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Abstract

This article profiles policies on abortion in Zintlvee, a country with restrictive legal
frameworks on reproductive rights that are inflleshcby customary or cultural
practices. The article first maps the internatigmalicy landscape on reproductive and
sexual rights, and the laws governing the termomatf pregnancy. Thereafter, it
examines the extent to which international policiscdurses inform national
frameworks governing women’s sexual bodies in Ziovi As such, the article
analyses cultural and legal discourses that coatioshape the reproductive and sexual
rights landscape in Zimbabwe. It is in this contiektsection of the paper that | capture
the struggles about body ownership exposed by atadeand activists as well as
discourses around the construction of women asodeptive objects and young

women’s realities of abortion that emerged fromengagement with elderly women in

174



rural Zimbabwé. A critical integration of scholarly debates amdpérical findings on
abortion exposes how the effects of the crimingladached to abortion in Zimbabwe
are experienced by women who terminate their pregjea in a country where the body
is heavily patrolled by the state. Central to thégper is the inference that as the state
sets the parameters of sexuality, it (re)definesrtteaning of being Zimbabwean for
those gendered as women. | conclude that engadthgive moral and legal boundaries
that emerge as the state patrols the body, deep®ais insight into the meaning of
citizenship or nationhood in Zimbabwe, which wonaten negotiate through their

gendered bodies.
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1. Mapping the international policy landscape

An adequate understanding of the gendered polanesbortion requires one to situate
conceptual issues in international discourses witlvhich reproductive and sexual
rights are often analysed, debated and theoriseightful politics of gender and
sexuality include those that emerged in the lastades subsequent to the Cairo
Programme of Action, 1994 and the Beijing Platfoain Action, 1995. These are
platforms where women’s sexuality in relation teithreproductive and sexual rights
took centre stage (Gruskin 2000, 2) as a way efatting ideas about the sexual body
into policy. The Cairo Programme of Action and tBeijing document raised
fundamental sexual rights issues from a policy pesve that offer «a foundational
touchstone of women’s rights» (Tamale 2008, 64)whitch scholars dedicated to the
politics of gender and sexuality entrench theiotisations. One of the central insights

here is that the broad reproductive and sexuatsidiscourses which emerged in the
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policy sphere are in discussion with feminist iats in reforming the shape of the state
S0 as to achieve gender equality.

A critical analysis of scholarship on reproductared sexual rights points at debates
that problematise the whole rights discourse. Seama reproductive health and rights
articles that flowed from Cairo and Beijing seekpimvide «missing theoretical and
practical sparks to ignite the commitment requifexn both the state and non-state
actors to implement them» (Tamale 2011, 3). Pekgh@sovides an intersectional
analysis of the extent to which a woman could enggroductive health and sexual
rights when she occupies spaces in which ideolbgroé material realities are gendered
(see Nairet al, 2004, 14). Underlying Petchesky’s analysis ig@taries-long interplay
between sexuality and the political economy thammies «sexual life as a contested
territory [,] where meaning and power intersecpad of on-going social and political
processes» (Parker 2010, 59). Such analysis prevodsearchers working in the
context of reproductive and sexual rights to expltdre politics of living through a
gendered body within specific contexts. Thereforeagpping of the international policy
discourses prepares this article to engage witlatlaglemic and civil society activisms
that emerged subsequent to these internationakframks, and simultaneously unravel
the realities of being a woman within a specifitior@al context. Thus the discourse of
abortion here serves as a lens through which loegphe various ways in which the
legal framework of Zimbabwe interacts with, agreegh or is in conflict with
international policies on reproductive and sexigiits.

This article draws on the work of Rahmanal (1998), which maps how the laws
governing induced abortion in different parts & thorld have evolved over a period of
twelve years (1985-1997). In their analysis, Rahrmenal offer an in-depth
understanding of what the legal and illegal statusbortion entails. The authors reveal
that «61% of the world’s people live in countriekese induced abortion is permitted
[...] in contrast, 25% reside in countries wherertibn is generally prohibitedsbjdem
56). They further reveal the politics surroundihg discourse of abortion, especially
the fact that in the latter countries, the legahfework is somewhat liberal because a
woman is allowed to abort when the pregnancy peats lile in danger. Similar to

Bennett (2011, 78), who notes that women’s acaeabdrtion services in countries that



have liberalised their legal framework is oftendered by «religious concerns about
the ethics of abortion», the trio lists some of thetors that deter easy access. These
include «gestational age restrictions, requiremeht third parties authorise an
abortion or limitations on the types of facilitighat perform induced abortion»
(Rahmaret al, 1998, 56).

