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ABSTRACT

At the core of the field of applied theatre is the use of the arts to confront and address issues of
marginalisation. Yet, the field marginalises the methods and approaches of Black and Global
majorities. This research project addresses this problem by setting up popular participatory theatre
(PPT) with incarcerated women in Zimbabwean prisons as a test case.

There is limited knowledge in research on the experiences of incarcerated women in Zimbabwean
prisons. This in-depth study used indigenous approaches to bring to light those experiences, thereby
contributing towards efforts to decolonise applied theatre. The research draws on PPT alongside
affect to inform our understanding of the women’s experiences of engaging in PPT and Africana
womanism to inform our understanding of how incarcerated women make sense of their

incarceration experiences.

Rooted in participatory practice, this applied research project contributes to indigenous
methodologies by engaging forty-seven incarcerated women in the co-design and implementation
of the study. Through collaboration, they partook in indigenous traditional activities such as games,
songs, storytelling, and performances. The analysis demonstrates how the incorporation of
indigenous games offered a nuanced framework for the participants to explore and articulate the
complexities of their experiences within Zimbabwean prisons, particularly concerning motherhood,
autonomy, and familial obligations. Utilising these traditional games as a reflective tool, the women
delved into the emotional intricacies of navigating societal expectations and gender norms within

the prison environment.

The insights garnered from this study deepen our understanding of applied prison theatre,
specifically within the framework of indigenous traditional practices and the unique context of
carceral institutions. By spotlighting women's embodied sense-making processes, this research
aligns with womanist principles, thereby broadening the scope of feminist criminology away from
its traditional focus. Furthermore, the findings offer valuable insights for guiding participatory
theatre practices in underexplored contexts. Overall, this thesis challenges conventional Western
research paradigms by advocating for playful engagement through songs, games, and creative

collaboration as a means to address prison chaos, known as kupenga mujeri.
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Introduction

Exploring Prison Theatre in Zimbabwe: Unveiling the Experiences of Incarcerated WWomen

This research study is situated within the field of applied theatre, a form of theatre practice which
‘operates beyond the traditional and limiting scope of conventional Western theatre forms’
(O’Connor and O’Connor 2009: 471). Applied theatre ‘brings together a broad range of dramatic
activity carried out by a host of diverse bodies and groups’ (Ackroyd, 2000: 2) in a wide range of
contexts, including schools, prisons, hospitals, community centres, refugee camps and other social
or cultural settings (Nicholson, 2005: 85-101). Theatre in each of these contexts has its own theories
and specialised practices. The specific focus of this research is on applied theatre in prison, also
referred to as theatre in prisons or prison theatre. For the purposes of this study, the term prison theatre

will be used.

This research into prison theatre was motivated by a desire and passion to introduce prison theatre
in Zimbabwean prisons and specifically with incarcerated women. In Zimbabwe, drama and theatre
have been applied in various contexts such as education (Chivandikwa, 2004; Chivandikwa, Mhako,
and Sambo, 2010; Marunda, 2015), disability (Chinhanu, Chivandikwa and Seda, 2021; Chinhanu,
2013; Chivandikwa, 2016) and community development (Mushangwe and Chivandikwa, 2014;
Makumbirofa, 2011; Seda, 2004; Yule, 2010), there remains an unaddressed gap in the integration

of theatre within the prison system.

In an endeavour to address this research gap, | embarked on a learning journey by enrolling in a
Master’s programme at the University of Cape Town, South Africa. As part of my Master’s research
project (see Chinhanu, 2015), | facilitated a theatre making process with male prisoners at
Goodwood Prison, Cape Town. | was particularly drawn to the discussions about a turn towards
aesthetics within the broader field of applied theatre (see Freebody and Finneran, 2016; Haseman and
Winston, 2010; Jackson, 2005; Rasmussen, 2000; White, 2015). These scholars raise some concerns
about the overt instrumentalisation of applied theatre at the expense of the ‘values of beauty, creative
genius and artistic autonomy that are associated with the practice’ (White, 2015: 3). Drawing
inspiration from James Thompson (2009), who is also known for his theatre work in prisons, I
followed his proposition for an affective turn in applied theatre. | focused my research project on
exploring the aesthetic dimensions of theatre within the prison environment. My project with the
male participants in Goodwood prison did not have any preconceived grand offers for the
participants, except an offer for fun and enjoyment in a place that does not always give that. | started
practising to see what would emerge. | sought to understand the artistic possibilities within the prison

context.

Through participation in techniques from established prison theatre practices, including those



elucidated in The Geese Theatre Handbook: Drama with Offenders and People at Risk (Baim and
Brookes, 2002) and Games for Actors and Non-Actors (Boal, 2002), the research project provided
valuable insights into the causes of the participants’ crimes, revealing a tapestry woven with
narratives of robbery, theft, murder and drug abuse. One particularly intriguing revelation that
emerged from my investigation was an intricate web of blame and responsibility that seemed to
intersect with gender dynamics. Astonishingly, many of the male prisoners attributed their offences
to their female counterparts. They claimed that their criminal acts were driven by a perceived
obligation to fulfil their traditional role as providers within the household. This disconcerting
revelation disrupted conventional notions, as it positioned these men as victims rather than the
perpetrators of violence and abuse, as often depicted in the existing literature (see Diki, et al., 2022;
Moots, et al., 2023). The implications of this finding ignited a fervent curiosity within me to explore
the experiences of women who find themselves in prisons. Recognising the contrast between the
narratives of male prisoners and the reality of their experiences, | sought to unearth the nuanced
narratives of women in prison, uncovering the circumstances that culminated in their unfortunate
encounters with the law. Furthermore, upon critical reflection of my project involving male
prisoners and an extensive engagement with the existing literature, | discerned a noticeable
limitation in attention given to female offenders within the context of prison theatre practice. This
realisation reinforced my resolve to further advance my work by directing my focus towards female

prisoners in Zimbabwe.

The focus on the Zimbabwean context was because there is currently a dearth of knowledge
regarding women incarcerated in Zimbabwean prisons through the lens of prison theatre (see Dastile
and Agozino, 2019; Chivandikwa et al., 2020). Not much is known about who these women are,
their experiences of incarceration and how they make sense of their experiences. Acknowledging
this substantial research gap, this research contributes to addressing the underrepresentation of
female experiences in Zimbabwean prisons within the specific discourse of applied theatre with

incarcerated women in sub-Saharan Africa.

Navigating a Paradox in Applied Theatre: The Predominance of Established Techniques and
the Oversight of Diverse Approaches

It is noteworthy to emphasise that the methods I integrated into my Master's project were prominent
within the literature | engaged during discussions with colleagues in applied theatre seminars. At that
time, | believed that acquiring proficiency in these techniques was essential to be recognised as a
credible prison theatre practitioner upon my return to Zimbabwe. While my Master's research
project did not aim to make grand claims about the efficacy of theatre in prisons, | later discovered
that it inadvertently aligned with the prevalent focus on pursuing therapeutic outcomes for
individual prisoners, which characterises the existing body of research in the field of prison theatre
(see Balfour et al., 2019; Baim, 2020; Heritage, 2011; Pensalfini, 2016). | discuss this in Chapter



One. | felt uneasy about this unexpected outcome because | lacked the necessary therapeutic skills
and training to effectively manage the project. This raised ethical concerns regarding the potential
harm | may have unknowingly exposed the participants to. | grappled with the unsettling notion that
in my pursuit of understanding prison theatre for a Master's degree, | might have unintentionally
exploited the participants and subjected them to emotional and psychological risks.

During the course of my academic journey, | began contemplating the ethical considerations in
university programme research projects that culminate in the attainment of academic degrees.
Specifically, I thought about the pervasive data extraction practices aligned with Western research
methodologies, recognising their potential limitations and the potential for cultural insensitivity.
This process of reflection and critical analysis prompted me to consider the possibilities of
alternative research methodologies in prison theatre, methodologies that would resonate with the
unique socio-cultural contexts of different communities. My aim was to facilitate a research
approach that would empower the participants to define their own objectives within the project,

fostering a mutually beneficial outcome.

