nu-
merous sources of conflicts. It highlights factors that 
prevent children from enjoying peaceful and fulfill-
ing lives. Children’s literature in Zimbabwe also 
demonstrates the fact that the resolution of initial 
conflict does not necessarily usher in an era of peace 
and development. After the 1970s war of liberation, 
independence did not bring about a complete end to 
conflict. There emerged “struggles after the strug-
gle,” even as there had been “struggles within the 
struggle” (Sithole, 1980). This is an important re-
minder of the fact that “post-conflict” societies are 
likely to be faced with new conflicts. In the following 
section, the study outlines some of the key sources of 
conflict identified in Zimbabwean children’s litera-
ture. It describes the views of authors and captures 
the voices of children on particular themes.

War

War is the most vivid demonstration of conflict in 
society. The taking up and use of arms is indicative 
of an escalation of conflict in a country or society. 
Zimbabwean society experienced a brutal guerrilla 
war in the 1970s. After having pursued a strategy 
of civil disobedience for decades, African national-
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pain caused by war. They are exposed to images of 
war in the media, and recollections by older mem-
bers of society. They regard war as unfortunate, and 
discourage older people from engaging in armed 
conflict. As Alumenda illustrates in his work, The 
Girl Who Couldn’t Dance, war results in people los-
ing their limbs (Alumendo, 2001). In the words of 
11 year-old Elizabeth Mutero:

War is a waste of lives and money. They should give 
the money to children so that we can use it well. I 
would use the money to buy books for our school. I 
would also improve our playgrounds and those of our 
neighbouring schools. War results in people becoming 
disabled. It is not nice to see so many people dying. 
God does not want that. (Interview with Elizabeth 
Mutero, Masvingo South constituency, 17 April 
2007.) 

Interviews with children in Zimbabwe indicate that 
they would like society to find peaceful means of 
conflict resolution. Children know that adults pun-
ish them if they fight at home or at school. They find 
it odd that adults themselves do not appear willing 
to implement their own recommendations regard-
ing the resolution of conflict. Children encourage 
adults to engage in dialogue as they seek solutions 
to disagreements. They regard war as disruptive and 
destructive. They would like adults to uphold a cul-
ture of peace as this will ensure sustainable develop-
ment.

racial conflict

The race question has been at the heart of liberation 
struggles in Southern Africa (Mandaza, 1997). White 
settlers set themselves apart as a special class, subject-
ing blacks to racial discrimination. This became a 
major source of conflict. Racist children’s literature 
in South Africa for instance, has portrayed blacks as 
inherently inferior to whites (MacCann and Maddy, 
2001). Racial tension between the white minority 
and the black majority has characterised countries 
such as Namibia, South Africa and Zimbabwe.

Patricia Chater’s Crossing the Boundary Fence 
draws attention to the racial divide that haunts 
Zimbabwe (Chater, 1988). It focuses on how two 
children, Musa and Diana, have to negotiate the 
“boundary fence.” Musa is the daughter of a black 
farmer, while Diana is the daughter of a white farm-
er. Although their farms are adjacent to one another, 
their worlds are totally insulated from each other. 
The meeting between the two children at the well 
initiates a process of crossing the fence. The book 

ists embarked on armed resistance. The white settler 
regime had enormous military power and the result 
was a long and bloody war in which thousands per-
ished. The nationalists employed various tactics for 
recruitment, and children were often caught up in 
the armed conflict (Bhebe and Ranger, 1995).

Ben Chirasha’s Child of War describes the hor-
ror that children face in situations of armed conflict 
(Chirasha 1985). It focuses on the recollections of 
the 13 year-old Hondo Tapera. The name itself is 
symbolic. It means, “war, we are finished,” that is, 
the war will finish us. It is a stark reminder of the 
devastation caused by war. The book uses the eye of 
a child to remind society of the physical and psycho-
logical destruction caused by the war. Zimbabwe’s 
war of liberation left many dead and maimed physi-
cally and mentally. According to Osa, the book, 
“makes the young reader think and reflect deeply 
on the grimness and inhumanity of war” (Osa, 
1995:14).

War shatters the peace and tranquillity that 
communities enjoy. It negates development and cre-
ates uncertainty regarding the future. In Child of 
War, children are not protected from the problems 
that are associated with war. They are beaten up and 
face a lot of trauma. Narrating the horror through 
the eye of a child allows the author to remind society 
that war is harmful. It robs children of their inno-
cence and exposes them to inhuman treatment. Al-
though Chirasha is writing about the Zimbabwean 
situation, his description of the violence associated 
with war is applicable to other countries as well. Ac-
cording to Caroline Sweetman:

Age, as well as gender identity, determines peo-
ple’s experience in battle. Children of both sexes 
are commonly used as ‘canon fodder’: sent across 
mined land to ensure that soldiers can pass safely; 
or abducted, brainwashed, and forced to commit 
atrocities which will forever distance them from in-
nocence. Both children – particularly girls – and 
adult women are used for sexual purposes: as slaves 
to be raped repeatedly, or ‘married’ to combatants, 
or kept, used by tens or hundreds of men, and ul-
timately murdered. Being female exposes one to an 
additional range of atrocities, since heterosexual sex 
involves the possibility of pregnancy. Many women 
and girls become traumatised mothers of children 
conceived through rape; and eventually, despised 
outcasts from their original homes and communi-
ties. (Sweetman, 2005)

Although the war of liberation ended many years 
ago, children in Zimbabwe are fully aware of the 
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succeeds in articulating the abiding problem of the 
land question in Zimbabwe, and the struggle for lib-
eration.

The willingness of the children to engage in re-
flection on the challenge of race and possession bears 
testimony to the capacity of children’s literature to 
bring key issues to the fore. Children are not por-
trayed as naïve: they have the capacity to identify 
racial injustice in the land issue. They, more than 
the adults, are willing to cross the fence and begin a 
process of dialogue. Land, being central to Zimba-
bwe’s “unfinished business” (Hammar et al., 2003), 
is the subject of thoughtful reflection by children in 
Crossing the Boundary Fence. 

Children in Zimbabwe are aware of the poli-
tics surrounding the land issue. Many have listened 
to Mugabe’s fiery speeches on radio and television. 
They have heard his refrain on “Blair and Bush” 
as architects of the country’s socio-economic prob-
lems. Many children have heard Mugabe’s attack on 
the whites, and his declaration that land belongs to 
blacks. Some of them have been adversely affected by 
the land invasions that reached their peak in 2000. 
Children of farm labourers who were previously em-
ployed by white commercial farmers faced bleak(er) 
futures in the aftermath of the exercise. Many were 
forced to retreat to rural “homes” to which their par-
ents were scarcely connected, or found small patches 
of land. For Godknows Chifamba, aged 13:

We were staying on a farm when a group of armed 
people came in trucks. They went to the farm house 
and chased the murungu (white person) away. They 
said that we had to leave as they were taking over 
the farm. We were very afraid as they said that some 
people were going to die. I wish we had found a way 
of sharing the land. Now we are here, and the school is 
so far away. (Interview with Godknows Chifamba, 
Morgenster Mission, 25 May 2007.)

poverty

Children do not thrive in situations of economic 
deprivation. An analysis of Zimbabwean children’s 
literature shows that authors describe poverty as a 
paralyzing condition. It is poverty that prevents chil-
dren from reaching their full potential. Children in 
situations of poverty are extremely vulnerable, and 
their chances of escaping from the vicious circle are 
slim.

Alumenda’s works, such as Street Life, capture the 
consequences of poverty for children (Almumenda, 

1999). The story is narrated in the first person sin-
gular by Tamla, a child living on the streets. Tamla 
lives on the streets with Mona, his 8 year-old sister. 
They have six other gang members and they survive 
by picking up food from the rubbish bins, begging, 
pushing trolleys and guarding cars. They lead pre-
carious lives, worsened by the constant harassment 
by police officers. Hunger is a major menace and the 
children have to steal and lie in order to survive.

Poverty condemns children to miserable lives. 
Unlike their age mates in more developed coun-
tries, Zimbabwean children are shown battling for 
survival. Their basic needs like food, clothing and 
shelter are not available. Tamla’s gang lives in pipes. 
The worsening economic situation in the country 
limits the capacity of members of society in their ef-
forts to assist orphans and other vulnerable children. 
There is tension and conflict between children on 
the streets and other members of society who regard 
them as a nuisance. Alumenda calls for sensitivity on 
the part of other members of society, illustrating how 
children on the streets aspire for better lives.

Zimbabwean children’s literature shows how 
poverty creates conflict in the lives of children, and 
within the community. Poverty forces children to 
adopt survival strategies that are classified as anti-
social. It threatens peace and stability in society. Pov-
erty generates pressure as the poor struggle to get out 
of their situation. Post-conflict societies can have a 
high level of stability if they address the fundamental 
issue of poverty. 