The complexity of profiling the legal status of afan in any nation stemming from
the existence of «multiple statutes and codes fliviich apply simultaneously»
(ibidem has informed my focus on how abortion policiesehanfolded in a specific
national context — Zimbabwe. | analyse the wayshich the government of Zimbabwe
has structured the legal framework regulating thectce of abortion, and how the
effects of «a restrictive abortion law» (see Johnspal, 2002, 195) have been and

continue to be experienced by citizens genderedoasen.

2. The policy framework regulating women'’s rights n Zimbabwe

Scholarship on Zimbabwe’s policy status exposes mla¢ional efforts towards
implementing and promoting reproductive and sexigiits decades after Cairo and
Beijing. This analysis is however alert to the doaists inherent in the universal
application of any international treaties and pelc As such, the article locates some of
the conceptual frameworks and recommendationsetinarged from Cairo and Beijing
within national policy structures. Policy review Ip® one to assess how far the
government of Zimbabwe has gone in its endeavauentorce the Cairo and Beijing
recommendations both hypothetically and in pracfid@s article takes cognisance of
the limitation that «while the Programme of Actibas proved to be a useful lobbying
and advocacy tool for women’s reproductive rightd health activists in countries; it is
‘soft law’ that is not binding on governments» (Nei al, 2004, 7). In that order, the
Constitution of Zimbabwe calls for the domesticatiof international policies before
applying or integrating any guidelines and framewgorat national level (The
Constitution of Zimbabwe 1997, sect. 111B). Adogtia dualistic approach to

international instruments is problematic becauseenglkier a country fails to



domesticate such treaties they «only play a perseiasle in the legal system» (Batisai
et al, 2010, 14).

On a positive note, Zimbabwe has signed and rdtdi@mumber of international and
regional gender instruments as well as promulgatational policies and laws on
gender. As part of its numerous initiatives to ecdo the Cairo and Beijing
recommendations, Zimbabwe endorsed the Committee then Elimination of
Discrimination Against Women without reservatiariBhis was a huge positive step for
Zimbabwe because the committee’s «spirit [is] rdaotethe goals of the United Nations
and the conviction that equality before the law aisfundamental human right»
(Masenda-Nzira 2003, 7). The establishment of aioNat Gender Policy and the
enactment of relevant legal provisions, as welassigning gender focal points in all
ministries, are some of the salient developmen#t Have been made towards the
recognition or enhancement of women'’s rights in Zatmwé. The Constitution, which
is the superior law of the country, set a Gendem@asion whose mandate is not
limited to «conducting research into issues retptm gender and social justice, and to
recommend changes to laws and practices which teadiscrimination based on
gender» (The Constitution of Zimbabwe 1997, ch&p4).

Despite the positive developments highlighted abtdwe United Nations Population
Fund Advocacy Sub-Programme of 2000-2004 percegietbabwe’s follow-up to
Beijing and Cairo recommendations inadequate. Gu tiote, the ensuing analysis
draws on specific national discourses that havenddh and continuously impact on
women’s freedom to access and dispose of theirelsooi Zimbabwe. The section
places emphasis on traditional or cultural belafsund women’s bodies, their fertility
and their procreative function in society, whichvéaashaped the legal system and
national laws used by the state to police women #madr bodily rights. These
discourses create a discursive context for engagittgwomen’s experiences of living
through a gendered body in Zimbabwe as evidencethéywidespread violation of

women’s reproductive rights, and the realitiestwdrdion central to this article.

’See CEDAW/Zimbabwe 1998, paragraphs 366, 367 afd 37
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3. Practices through which women’s bodily rights ae controlled