This research study aims to offer a located, specific counterpoint to the prevailing dominance of
specialised techniques, tools and methods in prison theatre, particularly those disseminated through
publication. The historical development of prison theatre across several countries, including the
United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, Brazil, Ireland, Lebanon, Canada, Norway, China,
Nigeria, and South Africa (see, Balfour, 2004; Biggs, 2016; Heritage, 1998; Hurst, 2012;
McAvinchey, 2001; Pensalfini, 2016; Sutherland, 2013; Thompson, 1998), has primarily been
influenced by methodologies such as the theatre of the oppressed, playback theatre, process
drama, Shakespeare in prison, and techniques from the Geese Theatre Company (see Baim and
Brookes, 2002; Balfour, 2004; Pensalfini, 2016; Shailor, 2011; Thompson, 1998). These dominant
approaches reveal a paradox within the field of applied theatre. Despite applied theatre’s intention
to utilise the arts as a means of addressing marginalisation, it has often overlooked the methods and

approaches derived from Black and Global Majorities.

This study acknowledges that the hegemonic approaches in prison theatre are rooted in the

geographical location in which prison theatre takes place. According to Rob Pensalfini:

prison theatre programmes generally have a precarious existence and are often obliged to turn
to justifications and analyses of their work that support the stated goals of the prison system in
which they are housed (Pensalfini, 2016: 5).

Thus, the claims and arguments in literature have been angled directly at the agenda of the prison

system, which are often linked to seeking prisoners’ behavioural change. In addition, Paul Heritage



10

(cited in Pensalfini, 2016) sheds light on prison theatre criticism:

Dramatherapists made a number of direct or veiled attacks on Prison Theatre practitioners,
particularly around their ‘qualification’ to work in the system, being artists and not therapists.
Many prison theatre practitioners and commentators felt obligated to justify their work in terms
of therapeutic outcomes and there was a narrowing transformative agenda, often gave way to

a focus on an individual and personal notion of change (Heritage in Pensalfini, 2016: 4-5).

By emphasising specific theoretical frameworks and methodologies, diverse approaches and voices
within the field are overshadowed. Considering the potential cultural and contextual variations in
different prison settings, it is important to explore approaches that resonate with the unique socio-
cultural backgrounds of the incarcerated populations. This diversity of approaches not only ensures
that prison theatre remains relevant but also encourages inclusivity and responsiveness to the specific

needs of the individuals involved.

This research study extends the existing contributions by Lisa Biggs (2022), Ashley Lucas (2021),
Caoimhe McAvinchey (2020), and Aylwyn Walsh (2019) whose works present diverse
methodological approaches to prison theatre, particularly with incarcerated women. These
approaches encompass participatory radio drama, PPT, devised theatre, testimony theatre, and
collaborations with theatre organisations and community-based companies. Notably, Miranda
Young-Jahangeer's (2014; 2020) work with women in South African prisons using PPT grounded
in Zulu culture and indigenous knowledge, holds particular significance for this research because it
offers a context-specific, culturally sensitive and alternative perspective on the application of prison
theatre, which can enhance the understanding of the field and its potential impact in various cultural

contexts.

Exploring Alternative Methodologies in Prison Theatre Research: Aims, Objectives, and
Methodological Approach

This research study examines the use of PPT as an approach with forty-seven incarcerated women
in Zimbabwean prisons who participated in this study. The aims of this research study were two-
fold:

1. To provide a platform for incarcerated women to express themselves, share their stories, and
explore their identities within an otherwise restrictive environment, thus generating new
perspectives about the experiences of women in Zimbabwean prisons.

2. To decolonise! prison theatre through a PPT process that I carried out in two of Zimbabwe’s

"In this research study, the term 'decolonise’ is employed to signify a deliberate effort to interrogate and contest
the approaches and methodologies utilised in applied theatre practices. It necessitates the amplification of
marginalised voices and perspectives and centring indigenous knowledge and ways of knowing. By embracing a
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female prisons.

The central research questions are:

1.

What new perspectives opened up through analysis of my PPT project regarding the
experiences of women in Zimbabwean prisons?

How might the utilisation of PPT empower incarcerated women in Zimbabwean prisons to
express themselves, share their stories, explore their identities and build connections within
the confines of the prison environment?

In what ways does a PPT rooted in local cultural forms challenge the dominant approaches

of prison theatre and provide a space for advancing the field of prison theatre?

More specifically, the specific objectives of this research study are:

1.

To contribute to decolonising the field of applied theatre by incorporating indigenous
practices in PPT with incarcerated women in Zimbabwean prisons.

To generate specific knowledge of Zimbabwean contexts of prison theatre research.
To contribute to addressing the limitations in literature and research about the experiences

of incarceration of women in Zimbabwean prisons by providing a platform for them to
express themselves, explore their identities and share their stories.

To explore the applicability and appropriateness of using PPT as a platform to foster
reflective thought among female prisoners regarding their experiences of incarceration.

To generate insights for leading participatory-led theatre practice in under-researched

contexts

As the name suggests, PPT is an amalgamation of popular theatre and participatory methods.

According to Penina Muhando Mlama,

popular theatre refers to the employment of a variety of theatrical expressions at grassroot level

to research and analyse development problems and to create a critical awareness and potential

for action to solve problems (Mlama, 1991: 65-66).

It is a theatre that utilises forms of artistic expression that a community identifies with and finds most

comfortable to express themselves in (Levert and Mumma, 1997), and more significantly, as ‘a tool

for improving life in its totality’ (Mlama, 1991: 66). It aims to establish an environment where

individuals at the grassroots level are conscious of the forces influencing their living conditions. Its

objective is to not only raise awareness but also engage people actively in the process of

decolonial approach, this research aims to contribute to broadening the approaches within the field of applied

theatre.
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development, allowing them to voice their perspectives and take action to improve their

circumstances.

PPT distinguishes itself from past manifestations of theatre for development by placing participation
at the forefront of the theatrical process, not partially but entirely. Ross Kidd best articulates this

participation when he defines PPT as

a means of bringing people together, building confidence and solidarity, stimulating discussion,
exploring alternative options for action, and building a collective commitment to
change; starting with people’s urgent concerns and issues, it encourages reflections on these
issues and possible strategies for change (Kidd 1984: 264).

By emphasising participation in this comprehensive manner, PPT aims to empower individuals and
communities, amplifying their voices, and fostering a sense of ownership and agency. It seeks to
break away from traditional hierarchical power structures and create a space where everyone's
contributions are valued and respected. Through the process of engaging with urgent concerns and
collectively envisioning alternative paths, PPT nurtures critical thinking, creativity, and a shared
commitment to addressing social issues (Mda, 1990; 1993; Mdoe, 2002; Sibanda, 2015).

While the historical context of popular theatre has traditionally emphasised driving social change,
my research project's primary objective did not centre around instigating societal shifts with women
in Zimbabwean prisons. Instead, | positioned popular theatre as a methodology that transcends the
limitations of conventional behavioural change approaches in prison settings. Similarly, the
possibility of addressing broader issues within the prison establishment would have exceeded the
reasonable scope of a PhD study. Rather, my aim was to provide these incarcerated women with a
platform to freely express themselves, share their narratives, and delve into their identities through
engagement with popular theatre methods tailored to their contextual realities. The ultimate goal

was to contribute to a more inclusive and culturally sensitive approach to prison theatre practice.

Central to this approach was the fundamental recognition of the participants as active agents in the
research process, valuing their approaches, knowledge and perspectives. PPT created opportunities
for the women to amplify their voices, cultivate a sense of ownership, and nurture agency, leading to
addressing the historical neglect of research and practice with incarcerated women in prison theatre.
Furthermore, my focus was centred on the experiences of women’s participation in PPT, aiming to
illuminate new perspectives on their experiences of incarceration. Therefore, my PPT project drew
inspiration from proposition towards affect in applied theatre, ushering in a shift towards an affective

approach within popular theatre.

