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Abstract
The socio-economic and political crisis in Zimbabwe is breeding poverty which forces
children to drop out of school and find a way to survive. Children in Zimbabwe no longer
work for extra income to spend with peers or to pay for school fees, but they work for
their survival. Therefore this is a study on child labour. Zimbabwe is signatory to the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child however, all these laws are not
helping to mitigate against child labour. Despite the existence of child labour in
Zimbabwe there has been little theological response. The current theological debates
have overlooked the suffering of children through child labour. This argument refers to
both academic and church theology. The basic theological argument in this study is that
in order to protect children from child labour there is need to construct a liberative
theology of children which focuses on; dignity, identity, love, justice and freedom.
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Chapter One
Introducing the Study

1.1 Background to the study
“Suffer the little children”1is a phrase that is in many people‟s minds when thinking about
the current socio-economic and political situation of Zimbabwe.

Zimbabwe has a

population of more than 13.3 million people with children from 0-142 years of age
forming 37.2 % of the population.3 The minimum age that at which a child may seek
work is fifteen years in Zimbabwe.4 Zimbabwe is currently experiencing socio-economic
and political instability. While the practice of child labour exists in the Zimbabwean
history the current situation in the country has seen a considerable increase in this
phenomenon.
Child labour has given rise to concern and controversy throughout the world.5 Many
people justify employing children as a way of providing income for poor children and
their families, or as a way of providing them with a decent life and shelter.6 Michael
Bourdillon says in the Zimbabwean context employing children “is sometimes a route to
providing poor children with a means of livelihood. Some children use their labour to
fund the expenses necessary to complete their schooling”.7 For example, some children
are forced to seek for work so as to put food on their family tables or to pay for their
1

“Suffer the little children” is a biblical phrase on the Synoptic Gospels Matthew 19:14; Mark 10:14 and
Luke 18:16.
2
The Zimbabwe demography office shows 14 years as the maximum age of a child not allowed to seek for
employment.
3
http://www.zimstat.co.zw/index.html accessed on 10 April 2008. See also Zimbabwe selected statistics
<www.dol.gov/ilab/reports/pdf accessed on 17 April 2008.
4
U.S. Department of State, "Zimbabwe," in Country Reports on Human Rights Practices- 2006,
Washington, DC, March 6, 2007, Section 6d < http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2006/78765.htm.
accessed 18 April 2008, see also Embassy-Harare March 2007, Investigation and Prosecution of
Traffickers Paragraph C, See also ILO Committee of Experts, Direct Request, Minimum Age Convention,
1973 (No.138) Zimbabwe (ratification:2000). <http://webfusion.ilo.org/public/db/standards/normes/appl/
accessed 18 April 2008.
5
http://webfusion.ilo.org/public/db/standards/normes/appl/ accessed 18 April 2008.
6
Bourdillon, M. Child Domestic Workers in Zimbabwe. (Harare: Weaver Press, 2006), p xi.
7
Bourdillon, M. Child Domestic Workers in Zimbabwe. (Harare: Weaver Press, 2006), p xi.
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siblings‟ school fees. However, the conditions under which children work in some areas
of their employment or at home do not conform to the rights of children as outlined in the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).8 In addition, children
in Zimbabwe are oppressed by what Joyce Mercer terms the “violence of poverty” and
they are caught in the interlocking oppressions of gender and class exploitation.9 Many
employers prefer to employ a child rather than an adult because they are less likely to
complain about working conditions or wages. Children in Zimbabwe are employed in
both formal and informal sectors such as agriculture, domestic work, vending, mining
and quarrying, manufacturing, construction and other types of work such as guarding cars
and prostitution.10 This study focused on child labour in agriculture and domestic work.

Children are vulnerable to exploitation because in most cases they do not have a voice in
their families, communities and society. As a result, Loewenson11 observes that “while
the victim is always the child, the oppressor is not only the employer.” Douglas Sturm 12
observes that “in part children are victimized by their own immediate caretakers” such as
parents and communities that oppress children through different forms of work. Family
work is not always exploitative but it becomes exploitative when it interferes with the
child‟s physical and psychological development.13 As a result, Mercer says children are
exploited as forms of cheap labour and treated as objects for all kinds of gratification of
adult desires.14 At home and at work children are sometimes expected to do work which
is beyond their capabilities.