This article would not be complete without expositg gendered politics within
Zimbabwe’s legal frameworks that have conventignadigulated marriage patterns,
family planning, and the intrinsic violation of wem's reproductive and sexual rights.
Over three decades after the enshrining of the tgliamily planning at the Teheran
Human Rights Conference in 1968, Zimbabwean «woarendenied the right to use
contraceptives, which systematically violates thHsadily integrity» (Masenda-Nzira
2003, 8). Explanations to the massive control om&n’s sexuality could be elicited
from the way patriarchal societies are structuf@cedominantly because descent in
Zimbabwe, like any other patrilineal society, iaced through the father’s lineage (see
Kambarani 2006, 7), society inherently grants methaity over family planning
matters. For instance, the traditional customanydé Zimbabwe grants «a man and his
kin full rights over a woman’s reproductive capdlas» upon payment olobola
(Masenda-Nzira 2003, 8). The impact of this practe women’s bodies with respect
to their «reproductive and sexual rights, which @peut self-determination in matters
of procreation and sexuality» (Naet al, 2004, 4) goes without saying. These
patriarchal ideologies subsequently reduce womerrefwroductive objects whose
primary responsibility, in the institution of mage, is merely to procreate (see
Njovana and Watts 1996, 50). It is through thesgeh®nic frameworks that women’s
bodily integrity is greatly undermined (Masenda+&zR003, 8) and, in the process,
their freedom to dispose of their bodies throughcpces such as abortion is restricted.
When the ‘rights discourse’ is framed in terms pbwer to make informed decisions
about one’s own fertility» (Naiet al, 2004, 4) among other bodily rights, then denying
a woman the freedom to dispose of her body becamesof the forms gender-based
violence takes. The seemingly engraved procreatifeis an inroad into the analysis of
how society reacts to abortion both culturally eghlly.

From a legal perspective, sect. 89 of the Conaiitubf Zimbabwe «allows for the
co-existence of both the general law and custorfaavy (Masenda-Nzira 2003, 8) but

the gendered prejudices that stem from this indgr@re enormous. For example,



women who are married under the Marriages Act (clgpll) and the Customary
Marriages Act (chap. 5, 07), which are both recsgdiby the law governing the
institution of marriage, fail to fully exercise iheconstitutional rights due to
«patriarchal practices such labola» (see Kambarami 2005, 8). The practicéobbla
suggests that a woman has very limited (if any) graw resist sexual demands from her
husband and challenging the husband’s authorityften the basis for gender-based
violence within marriages (Njovana and Watts 1998). What emerges from these
sexual power struggles is the notion of coerced éxworth-mentioning that although
rape within marriage in Zimbabwe became legallyogeised with the passing of the
Sexual Offences Act of 2001, the interplay betwéem and custom deters married
women from fully utilising the provisions of thiscA Culturally, a married woman
finds reporting marital rape problematic and if gjgts pregnant as a result of coerced
intercourse, she cannot terminate the pregnancgrder to fulfil her procreative
function. From a legal perspective, the same wommaonsidered as raped and has the
legal right to abort according to the TerminatidrPoegnancy Act No. 29 of 1977 (see
Johnsoret al, 2002, 195; and Tichagwa 1998). This paradoxesasspertinent question
that interrogates the realities of a married worwao is supposed to be protected from
a legal perspective but that legal right is simngtausly undermined by the cultural
mores and ideological constructions of a sociedatext, which she is a part.
Discussions aboutobola among other customary practices in Zimbabwe have
brought to the fore the real problem that activeisocating the «achievement of basic
rights in almost every sphere of life» (Nat al, 2004, 4) need to engage with.
Tichagwa (1998, 79) attests that «although notednion this issue, women in
Zimbabwe have called the government to reform ragerilaws recommending that
lobola be made illegal as a way of eliminating the opgices of women believed to be
rooted in this system». As such, Tichagwa pointhatperpetual existence of the legal
Age of Majority Act with its original clauses irngsctive of the contestations around the
subject oflobola paymentipidem). It is noteworthy that women politicians’ voices)d
their attempts to enforce ideological and strudtshafts within women-oriented state
machinery, are often resisted by a predominantlyigzahal government (Seidman

1984, 432). As a result, women politicians oftemfoom to patriarchal interests and



ordinary women have to constantly navigate genddsadiers within the new
Zimbabwe (Gaidzanwa 1992, 116). The role of thdesia addressing gendered
inequalities is highly questionable if governmertils to amend discriminatory
provisions within national policies to ensure thiaey become more relevant to the

Zimbabwean community.