I align with Thompson’s (2009) proposition to prioritise affect over simple or singular effect in
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applied theatre practices. Instead of solely evaluating the impact of theatre through tangible and
quantifiable results, such as changes in behaviour or attitudes, an affective approach acknowledges
the significance of the more nuanced aspects of human experience. Affect, in this context,
encompassed the profound and often subtle ways in which participants’ emotions and perceptions
were shaped by their engagement in methods that they culturally identified with. | do not perceive
of popular theatre and affect as opposing ideas but as complementary approaches. By recognising
and valuing these subtleties, we gain a deeper understanding of how theatre can impact individuals
on a personal and emotional level, enriching their lives in ways that may not be immediately visible
or quantifiable. In this research study, popular theatre served as a framework for understanding socio-
cultural and political contexts within prisons, while the turn towards affect provided a lens to explore

the emotional and experiential aspects of theatre engagement.

Locating Popular Participatory Theatre (PPT) Within Indigenous Research Paradigm: A
Challenge to Dominant Ideologies in Prison Theatre

| locate PPT within the indigenous research paradigm to challenge the dominant influence of
Western ideologies, methodologies, and aesthetics in prison theatre. While it may be unrealistic for
one short-term prison theatre project to completely dismantle hegemony, the intention is to

contribute to a shift towards a more equitable and culturally diverse practice of prison theatre.

In developing an argument about indigenous methodologies in relation to prison theatre, 1 am
drawing on Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s (2012) work on decolonising research methodologies, which
emphasises the importance of using indigenous methodologies in research more generally to enable
us to begin to decolonise prison theatre work. Smith (2012) critiques traditional research methods
as being Eurocentric and colonial in nature and argues for the need to develop new approaches that
centre indigenous perspectives and knowledge systems. Her perspective is useful for describing the

locally found methods rooted in a community's socio- cultural context that I used in this research.

Smith (2012) emphasises that decolonising research is not anti-research, but rather entails
approaching research in alternative ways and exploring different possibilities for knowledge
production. This approach opens up new methodologies that uncover new kinds of knowing. She
further contends that when we think of research as creating knowledge, then indigenous
communities have many diverse ways of knowing and multiple sources of knowledge, including
ways of life, spirituality, and relationships with the environment and other living beings (see also
Chilisa, 2012; Kovach, 2018; Smith, 2012). These different epistemologies should be respected and
valued (Kovach, 2010; Smith, 2012; Wilson, 2020). In the same way, there are many approaches
that value the cultural contexts of acommunity which should make up the basis of a project in applied

theatre.
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Indigenous methodologies seek to break away from the hegemony of the dominant Western research
paradigms into a place where indigenous ways of knowing and understanding are prioritised and
incorporated (Kovach, 2010; Smith, 2012). This means that indigenous research places a significant
emphasis on utilising culturally appropriate methods for knowledge acquisition that respect the
traditions and values of indigenous communities (Smith, 2012; Wilson, 2020). For example, in
Western research approaches, the researcher is often seen as the expert who determines the research
agenda and questions, with the participants serving mainly as sources of data. Indigenous
methodologies aim to challenge this notion by prioritising participants’ relationships and
interconnectedness of knowledge across various domains, including sensory, experiential, and
metaphysical dimensions. However, it is crucial to acknowledge the limitations and complexities
within indigenous communities themselves. Many methodologies in sub-Saharan Africa, for
instance, demonstrate hierarchical structures where the contributions of marginalised groups, such
as poorer individuals or women, are traditionally sidelined. In this light, while indigenous
methodologies aim to promote inclusivity and respect for diverse perspectives, the reality may
present significant challenges in dismantling deeply ingrained power dynamics and ensuring
genuine equity in knowledge production and dissemination. Thus, a critical examination is essential
to understand the complexities and nuances involved in the application of indigenous methodologies

within cultural contexts.

The impetus to challenge Western approaches in prison theatre is also shaped by my experience in
South Africa towards the end of my Master’s programme in 2015. During that time, South Africa
witnessed the emergence of the #MustFall movements. These movements gained momentum
through the #RhodesMustFall protests, which were initiated by students at the University of Cape
Town in March 2015. The target of their protests was the statue of Cecil John Rhodes, a British
imperialist who held power in the Cape Colony from 1890 to 1896. The call for the removal of
Rhodes' statue was a response to the ideological dominance of white- centred narratives within
South African higher education, as embodied by the statue (Holmes and Loehwing, 2016). On April
9, 2015, the statue was dismantled, marking a significant symbolic step towards the decolonisation
process and the creation of a new intellectual space for healing the post-apartheid university
(Luescher, 2015). The impact of the #RhodesMustFall movement reverberated across the country,
inspiring students at different universities to question symbols and structures that required

examination within their own contexts.

For example, the movement sparked the #OpenStellies movement at the University of Stellenbosch,
reigniting a language debate that exposed significant divisions on campus between predominantly
White Afrikaans-speaking students and Black students who predominantly received education in
Afrikaans (Dlamini, 2020), a language primarily spoken by White Afrikaners. The reason why
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Black students did not want to continue with the predominant use of Afrikaans as the primary
language of instruction likely stems from historical and cultural factors. Afrikaans, as a language,
has historical ties to the apartheid era, during which it was associated with racial segregation and
discrimination (Dlamini, 2020; Maylam, 2001).

According to Paul Maylam (2001), Afrikaans gained official language status alongside English in
1948, enforced by the government. This led to many Black students being compelled to receive
education in Afrikaans, creating significant barriers to learning and educational attainment.
Following the end of apartheid, South Africa underwent a process of transformation and
reconciliation. However, the use of Afrikaans as a medium of instruction in institutions like the
University of Stellenbosch remained contentious. The #OpenStellies movement emerged in
response, with Black students advocating for greater inclusivity and recognition of their linguistic
and cultural backgrounds (Dlamini, 2020). They felt marginalised and excluded within the
predominantly White Afrikaans-speaking environment of the university, arguing that prioritising
Afrikaans perpetuated inequality and hindered academic success and social integration. Their efforts
aimed to foster an inclusive and equitable educational environment, striving for greater equity within

the university's community.

The discourse surrounding language at Stellenbosch University stands as a notable issue that serves
as a powerful reminder of the institutional dominance deeply rooted in the historical context of
colonialism. This linguistic debate is a microcosm of broader power dynamics that extend far
beyond the confines of the language issue and permeate multiple facets of society. Within the
context of my current research study, it underscores the need to challenge and address the deeply
entrenched systems of privilege and inequality that persist within prison theatre practice and

research.

Positionality Statement

As a researcher examining the lives of women in Zimbabwean prisons through the practice of PPT,
it is imperative to critically reflect on my positionality and the various dimensions of my identity
that inform and shape my research study. My socio-economic status, ethnicity and educational
experiences significantly influence my perspective, particularly in the context of decoloniality and

the power dynamics inherent within the prison system.

| am a 32-year-old Zimbabwean woman of Shona ethnicity, born and raised in Zimbabwe. The
Shona constitute the dominant ethnic group in Zimbabwe, with the Ndebele being the other main
ethnic group. My affiliation with the Shona group has profoundly influenced various aspects of my
research. This positionality places me as an ‘insider’ within the Shona cultural context (see Ganga

& Scott, 2006), yet simultaneously as an ‘outsider’ among the Ndebele, potentially introducing
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inherent biases into my work (see Adu-Ampong & Adams, 2019). It is crucial to acknowledge this
outsider status, recognising the risk of viewing the experiences of my research participants through
a lens shaped by my own Shona cultural background. The use of Shona as the primary language of
facilitation within the research context inherently privileged Shona-speaking participants,
potentially marginalising Ndebele-speaking inmates and foreign nationals. This linguistic
dominance likely influenced the types of cultural practices and narratives documented, as they were
gathered predominantly from a Shona perspective. | elaborate on these issues in Chapter Three of
my thesis. As a result, the research reflects Shona cultural norms and values more prominently,
thereby reinforcing existing power dynamics within both the prison environment and the broader

Zimbabwean societal structure.

