Kwete! Kwanele! Enough of this shit already! 

At 8h30 this morning SABC Africa served Africa a bowl of porridge for the soul which should surely have agitated our stomachs, if not our feet and voices. The news brief contained an image of a rather calm Zimbabwe’s Deputy Minister of Health explaining – from his or someone else’s clean and most probably sweet smelling office - the shitty conditions in which many children of  jobless, dollarless, foodless, black women and men of Zimbabwe play today. The announcement came with a pre-warning – sensitive viewers might find this footage disturbing. And I was utterly disgusted, enraged, and decided to throw the remaining few spoons of my morning oats in the toilet. It was disgusting to eat, because I remembered how just a month ago, during a solidarity visit with 8 feminists from South Africa who had split up to cover Mashonaland and Matebeleland, a godly man shared a watery version of what we call Amarhewu or umdoko in Isixhosa with me at a community centre in Tsholotsho. We had spent the morning hearing, photographing, mmming and aahing at the shitty conditions of living described by grandmothers, young women, the priest to whom everyone comes to share their miseries with. In the division of groups, I decided to go with the children where we sat on the floor in the centre opposite the makeshift church (which used to be a shop “back in the days when things were good in this our Zimbabwe”). The children, all of parents who do not have nice cushy jobs in the government, development or other sectors where they can earn salaries in foreign currency, too described their shitty conditions of living. In the conversation, they went on to describe an even scarier story, of how the futures of poor, working class Zimbabwean children is being sacrificed in the alter of  political chauvinism and self interest. One by one, the 25 children, the oldest of whom was 17 and the youngest a 6 year old girl, described how they had not been in school for at least 3 months. How their parents can no longer afford the soap with which to wash their bodies and uniforms. How all their teachers excerpt one of two who on the days when there’s some soup provided for the kids leads the children in the queue, because he too is starving. They described how they spend their days helping their parents collect wood, or something to eat. Some described how they now live with grandmothers because their parents left to find work in South Africa or Botswana and when they last called home they had not yet found work. 

At the end of the “hearings”, I took a short walk with two 70-something old women to say goodbye. On parting, I gave each R50, a shrug, a hug and then one tear or two when they turned their backs to go home. They are the grandmothers who had lost their children to AIDS. They are the poor, black, elderly women of Zimbabwe who now head households crammed with grand children. They are the ones who must stare the children in the face in the morning and explain why there is no porridge this morning. In the middle of our solidarity visit the big news came, talks would begin towards a power-sharing deal. As soon as possible the pre-condition that all food-aid must resume was soon waved in the media by the politicians. But just a week ago, Women of Zimbabwe Arise (WOZA) members, two of whom got arrested and beaten and are still remanded in custody were forced to protest in demand of food-aid. Yesterday Zimbabwean authorities and small farmers reannounced the food crisis. “We’ve already lost next year’s harvest season, because we have not been able to plant or irrigate. So, we won’t have new harvest next year either”, or something to that effect. 

So why has the negotiations process not ensured that basic things like food, especially to the most needy families and individuals, is guaranteed? Why are women and girls and children still having to scrape the barren land and bend their bodies in order to feed their families, and too often have to starve themselves because there is not enough to go around?

Last week women of Zimbabwe stormed the site of negotiations demanding resolution of the cabinet formation process, so there can be a government in Zimbabwe, so there can be food in Zimbabwe, so schools can begin to work again, so the shit lining our streets can be cleaned, so children, women, men who don’t live in the leafy suburbs where surely the shit is not lining the streets can breathe fresh air and not hop over shit when they resume the long, daily walk for survival the next morning.

The Zimbabwe standard reported Weshman Ncube as saying that women are to blame for the stalling…“he challenged the feminists not to blame only negotiators for the impasse, as women were also responsible, especially in the background teams”. He went on to say "Every time we adjourn to consult after making  progress 10 steps and you think we are there. We come back after consultation; they take you 21 days back.". You women, you’re holding back the revolution…he should have just come out and said it like a real man would! How dare he! Where is he and his MDC faction when the poor women of Zimbabwe walk 15 kilometres and more for food. Where is he when women asking the government for food get arrested, beaten and incarcerated like they have done Jenny Williams and Magodonga Mahlangu, who languish in prison 2 weeks later because they dared to demand what is not priority enough in the “negotiations process”, FOOD! When the good men have decided to dot the I’s and cross their T’s in their precious negotiations which have so far served no real material role in the lives of the majority of poor Zimbabweans, who will be left if everyone is starving to death? Women shall dare to demand consultation. Women should dare, because women have learnt the hard way that we cannot trust negotiators alone, and certainly not once who’ve pretty much made it clear that their priority interest is positions, not the fact that we are starving, are dying of diseases because we are living in shit and there is no medicine in our clinics and hospitals. We cannot trust women with men in negotiations because we know how men exert power at every level and frame terms of negotiations through male biased or gender blind eyes first and foremost We cannot trust men alone with our futures! We should dare to demand consultation, today, on Monday and the day after! We should dare to demand consultation in deciding our future, and food now and our right to protest now and clean water now and an end to this chauvinistic posturing already! Now! 

The end of the news-clip was an image of a family who had just lost their woman mother, woman wife, woman sister to the cholera epidemic ensuing in Zimbabwe.

She embodied the scars of the structural violence, Mugabe’s war on the poor and working class women, children, and men of Zimbabwe which the world watches and sanitises with the perfume of diplomatic words, even as it stinks of the rotting blood of poor Zimbabweans he and his men and some women have slaughtered literally and through destroying the social and economic basis which would enable them to survive - live in peace, have food in their stomachs! There is a war in Zimbabwe! It has a name. It has a face! Each day the world allows it, it takes away a limb, a child’s future, a decade of life or more from old men and women who starve and have no health care! Each day the casualties multiply. Look at them now! And they want to bury them in shit too! 
KWETE! KWANELE! MADZIMAI ANELE! 
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