Children in Zimbabwe anticipate a world with-
out poverty. They would like poverty to become 
history as it prevents them from leading wholesome 
lives. Children in difficult circumstances are clear 
about their hope for better lives. They know that 
poverty frustrates their aspirations and would like 
to see its eradication. Programmes that refer to pov-
erty reduction do not take children’s wishes into ac-
count: children do not want poverty to be reduced; 
they want it removed! Tonderai Rwambiwa, aged 10 
says:

Poverty means that I am unable to get medicines 
when I am sick and my mother has to worry about 
me. Poverty forces us to stay in this house with two 
rooms when we are seven. If we remove poverty there 
will be no thieves and we would all be happy. This 
world would be such a happy place to live. Poverty 
makes me hate life. I want to be able to buy things 
for my parents and family members. (Interview with 
Tonderai Rwambiwa, Harare, 1 August 2007.)
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The deteriorating socio-economic and political situ-
ation in Zimbabwe deprived many children of hap-
piness and the sense of a bright future. Many chil-
dren shared their parents’ anxiety about the avail-
ability of basic commodities and uncertain futures. 
They hoped for a dramatic change of the country’s 
economic fortune as this would give them a sense 
of hope. This demonstrates the fact that although 
Zimbabwe moved from war to peace at independ-
ence, economic problems brought a new situation 
of ‘un-peace’, lack of peace. Post-conflict societies 
should always work together protecting their peace 
if prosperity is to be attained. 

Gender-Based Discrimination

Throughout history, women have faced serious chal-
lenges. Patriarchal ideologies have left women at the 
bottom of the heap. The history of women in Zim-
babwe shows the multiple struggles that women have 
endured. Zimbabwean children’s literature pays at-
tention to the theme of the marginalisation of the 
girl child. It calls upon society to reflect critically 
on the silent and undeclared war between women 
and men. Authors challenge society to review its 
negative attitude towards women. They encourage 
members to work towards achieving gender justice. 
They highlight the fact that some of the most endur-
ing conflicts in society, such as those emerging from 
gender discrimination, will require creativity if they 
are to be overcome.

Alumenda has written passionately about the 
challenges that the girl child faces in society. In  
Marita Goes to School, Alumenda narrates the expe-
riences of the little girl Marita. She does not attend 
school as her father maintains that it is a waste of 
money to send girls to school. Alumenda utilises 
Marita’s reflections to jolt the conscience of society. 
He writes:

Marita wondered why boys were always allowed 
to do what they wanted, while girls had to collect 
firewood, wash the pots and help with the sweep-
ing at home. Boys were supposed to be stronger 
than girls, at least that is what they always said. 
Why then should they do less work? (Almumenda, 
1997:4)

Patriarchal oppression results in the suffering of  
the girl child. Social development is retarded when 
women are prevented from engaging in meaning-
ful pursuits. Alumenda shows the positive value of 
sending the girl child to school when Marita sal-

vages the situation by reading a letter for her father, 
who had previously dismissed her. Miss Hombo, the 
schoolteacher who secretly gives Marita lessons, is a 
progressive individual. In the sequel, Marita’s Great 
Idea, it is Marita and Miss Hombo who mobilise 
the community to repair the school after it has been 
damaged by floods (Alumenda, 1998).

Alumenda takes the opportunity to challenge 
his audience to re-examine their attitude towards the 
girl child. Conflicts that emerge from gender-based 
discrimination can be overcome by openness to new 
ideas. He demonstrates how women can ensure the 
salvation of the community through their actions. 
What is required is for society to grant them the 
space, and to empower them through education. 
Alumenda is a proponent of equitable gender rela-
tions that will eliminate tensions that emerge from 
gender oppression.

The theme of the emancipation of the girl 
child in children’s literature is central to Alumen-
da’s other works. These include Tambudzai Anoona 
Nyoka Huru (1999) (Tambudzai Sees a Big Snake) 
and Thandiwe’s Spirit and the River (1994). These 
works have the girl child as the focus of attention. 
They show that the girl child has the capacity to 
intervene and save herself and others. In the former, 
Tambudzai sees a big snake and uses her intelligence 
to expose evil in her community. In the latter, the 
spirit of Thandiwe saves others. Alumenda is ques-
tioning society’s tendency to dismiss the girl child as 
weak and ineffectual. He charges that the girl child 
has potential to transform society. He challenges the 
stereotypical presentation of women in children’s lit-
erature where:

They are featured as diminutive characters: a weak, 
helpless and unintelligent lot that must always be 
protected by male relatives. They are considered fit 
only for production and service jobs, or for their 
reproductive functions and tiresome domestic 
chores. In the majority of oral narratives and in-
deed in some creative works for adults and children 
as well, women are identified with evil and inhu-
man acts; yet, at the same time, they are revered as 
mothers, providers and nurturers of life. (Odaga, 
1998:23)

Despite the progress that Zimbabwe has made in its 
efforts to attain gender justice, the girl child contin-
ues to face numerous challenges. These challenges 
retard development. They include physical and sex-
ual abuse of the girl child. Organisations such as the 
Girl Child Network (an organisation that works to-
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wards empowering the girl child) have emerged in a 
bid to address the issue of the abuse of the girl child. 
What is frightening is the fact that in most instances, 
the girl child is abused by men in positions of au-
thority. These are the same people who are supposed 
to protect the girl child. They include fathers, male 
guardians and relatives, teachers, religious leaders 
and others. According to Tatenda Muusha:

Men make our lives so miserable. They do not regard 
us as equals and just seek to abuse us. This causes 
problems in society when we resist their moves. We 
need our parents and the police to protect us. If I had 
the power, I would imprison all those who harass and 
abuse girls. Older men threaten to beat or kill us if 
we do not give in to their demands. There can be no 
progress when girls are always crying. (Interview with 
Tatenda Muusha, Chivhu, 3 August 2007)

HiV and aiDs

Although it may not be immediately clear for some, 
HIV and AIDS are both a cause and manifestation 
of conflict in society. AIDS is the leading cause of 
death in Zimbabwe and other countries in Southern 
Africa. It has massive consequences for development 
as it continues to deplete the human resource base. 
It is likely to be a major political issue in the near 
future (de Waal, 2006).