In an attempt to mitigate these biases and ensure a more inclusive and representative study of the
diverse experiences of women in Zimbabwean prisons, | initially sought to include Ndebele-
speaking University of Zimbabwe Theatre Arts students in the research. However, this approach
proved unsustainable, a challenge which 1 discuss further in Chapter Three. Thus, I acknowledge
that my Shona ethnicity, while providing cultural insights, also risked perpetuating the narratives of
the dominant group, thereby limiting the study’s potential to fully address the marginalisation that

underpins my research focus.

In addition, 1 come from a middle-class background, which affords me certain privileges such as
access to quality education, healthcare, and other resources. My educational journey, steeped in
Western epistemologies, has systematically marginalised African indigenous knowledge systems
(see Smith, 1999). This realisation compelled me to pursue 'the development of new methodologies
and alternative ways of knowing or epistemologies’ (Smith, 1999:166). The work of scholars like
Tuhiwai Smith (1999), Chilisa (2012), Kovach (2018), Wilson (2020) has deeply influenced my
research approach. These scholars emphasise the importance of respecting and valuing diverse
epistemological frameworks, including spiritual, relational, and environmental dimensions.
Grounded in these principles, my research project was conceived with a commitment to
methodologies that honour the cultural context and lived experiences of the women in Zimbabwean
prisons. By embracing alternative epistemologies, | sought to uncover new dimensions of
knowledge that traditional paradigms may overlook. This pursuit led me to a profound curiosity
about the knowledge systems of my ancestors, prompting a deliberate shift towards centring
culturally sensitive approaches such as indigenous traditional games in my research on prison
theatre. However, it is essential to acknowledge that my socio-economic background, while
providing certain privileges, also introduced complexities and challenges to the research process,

which I discuss further in Chapter Three.

My socio-economic status also provides a buffer against many of the hardships faced by incarcerated
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women, who often come from disadvantaged backgrounds. To an extent, this disparity hindered my
ability to fully understand their experiences, potentially leading to biased interpretations. To address
this, I intentionally positioned Africana womanism as a theoretical framework, enabling the women

to interpret their own experiences from their unique perspectives.

Given my privileged background, it was crucial to engage in reflexive practice throughout the
research process. This involved maintaining a critical awareness of how colonial legacies and power
imbalances influence my research approach and interactions with the incarcerated women.
Conducting research within the prison system necessitated a conscientious approach, recognising
the hierarchical and coercive nature of such institutions. The prison system, as a manifestation of
state power and control, often perpetuates systemic injustices. My position as a researcher, which
granted me access and authority not afforded to the women, required a careful and ethical approach
to mitigate the reinforcement of these power disparities.

In conclusion, my socio-economic class, ethnicity, and educational background are integral to
shaping my research perspective. These factors necessitate a conscientious and reflexive approach,
particularly in the context of decoloniality and the recognition of inherent power dynamics within
the prison system. Through this research, | aim to contribute not only to academic knowledge but

also to the advocacy for the dignity of women in Zimbabwean prisons.

Theoretical Scope

The research draws on ideas of Africana womanism as explicated by Clenora Hudson-Weems
(1993) and selected womanist theorists such as Catherine Acholonu (1995) and Molara Ogundipe-
Leslie (1994) to illuminate the intersectional aspects of incarcerated women's experiences and
prioritise their voices and perspectives within the analysis. Chapter Two will provide a full
consideration of the theoretical lens. However, to set expectations clearly, I highlight here some key

concepts for this approach before further elaboration.

Africana womanism is a feminist theory that emerged as a response to the marginalisation of African
American women within mainstream feminist discourse (Hudson-Weems, 2004). It is a framework
rooted in the experiences and struggles of women of African descent and encompasses a holistic
approach that considers the interconnectedness of race, gender, class, culture, spirituality, and
community (Hudson-Weems, 2004). By incorporating Africana womanism into the analysis, the
study acknowledges the experiences of women incarcerated in Zimbabwean prisons within the

specific cultural context.

Africana womanism, as a paradigm, has eighteen basic tenets that underpin it. These characteristics
are as follows: self-naming, self-definition, role flexibility, family-centeredness, struggling with

males against oppression, adaptability, genuine sisterhood, wholeness, authenticity, strength, male
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compatibility, respect, recognition, respect for elders, ambition, mothering, nurturing, and
spirituality (Hudson-Weems, 1993: 55-73). Within this framework, this study categorises these

eighteen principles into four significant themes:

Intersectionality and Identity,
Motherhood and Family-centredness,
Power, Resistance and Agency,
Prison Relationality

| give explanation of how the eighteen tenets are resolved into the above four pivotal themes within

the research context in Chapter Two. These themes provide a guiding frame for understanding
incarcerated women's experiences of incarceration. By employing the principles of Africana
womanism, this research study provides a unique perspective to the analysis of incarcerated women,
while also acknowledging the significance of decolonisation and intersectionality in research
methodologies.

Overview of Thesis

This thesis is divided into three sections. Section 1 is made up of the introduction which has
introduced the research and Chapter One which examines the research contexts that inform this
research study. Chapter One is divided into three parts. The first part offers a comprehensive
overview of the historical backdrop of prisons in Zimbabwe. Drawing on the invaluable work of
notable historians, the section casts a spotlight on the colonial vestiges embedded within the fabric
of Zimbabwean prisons. This historical context serves a pivotal role in reshaping prevailing notions
of power and punishment, offering a nuanced perspective that stands in stark contrast to the dominant
Western theoretical paradigms that have significantly shaped the discourse in criminology. The
primary objective is to emphasise the importance of context specificity. Part two addresses the
underrepresentation of women in scholarship on crime and punishment especially in the Global
South by providing a detailed examination of the context of women in prisons in sub-Saharan Africa
and more specifically, in Zimbabwe. It highlights the urgent need for a more inclusive lens to the
study of women in prisons. Part three examines the use of applied theatre with women in prison and
discusses different methodological approaches in the practice of prison theatre with incarcerated
women. It emphasises the gradual, growing practice of applied theatre in prison that focuses on
incarcerated women through a systematic analysis of academic publications in applied theatre in
prison. It highlights the epistemic whiteness of prison theatre practice and theory and the

underdevelopment of prison theatre in Zimbabwe.

Section Two: is made up of Chapters Two and Three. Chapter Two comprises three interconnected
parts that establish the theoretical framework for the research study. Part one discusses PPT and the
affective turn in applied theatre, emphasising the emotional aspect of women's participation in

theatre in Zimbabwean prisons. Part two centres on an indigenous research paradigm challenging
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traditional approaches in prison theatre to explore culturally relevant methods. Part three employs
Africana womanism as framework to analyse the experiences of incarcerated women in Zimbabwe.
These parts collectively lay the foundation for a comprehensive exploration of women's experiences

in Zimbabwean prisons.

Chapter Three tells the story of research set up and approach. The chapter differs from the preceding
chapters in that it is mainly descriptive. By describing the research process, the chapter justifies the
methodological choices made during the study to enable the reader to evaluate the rigor and
validity of the research and understand the potential biases and shortcomings that arose from
the chosen approach. The descriptive nature of the chapter also helps set the stage for the subsequent
analysis chapters. By providing a detailed account of the research approach, it offers the necessary
context for the reader to understand the analyses and interpretations that will follow. The chapter

also introduces the research participants.