8

Convention on the Rights of the Child adopted and opened for signature, ratification and accession by
General Assembly resolution 44/25 of 20, November 1989.
<http://www.unhchr.ch/html/menu3/b/k2crc.htm accessed 19 April 2008.
9
Mercer, Joyce. Ann. Welcoming Children: A Practical Theology of Childhood. (Missouri: Chalice Press,
2005), p ix.
10
Zimbabwe Central Statistics Office, Child Labour Report, 2006, Harare, ( March 2007)
11
Loewenson, Rene “ Child Labour in Zimbabwe and the Rights of the Child” in Journal of Social
Development in Africa 6,1 (1991) pp, 19-31. p 25.
12
Sturm, Douglas. “On the Suffering and Rights of Children: Toward a Theology of Childhood Liberation”
in Cross Currents,. 42 (2) (1992), p 150.
13
Fyfe, Alec. Child Labour. (USA: Polity Press, 1989), p 14.
14
Mercer, Welcoming Children . p ix.
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Vending is one kind of work and a survival strategy for Zimbabweans; this is due to the
unemployment rate which is above 95%.15 Street vending is one of the few readily
accessible avenues of employment open to children and women who need to earn a
living. Some families use children as young as five years in their businesses, such as
selling vegetables, cooked foods, sweets, fruits and handcraft.16 Some of these children
begin working as early as 6 am when markets open to 7 pm when markets close. Along
main roads mainly linking cities children can be seen selling fruits, cooked food and
vegetables sometimes until midnight. This is mainly visible on the Bulawayo-BeitBridge-Johannesburg road where many children can be seen waiting for cars, buses and
trucks in order to sell their commodities during the day and at night. These children are
exposed to possibilities of sexual abuse, drugs, robbery and murder.

Also, girls in Zimbabwe are increasingly being exploited through sex work and drug
trafficking in order to pay for school fees.17 Within Zimbabwe, “girls are trafficked from
rural to urban areas for commercial sexual exploitation in brothels under false pretences
of marriage or employment.”18 Due to economic hardships in Zimbabwe young girls are
also trafficked to neighboring countries such as South Africa and Botswana for
commercial sexual exploitation under false pretences of employment.19 This is exposing
young children to the risk of HIV infection. The oppression of children has always been
linked to that of women. Thus, for instance Beverly Carolilease Grier 20 argues that child
labour and women labour were closely linked in the pre-colonial and colonial African
economy. This is because domestic work and farm work is gendered.

15

Zimbabwe, <http://unstats.un.org/unsd/methods/inter-natlinks/refs3.htm, see also Reserve Bank of
Zimbabwe, Monthly Bulletin accessed 14 February 2009; see also Zimbabwe News Online, Zimbabwe
News 14 February 2009 < http://www.greatindaba.com/default.asp accessed 14 February 2009.
16
Loewenson, R, “Child labour in Zimbabwe and the Rights of the Child,” p 24.
17
U.S. Department of State, "Country Reports- 2006: Zimbabwe," Section 6d.
18
Zimbabwe Selected Statistics and Indicators on Child Labor.
<http://www.dol.gov/ilab/media/reports/tda/tda2006/Zimbabwe.pdf accessed 17 April 2008
19
Zimbabwe Selected Statistics and Indicators on Child Labor
<http://www.dol.gov/ilab/media/reports/tda/tda2006/Zimbabwe.pdf accessed 17 April 2008
20
Grier, Beverly Carolease. Invisible Hands: Child Labour and the State in Colonial Zimbabwe.
(Portsmouth: Heinemann., 2006), p 12.
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Children employed in agriculture can sometimes be employed in large scale farm
sectors, for the reason that “farms employ seasonal and casual workers.”21 Rene
Loewenson22 explains that children on these farms range from 5-15 years of age, and at
some point these children work for long hours under very dangerous conditions despite
their age. There is also job insecurity with little effective protection from pesticides and
risk of child molestation. Children also help on family farms. Bourdillon23 says that on
family farms, agricultural work can be heavy for children, especially during peak
seasons, and can interfere with school attendance and school work. He goes on to argue
that agricultural work, even within families, can involve contact with pesticides and other
chemicals particularly dangerous to children, as well as work with dangerous implements
or insufficient protective clothing. Also farm work interferes with children‟s play time.
Domestic work for children starts as a form of socialization in Zimbabwe. Bourdillon24
describes domestic work as a form of playful imitation for children; the author however,
explains that such work facilitates children to grow in competence and confidence.
Domestic work is gendered. Household work such as caring for younger children,
cleaning, cooking and fetching water is mainly done by girls. In some instances where
there is an absence of girls, boys will also take part in household work. Paid domestic
work is also gendered. Girls are mainly employed in household work “to relieve wealthy
children of household chores freeing them for leisure and school. 25 Boys in domestic
work are involved in farming and cattle herding, particularly in rural areas.
The term “child labour” is widely challenged by scholars, and it has acquired many
different meanings. While there is no universal definition of child labour, the
International Labour Organisation (ILO)26