Zimbabwean children’s literature has shown the 
impact of HIV and AIDS on individuals and fami-
lies. Following the trend where women are more vul-
nerable to the epidemic, authors have illustrated the 
struggles of girl children orphaned by AIDS. Shim-
mer Chinodya’s Tale of Tamari narrates the challeng-
es facing a 14 year-old orphaned girl, Tamari, who 
lives with her brother and three lodgers (Chindoya, 
2004). The vulnerability of the girl child to the HIV 
epidemic is clearly articulated in this story. It chal-
lenges society to put more effort into the prevention 
and mitigation of the impact of HIV and AIDS. It 
presents HIV as taking advantage of existing fault-
lines and conflicts in society to inflict further dam-
age. According to Chinodya, poverty and gender in-
equality fuel the epidemic.

The Bundle of Firewood by Jairos Kangira (2003) 
focuses on Tombana, an orphan whose parents died 
of AIDS when she was very small. As is the case with 
most orphans in Zimbabwe, she is now being looked 
after by her grandmother (Matshalaga, 2004). Pov-
erty prevents her from realising her dreams. How-
ever, due to her intelligence and environmental 

consciousness, she helps to save a pangolin. It is an 
endangered animal. The author imagines a peace-
ful society where human beings and wildlife co-exist 
harmoniously. Because of her kindness towards the 
pangolin, Tombana gains favour with the National 
Parks and Wildlife people and is able to pursue her 
studies.

The HIV epidemic has given rise to the problem 
of representation in Zimbabwean literature. In most 
cases, artists have portrayed women as carriers of the 
HIV virus. Authors of children’s literature have chal-
lenged such negative images by drawing attention to 
the vulnerability of the girl child to HIV. Chinodya 
and Kangira ask society to repair its roots so that it 
is in a better position to deal with HIV and AIDS. 
They show that it is both a consequence of conflict 
and a manifestation of conflict in society. It thrives 
where cracks exist in the social fibre. Mary Zambuko 
reflects on the impact of HIV and AIDS on the girl 
child:

When we lose our parents we are like sheep without a 
shepherd. There are some people who regard us as their 
wives. They will not consider our situation, only wait-
ing to take advantage. I have been lucky as my grand-
mother is taking very good care of us. AIDS must be 
stopped. (Interview with Mary Masvingo Central, 
26 May 2007.)

intolerance

Zimbabwean children’s literature draws attention to 
the problems that are associated with intolerance. 
They show that intolerance breeds conflict in society. 
It prevents individuals and groups from enjoying life. 
Intolerance gives rise to stigma and discrimination. 
Groups that experience stigma and discrimination 
do not experience life positively. They seek their lib-
eration, and this gives rise to conflict in society. In-
tolerance creates conditions that produce strife and 
tension.

This paper has already drawn attention to the 
challenge of xenophobia in Zimbabwean children’s 
literature. Chirere shows how Zimbabwean society 
ill-treats children from Mozambique. This is a major 
source of conflict as it reflects ingratitude on the part 
of the Zimbabwean society. Mozambique played a 
crucial role in the liberation of Zimbabwe. Mo-
zambican lives were lost, while its children missed 
opportunities due to its support for the liberation 
struggle. Zimbabweans decided to repay by stigma-
tising Mozambican children. They made them feel 
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unwanted, inferior and abused them as maids and 
general hands. The vulnerability of Mozambican 
children in Zimbabwe also reminds readers of the 
devastation of war.

Zimbabwean children’s literature also tackles 
the issue of intolerance of people with disabilities, 
albinism and other forms of difference. Two books, 
Anani the Albino Boy (Alumenda, 2002) and Takadini 
(Hanson, 1997) focus on the need to accept children 
with albinism. They encourage children to shun dis-
crimination and embrace those among them with al-
binism. The authors call upon society to re-examine 
the myths that underlie prejudice against children 
with albinism.