Section Three delves into the issues in practice. Comprising Chapters Four, Five, Six, and Seven,
this section examines the experiences of incarcerated women within the context of incarceration and
PPT. Additionally, Chapter Seven provides the concluding remarks for the study. Chapter Four
analyses the use of costumes with the research participants as a practice that serves as a lens for
understanding prison clothing and its influence on the experiences of incarcerated women
concerning gender, identity and agency within the prison environment. This analysis offers insights
into the complex dynamics within the prison system, highlighting the intersecting oppressions
shaped by colonial legacies that impact the experiences of female prisoners in post-colonial?

Zimbabwe.

Chapter Five undertakes a critical analysis of the significance of indigenous traditional games within
prison and prison theatre. The chapter unveils and explores the relational power dynamics inherent
in the criminal justice system and examines the role these games play in offering research
participants a temporary escape from the prison chaos through playful engagement. This chapter
contributes to the process of decolonising theatre games in prison theatre by incorporating

traditional indigenous games.

Chapter Six shifts its focus from the workshop setting to public performance by examining the
storytelling form with research participants. A significant aspect of interest lies in how participants
in the research study storied their experiences in relation to the complex layering of audiencing,

involving the mutual witnessing among incarcerated women, the insights gained by officers and

’The term 'post-colonialism' is understood in this research as a marker signifying a direct transition after
independence. The intentional hyphenation between 'post' and 'colonial' serves to specifically denote the period
following a colony's attainment of independence.
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prison officials, and the perspectives offered by families and supporters. These multifaceted
interactions contribute to understanding storytelling within carceral spaces. The emphasis on
transitioning from workshop processes to performance marks a pivotal departure in prison theatre
studies, diverging from conventional approaches prevalent in applied theatre scholarship (see
Balfour, 2004; McAvinchey, 2020; Pensalfini, 2016; Shailor, 2011; Thompson,1998).

Conclusion

This chapter has introduced the research study, which aims to explore the experiences of
incarcerated women in Zimbabwean prisons through the use of PPT. It has provided the background
and motivation for the study, as well as the research questions, objectives, and methodological
approach. Additionally, it has highlighted the research gaps and limitations that this study seeks to
address, such as the underrepresentation of women's experiences and voices in prison theatre
scholarship, the dominance of Western approaches and methodologies in prison theatre, and the
absence of prison theatre practice and research in Zimbabwe.

The chapter has also outlined the theoretical underpinning the analysis of the study, incorporating
PPT, affect, indigenous research paradigm, and Africana womanism. These theoretical perspectives
provide a nuanced and contextualised understanding of the experiences of incarcerated women in
Zimbabwean prisons, as well as a decolonial and culturally sensitive approach to prison theatre

practice and research.

The thesis refrains from oversimplifying the complexities of issues faced by women in Zimbabwean
prisons, acknowledging the socially constructed and culturally influenced nature of crime and
justice. It recognises the limitations of the study in effecting prison reform but instead focuses on
using PPT both as a methodological approach and a subject of analysis. Through this lens, the study
examines and questions both how women respond to being incarcerated and the applicability and
appropriateness of using PPT as a means for decolonising applied prison theatre. The study reveals
how PPT involves women in prison in redefining their own experiences, disrupting spaces,
challenging assumptions, and broadening our understanding of the experiences of women in
Zimbabwean prisons. The thesis now turns to the research contexts and gaps to which this study

responds.
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Chapter One: The Research Contexts

1.1 Introduction

This chapter aims to address one of the research objectives, which is to generate specific knowledge
of Zimbabwean contexts of prison theatre research. It presents an exploration of the contexts that
inform this research study; namely, prisons in Zimbabwe, incarcerated women in Zimbabwean
prisons, and applied theatre with women in prison. The first section provides an analysis of the
historical foundations of prisons in Zimbabwe, drawing upon the insights of relevant historians
whose scholarship has shed light on the colonial origins of the country's prison system. By
delineating a chronological narrative, this section identifies key constraints and practices stemming
from the past that continue to shape the experiences of incarcerated women in present-day

Zimbabwean prisons.

The subsequent section of this chapter addresses the underrepresentation of women in scholarly
discourse surrounding crime and punishment, by focusing on the context of women in prisons within
Zimbabwe. Through a comparative approach, this section juxtaposes research findings from other
sub-Saharan African contexts with empirical insights gleaned from my own fieldwork. This
examination serves as a first step towards contributing more widely to scholarship on women in
prisons. Furthermore, the section emphasises the importance of adopting a culturally specific lens

to the study of women in prisons by pointing out the limitations of feminist theories.

The final part introduces a practical dimension to the study by examining applied theatre in prisons.
This section explores different methodological approaches in the practice of prison theatre and
identifies two problems in the field: the concentration on male prisoners and hegemony of
approaches that have undermined other methods and approaches of Black and Global majorities.
The section contributes to research on prison theatre with incarcerated women and makes claims for

decolonising applied prison theatre through PPT, thus broadening the scope of the practice.

The movement across these contexts facilitates a deeper understanding of the complexities involved
in the experiences of women in Zimbabwean prisons. These three contexts recognise the
interconnectedness of themes such as neocolonialism, gender and cultural specificity to the
experiences of women in Zimbabwean prisons. These themes intersect and influence each other,
supporting my assertion of the need to decolonise the field of applied theatre through indigenous

approaches.

Part One: Contextualising Prisons and Punishment in Zimbabwe

Caiomhe McAvinchey asserts in her PhD thesis that ‘prisons are not the same’ (2006:78). Yet when

it comes to the theorisation of prison within the context of prison theatre, several applied theatre
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scholars present Michel Foucault’s (1977) work as the accepted wisdom for understanding the
history of prisons worldwide (see Balfour, 2004; Shailor, 2011; Thompson, 1998; Walsh, 2019;
Young-Jahangeer, 2015). This approach has significant problems. Firstly, Foucault's (1977) study
was focused on the penal system in France and Europe in the early 19th century when capital
punishment and torture were being abolished and replaced by the medical rehabilitation model.
Conversely, in sub-Saharan Africa, European colonisers were reviving the ancient, horrific forms
of punishment that they were abandoning as a means of punishment at home (see Bernault, 2003;
2007; Dikotter and Brown, 2007; Killingray, 2003; Morelle, Marcis and Hornberger, 2021; Sarkin,
2008).

Secondly, Foucault's (1977) analysis, while valuable, does not address or include the specific
context of African prisoners or the role of imperialism in shaping the criminal justice system of
Africa. According to Nigerian criminologist, Biko Agozino (2003), this omission perpetuates the idea
that the current criminal justice system everywhere in the world is neutral and objective, enabling
the continuation of neo-colonial power. This issue is compounded by the fact that in most
universities beyond South Africa, only a few departments in sub-Saharan Africa offer a degree in
criminology or criminal justice. Most courses in non-Western criminology programmes analyse
African criminology using theories imported from Western countries which can be problematic (see
Aas, 2012; Carrington et al, 2018). Agozino (2003) contends that this approach has stifled
criminological imagination in ‘third world’ countries. Similarly, Katja Aas (2012) concurs with

Agozino (2003), highlighting the unequal criminological knowledge production:

If we were to create criminology’s wall map and literally pin down the discipline’s knowledge
production, the image would probably reveal the centre of gravity situated in the core western,
particularly Anglophone countries, and the more or less ‘bare’ peripheries of the Global South
(Aas 2012: 6).