4. Women as reproductive objects

Drawing on the findings of my PhD thesis titlBddy politics: - an illumination of the
landscape of sexuality and nationhood? Re-seeinthaibwe through elderly women’s
representations of their sexual and gendered fivésss section of the article deploys
the elderly women’s narratives of motherhood totwagp the cultural beliefs and
practices that governed their sexual bodies, awd women emerged as reproductive
objects. Their narratives on conception and feytillepict the politics and power
dynamics associated with family planning mattermnt@l to the arguments supporting
resistance to control of conception is a gendesedietal expectation that a woman
should bear as many children as possible. Mbiliygu asserts that the idea of a woman
preventing herself from conceiving was culturallyaaceptable. To substantiate this,
Mbuya Mushandira states that a wife was expectedn&ke the most of every
opportunity to conceive, in order to expand thencbuya Pumho describes how she
met that expectation, «my duty was just to givehbwithout any plan, and | never
avoided conception...I gave birth like a goat!».uyd Nzimbe emphasises her wifely
role by posing the question, «Why would | ‘blocketuterus? | just conceived and gave
birth to my children because that was the reason Mdft my natal home» — a question
which reinforces women’s reproductive function dgepmbedded in the cultural

system.

* Batisai, K. (2013)

® Mbuya is a vernacular (Chishona) word which meaas@mother, and | use it here to denote respect
for the elderly women. In addition, | assigned pkyms to all the respondents for anonymity, and fo
presentation purposes.



Concurring with Njovana and Watts (1996, 50), whotenthat many women
exercised their agency and opted to use contracemiandestinely «out of fear of
violence», the elderly women'’s reflections on mdtioed hint at a sense of agency and
resistance. Mbuya Mhiri refers to the usenoiShonga yokusungiravhich entailed
tying some medicinal twigs around one’s waist, wvothe left and two on the right.
However, there were power struggles and violencer thre use of these medicines.
Mbuya Tugu alleges that women kept the medicineyainam their husbands because
traditionally, some men were against the idea afilia planning and they would hit
their wives for using them. Mbuya Mhiri rules otietpossibility of keepingnishonga
yokusungiraa secret because «if you hid the stuff, he wootdise you of having extra-
marital affairs, as soon as he discovered the nmedi® She further says that, with the
introduction of western family planning in the cdoyn women were initially reluctant
to use the pills for fear of being cross-questiorétihy do you use those pills? Are you
a prostitute? » and being victimised for doing lbuya Tugu frames family planning
as a point that wives were constantly negotiatinthe time of national independence,
«Husbands wanted to know whatever it is that wappmhg you from conceiving. So
some women were beaten up, if they delayed comgeagain, even though they never
disclosed that they were using some pills. »

In spite of these reflections that situate womenbadies existing to procreate,
respondents show how women navigated the compléxral spaces surrounding
family planning. Women established strong allianicesrder to manipulate their way
around sensitive cultural prohibitions. When fanplanning was introduced, women
used role playing(?) to teach each other how tlisetihe pill. The role-play quoted

below provides a sample of the type of the sm#klttee women employed,

Mbuya Tugu: You continue to conceive in this day age of family planning!
You should plan and space your children using tipdte [Colleague: How do
you manage it? If my husband sees the pills..t& gemplicated.] Mbuya Tugu:
The strategy is you claim to be sick and you goht clinic. When the nurses
give you the family planning pills, empty all thechets into a different container.
As soon as you get home, show your husband thaicent “Daddy, these are the

pills that | was given at the clinic for my conditi.”



Mbuya Mere identifies with this strategy. She waspired by another woman, who
argued that she would die if she continued to hehitdren. She divulges how she
manipulated her husband who, to this day, beli¢lias she was not supposed to take
the pills, «I put them in a bottle which | had take the hospital...| kept them out of his
reach in the house». Mbuya Mere asserts that sikeadvantage of his problem with
alcohol to implement her strategy, «l took all fiids, and this ‘king’ didn’t suspect
anything, not even one day! He only knew about foelated issues. » Mbuya Ndari
celebrates the benefits of planned pregnanciesafjues that a woman has a breathing
space between pregnancies, and the chance to atipéhw pressures of being a wife
and mother, and the burden of domestic work. Oldtese narratives illuminate how
the elderly women reacted and resisted hegemoeaddies threatening to take full
control of their bodily rights. It is noteworthyahthese lived realities of elderly women
located in rural Zimbabwe, which are seldom pradfilénd their way into nationalist
discourses, presented in the conclusion of thiglertwhere they reveal the link