In The Girl Who Couldn’t Dance, Tamara has 
a disability that was caused by a landmine that was 
planted in the ground during the war of liberation 
in Zimbabwe (Alumenda, 2001). This is a testimony 
of the ugly effects of war. Alumenda mobilises chil-
dren to accept people with disabilities. People with 
disabilities are looked down upon in society. When 
Lena, who has befriended Tamara who has a dis-
ability, tries the crutches and finds them heavy, the 
author is challenging society to look at the world 
from the point of view of people with disabilities. It 
is only through trying to understand what it is like 
to live with disability that society can build a better 
world for all.

Zimbabwean children’s literature draws atten-
tion to numerous factors that threaten social stabil-
ity. It describes various sources and arenas of ten-
sion. Authors encourage their audience to face these 
challenges creatively as Zimbabwe tries to negotiate 
its post-conflict status. They demonstrate how new 
tensions emerge, even as old ones are being resolved. 
Writers also share their vision of a peaceful and de-
veloped society. Zimbabwean children have also ar-
ticulated the Zimbabwe they want.

Envisioning a New Society: 
Zimbabwean Children’s Literature
Creative writers are often accused of being idealistic. 
They dare to dream, and to paint vivid pictures of 
the world they would like to see. Using the power 
of the imagination, they invite their readers to look 
forward to a new era where peace and prosperity 
prevail. Zimbabwean children’s literature provides 
interesting perspectives on resolving conflict and 
providing the vision of a new society. Authors create 

images of a society where children thrive and their 
rights are upheld.

Building a culture of peace

Zimbabwean children’s literature promotes a culture 
of peace. Writers urge children to celebrate peace 
and stability. Utilising folktales and other traditional 
genres, authors turn the values that are often cel-
ebrated by society upside down. Values of strength 
that often result in conflict are undermined in stories 
of the lion and the hare. The lion is often seen being 
defeated by the hare. While society worships speed, 
the chameleon with its slow pace is put forward as a 
hero. Children are encouraged to identify with the 
underdog and to critique values that engender con-
flict. 

War-mongers and those who seek to harm oth-
ers are criticised in children’s and young adult fiction 
in Zimbabwe. Characters that are glorified are those 
that promote peace and harmony. Censured too are 
those who abuse their intelligence to gain unfair ad-
vantage, such as the scheming hare. The pursuit of 
peace in Zimbabwean literature seeks to speak to the 
children’s imagination. It endeavours to undo visions 
of war and conflict. It seeks to break the cycle of vio-
lence that has gripped Zimbabwean society during 
different historical periods.

Children’s literature in Zimbabwe has played 
an important role in the transition from conflict to 
peace. The book, Crossing the Boundary Fence, pre-
pares children for the important task of reconcilia-
tion. It enables children to appreciate that differences 
in race and culture do not translate to superiority and 
inferiority. It is possible for black and white children 
to develop and sustain true friendships. Such friend-
ships put an end to conflict.

Teachers play an important role in guiding chil-
dren to adopt peaceful attitudes. They have the ca-
pacity to shape behaviour. It is therefore crucial for 
those societies that are moving from conflict to peace 
to retrain teachers so as to empower them to play this 
role effectively. Teachers who are able to utilise ma-
terial published for children in Zimbabwe have an 
opportunity to impart enduring values to children. 
According to Jackie Kirk (2006):

In post-conflict contexts, schools are the context 
in which new curricula will be oriented towards 
peace, living together and active citizenship in a 
democratic society. Children need to learn new in-
formation, skills, and attitudes which will protect 
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them through the difficult transformation towards 
peace, encourage them to assert their rights, and 
enable them to participate actively in development 
and reconstruction processes.

Dialogue and Tolerance

Zimbabwean children’s literature promotes dialogue 
and tolerance as solutions to intolerance and conflict. 
As shown above, children are encouraged to respect 
those who are “different” from them in terms of 
ethnicity, nationality, physical condition and other 
variables. It seeks to mould children into respectful 
citizens who celebrate difference. This is a critical 
dimension that needs to be reinforced. As the world 
continues to shrink into a global village, children 
must be equipped to accept difference. They must 
not allow difference to become a source of conflict.

Literature that examines the plight of children 
with disabilities, albinism and other conditions that 
make them different prepares children to respect the 
rights and feelings of others. This is a form of con-
flict management training as it allows children to 
notice that people are not the same. However, the 
rights of all must be respected. Children’s literature 
therefore is an important resource in training chil-
dren in the values of dialogue and tolerance. Joseph 
Huber (1984) has provided a useful description of 
tolerance. He writes:

The improvement of individual and social living 
is brought about by tolerance. It means an under-
standing attitude and fair treatment of others. It 
recognizes sympathetically the beliefs of others 
without necessarily embracing them. It is the will-
ingness to accept the opinions and customs which 
differ from your own. It is the reluctance to inter-
fere with the freedom of thought and action of oth-
ers.