There is a need for greater inclusivity and recognition of diverse perspectives within the field of
criminology. Biko Agozino and Nontyatyambo Dastile have argued that ‘criminology in Africa must
move towards a decolonisation turn’ (2023: 408). They emphasise that ‘this implies rehumanising the
dehumanised and problematising the hegemonic’ (Agozino and Dastile, 2023: 419). Several
criminologists have responded to the decolonisation call, challenging the prevailing blindness of
mainstream criminology to colonialism. They have introduced and developed alternative
criminologies such as Asian, counter-colonial, indigenous, criminology of liberation, marginal
realism, post-colonial, transnational, southern, and Africana criminology (see Aas, 2012; Agozino,
2003; 2004; Blagg and Anthony, 2019; Carrington, Hogg and Sozzo, 2016; Carrington et al., 2018;
Cunneen, 2011; Fraser, 2013; Kitossa, 2012). These alternative criminologies critique Eurocentric

bias which tends to focus on Western criminal justice systems and often neglects the unique
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historical, cultural and social contexts of formerly colonised states. They propose a more nuanced
understanding of crime and justice by contextualising them within the historical and cultural realities
of formerly colonised nations. This study goes ‘beyond the pathological perspective of looking at
what is wrong with Africa’ (Agozino and Dastile, 2023:419), an approach that has predominantly
characterised the discourse surrounding the criminal justice systems of sub-Saharan African nations,
wherein scholarly attention has gravitated towards portraying prisons in the region as sites of abuse
and violation of human rights (see Alenika et al., 2009; Anderson, 2006; Artz, 2008; Cameron,
2020; Van Hout and Wessels, 2021; Zimudzi, 2004). It traces the historical development of prisons
in Zimbabwe across pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial periods, illuminating the intricate
interplay of cultural dynamics, historical injustices and systemic prejudices that converge to shape
the contemporary circumstances experienced by incarcerated women. Such an analysis is crucial for
the development of nuanced and context-specific approaches that resonate with the unique histories

and experiences of those within the penal system.
1.2 Pre-colonial Zimbabwean Justice System

The historical context of pre-colonial Zimbabwean justice system is paramount as it lays the
foundation for understanding the socio-cultural and political landscape that shaped pre-colonial
Zimbabwean society. This historical backdrop highlights various aspects that continue to influence
gender dynamics and women's roles within the social fabric. The discussion elucidates the
intersectionality of gender, age, socio-economic status and reproductive capabilities, which
collectively subject them to heightened levels of societal marginalisation, prejudice, and
criminalisation. Furthermore, the discourse points towards the entrenched patriarchal structures
within colonial Zimbabwean societies that systematically marginalised women and excluded them
from active participation in the justice system, perpetuating inequalities and hindering their socio-
political agency. By delving deeper into these historical underpinnings, we can gain valuable
insights into the complex dynamics that inform women's roles and experiences in the present-day

context.

Zimbabwean history in the pre-colonial period has been subject to reinterpretation. White
anthropologists created many inaccurate representations of pre-colonial Zimbabwean societies
which were used to justify colonisation (see Mlambo, 2014; Raftopoulous and Mlambo, 2009). In
recent years, Zimbabwean scholars and researchers have worked to correct these misinterpretations
(see Duri and Mapara, 2007; Mashingaidze, 2016; Nyota and Mapara, 2008; Rukuni et al., 2015).
Zimbabwean historian, Gerald Mazarire (2008) has argued that the pre- colonial period is an
essential starting point for understanding the country's history. Therefore, this section, covering
covers the period between ¢.850 — 1880s, explores the structured mechanisms for resolving conflicts

within pre-colonial Zimbabwean communities and the positions of women therein.
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Gerald Mazarire (2008) has argued that although the pre-colonial history of Zimbabwe has been
fascinatingly portrayed in terms of the rise and collapse of empires such as the Great Zimbabwe, the
Mutapa, the Torwa, the Rozvi, and Ndebele nations, it is false to believe that nothing noteworthy
occurred before or after, or outside their borders. Before the British colonial occupation, Zimbabwe
and other Southern African communities used traditional mechanisms embedded in their culture,
practices and beliefs to manage disputes and conflicts (Clifford in Milner, 1969; Makahamadze et
al., 2009; Omale, 2006). These traditions of justice have been described using labels such as
community, traditional, non-formal, informal, customary, indigenous and non-state justice systems
(Kariuki, 2014). The traditional justice systems were based on a religious framework in which the
supernatural was the explanation for misconduct and power (Gwaravanda, 2011). Deviance was
thought to be caused by demonic possession. Therefore, deviants had to be exorcised or destroyed
for their ‘salvation’ in the afterlife (Agozino, 2003). In many cases, the decisions made by religious
authorities were seen as final and binding. Therefore, in such systems, religious principles guided

and regulated human behaviour.

The issue of witchcraft emerged as a prominent and contentious aspect within pre-colonial
Zimbabwean society. Within both the Shona and the Ndebele communities, the concept of
witchcraft held multifaceted interpretations, encapsulating notions of treachery and malevolence
(Kugara, 2017). Per Zachrisson (2007: 42) notes that accusations of witchcraft in pre-colonial
Zimbabwe primarily targeted women. Gordon Chavunduka’s (1980) study of three women guilty of
witchcraft in Zimbabwe illustrates that the accused were predominantly elderly, impoverished,
widowed, or infertile women. Chavunduka’s (1980) case study sheds light on the entrenched
patriarchal structures within Shona and Ndebele societies, where women occupying marginalised
positions within the social hierarchy were disproportionately targeted and scapegoated for perceived
malevolent actions. The intersectionality of gender, age, socioeconomic status, and reproductive
capabilities exacerbated the vulnerability of these women to accusations of witchcraft, perpetuating
cycles of marginalisation and oppression. Subsequent analysis in the section on women in prisons
will further emphasise how the intersectionality of gender, age, socioeconomic status and
reproductive capabilities exacerbates the vulnerability of women in Zimbabwean prisons, subjecting
them to heightened levels of societal marginalisation, prejudice, and criminalisation. This alignment
highlights the continuity of systemic injustices faced by marginalised women across various social
contexts, illustrating the enduring legacy of patriarchal structures and their impact on gender

relations within Zimbabwean society.

The judicial process in the 1800s was characterised by banishment from society, the earliest known
punishment method employed by Zimbabwe's traditional society (Karimunda, 2014a). For the
Shona and the Ndebele, radical exile from the community as punishment led to the social or physical
death of the convicted offender. The place called ‘Gandavaroyi’ which literally means ‘the dumping
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place of witches’ was reserved for convicted offenders (Dodo et al., 2017). A place with that name
still survives up to this day in Gokwe but the place ceased to be used perhaps in the 19th century with
the coming of the whites. The discontinuation of such practices with the arrival of colonial powers
prompts critical reflection on the intersections between traditional justice systems and colonial

imposition.

During the pre-colonial period in Zimbabwe, there was no distinction between civil and criminal
law (Roberts in Parker and Reid, 2013), but the fundamental conceptions tended to follow the lines
of division between public and private juries (Clifford in Milner, 1969: 243). Jairos Gombe (1998,
cited in Gwaravanda 2011) notes that the Shona traditional justice system had three types of courts:
the family court, the local court, and the higher court presided over by chiefs and sub-chiefs. Dare
repamusha (the family court) involved the settling of disputes without involving members of the
public. Dare remunana (the local court) handled smaller conflicts between two families. Disputes
and conflicts included the loss of crops by livestock, theft, and even murder among others. Dare
repamusoro (the higher court) was the foundation of law among the Shona. The right to punish

belonged, for the most part, to heads of families (see Gwaravanda 2011: 148).

Nevertheless, the entire society, including ancestors and the invisible world, worked to solve the
disturbances brought about by the crime (Rupande and Ndoro, 2014). The justice system focused
on restoring relationships and social harmony rather than depriving people of their freedom (Gombe,
1998). The impact of the traditional justice system had a significant effect on gender roles and
women's position in pre-colonial Zimbabwean society. The chiefs, who were the supreme judges
and highest religious figures, were mostly men; but Tompson Makahamadze, Nesbeth Grand and
Baxter Tavuyanago (2009) note that female traditional authorities used to have influence in the
Shona society. However, when the British arrived, they excluded women from participating in the
justice system and other areas of society (see Schmidt, 1990). This exclusion significantly impacted
women's societal standing, generating enduring consequences evident in contemporary society
through entrenched gender disparities, inadequate representation, socio-economic marginalisation,

and the perpetuation of traditional gender norms and roles.