between gender, reproductive rights and citizenship

5. Profiling the realities of abortion in Zimbabwe

This section, which also draws on the findings of PnD thesis, presents narratives of
elderly women who have witnessed the politics ajrabn unfold in rural Zimbabwe.
The elderly women whose narratives are represdrmgesl map and profile the realities
of abortion among young women in Zaka District, theldast of Zimbabwe. To begin
with, Mbuya Dzachi acknowledges that «there armaay pregnancies and incidents of
abortion » in this area. It is vital to note thia¢ telderly women’s discourses historicise
the practice of abortion in a way that profiles fivactices that women still bring into
being in present-day Zimbabwe. Acknowledging thairtion is not ahistorical, Mbuya
Nzimbe traces abortion back to “long ago” when sevoenen aborted using traditional
herbs provided by people who knew about the medlicises of herbs. She recalls that
«this was a backyard practice since it was a camact...even now it is not allowed

but, some people continue to do it. » Similarly, Uyla Tamba claims that abortion in



present-day Zimbabwe is still a backyard practiddhave never heard of any abortions
that are done at the hospitals in this area...jbslyuse traditional medicine/herbs at
home. » While one can argue that young women mdtea opt for traditional remedies
capitalising on indigenous knowledge about the tmacit is clearly discernible that

what informs this agency is the criminal tag atextho the practice of abortion which
Mbuya Nzimbe also traces back to “long ago”.

The paragraph above paves way into scholarship ékpbses the policies on
abortion in Zimbabwe, and how the effects of thientralization are experienced by
young women. While the longstanding reproductivacesns that women continually
battle with could be traced back to culture, relgitradition or custom in Zimbabwe,
the role of the state needs no underestimatioroudir legal frameworks on pregnancy
termination, for example, the state continues findehe terms of how to live through a
gendered body in Zimbabwe as it controls the cistamces under which a woman can
abort (see Johnsaat al, 2002, 195). Although women who become pregnsiat @esult
of any sexual intercourse considered unlawful,uditig rape and incest are covered by
the Termination of Pregnancy ACT of 1977, Tichag(#898, 63) alludes to core
restrictive aspects of the ACT. Barriers includelpnged «legal procedures which
make it difficult to obtain abortion» as women bluiheir caseilfidem). In addition to
navigating the complex legal landscape, young wortmrated within an often-
judgemental nation have to negotiate contestedespas pregnant teenagers — factors
that collectively reduce women’s options to illedahckyard activities with huge
reproductive health challenges.

Statistical representations illuminate that «in 298lone, 5450 women sought
treatment for incomplete abortions in Hararésidem 1998, 63) and these figures
possibly misrepresent the impact of abortion in tdoeintry. The elderly women’s
narratives hint at the silences or complete absearicepen discussion around the
discourse in their community. Mbuya Nzimbe clairhattmost people are reluctant to
unravel the pregnancy mystery, and when questioxrealone, including the mother of
that girl, bothers to explain to people when thegpancy miraculously disappears».
Similarly, Mashamba and Robson (2001, 274) not ailyde to the invisibility of



backyard abortion but they also attribute thesensiés to the criminality attached to this
practice in Zimbabwe.

Amidst these silences, the fight for women’s rightsZimbabwe is a landscape
dominated by activisms, as those in the acadendacanl society expose the lived
realities of Zimbabwean women. The silences disiszbove, along with Mbuya
Dzachi's observation that «some [young women] eabort when the foetus has
already developed into a baby» serve as an an&ytscthrough which scholars further
explore how the effects of the criminalization @&eperienced by young women in
Zimbabwe. The World Bank (2000a, 243) notes thaemwillegally practised, abortion
«contributes to high maternal mortality rate of 28& 100,000 live births in the
country» (see Mashamba and Robson, 2001, 274;Iseel@hnsoret al, 2002, 195).
The correlation between backyard abortion and mgaternal mortality rate has
generated intense debates about «the liberalizatidrdecriminalization of abortion» in
Zimbabw@é. The rift is not peculiar to Zimbabwe because elsacould be drawn from
progressive contexts where clashes between refigicuitural and legal frameworks
have been observed. For instance, Bennett (20)largBes that «in a few contexts
where access to the termination of pregnancy has bwde easier [...] legislation has
been qualified by deep, often religious concernsualihe ethics of abortion». The
abortion discourse is highly contested such that“gro-life and pro-choice” debate
remains polarised in Zimbabwe (Tichagwa 1998, @&)ch division suggests that
abortion discourses separate ‘true’ Zimbabweans fseemingly ‘unpatriotic’ citizens
who counter ‘nationalistic’ views of the practice.

