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TSITSI
DANGAREMBGA:
STANDING UP
TO THE TYRANNY
OF POWER
Tsitsi Dangarembga has won numerous literary awards for challenging sexism, racism, patriarchy and exploitative global economic systems.

Barbara Boswell
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ovelist, playwright, filmmaker and
activist Tsitsi Dangarembga has built
an enduring legacy with her feminist
writing and activism. Collectively,
her corpus challenges sexism, racism,
patriarchy and exploitative global
economic systems, and has earned for her a number
of prestigious awards.
Recently, she won the PEN Pinter Prize for her
novel This Mournable Body (2018), which was also
shortlisted for the Booker Prize in 2020. Earlier this
year, Dangarembga also won the PEN Freedom
of Expression Award, following her arrest and
imprisonment by Zimbabwean authorities while
protesting the unlawful arrests and detention of
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other activists. Dangarembga spoke to Barbara
Boswell earlier this year about the line between
art and activism, and her trilogy of novels, Nervous
Conditions (1988), The Book of Not (2006) and This
Mournable Body (2018).

For me freedom means
the freedom to choose
what you want to do,
how you want to act.
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Barbara Boswell: What does the Pen Prize for
Freedom of Expression mean for you personally
and for your work?
Personally, it was positive to have some
recognition of the work that I do in Zimbabwe,
not only in the literary field but also the work
that I do on the ground as a concerned citizen.
I don’t see myself as an activist; that’s not my
core business. My core business is in artistic
production. But because of the situation in
Zimbabwe, I spend more and more time and
energy engaging with those issues simply
because one has to. In my opinion, it’s one’s
responsibility as a citizen. And that’s a lot of
time and effort which also detracts from the
artistic production that I would like to do,
and it really does not get much recognition.
And so it was good to have that recognition.
It also helps, I think to explain to my readers
why I do not produce as much as they would
like me to.

when the activism work receives prominence
and my other creative work does not receive
that kind of prominence. I think that the two
go hand in hand because the issues that I take
up with my body, as a concerned citizen, are
the same issues that I weave into my narrative
production. The difference is that activism is
very specific and it wants to achieve systemic
change, whereas my creative production is
for people. It’s engaged with transforming
people by taking them on journeys. I feel that
it’s a shame when that side of transformation
is neglected.
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It really affects the amount of work I can do. It
affects it on two levels, on the personal level,
at the level of service delivery, with the power
outages and no water. You just spend so
much time around your personal, day-to-day
activities, and that is also exhausting. Then
there is the issue of simply the energy that
you put in to those things, that you no longer
have for creativity. There’s also the structural
aspect of it. The creative industries are also
one area like everything else in Zimbabwe
that is captured by the state and politically
exposed persons. And so there’s no support
for somebody like me, and everything I do
I’m writing against and producing against a
whole lot of pushback. It was for me a relief
to have that recognised, so I was very happy
from that point of view.
In terms of my activism, the work I do on
the ground, I’m a little bit conflicted actually
because it shifts the emphasis onto activism.
And activism is more reactive to what is on
the ground, now, at this moment, which is
entirely necessary. But there are many groups
in Zimbabwe that are doing that kind of
work. Just recently I spoke to a donor about
a couple of projects that I’m doing with a
couple of people and their response was:
“Oh, we’re supporting so many people in
Zimbabwe doing that kind of work.” So, the
work is being done. On the other hand,
the kind of work that I want to do in the
production of narrative is not being done in
the country. And so I become conflicted now,
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But aren’t both realms activism? What is the
difference between writing and other forms
of activism?
I see it in terms of the prompt to engagement.
Is your prompt to engagement to tell a story
to take a person on a journey? Or is your
prompt to engagement to attend to this
specific issue now, in real time? The substrate,
if you like, that I want to act upon is different.
And the means that I employ to do it are
different. And the results are different. With
my narrative production, the result, hopefully,
is transformation within the individual. With
my engagement with the system, the result is
meant to be transformation within the system.
For me they are actually quite different. And
we also see that they’re practically different
in that there are systems to support people
who do that kind of systemic politicallyorientated activism on the continent, in all
countries. You know there are places you can
go to for support for that kind of work but
there are no systems for the support of this
subjective transformation or narrative-based
work that I do.
This brings me to a larger question, which I
think you grapple with in the trilogy of your
novels. What is the meaning of freedom,
for someone like your character Tambudzai,
who is caught in a web of oppressions and
intersections of oppressions? How does one
conceive of freedom for a character like that?
For me freedom means the freedom to
choose what you want to do, how you want
to act. And that freedom to choose how you
want to act has to be based on sufficient
information so you have the freedom to think
about how you want to act, and you have all
the things you desire. One should also have
freedom of expression to express it, to speak
it or to portray it in some way.
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When Nervous Conditions was published, it
was hailed as the first novel in English by a
Black Zimbabwean woman. Who were you
drawing on in charting such an uncharted
path? What made you realise that writing was
possible for you?
My inspiration was certainly some of the
African-American women writers and some
of the Caribbean-American writers. Paule
Marshall, Toni Morrison, Maya Angelou and
Alice Walker.
Because that was my first meeting with Black
female characters who not only had a story –
because we all have a story – but characters
who had a consciousness of the fact that
they had a story.
That was a revelation for me. So I started
writing novels in the early 1980s in Zimbabwe,
just after independence. And there was a very
nascent, embryonic feminist movement at the
time. Women coming together and realising
they had to do something together. That
was wildly exciting because I learned some
feminist theory and ideas I had never even
imagined could exist — that women could
have solidarity and that the things women are
up against are systematic. These were some
of the prompts for my writing. I would then
look back at what had happened in my life and
I could see how this [feminist] theory I was
learning could lead me to an understanding
of why many things had happened in
my life. Because it was the early days of
independence, it represented an opportunity.
Since I had come to these understandings
as a result of being in the fortunate position
of having engaged with these writers and
there was a nascent feminist movement in
Zimbabwe, I felt it would be good for me to
formulate this [understanding] in an engaging
narrative that would open up other young
women who might find themselves in a similar
situation, to reach the same understanding.
So that was the prompt.
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When one looks at the arch of Tambudzai’s
development as a character over the span of
your three novels, it seems that her development
can be read also as the development of that
newly independent nation that held so much
promise. Her gradual descent into madness
and an unsustainable life show how, later, the
nation developed into a very difficult space
politically and economically. How difficult was
it for you to write this psychological portrait