Zimbabwean children’s literature prepares children 
to become effective peace makers. Using different 
strategies and stories, authors equip children to ap-
preciate non-violence and conflict resolution. Ani-
mals that terrorise others are ultimately defeated, 
while those that are willing to negotiate are seen suc-
ceeding. More critically, children’s literature shows 
the importance of negotiation. It has been defined 
as follows:

Negotiation is a process by which the people in-
volved in a dispute talk to each other about their 
problem or differences and try to reach a solution 
acceptable to all. Negotiation or dialogue has settled 
disputes between employer and employee, families 

and governments. For peace building to be success-
ful, there are important strategies and tactics that 
must be put in place. (Kangeremu, n.d:26)

Authors of children’s literature in Zimbabwe illus-
trate these principles by highlighting the need to 
prepare for negotiation, negotiating and reaching an 
agreement. Folktales and children’s stories show the 
value of negotiating and upholding agreements. In 
some stories, quarrels over drinking water, bounda-
ries and other disputes are settled through negotia-
tion. Children learn the following principles of dia-
logue:

Openness

Ideological rigidity and fundamentalism sponsor 
and worsen conflict. They are informed by a false be-
lief that one is right, and all other people are wrong. 
Individuals who are not open minded tend to resort 
to violence. If one has fixed ideas about gender, eth-
nicity, religion or political ideology, one is likely to 
defend these identities “to the death.”

Children’s literature shows that maturity is char-
acterised by openness. Children and young adults 
are encouraged to approach life with open minds. 
They are taught to shun fundamentalist beliefs. This 
is consistent with traditional ideas concerning living 
together in the community. 

Respect for the Other

Where there is no respect for opponents, there is 
a likelihood of violence. However, where there is 
respect, there are greater possibilities of finding 
peaceful ways of resolving conflict. Respect entails 
respecting the humanity of the other, and trying to 
view reality from their point of view. Individuals 
who are self-centred do not have respect for others. 
They hinder efforts to bring peace as they always 
insist on having their own way every time.

Children’s literature encourages respect for oth-
ers, as illustrated above. Children are taught to show 
compassion and understanding. They are taught 
the importance of upholding the integrity of others. 
Folktales criticise those who believe they are superior 
to others. Children are shown the importance of hu-
mility and accepting others.

Integrity to Uphold Agreements

Dialogue becomes very difficult when parties to the 
conflict are not sincere. When opponents are not 
willing to uphold agreements, conflict persists. Ne-
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gotiating parties must ensure that they abide by the 
decisions made during negotiations. People of integ-
rity are effective makers of peace. The continent of 
Africa desperately needs women and men who are 
willing to reach agreements and fulfil their part of 
the bargain. Zimbabwean children’s literature en-
courages individuals and communities to uphold 
agreements, as this is an effective strategy of conflict 
resolution.

Gender Justice

There can be no peace and development without 
gender justice. Post-conflict societies must tackle the 
issue of gender justice with urgency; otherwise no 
sustainable peace will be achieved in such societies. 
Upon the attainment of independence in 1980, Zim-
babwean society moved swiftly to pass legislation 
that promoted the rights of women and children. It 
was felt that political independence was inadequate 
if it was not accompanied by moves towards gender 
justice.

The rebuilding of the lives of girls and women 
who survive wars and gender violence is an important 
step towards reconstruction. There can be no recon-
struction in the abstract. The rebuilding of lives of 
people must be at the core of discourses of reconcili-
ation and reconstruction. In the words of Rutendo 
Masikati, a 15 year-old girl, “Girls must be assisted 
to move on with their lives if they have suffered 
misfortunes.” (Interview with Rutendo Masikati, 
Masvingo Central, 27 May 2007.)

As demonstrated in the previous sections, Zim-
babwean children’s literature reminds children of the 
importance of gender justice. It equips children to 
question the marginalisation of the girl child. It chal-
lenges the boy child to question the patriarchal divi-
dend that he enjoys and recruits him as an advocate 
of gender justice. Authors seek to empower the girl 
child to pursue her dreams. They show that women 
can achieve remarkable results if society provides an 
enabling environment in which they can thrive.

It is critical that post-conflict societies ensure 
the participation of the girl child in development 
programmes. Zimbabwean children’s literature pro-
vides useful insights by illustrating the creativity of 
the girls themselves. They must be consulted and be 
at the centre of the programmes that are designed to 
benefit them. Many young people are taking up the 
motto, “Nothing for us without us,” seriously. The 

vision of young women must become a priority as 
societies move from conflict to peace.

Efforts to stop violence and achieve sustainable 
peace have been dominated by adults. In most in-
stances, adults instigate violence and children are left 
to bear the brunt of their violent acts. In many Afri-
can contexts, the views of children have been totally 
ignored. The traditional emphasis on age and senior-
ity has left children invisible and without a voice.

