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SHIMMER Chinodya is not 
new to producing educa-
tional materials having 
authored the Step Ahead 

New Secondary English series that 
is used widely in Zimbabwean 
schools.

His novel Strife, which won Chi-
nodya the 2007-8 Noma award, is 
currently being studied as a set book 
at Advanced Level. The addition of 
an introduction by Taurai Chin-
yanganya as well as a glossary and 
revision questions makes the book 
unique for use in schools.

Ezra Chitando, in a blurb to the 
students edition of Strife, writes: 
“Chinodya brilliantly flashes back 
and forth, playing out the drama 
from the past into the present and 
highlighting the paralysis wrought 
by the tension between tradition and 
modernity.”

Perhaps this is a very apt descrip-
tion of what Chinodya’s Strife is all 
about. Imagine going back 150 years 
to try and dig up your ancestry. This 
should be a mammoth task given 
there could be over three generations 
between the two periods. 

However, this is not to suggest 
that it is outright impossible where 
traces exist. That is what Shimmer 
Chinodya has done in Strife. The 
story revolves around one fam-
ily around 1979, the last days of 
colonialism in Zimbabwe given that 
the country attained its independence 
in 1980. 

“The country is masquerading 
under the oddly double-barreled sur-
name of Zimbabwe-Rhodesia . . . it is 
saturated with an insipid pessimism 
. . . roads are mined; schools, shops, 
and clinics closed, the economy reel-
ing under sanctions.” (p.7)

The 19-chapter narrative begins 
with an ominous portrayal moon 

huntress Hilda Tsvangira who 
“dreams of pythons, of beheaded 
creatures running amok, of fires 
consuming her house, of still-births” 
. (p11)

The members of the Gwanangara 
family are not part of those who have 
crossed borders “to train as gueril-
las, to chant slogans in forests, to 
fire guns and throw grenades, to act 
as fodder for Ian Douglas Smith’s 
bombs”. (p.7) 

It is a family of apparently 
well-educated brothers, who have 
managed to reach university but find 
themselves having to revisit an ag-
grieved past. 

However, their biggest predica-
ment is that they think as modern 
people, who have had a brush with 
western ways of life and hence 
cannot use traditional methods to 
navigate through life’s problems. 

The narrator wonders, “How does 
one transport oneself a century-and-
a-half to capture one’s ancestry. 
Revisit faces, smells, clothes, food, 
music, stories and dances? Talk to 
people, seek out griots and historians, 
peruse books, hunt out photographs, 
registration and baptism certificates, 
ransack museums and the documents 
of teachers, priests and district com-
missioners — those surly agents of 
the colonial past?’ (p.8) 

One startling thing the author re-
alises is the response of his kinsmen. 
“Young man, leave history alone; 
what use does your empty, little head 
want to make of time?”

In a review of Strife, Percy 
Zvomuya, writing in the Mail and 
Guardian notes: “A compelling 
and disturbing read, nevertheless 
in which the horrors of the past are 
lived in the moment.” This appears 
to be accurate as it is happenings of 
yesteryear that are directing the lives 
of the Gwanangaras. 

As a result of the strife within the 
family, most of the characters in the 
novel seem to act irrationally at one 
point or the other.

Rindai suffers an epileptic fit 
on his wedding day and all his life 
this problem haunts him. Attempts 
to slide into alcoholism have not 
helped. 

Kelvin, who alternates illness 
with Rindai, suffers a mental illness. 

The most dominant threads on which 
the novel rests include the brothers’ 
illnesses, their mother’s death and the 
father’s desire to continue. 

Strife is a novel that will no doubt 
help the reader understand contem-
porary Zimbabwean culture. 

On the one hand, the influence of 
modern and largely Western ways 
of life tend to make one feel that 
ancestors have no value in people’s 
lives. On the other, in real life you 
find people seeking explanations to 
today’s misfortunes in their past. 

While the knowledge brought 
about by the advent of science 
remains uncontested, the African’s 
worldview will always be informed 
by people’s past and value systems. 
Nobody is sure where the solution 
lies. Even Christianity is challenged 
through Dunge Gwanangara. He has 
lived as a Christian his whole life but 
is advised to consult n’angas. 

While the story sounds confined 
to a single family, the Gwanangaras, 
there is a way in which it could hap-
pen to anyone in the country render-
ing it borderless.

The author deftly switches the 
story from the present to yesteryear 
with such skill that at the end of the 
day, the reader is sated. 

From the narrative on Dunge 
Gwanangara “who sang tenor in the 
church choir and after his confirma-
tion became Sunday school teacher 
for the Dutch Reformed Church. He 
went around the villages asking par-
ents to send their children to Sunday 
school — much like vana muneri 
had done before, except that he did 
not use force”. (p.94) 

The narrator changes to his 
university days. He traces how he 
married Vongai. “ . . . maybe I am 
leaving things out. It’s too easy when 
you are telling a story about strife 
and striving to focus on nothing else. 
Much else had happened. For exam-
ple, I’d married Vongai. It happened 
like this, like every other campus af-
fair”. (p.95) This bit of the narrative 
gives the story currency.

After encountering problems, the 
family resorts to spiritual healers. 
“The prophet from Kwekwe adjusts 
his white and purple robes and 
commands us to take our positions 
around the garage . . . After seven 

vicious attacks in two nights, he has 
instigated this new mission to rid 
our family of evil and has person-
ally sanctioned this man of God and 
driven him to our plot.” (p,121)

Zimbabwe, like many other Afri-
can countries, is a secular society and 
as such there are a number of beliefs 
that people turn to for solutions to 
earthly mishaps.