21

defines child labour as “work done by

McCartney, Irene. Children in Our Midst: Voices of farm workers’ Children. (Harare: Weaver Press,
2000), p 75.
22
Loewenson, R “Child Labour in Zimbabwe”, p 21.
23
Bourdillon Michael.F.C “Child Labor” in Hugh Hindmand (ed.) World Atlas: A Reference Encyclopedia
(New York: ME Sharpe "forthcoming"), p 5.
24
Bourdillon, M “Child Labor” p 3.
25
Bourdillon, M “Child Labor” p 4.
26
ILO uses the term child labour in different ways, sometimes the organisation uses the term to mean any
economic activity under the age for light work. Sometime it uses “harmful work” and “child labour” at the
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children under fifteen. Exception is made for work done by children with their parents at
home in so far as aid in the latter's work is concerned and the child is not deprived of the
possibility of going to school.”27 Most definitions by international organizations, nongovernmental organizations, trade unions and other interested groups such as sociologists
and psychologists suggests that child labour consists of hazardous work that is injurious
to the child‟s physical, mental, social or moral well-being.28

Child labour has brought up a heated debate about its existence in Africa. Some scholars,
such as Michael Bourdillon, suggest that black people in Southern Africa argue that “the
concern about child labour is an imposition by people who do not understand the cultures
and economic situations of families in Africa.”29 Instead of the term “child labour” black
Africans prefer the term “child work.”30 This has raised concerns of whether to use the
term “child harmful work” when referring to child labour in Africa or simply “child
work.”

Child work on the other hand, as defined by sociologists, international organisations such
as International Labour Organisation and United Nations Children‟s Education Fund, is
work that is not exploitative and can accommodate education.31 Irene Byrne explains that
child work “plays a positive role in a child‟s development if consistent with the child‟s
evolving mental and physical capabilities”.32 For this reason child work can be part of a

same time. Child labour‟s discussion is found in Convention 138, Convention 182 and the Convention on
the Rights of the Child.
27
International Labour Organisation/ United Nations Children‟s Fund. Strategies for Eliminating Child
labour: Prevention, removal and rehabilitation-synthesis document Geneva. 1997. See also The
International Labour Organisation‟s definition of child labour <http://nird.ap.nic.in/clic/rrdl110.html
accessed 17 April 2008.
28
Fyfe, A. Child Labour, p, 15, see also International Labour Organization, “Convention 182: Worst Forms
of Child Labour, 1999.” Article 4;
Available from: http://ilolex.ilo.ch:1567/english/convdisp2.htm accessed 17 April 2008.
29
Bourdillon, M. “Child Labour” in Southern Africa, (Unpublished paper).
30
Trade Unions and Child Labour
<http://www.ilo.org/public/english/dialogue/actrav/genact/child/part2_a/tour_2.htm accessed 17 April
2008.
31
Trade Unions and Child Labour, see also Fyfe A, Child Labour, see also Muzvidziwa, V. N, Child
Labour OR Child Work? Whither Policy Research Review NS 22.1 2006.
<http://search.sabinet.co.za/images/ejour/inafstud/inafstud_v22_n1_a5.pdf accessed 18 April 2008.
32
Byrne, I. The Human Rights of Street And Working Children: A Practical Manual for Advocates.
(London: Intermediate Technology Publications . 1998), p 15.
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child‟s socialisation.33 In addition Alec Fyfe states that child work does not directly
respond to economic forces but it reveals social and cultural patterns, including power
relationships between adults and children.34 Child work in Africa is understood from
within a cultural setting where children work to grow in competence and confidence. 35
The difficulty is working out what is acceptable and what is harmful to children.
Culturally accepted work may turn out to be harmful for children and illegal employment
may turnout to be beneficial for children‟s wellbeing and wholeness. The debate on child
labour and child work in Africa is discussed in detail in the study. The term “child
labour‟ is used in this study to refer to any kind of work that is harmful and interferes
with a child‟s physical, mental, social or moral well-being by overlooking the child‟s
right to rest, play and education.