1.2.1 The Impact of Colonialism on Justice Systems, Gender Roles, and Incarceration in
Zimbabwe

When the European colonial powers arrived, they deemed the Black people’s justice systems as
‘nothing but manifestations of barbarism, autocracy and a long night of savagery’ (Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, 2009: 43), justifying colonisation as a civilising mission in Africa. Missionaries were
among the earliest representatives of the imperial world in Zimbabwe, introducing Christianity to
prepare the ground for colonisation. Mashonaland was exposed to Christianity by the Portuguese in

the 16th century, and the London Missionary Society was the earliest representative of the imperial
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worlds in the Matebeleland in 1859 (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009). By doing things such as abolishing
the death penalty for witchcraft accusations, the missionaries challenged the arbitrary power that

religious authorities held and began to establish their own ideas of what was just and right.

Zimbabwe was colonised by the British, with Cecil John Rhodes playing a pivotal role in the
acquisition of colonies in Africa. Rhodes, an ardent imperialist, signed a treaty, the Rudd
Concession, with the Ndebele king, Lobengula in 1888, which opened the way for the occupation
of Zimbabwe (Mlambo, 2014). With this agreement, Rhodes established the British South African
Company (BSAC), a commercial-political organisation with the goal of utilising political influence
to open the way for British financial capital and the exploitation of economic resources like gold and
diamonds (Raftopoulos and Mlambo, 2009). The BSAC officially adopted the name Rhodesia (after
Cecil John Rhodes) in May 1895 for the occupation of Mashonaland and Matebeleland (Mlambo,
2014). The BSAC administration constructed a settler colony with significant characteristics such as
land seizures, segregated internal colonial governance, and political and economic privileges for the

white community (Mlambo, 2014).

The colonial Legislative Council imposed more restrictions on Black people, including rules
governing inter-racial sex relationships. Extra-marital intercourse between a Black man and a white
woman was made illegal by the Immorality Suppression Ordinance of 1903 (Ndlovu- Gatsheni,
2009:63). If found in breach of the law, the Black man was punished with hard labour for five years
and two years for the white woman. There was no corresponding penalty for the White man found
guilty of having sexual relations with a Black woman or ‘pronouncing on attempted rape of Black
women by white men’ (Mlambo, 2019: 6). As pointed out by Alois Mlambo, ‘the black peril
legislation was a diversionary tactic’ (2019:6) designed by white men to divert attention from their
violent sexual relations with Black women. More legislations, such as the Southern Rhodesia Native
Regulations of 1910, the Native Affairs Act (1927), the Masters and Servants Act (1901) and The
Native Marriages Ordinance of 1901, were introduced ‘to enable colonial officials to police civility
and to protect the racial boundaries and settler prestige that was assumed to be threatened by ‘insolent
Africans’ (Ndlovu- Gatsheni, 2009: 64).

Despite the imposition of marginalising and oppressive legislation by the colonial administration,
Elizabeth Schmidt (1990) observes the agency exhibited by women during the colonial era. She
notes that during this period of early occupation, ‘women took advantage of the openings created
by legislation” (Schmidt, 1990: 639). For example, the Native Marriages Ordinance of 1901
stipulated that all marriages involving Black people had to be recorded by a government official
called a registering officer. Before the enactment of this ordinance, marriage practices among the
Shona and Ndebele did not necessarily involve formalised legal procedures that required explicit

consent from women. This ordinance potentially gave women more agency in marriage, as it
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mandated obtaining a woman’s consent before registering the marriage (Schmidt, 1990). However,
it is important to recognise that this law was mainly made to make sure the colonial government had
control over the lives of Black people, rather than prioritising the advancement of women’s interests.
The British colonial rulers used this law to make traditional African customs and traditions illegal,
thus perpetuating a framework of oppression and inequity.

In colonial Zimbabwe, British colonisers experimented with various methods of confinement and
discipline, including asylums, hospital wards, workers' camps, and corrective facilities, but these
proved limited in medical scope and disciplinary ambition (Bernault, 2003; Dikoétter and Brown,
2007). The establishment of the first prison in Zimbabwe is disputed, with some claiming it was at
Fort Tuli by the Pioneer Column in 1890 (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009), while others cite references to
a prison built in 1892 by Starr Leander Jameson (Samkange, 1986). Despite the lack of consensus
on the establishment date, several scholars agree that prisons were a foreign imposition by the
settlers (see Bernault, 2003; Dikotter and Brown, 2007; Jefferson and Martin, 2016; Killingray,
2003; Morelle, Marcis and Hornberger, 2021; Roberts, 2013; Sarkin, 2008). This recognition of
prisons as foreign impositions by colonial settlers serves as a critical starting point for understanding
the complexities of power dynamics, cultural dissonance, gender dynamics, resistance and the
broader socio-political implications of colonial rule. Furthermore, recognising prisons as foreign
impositions highlights the necessity of providing incarcerated women with a platform to share their
experiences and contributes to a more inclusive and nuanced understanding of the intersecting forces

of oppression and resistance within post-colonial contexts.

1.3 Prison Boom in Southern Rhodesia

This section turns to a discussion on the expansion of prisons in Southern Rhodesia in the 19th
century. Understanding the boom of prison construction provides insights into broader colonial

policies and practices, including the marginalisation and oppression of women.

As colonial rule was established, more prisons were built to contain the Black people who continued
to rebel against the settler government. Between 1898 and 1923, thirty-two prisons were built in
Southern Rhodesia, categorised into lock-ups and district prisons. District prisons were further
divided into maximum, medium, and open categories for security reasons. Salisbury Maximum
Prison, Chikurubi, and Khami Maximum Prison at Bulawayo were the largest, but political prisoners
were also held at Gwelo, Que Que, Goromonzi, Gwanda, Fort Victoria, Selukwe and Umtali prisons
(Munochiveyi, 2014). They had a large holding capacity since they housed difficult categories of
prisoners. Lock-ups held less than fifteen prisoners and were used to deal with potential uprisings
and provide labour for mines and farms (Munochiveyi, 2014). Munyaradzi Munochiveyi (2014)
notes that most of the lockups were closed around the 1920s as the colonial government gradually
felt safe from the threat of uprising. The remainder shifted base and got established as fully-fledged
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prisons away from police stations. Those which remained are now called satellite prisons, like
Victoria Falls Prison, a satellite of Hwange Prison. Below is a map showing the distribution of

prisons and lockups during the colonial period between 1898 and 1923.

Image 1: Map of Prisons in Southern Rhodesia (adapted from Elijah Doro and Sandra Swart,
2019)
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By 1923, prisons had been established in all major Rhodesian towns and smaller institutions set up
and created in the colony’s rural districts. However, during this period, there were no clearly
identifiable female prisons. This stark absence of identified female prisons during the colonial era
demonstrates the historical roots of women's marginalisation within the criminal justice system.
According to Archivist Mhoze Chikowore (1994), female prisoners were taken to the House of
Correction in Gwelo. The concept of a House of Correction reflected prevailing societal attitudes
toward women and crime during the colonial era. It operated on the premise that female offenders
deviated from expected gender norms and required specialised interventions for behavioural
correction. In essence, the House of Correction served as a mechanism to reinforce traditional

gender roles and expectations, seeking to rehabilitate women deemed to have transgressed societal
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boundaries. By recognising the existence of institutions like the House of Correction, we gain insight
into the gendered nature of punishment and societal perceptions of female criminality during this
period. Moreover, it highlights the importance of examining gender as a critical dimension of

historical and contemporary approaches to imprisonment and criminal justice.