This study has privileged children’s ideas of 
a peaceful and prosperous Zimbabwe through an 
analysis of children’s literature and highlighting the 
views of children themselves on particular issues. 
As the country struggles to shake off the legacy of 
violence, racism, divisive ethnicity, gender inequal-
ity and poverty, children’s literature has painted an 
attractive picture of the ideal society. 

In 2006, Zimbabwe’s churches produced a dis-
cussion document, “The Zimbabwe We Want: To-
wards a National Vision for Zimbabwe” (The Zim-
babwe Catoholic Bishops Conference et al., 2006). 
It lists the following core values for nation building 
which I summarise below:

1. Spirituality and Morality: Honesty and sincerity 
 in dealing with others.

2. Unity-in-Diversity: Acceptance of the reality of  
 diversity.

3. Respect for Human Life and Dignity: Utmost 
 respect for human life and dignity.

4. Respect for Democratic Freedoms: Safeguard 
 freedoms for all citizens.

5. Respect for Other Persons: Humility and  affirm- 
 ing the inherent worth of all persons

6. Democracy and Good Governance: Equal oppor- 
 tunity for all to exercise their democratic rights.

7. Participation: Uphold the right and duty of all 
 people to participate in the activities of their 
 communities.

8. Sovereignty: Accept Zimbabwe’s sovereignty, 
 but within the reality of global inter-depend- 
 ence.

9. Patriotism: Cultivate a sense of belonging that 
 overrides competing loyalties.

10. Gender Equity: Reconstruct gender roles to pro- 
 mote equity.
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11. Social Solidarity and the Promotion of the Fam- 
 ily: Acceptance that we all belong to one human 
 family.

12. Stewardship of Creation: Resourcefulness and  
 ecological restoration.

13. Justice and the Rule of Law: Accept that with- 
 out justice there is no peace and harmony.

I have outlined the core values identified in the na-
tional vision document as they echo those discussed 
in the preceding sections. This paper has described 
the vision that Zimbabwean children’s literature 
has regarding the new society. The ideals suggested 
above do not suggest that post-conflict Zimbabwe 
will be without tension. This would be a misreading 
of the concept of post-conflict society. 

It is necessary to underscore the point that a 
democratic, peaceful and prosperous Zimbabwe is 
not a fantasy. It is a possibility that can come about 
if all political and other actors are willing to work 
together. By developing strategies and mechanisms 
for resolving conflict, members of the community 
can achieve peace and development. 

Grand Vision, stifling context: challenges 
Facing Zimbabwean children’s Literature

As this paper has demonstrated, Zimbabwean chil-
dren’s literature has grown into a significant area of 
study. Authors have played a major role in developing 
a culture of peace. Some authors like Alumenda took 
time to immerse themselves in the lives of children 
on the streets, thereby gaining insights into their 
challenges. However, there are a number of factors 
that have made it difficult for authors to be more 
effective social commentators. These are outlined 
below:

A Crippling Economic Environment

As indicated above, Zimbabwe’s economy has under-
gone serious decline since the mid-1990s. It is char-
acterised by high unemployment, hyperinflation, 
shortage of basic commodities and other features. 
In such an environment, artists suffer as members 
of society prioritise basic necessities like food, cloth-
ing and shelter. Only a few established writers like 
Chinodya and the late Alumenda have been able to 
survive solely on proceeds from the profession. 

The economic environment also stifles creativ-
ity. It forces many authors to spend more time look-

ing for basic commodities, like other citizens. When 
authors do not have peace of mind, their creativity is 
inevitably compromised. Writing becomes a luxury 
that is indulged in when “more important issues” 
have been resolved.

A Difficult Political Context

Zimbabwe’s political terrain is highly charged. This 
makes it very difficult for artists to allow their imagi-
nation to wander randomly. There is a marked degree 
of self-censorship among the authors of children’s lit-
erature in Zimbabwe. Mai Palmberg drew a similar 
conclusion in her analysis of the response by musi-
cians to the country’s crisis (Palmberg, 2004). As a 
result, most authors tend to avoid producing books 
that challenge the government in a direct way.

The government of Zimbabwe is very sensi-
tive to criticism. A number of artists who engage in 
protest theatre have been harassed. Musicians who 
criticise the government’s policies have been denied 
airplay on public radio stations. In this environment, 
authors of children’s literature are careful to avoid 
confrontation with the government.

A Declining Publishing Industry

The early years of independence saw the publishing 
industry in Zimbabwe expanding rapidly. This cor-
responded with the government’s significant achieve-
ments in education. However, as the economic situ-
ation worsened, the publishing industry was not 
spared. Some publishing houses have folded and 
this has affected children’s literature. Also, the rapid 
decline of the Zimbabwe International Book Fair has 
deprived authors of children’s literature of a platform 
where they could market their work. The decline of 
the Zimbabwe International Book Fair is due to the 
economic and political situation in the country.