A further concern of this study is the fact that child labour is overlooked by theologians
as well as the church throughout the world. The silence by Christian ethicists and
scholars on child labour perpetuates this status quo. The study argues that there is a need
to embrace children holistically within the Christian faith. The silence by Christian
scholars on issues that force children to seek employment is tantamount to sinfulness.

Thus, this study examined the following key research question: What are the theological
implications of child labour in Zimbabwe? In order to answer this question the following
sub questions were addressed:
1. What is the church‟s understanding on children?
2. What are the implications of child labour in Zimbabwe for the Church?
3. What reflection is necessary in order to make a theological response to the
situation?
The three key objectives of the study were:
1. To analyze the social teaching of the church on child labour.

33

Muzvidziwa, V. N, Child Labour OR Child Work?, see also Cullen, H. “The right of Child workers to
protection from Environmental Hazards” in Fijalkwski, A and Fitzmaurice, M (eds) The Right of the Child
to a Clean Environment. (USA: Ashgate. 2000), p 37.
34
Fyfe A, Child Labour, p 5.
35
Bourdilon “Child Labor,” p 3.
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2. To contribute towards a contextual liberative theology on children for the
church and academy.
3. To understand theological aspects important to children and their wellbeing
In order to achieve the set of goals I adopted a non-empirical approach to the study which
I now go on to explain fully in the next sub-section.

1.2 Research Design

I adopted a non-empirical approach to the study using existing data. A non-empirical
study involves philosophical analysis, conceptual analysis, theory building and literature
review. The study used written material that is significant and relevant to the research
question. Accordingly, data collection for this study focused on a literature review to
address child labour from a sociological and theological perspective. The focus of the
study was on children between five and fifteen years in domestic work and large scale
farming.

The hypothesis of the study was that there is child labour in Zimbabwe, even though it
has not been explicitly recognized, which has increased in recent years due to the socioeconomic and political instability. Furthermore, there has been an inadequate theological
response to this issue resulting in a lack of action within the faith community, thus
perpetuating children‟s suffering.

1.3 Outline of Study

Chapter two examines how childhood is understood by different cultures. The chapter
also engages in a debate of the terms „child labour‟ and „child work‟ in Africa. It also
suggests when children‟s work becomes harmful and becomes child labour. The chapter
provides a general overview of child labour in Zimbabwe by analysing the underlying
causes and forms of child labour. In order to understand the significance of children in
Zimbabwe chapter three analyses the legislation on children in Zimbabwe. The chapter
does this by examining laws according to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
7

the Child, and the legislation of children in Zimbabwe. With regard to the Zimbabwean
legislation on children the chapter analyses the Labour Act [Chapter 28: 01] as amended
on the 30th of December, 2005 and the Statutory Instrument 72 of 1997 (Employment of
Children and Young Persons) Regulations, 1997. To answer the key research question of
the study and to analyze the social teaching of the church on child labour, chapter four
analyses children in the history of the church. The chapter does this by analysing the
Patristic period and the Reformation period. In the Reformation period Martin Luther and
John Calvin‟s theologies on children are examined. Also the current state of theological
reflection on children is analysed. In this analysis focus is on theologians and the
church‟s reflections. To contribute towards a liberative theology of children for the
church and academy chapter five constructs a liberative theology of children. In order to
do this the chapter analyses the concepts of identity, dignity, love, justice, and freedom as
key themes in the framework of a liberative theology of children and as crucial when
dealing with children‟s liberation. Chapter six are the key findings of the study, summary
of the study and the challenges to the church.
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Chapter Two
Child labour in the Zimbabwean context