of this character who starts out so strong and
promising and with such clear convictions, but
who then deteriorates mentally to fall apart?
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It was difficult because for me to write
something meaningful, I have to have some
kind of emotional landscape for it myself, and
so that meant dealing with all those kinds
of disappointments. But I had wanted to
write a trilogy about somebody who might
be perceived as a nobody. Who would think
that a village girl who doesn’t achieve much in
her life could be the subject of three novels?
But such characters – it is important for me
to say – are the majority of the world.
So when we have the attitude that stories
cannot be written about them, we are actually
saying these people are not important. It really
was a challenge for me to write that story.
Perhaps that’s why people don’t want to
write about those characters because it is
so difficult and so painful.
However, I could also see that unless we
engage with those issues as Zimbabweans,
we were not going to find the internal
perspectives that would enable us to even
begin to solve our problems. And so I kept
at it, which is partly why it took so long.
The fact that the nation is mirrored was not
exactly intentional but I think it was inevitable
in that kind of story. You know, we haven’t
really created any sustainable communities
in Zimbabwe where we know that life will
go on, where we know how life will be like
for the foreseeable future. It’s very probable
that my children will live a similar life to the
one I have, and that’s OK.
We don’t have any stability at all, we have a
very complex situation in which the nation
is structured in ways that make it necessary
for people to take very negative decisions in
order to survive.
For example, if you want to obey the law and
not change your foreign currency on the black
market instead of at the bank rate, you will not
be able to survive because the economy is set
up as a rent-seeking venture on everything,
including the institutions of the economy.
People’s behaviour has to mirror that, and
this is what happened with Tambudzai. The
deterioration in nation, which defined the
space she’s moving in, meant that she had to
behave in certain ways to be able to move
through it.
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In this Mournable Body, Tambudzai eventually
decides not to continue with an action that
would compromise her family in the village.
Her decision costs her her job. She is given
another opportunity by an aunt. This aunt is
a politically exposed person who had been
in the liberation struggle.
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Changing direction now, do you think that the
PEN Freedom of Expression Award will have an
impact on the charges you face?
One would like to think that it wouldn’t.
One would like to think that it is actually a
process of dispensing justice, and that justice
would not be swayed by somebody winning
an award. I think that things like awards and
public opinion will have an impact when there
is a large chance of justice miscarriage. And
then the person who is tasked with dispensing
justice may think again.

why we have two to four million people in the
diaspora, and they call themselves economic
exiles. From the top to the bottom, at all levels
of endeavour, people found they just could
not manage. It has come to that for me in
Zimbabwe now. On the other hand, being
there to witness is really important to me;
I feel that is what fuels my work and gives
me the drive to continue. So this is a bit of a
contradictory response.
However, the diminishing returns make me
wonder whether I will continue to manage
to produce any work at all, and earn a living
in Zimbabwe.

So basically, your question to me then
becomes: do you think that the magistrate’s
court in Zimbabwe is dispensing justice? I
do not think that the magistrate’s courts
in Zimbabwe can be relied on in all cases,
especially those of this nature, to really
dispense justice. We see so many instances
of people continuing to be arrested on
arbitrary, trumped-up charges. We see
pre-trial detention. As we speak there are
young people in jail in Zimbabwe detained
on such charges.
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Thinking of writers such as Stella Nyanzi or
Lauretta Ngcobo, who left their home countries
for exile because of political persecution. Would
exile be an option for you?
The question of exile is interesting. The
writers you mention have experienced much
more punishment and retribution from the
state than I have. My situation is marginalisation and exclusion so that I cannot function.
The effect is primarily on my ability to work,
and secondarily, through that, on my person.
I want to be in an environment where I can
produce work that has this impact.
I see that it is a law of diminishing returns
staying in Zimbabwe now. Everything that I’ve
tried to build up did not amount to anything
because of the situation and the way the state
controls everything. If you are outside the
Zanu-PF systems you cannot move. That is
done on purpose, and it’s not just me. That is
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