The politics of gender and sexuality among youngneno in Zimbabwe hint at how
contested the discourse of abortion is. Althoughngowomen in Zimbabwe have very
limited access to information, let alone contranegst that are supposed to minimise
cases of teenage pregnancy and sexual infectioadawv clearly discerns who should
have unrestricted access to reproductive healtvicest For instance, the only time
provision of family planning supplies to a minoeltw 16 years, becomes legal, is
when «parental consent is given or when they argieie (Mashamba and Robson
2001, 275) because the risk of sexual infectiorreiases indisputably. Research

*See CEDAW/Zimbabwe 1998, paragraph 159



findings paradoxically point at incidents of denesttess to contraceptives for sexually
active adolescents regardless of the legal waiv€entral to state regulation of
women’s bodily rights is the awkward position tigating women find themselves in as
they can neither abort «nor continue their schgolitnen they fall pregnarit¥see also
Kambarami 2006). This gendered regulation leavegmant teenagers and reproductive
rights and health activists grappling with the itégd of living through a gendered body
in Zimbabwe. One can surmise that the realisatiofmoman) rights — a discourse that
has conventionally served as a foundation on whations about constructing the ‘new
nation’ have been premised — is somewhat questiemaZimbabwe.

While the elderly women concur with scholarship e challenge of teenage
pregnancy in the country, narratives such as «tlagee so many pregnancies and
incidents of abortion [in this area]» clearly exposow young women resort to
backyard abortion irrespective of the legal consegsas. It is noteworthy that the
elderly women do not merely condemn the child fead morality’ from a cultural or
legal perspective. Rather, their narratives redediberate efforts to analyse, theorise
and debate around the interplay between body g®land the broader social structures
that shape everyday life. Mbuya Tamba revealsdbate girls are impregnated by men
they hardly know because they are dependent omg s8R as a means of surviving.
When Mbuya Rava describes the circumstances undiehwhese girls fall pregnant,
she emphasises the shortness of courtship, «Tls¢yg@i pregnant after dating for a
short period of time...and the boy does not accepponsibility at all! » She sees
backyard abortion as a coping strategy, which robstese young women adopt when
they realise that they cannot raise a baby on their, «Of course they are forced by
circumstances to abort at home using traditionatlionge, but it is not allowed in
Zimbabwe. » The image becomes that of young womemcesing their agency by
having backyard abortion against all odds. MbuyanBa further highlights that the
only option that pregnant girls have in the abseot@bortion is living with their
parents, but she finds this option problematic bseagrand/parents have absolutely

nothing to give the young woman and her childslevident that the elderly women’s

'See CEDAW/Zimbabwe 1998, paragraph 148
8See CEDAW/Zimbabwe 1998, paragraph 150



analyses of the young women’s trajectories arenaotowly culturalist. Rather, they
reflect that the choices and strategies that tlyegsg women employ are heavily
embedded in the restrictive legal structure as aelthe realities of living through a
gendered body in contemporary Zimbabwe — a space g economic and socio-
political divisions.

The realities of young Zimbabwean women capturedMibyya Tamba’s narrative
«these girls abort, and others even give birth dachp the babies» legitimise the
widespread call for the removal of regulatory andia barriers to reproductive health
information and care for adolescents by differenitétd Nation agents. The situation of
the young generation in Zimbabwe is worrisome, thaye very limited access to sex
information, let alone contraceptives that are sgpd to minimise cases of teenage
pregnancy and sexual infections as well as thetaaéneed for abortion, whether legal

or illegal.

6. Body politics and gendered citizenship

The article has drawn on the gendered politics imifimbabwe’s legal frameworks
that have conventionally regulated marriage pasteiamily planning, and the intrinsic
violation of women’s reproductive and sexual righ¢hat is enlightening about these
discourses is that they convey an interesting sadbgut often understated intersections
between gendered identities, rights and citizenshgzourses in Zimbabwe. It has
emerged that as the state polices women’s bodiest ionly (re)defines the terms of
living through a gendered body within national bdames but it also reveals the link
between reproductive rights and nationhood dis@sursThe meaning of ‘being
Zimbabwean’ for citizens gendered as women is ditemed in terms of the incessant
control of their bodies and their freedom to dispos$ those bodies through cultural
ideologies, the legal framework and national lais such, this article has exposed the
meaning of ‘being nationalized’ through discourses state control of its citizens,
particularly women’s bodily rights and sexuality tesf justified by reason of