2.1 Introduction

Chapter one discussed the background, research question and objectives of the study. The
key research question of the studies: What are the theological implications of child labour
in Zimbabwe? In order to address this question of child labour, there is a need to discuss
different views of childhood. This chapter will discuss different views of childhood from
a western and African perspective, particularly the Zimbabwean context. The use of the
terms „child labour‟ and „child work‟ will also be critically analysed. Furthermore, the
chapter will provide a general overview of children‟s current situation in Zimbabwe by
analysing the underlying causes and forms of child labour in Zimbabwe.
2.2 Different views of childhood
Understandings of childhood vary between different countries and cultures. Loretta
Bass36 says that it also differs between rural and urban areas, between social classes and
sometimes in ethnicity. The western view also varies from country to country and culture
to culture. However, some of the understandings of childhood are in line with Article 1 of
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) which identifies a
child as a person younger than 18 years of age.37 Bass argues that historical research has
established a link in western European societies between the emergence of childhood and
child development as a distinct protected stage of life reserved for learning and play.38
36

Bass, Loretta Elizabeth, Child labor in Sub-Saharan Africa. (New York: Lynne Reinner Publishers.
2004), p 73.
37
http://www.childrensrights.ie/convention.php#05 accessed 17 April 2008. Article 1 of the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child defines the holder of rights under the CRC as „every human
being below the age of 18 years unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier.‟
The Convention clearly specifies the upper age limit for childhood as 18 years, but recognises that majority
may be obtained at an earlier age under laws applicable to the child. The article, thus, accommodates the
concept of an advancement of majority at an earlier age, either according to the federal or State laws of a
country, or personal laws within that country. However, the upper limit on childhood is specified as an age
of „childhood‟ rather than „majority‟, recognising that in most legal systems, a child can acquire full legal
capacity with regard to various matters at different ages. http://wcd.nic.in/crcpdf/CRC-2.PDF accessed 21
of June 2008.
38
Bass , Child labor in Sub-Saharan Africa, p 73.

9

This notion, which is in line with the UNCRC, is imposed in other societies, especially
African societies, as „normal‟. Afua Twum-Danso39 argues that it is the western notions
of childhood and child development underlying the Convention that led to proposals for
an African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, which was to address the
socio-cultural circumstances specific to the region, such as the importance of children
having duties. As a result Jane Cowan et al says that the use of the western notion to
describe children misinterprets other cultural depictions of children thereby demonizing
them.40 This is because there is a lack of a deeper analysis as to why different societies
characterize children the way they do.
Childhood varies from culture to culture and context to context. Chris Jenks says that
childhood should be understood as a social construction, because it always relates to a
particular cultural setting and its status is constituted in particular socially located forms
of discourse.41 In agreement Michael Bourdillon argues that “unless we look at children
within their context, we are liable to make mistakes.”42 The UNCRC definition of
childhood seems to define children from a certain cultural context ignoring the fact that
the concept of childhood differs from one cultural context to the next. By defining
childhood from only one context we leave little room for reality. This is because in some
African countries particularly Zimbabwe, some children get married at sixteen, and by
that they are recognised as adults because they have become parents.
In Ndebele culture in Zimbabwe when someone has a child that person becomes an adult;
hence they say usemdala in other words ubudala means one has created life taken from
God the creator known as umdali. On the other hand, in traditional Ndebele culture a
person remains a child for as long as he or she remains in his or her parents‟ house
without a child or not married. Thus Afua Twum-Danso43 says marriage and the
establishment of a new residence are traditionally two prime indications of adulthood.
39