However, whether these options 
do produce results is another story. 
As in the case of the Gwanangaras, 
the prophet intimates that their mis-
fortunes are a result of the buck horn. 

“There is the source of your 
trouble, Baba. That’s the horn that’s 
been hounding your family for years. 
That’s the work of your enemies. It’s 
harmless now. You can pick it up and 
burn it.” (p.122)

The confrontation that follows be-
tween Rindai and his father is unfor-
tunate but seeks to bring the reader’s 
attention to the very complications 
associated with faith healers. Their 
father feels there is need to “go into 
the house and say a prayer first”. 

However, his prayer, which hing-
es on “betrayal, urging Lord Jesus to 
punish charlatans who make money 
out of fools, urging us his children, 
to beware of lies, imploring us not to 
believe in the venality of this world, 
or in superstitions planted by the so-
called believers”. This results in the 
prophet packing his bags and leaving 
“without farewell”. (p.122)

Even Kelvin also believes that 
“the old man is responsible for his 
fate”. (p.125) 
He tells people 
that “there is 
a major fam-
ily ancestral 
spirit trying to 
inhibit him, 
to speak to 
the family 
through him, 
and that father, 
because of his 
goody-goody 
Christianity, is 
blocking the return 
of that spirit. He 
talks about 
the robed 
prophet 
and 

brags that the whole family rose 
against father and had almost driven 
him to suicide”. (p.126)

What is important for the reader is 
the fact that the family tries all sorts 
of means to try and extricate itself 
from problems like “n’angas and 
herbalists who have visited our home 
and tried to deliver us from whatever 
spirit is blighting us”. (p.126)

The play that makes up Chapter 
19 sums up the whole book’s princi-
pal concerns. The conflict between 
modernity and tradition is symbol-
ised by Godfrey and his books on 
the one hand and his great-great 
grandfather on the other. Godfrey 
appears on stage armed with books, 
clear indicators that he is educated. 

The author brings in other central 
issues as characters — patriarchy, fa-
talism, shame, modernity, education 
and medicine and wonders if these 
would bring solutions to the family’s 
challenges.

All in all, Strife is an intriguing 
narrative told with the skill of a mas-
ter storyteller employing an unusual 
but effective style. It is for this reason 
that any reader wishing to understand 
the complexities and tensions found 
in contemporary Zimbabwean soci-
ety will find Strife a good read.

Born in 1957 in Gweru, Shimmer 
Chinodya was educated in Zimba-
bwe. After his first degree, he went 
to the University of Iowa where 
he did an MA in Creative Writing. 
Chinodya has published several titles 
— fiction, educational and children’s 

books. 

CLIMATE change being experi-
enced in Zimbabwe has affected 
farmers particularly those in com-
munal lands who are now confused 
about when and what to farm given 
the erratic rainfall patterns character-
ised by long dry spells.

The Daily News Community 
Affairs Editor Margaret Chinowaita 
(MC) got hold of Kennedy Mabe-
hla, (KM), Principal Agricultural 
Extension Specialist in the ministry 
of Agriculture, Agritex department 
to get an understanding of how cli-
mate change has affected agriculture 
and what can be done to mitigate 
major losses in farming. Below are 
excerpts from the interview.

MC: In terms of climate 
change, is Zimbabwe experiencing 
season change?

KM: According to climatic 
analysis done by the meteorologi-
cal department, there is evidence 
of climate change in Zimbabwe. 
Zimbabwe lies in a semi-arid region 
with limited and unreliable rainfall 
patterns and temperature variations.

Rainfall exhibits considerable 
spatial and temporal variability 
characterised by shifts in the onset of 
rains, increases in the frequency and 

intensity of heavy rainfall events, 
increases in the proportion of low 
rainfall years, decreases in low inten-
sity rainfall events, and increases in 
the frequency and intensity of mid-

season dry-spells.
Extreme weather events, namely 

tropical cyclones and droughts have 
also increased in frequency and 
intensity.

Moreover, according to the Zim-
babwe Meteorological Service, daily 
minimum temperatures have risen 
by approximately 2,6°C over the last 
century while daily maximum tem-
peratures have risen by 2°C during 
the same period

The Mean Onset dates for the 
Eastern highlands area ranges from 
November 13 to 25.

The rest of the country receives 
rainfall by December 7.

However, some few isolated ar-
eas receive their first rains later than 
December 7.

The changes in the mean onset 
and cessation of rains has led farm-
ers in most circumstances delaying 
planting, as with this season, the 
rains started early but were not 
evenly distributed , with periods of 
very heavy ,intense rainfall followed 
by long dry spells.

Comparing with last season when 

the effective rains started a bit early 
and were evenly distributed, farmers 
had planted a considerably larger 
hectarage than this season.

Therefore farmers are also aware 
of the risks associated with the first 
rains; hence stagger their crops with 
the bulk waiting for the December 
rains which are usually more intense 
and evenly distributed.

MC: In situations of climate 
change-induced drought or erratic 
rainfall characterised by long dry 
spells, what crops should be given 
preference?

KM: Little has been done to 
diversify cropping systems beyond 
maize. Farmers are not diversifying 
into alternative crops, even when 
they experience recurrent failure of 
maize.

Otherwise we recommend short-
season maize varieties which have 
a short growing cycle as well as 
staggering planting dates to spread 
the risk of total crop failure.

Drought tolerant crop types such 
as millet and sorghum (small grains) 
should be given preference because 
they give farmers the flexibility of 
harvesting something even in years 
of drought.

Explaining today’s problems in the past

Climate change — A reality 
farmers must contend with