longstanding traditional or customary practicese T¢iderly women’s narratives of



motherhood for example suggest that the legal attidral discourses policing women’s
access to abortion are deeply embedded in thenadiso procreative meaning attached
to the woman’s body in Zimbabwe. Beyond Zimbabweés procreative discourse could
be observed in other African nations as evidencgedbbo’s (1989) findings from
Uganda. Obbo (1989) asserts that when women’sdusein nation-building projects
is reduced to being a mother, women are seen asrdtrating their allegiance to the
nation by bearing children. It therefore appeaet #s the state prohibits women full
access to abortion services in the country, it ganeously reinforces a woman’s
procreative function as if to ensure that she llfier patriotic duty of giving birth to
future inhabitants (see Yuval-Davis 2006, 209)isltclearly discernible that women
usually (re)negotiate the meaning of citizenshiphi@ face of conservative policies on
abortion, contraception and marriage.

The procreative function becomes the very foundatd a woman’s gendered
relationship and engagement with the state, evidenhe way the state polices her
access to legal abortion among other services. §antdered political structures have
resulted in a fight between “pro-life” and “pro-ébe’ activists in Zimbabwe
(Tichagwa 1998, 63), but this battle is not unig@e&imbabwe. Similar tensions have
emerged in other nations where pro-natalists crtigprogressive frameworks that
sanction abortion (Bennett 2011, 78) in ways thatemmine women’s rights to
services. Negative perceptions of infertility armhitaceptives in Uganda also indicate
the gendered policing of citizen’s bodies and skties (Obbo 1989, 79). Vickers’
(1990, 485) «battle of the cradle» exposes howsthte controls women’s bodies from
the circumstances under which women reproducedgmtimber of children and rights
over those children (see Peterson 2000, 64). Qumsstlictating the “when and how” of
procreation (Ranchod-Nilsson and Tétreault 200@r State frameworks policing “with
whom” one could engage sexually (Tamale 2011, 1) stomen of their reproductive
and sexual rights.

Collectively, the thematic areas explored in thiscke deploy socio-cultural, legal
and political forces to critically expose how almmtas a discourse and practice that
engages with the politics of gender and sexuatitgracts with questions of citizenship

in Zimbabwe. The discourse of abortion becomes dstursive lens through which



researchers analyse the role of the state in dbngravomen and their sexualities. |
have specifically mapped and profiled conservatamproaches to marriage and
contraception — discourses whose resurgence hasKegeto interpreting the tone of
‘rights-based debates’ and the meaning of suckdexual bodies and sexual citizens»
(Bennett 2011, 79). Largely, the article has aiticexplored «the social, cultural and
legal constructions of sexuality as they interseith gender» (Tamale 2011, 607) and
the impact of such on discourses around reprodeiciphts in Zimbabwe. The analysis
of the gendered nature of these constructions stggbat the law in Zimbabwe
intersects with acceptable discriminatory customargctices such albola, which
hinders the process of women empowerment in evenges of the word (Masenda-
Nzira 2003, 3). That intersection for Parpart andu8t illuminates how «states
institutionalise men’s control of women’s produetiand reproductive labour» (see
Turshen 2001, 86). This analysis distinctly expokesv customary practices are
constantly in tension with fundamental internatiodocuments on sexual and
reproductive health rights from where countries expected to ground their national

policy frameworks.

7. Concluding remarks

The conclusions arrived at here concur with assestimade in this article that
hegemonic cultural belief systems impede practeffbrts to minimise gendered
violation of women'’s rights in Zimbabwe. Denying mven access to contraceptive is
contrary to the Cairo document, which clearly spellit that human rights encompass
the recognition of «the right of all couples andliuduals to decide freely and
responsibly the number, spacing and timing of thehildren and to have the
information and means to do so» (Natral, 2004, 4), a definition which hints at a
woman’s right to terminate the pregnancy should sl&h to do so. The overall
underlying perception is that cultural practicesteof intercept comprehensive
implementation of the Cairo and Beijing policy re@nendations in Zimbabwe, and |



am compelled to claim that Zimbabwe has a long t@ayo when it comes to achieving

the human rights principles expressed in the Giocument.
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