Twum-Danso Afua “A Cultural Bridge, Not an Imposition: Legitimizing Children‟s Rights in the Eyes of
Local Communities” Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth 1 (3) (2008), p 399.
40
Cowan, Jane K, Dembour, Marie-Benedict and Wilson, Richard, Culture and Rights: Anthropological
Perspectiv, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), p 84.
41
Jenks, Chris. Childhood. (New York: Routledge, 1996), p 29.
42
Bourdillon, Michael. “Introduction” in Bourdillon Michael (ed) Earning a Life: Working Children in
Zimbabwe. (Harare: Weaver Press, 2000), p 9.
43
Twum-Danso “A Cultural Bridge, p 401.
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Also a person remains a child for as long as his or her parents or older relatives are alive.
Thus, Patrick Kudakwashe, a 13 year old quoted in McCartney, says “a child is someone
who has been born. It does not matter whether that person is older or younger…even
someone who walks with a stick has a father, so he or she will be a child.”44 Also,
Bourdillon says “even adults who are parents may be treated by elders as too young to
take part in serious decisions affecting the extended family or community.”45 In addition,
Bourdillon argues that in many African societies a girl becomes a woman when she
reaches puberty and a boy becomes a man when he goes through an initiation rite. 46 It is a
dilemma to describe the concept of childhood in a contemporary African world,
particularly Zimbabwe, since some girls now reach their puberty as early as ten years of
age. Consequently, it is difficult or impossible to describe a child without making
reference to the cultural value systems.
Culturally, in Zimbabwe childhood often ends well before the age of eighteen, no matter
what the laws say. Also the Statutory Instrument (S.I) 72 of 1997 has put children into
two categories; these are the child defined as any person under the age of sixteen years
and a young person defined as any person who has attained the age of sixteen but has not
attained the age of eighteen.47 It is important to categorize children according to age
since younger children are more vulnerable to child labour than older children. Older
children may be capable of absconding from child abuse through child labour than
younger children.
However, using age to describe children may be problematic, because some children
mature faster than normal for their age. The UNCRC definition to which most countries,
including Zimbabwe, are signatory has some limitations because it puts all children in
one group ignoring the reality that a sixteen-year-old has different capabilities from that
of a six-year-old. Thus, Rachel Nizan, quoted in Christien van den Anker argues that
putting together different age groups is a problem because a five-year-old is different
44

McCartney, Irene. Children in our Midst: Voices of Farm Workers’ Children. (Harare: Weaver Press.
2000), p 3.
45
Bourdillon, M. “Introduction,” p 19.
46
Bourdillon, M. “Introduction,” p 19.
47
Statutory Instrument 72 of 1997, Labour Relations (Employment of Children and Young Persons)
Regulations, (Zimbabwe, 1997) , p 279.
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from a fifteen-year-old.48 Putting children in one group is also a problem because some
young children may be more competent in their decisions than other older children.49
Additionally, Nizan says “chronological age alone is not sufficient to define the concept
of childhood”.50 As a result of Nizan‟s argument other factors in a child, such as
competence, rationality and maturity, should be considered in the definition of a child.
Children develop from one stage to another and developmental stages also vary from one
context to another. Developmental stages of children from a Zimbabwean rural
community may be different from developmental stages of children from a Zimbabwean
urban community. Issues of class, ethnicity, race and social location play significant roles
on the development of children. Thus Jo Boyden, Birgitta Ling and William Myers
explain that;
There are many different kinds of childhood in the world today;
children in different places face very different challenges, and are
raised in very different ways and with very different expectations
and outcomes. Different societies have their own ideas about
children‟s capacities and vulnerabilities, the ways in which they
learn and develop and what is good for them and what is bad.51
Children from urban areas sometimes find it hard to cope with the work and children‟s
life in a rural area; this is because there are fewer house chores in an urban area than a
rural area in Zimbabwe. Likewise a child from a rich family‟s household may find it hard
to cope in a poor family‟s household. Thus childhood perceptions differ between the rich
and the poor, the urban and rural families.
Given the discussion above about childhood, there is still a debate about whether work
that is done by children is child labour or child work. The following section engages with
the debate by defining child labour and child work.
2.3 Defining the Concepts: Child Labour and Child Work
48
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Historically, children have been helping in subsistence economies and domestic work and
this was not referred to as child labour but was a form of socialisation. Child labour was
explicitly recognised in Europe during the industrial revolution in the late 1700s and
1800s when power-driven machines replaced hand labour for making most manufactured
items.52 The owners of factories found a new source of labour to run their machines and
this source was children because these machines did not require adult strength so children
could be hired more cheaply than adults.53 In 1788 more than 60% of workers in textile
mills of England and Scotland were children.54 Many children who worked in these
factories began working before the age of seven.55 Therefore Britain was the first to pass
laws regulating child labour from 1802, followed by United States, and by 1899 a total of
28 states had passed laws regulating child labour.56
While there is no universal definition of child labour, the International Labour
Organisation (ILO)57 defines child labour as “work done by children under fifteen.
Exception is made for work done by children with their parents at home in so far as aid in
the latter‟s work is concerned and the child is not deprived of the possibility of going to
school.”58