The Low Status of Children’s Literature

Authors of adult fiction tend to receive recogni-
tion, while those who write children’s literature are, 
in most cases, hardly known. This is also the case 
in Zimbabwe. Authors of children’s book are not 
popular. Society wrongly thinks that they engage 
in “childish” activities. This is unfortunate as one 
requires a lot of skill to write for children. The low 
status of children’s literature can also be seen from 
the fact that very few emerging authors operate in 
this particular field.
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The Absence of a Support Group/Association

Writing is an intensely personal pursuit. However, 
in a difficult environment, such as the one in Zim-
babwe, authors of children’s literature would benefit 
from an effective support group or association. The 
Budding Writers of Zimbabwe and the Zimbabwean 
Women Writers are dominated by writers who have 
an interest in adult fiction.

suggestions for strengthening Zimbabwean  
children’s Literature

Zimbabwean children’s literature has recorded some 
notable achievements. Its teaching on conflict reso-
lution and peace shows its value to national devel-
opment. It is important to find ways of addressing 
the challenges facing the discipline so that authors 
can achieve greater results. In the following section, 
I suggest strategies that could be adopted to improve 
Zimbabwean children’s literature.

Greater Interaction with Children

This paper has drawn attention to the importance 
of listening to the voices of children in developing 
children’s literature. It is tempting for adult authors 
to assume that they know the issues that are of 
prime concern to children. There is need for authors 
of children’s literature to interact more closely with 
children so that they can articulate the needs of chil-
dren more effectively.

Although in children’s literature it is largely 
adults who try to capture the world as seen by chil-
dren, it is necessary to promote children’s creativity. 
Zimbabwean children’s literature stands to gain if it 
supports children writing for themselves. If adults 
grant space to children, children do have the ca-
pacity to express themselves. They have clear ideas 
regarding their aspirations and the kind of society 
they would want to live in. Children’s literature 
worldwide needs to democratise and grant space to 
children’s voices.

Investing in Children’s Literature

Although the country is experiencing serious eco-
nomic difficulties, there is need to continue invest-
ing in children’s literature. This is a task that should 
not be compromised as the future of the country 
depends on it. Children’s literature is critical for 
moulding character and imparting values for respon-
sible citizenship. This paper has demonstrated how 
Zimbabwean children’s literature offers guidelines 

for peace building. It is important to invest in this 
area as this will ensure that there is a culture of peace 
in the country.

Investing in children’s literature implies rec-
ognising the value of the industry and supporting 
the publication of books for children. It also means 
finding resources to record traditional folktales and 
publishing such results. Writers who operate in this 
field must be supported, including affording them 
opportunities for exposure visits to other countries 
that have achieved more in the area of children’s lit-
erature.

Creating a Conducive Environment

The vision of a peaceful and prosperous Zimbabwe 
that is yearned for by children’s literature would sup-
port the growth of the industry. Authors of children’s 
books would thrive in an environment characterised 
by tolerance, dialogue and good governance. Politi-
cians in Zimbabwe must recognise that artists have 
a duty to inform society and to criticise those in 
power. They do this in order to promote democracy 
and development. The victimisation of artists must 
be condemned by all those who believe in transpar-
ency and freedom of expression.

Conclusion
Heaven on earth: prosperity and 
a World without conflict

Children in Zimbabwe and authors of Zimbabwean 
children’s literature dream of another world. This is 
a world without poverty, war, conflict, and HIV and 
AIDS. Harsh critics dismiss the optimistic ending of 
children’s stories as unrealistic. Stephen Chifunyise’s 
The Ghost Car of Chegutu and Other Stories, antici-
pates an era when gangs of thieves finally abandon 
their anti-social activities (Chifunyise, 2002). Works 
by Alumenda have happy endings when children on 
the streets finally own big houses and invite all the 
other children on the streets to live with them. Or-
phans become successful traditional medical doc-
tors, and ambitious girls like Marita succeed in life. 
These artists compel society to dream of another 
possible world. They call for new visions of society, 
and encourage children and adults to work towards 
the realisation of such a world.

Children are not in a state of becoming. They 
already are. They know that a world characterised by 
poverty and strife does not allow them to experience 
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life in its fullness. They are interested in struggles for 
sustaining peace as they are aware that peace is infi-
nitely better than conflict. They challenge adults to 
join them in the struggles for peace as this provides 
an environment in which they can thrive. 

Children’s literature in Zimbabwe has endeav-
oured to journey with children as they both imagine 
and work towards a peaceful and prosperous society. 
Such a society must be first dreamt into being. Chil-
dren’s literature in Zimbabwe dares to imagine such 
a society and mobilises children and adults to aspire 
towards it. Based on values like tolerance, compas-
sion, friendship, responsibility and others, it is pos-
sible to establish a peaceful society. The children of 
Zimbabwe and other African countries posit that 
such a world is possible: the challenge is for poli-
ticians and technocrats to translate this world into 
reality.
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