When a sense of African nationhood began to take hold among the Shona and Ndebele, the settler
government responded to the formation of two liberation movements, the Zimbabwe People’s Union
(ZAPU) and Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU), with extreme measures. They set up
restriction camps in distant and hard-to-reach areas like Whawha and Gonakudzingwa in 1964, and
in 1965, they did the same in Sikombela (Munochiveyi, 2014). These camps were meant to isolate
and weaken the movement. This tactic of banishment was similar to the idea of British banishment
in the 19th century where the troublesome people were sent to far away penal colonies like Australia,
New Zealand, Tasmania, the West Indies and America (see Maxwell-Stewart, 2010). To stifle Black
resistance, Khami Maximum, Medium and Mlondolozi Prisons were erected in 1955. When the
ZAPU leadership split in 1963, this caused additional problems for the colonial authority, to which
it responded by introducing the Law and Order Maintenance Act in 1964 (Sibanda, 2005). The
introduction of the Act led to a significant increase in the prison population. However, existing
records fail to differentiate between political prisoners and those imprisoned for non-political
offences. The colonial government responded to the problem of overpopulation by opening more
prisons, including Beitbridge in 1968, Chikurubi Female in 1970, Mlondolozi in 1977 and Chikurubi
Maximum in 1979 (Munochiveyi, 2014).

Notably, Chikurubi female prison became the inaugural female prison establishment, indicative of
the presence of female liberation fighters during that period. However, despite Munochiveyi’s
(2014) comprehensive examination of political prisoners, scant attention is paid to women. This
oversight highlights the existence of gender bias and marginalisation with historical discourse

surrounding crime and punishment.

Another imprisonment measure implemented by the colonial administration in response to the
liberation war was the establishment of ‘keeps’. The colonial authority converted entire
Mashonaland communities into ‘keeps’, a system where the whole villages were fenced off and
curfews and pass laws introduced to restrict the movement of the people so that they could not
support the freedom fighters with food and other requirements (Barnes, 1997; Makahamadze, Grand
and Tavuyanago, 2009). The pass laws were used to enforce segregation and disenfranchise Black
people (Barnes, 1997). The police could demand a pass from anyone and arrest them if they did not
comply, causing rebellion against colonial law because such rules and laws were not widely shared
and embedded in the people’s discourse of social and political authority (Roberts in Parker and Reid,

2013). The rebellion against the colonial law echoes the analysis of colonialism as a criminal
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enterprise, as argued by Agozino (2003). By 1975, the country was under police rule, characterised
by oppression and extreme aggression towards the Ndebele and the Shona. Black people who
resisted the imposition of pass laws, forced labour and colonial extractions were demonised as
bearers of the violent criminal identity. This makes me consider Agozino’s (2003) assertion that
dealing with serious crimes caused by social structures requires looking beyond the law and the rule

of law because what is lawful is not always just.

Teresa Barnes’ (1997) examination of women’s exemption from having a pass until later in 1975
provides insights into women’s involvement in non-political crimes during the colonial era. Barnes
(1997) argues that the Rhodesian administration confined women to the rural areas and initially
excluded them from having passes because it perceived their economic contributions as insignificant
within a gendered political economy, thus constraining their financial opportunities. Barnes (1997)
further highlights that despite the absence of passes, women still travelled to urban areas for sex
work to sustain themselves economically. In response, the state introduced laws targeting these
women, derogatorily labelled as ‘travelling native prostitutes’ (Barnes, 1997: 71). By serving the
passes only to men, the colonial administration used the pass law as a mechanism for the construction
of gender. Barnes (1997) notes that there is evidence suggesting that the passes became instrumental
in the construction of identity. Acquiring a pass at the age of 15 was a rite of passage from childhood
to manhood. This means that excluding women from acquiring one reduced their status to that of a
child.

1.4 Imperialism and State Criminality in Post-Independent Zimbabwe: The Legacy of
Colonialism and the Challenges of Nation-Building

Following Zimbabwe's independence in 1980, the newly-formed government of ZANU PF faced
numerous challenges, including the difficult task of nation-building, restructuring the inherited
colonial political economy (Muzondidya, 2009). As pointed out by Agozino, ‘The major democratic
crisis in Africa today is a crisis of hegemony or a situation where the ruling ethnic-gender classes
have failed consistently to win the ideological struggle in the continent’ (2003: 113). In post-
independent Zimbabwe, the government's efforts to impose its political ideals on the nation were
met with resistance throughout the 1980s. In its rush to create a new national identity, the
government paid little attention to the ethnic, racial, gendered, and class configurations of the
inherited state, leading to the continued marginalisation of and hostility towards minority groups
such as Coloured, Ndebele, and descendants of immigrants from Malawi, Zambia, and
Mozambique. The period between the late 1980s and early 1990s was marked by a series of horrific
events that occurred primarily between the Ndebele and Shona ethnic groups. These events are
commonly referred to as Gukurahundi (Muzondidya and Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2007). The conflict

arose between the ruling ZANU-PF party and the opposition ZAPU party, mainly supported by the
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Ndebele ethnic group. President Robert Mugabe deployed the brutal Fifth Brigade, resulting in mass
killings, torture, and displacement of the Ndebele population. The true extent of the atrocities
remains unknown, but thousands lost their lives. The ZANU PF killed and arrested several ZAPU
leaders. Feelings of marginalisation also fuelled resistance and opposition in the Eastern and South-
Eastern districts of Chipinge, Chiredzi and Chikombedzi. The wounds from this period still affect

Zimbabwean society, necessitating justice and reconciliation efforts.

After colonial rule ended, there were still strong instances of regionalism and political loyalty to
specific ethnic groups in different parts of the country. In these areas, certain leaders attempted to
rally people around their own identities to challenge what they saw as an excessive dominance of
power and resources by the Zezuru (one of the largest ethnic groups in Zimbabwe, belonging to the
Shona ethnic group) (Muzondidya, 2009). In independent Zimbabwe, only those who were on
Zimbabwean land prior to the advent of colonial control were recognised as Zimbabweans by the
government, as noted by Muzondidya (2009). The dominant party demonised anyone who disagreed
with its narrow definition of patriotic history. This binary vision of the new nation, divided only along
racial and ethnic lines, was the legacy of the country's painful colonial history and continued to plague
independent Zimbabwe. Those who were formerly labelled as criminals and terrorists by the colonial
government were redefined as heroes and political leaders. The bravery and sacrifice of women who
fought for Zimbabwe's freedom were celebrated. As a result, the stigma attached to their previous
labels as criminals and terrorists was lifted, highlighting the role of social construction of deviance,

as put across by Agozino,

Behaviours are never weird, bad, sick, deviant, sinful or criminal in themselves. They are
simply censured or criminalised by the collective conscience (dominant conscience, a la
Garland), according to Durkheim. The labelling perspective, or the perspective of societal

reaction, agrees that deviance is socially constructed (2003:41).

Furthermore, the labelling of an act as deviant is contingent upon the specific context in which it

takes place and the perspectives of those assigning the label.

As divisions continued to surface between the two nationalist parties - ZANU PF and ZAPU over
issues of regionalism and political tribalism, the government opened new prisons, including
Mutimurefu in 1980, Whawha Medium in 1982 and Mt. Darwin in 1996 (Muzondidya, 2009).
Notably, it is discernible that the post-independence government emulated the practice of
responding to opposition through the construction of new prison facilities, a precedent set during
the colonial era. This observation underscores the presence of certain parallels between the colonial
and post-colonial administrations, thereby reinforcing the argument advanced by Agozino (2003)
that the enduring influence of imperialism has left an indelible imprint on the administrative practices
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of post-colonial regimes, fostering continuities between the two epochs.

From the late 1990s, Zimbabwe underwent a period known as the 'crisis in Zimbabwe’ (Raftopoulos,
2009: 201), characterised by a significant economic decline that led to the establishment of the
opposition party, Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) in 1999. The state, particularly the
ruling party, ZANU PF, responded with violence towards the MDC and its supporters during the
2000 general and 2002 presidential elections. The ruling party saw elections as 'battles’ to be won

by a