Most

definitions

by

international

organizations,

non-governmental

organizations, trade unions and other interested groups on child labour consist of
hazardous work that is injurious to the child‟s physical, mental, social or moral wellbeing.59 The draft “Child Labour Programme of Action (CLPA) for 2008-2012” defines
child labour as “work that is exploitative, hazardous or inappropriate to the age of the
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child and which is detrimental to their safety, poses a risk to their health, social, physical,
spiritual or mental development and affects their schooling”60 Child labour is identified
as bad and advocates of children are campaigning that it must be abolished.61
Ivy George defines child labour as “employment of children and the extraction of their
productivity for the economic gain of another, with debilitating ramifications on the
psychological and physical development of the child.”62 This definition explicitly
explains that in child labour children are used as a means for someone else‟s ends. This
differs with work they do in the family because in that kind of work children are ends in
themselves. As a result in parts of Africa child labour is seen to be a foreign
phenomenon. Bourdillon says that black people in Southern Africa resist the idea that
there is child labour in Africa, because for them “the concern about child labour is an
imposition by people who do not understand the cultures and economic situations of
families in Africa. These people consider work essential to bringing up children with a
sense of responsibility.”63 So the existence of child labour is still debated in Africa. This
is because children are prepared to face the future at young ages.

In Zimbabwe as children grow up they engage in light gendered household work. Girls
engage in cooking, fetching fire wood and water and helping their mothers in the field to
weed or sow; boys on the other hand take up the role of looking after domestic animals
like cattle, goats, donkeys and sheep. Boys also take the role of farming, such as using
cows or donkeys to pull the plough. Farm work is seasonal for both boys and girls. This
kind of work cannot be classified under child labour because it is an initiation for the
child for the future. It can be argued that if one classifies family domestic work as child
labour that person does not understand the context of the Zimbabwean children and their
socialisation.

60

The Draft “Child Labour Programme of Action (CLPA) for 2008-2012” producede by Department of
Labour. (South Africa, June 2008).
61
Bourdillon, “Introduction,” p 9.
62
George, Ivy. Child Labour and Child Work. (New Delhi: Ashish Publishing House, 1990), p 22.
63
Bourdillon, Michael. “Child Labour” in Southern Africa. (Publication Pending ).

14

Some argue that the reason developed countries accuse the developing countries of child
labour is because they want to boycott African products in the world market.64 Thus the
Minister of Public Service, Labour and Social Welfare, Florence Chitauro, quoted in
Bourdillon, argued that “the international campaign against goods produced by children
in developing countries is a ploy by developed countries to protect international markets
which are essentially regulated and controlled by the latter.”65
However, there is accepted work for children and there is unacceptable work for children
within families and industries. Unacceptable work for children is work which is
exploitative and hazardous to children‟s health and wellbeing hence the term „child
labour‟. The problem here is not work but the conditions of work. Children need to work
to survive but they must not be exploited because they are forced by a social problem to
seek for that work. Thus, Myers explain that defining child labour is essentially political
since it creates an emotionally charged choice of social values and objectives as well as
choosing the social problem that should be eradicated.66 It is wise to start solving the
cause of the problem than solving the problem itself lest that problem emerges again and
makes a more serious impact than before. Child labour in Zimbabwe is caused by poor
governance which leads to many social and economic challenges. Bad governance is a
problem in itself that needs to be criticised so as to eradicate social and economic
challenges that drive children to exploitative labour.
On the other hand, child work is work that is not exploitative and can accommodate
education. Irene Byrne explains that child work “plays a positive role in a child‟s
development if consistent with the child‟s evolving mental and physical capabilities.”67
For this reason child work can be part of a child‟s socialisation.68 Socialisation plays a
vital role in shaping the child‟s mind; it has a bearing on the development of the child‟s
self-concept. In other words socialisation transmits the culture of a society from the adult
64
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to the child. Thus Alec Fyfe states that child work does not directly respond to economic
forces but it reveals social and cultural patterns, including power relationships between
adults and children.69 Thus culturally, children are the ones who relieve their parents of
domestic work. In Zimbabwe, particularly amongst the Ndebele, there is a saying that
bearing of children is a blessing and an increase in human power to assist in domestic
duties, for example when a boy is born, people will say sibusiswe ngobaba wokudinga
inkomo meaning we are blessed by a man to look after our cattle or when a girl is born
they will say sibusiswe ngomama wokusiphekela, lokusikhela amanzi meaning we are
blessed by a woman to cook and fetch water for us. Most forms of child labour are linked
to a social construction. Children work in different sectors for socialization and for cash
or kind.

The International Labour Organisation, quoted in Boyden et al defines work as an
economic activity, meaning that work is any activity that contributes to the Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) of a country according to criteria established under the
International System of National Accounts (SNA).70

However, child work from

traditional Africa is not understood from an economic perspective but within a cultural
setting where children work to grow in competence and confidence. 71 The difficulty is
working out what is acceptable and what is harmful to children. George clarifies that
work becomes harmful or labour when the individual‟s capacity to produce surplus is
beyond the value of his or her means and is capitalised upon by the employer. 72 Harmful
work or labour denies workers opportunities for self direction and control. On the other
hand, culturally accepted work such as fetching water and collecting firewood may turn
out to be harmful to children if they carry heavy tins of water and big loads of firewood
on their heads, while illegal employment may turn out to be beneficial for children‟s
wellbeing and wholeness. Bourdillon explains that “in most societies, the most common
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and earliest form of work for children is helping with household chores, which starts as a
playful imitation.”73
Work that is considered as “playful imitation” or considered as part of the child‟s
socialisation may be exploitative to a child. Thus, Bourdillon observes that “even work in
the home can involve long hours and can deprive children of education, and particularly
in agriculture, family work can expose children to chemicals and other hazards.”74
Children are not only expected to work at home but Bourdillon says “…at school,
children are expected to work at their lessons”.75 During school lessons, children may
have practical lessons such as sewing or cookery for girls, wood work or metal work for
boys. Gardening is mainstreamed in Zimbabwean schools, this practical lesson is for both
girls and boys and a lot of energy is used in this lesson. School lessons socialise children
in their gendered roles and these are useful to train children to engage in domestic work
in their homes. Some practical lessons they do in school, such as sewing, cooking, metal
and wood work, benefits the parents because it saves them time to teach children these
duties. On the other hand, teachers exploit children by asking them to fetch water for
them, clean and cook for them. This is known as a “hidden curriculum” because some
children fail to attend classes, but instead play the teacher‟s maid.
As a result, “children‟s work becomes [harmful] and unacceptable when it precludes
children from going to school and when it is detrimental to the child‟s physical, mental
and moral development”76

Additionally the CLPA explains that children‟s work

becomes harmful “when household chores take so long that children regularly miss
school or do not have time for homework”.77 There are some children who do not have
the privilege of attending school due to economic constraints; these children are the ones
who face high risks of child labour.
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The CLPA document and other documents, such as the ILO document measures child
harmful work by school or limited time for homework. It does not consider all children
because it is not all children who are involved in child labour who attend school. Though
these documents also define child harmful work by physical, mental and moral
development, education is the key to their definition. If we define child labour with
reference to education we are likely to overlook other children who do not have a chance
to go to school due to financial constraints. In addition, some children do not attend
school because of religious and cultural beliefs, for example the Johane Masowe sect in
Zimbabwe. Children from this religious sect attend school up to grade three and this
means that according to the Zimbabwean primary school age these children drop out of
school at the age of nine to start business or wait for marriage. Though religion explicitly
contributes to the exploitation of children by denying them access to education, religious
ethicists remain quiet in condemning this practise. Measuring harmful work for such
children is difficult because their society may consider them adults.
Work in itself is beneficial to the child, and for this reason the CLPA draft explains that,
Work in and of itself is not necessarily harmful to children. It could, in
fact, often be beneficial to children in many ways. In addition, when
identifying kinds of work that may be considered beneficial or harmful
for the child‟s development it is important to consider the role of
cultural views, which differ from community to community.78
In some communities work has benefited many children to complete their schooling and
has also benefited working children to help their siblings in completing their schooling.
George explains that work ensures survival and to cease to work is to cease to live79 in
this global village, where one‟s survival is measured in monetary terms.
Nizan observes that, “…children have a right to work, while work is understood as
valued and a meaningful activity which gives children a status within society‟‟.80 The
right to work does not justify that they be exploited or that they work under hazardous
conditions which might interfere with their development and health. The social economic
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situation in Zimbabwe allows children to work and this has generally shifted child work
from being understood as a socialization and educative function to an economic function.
Nizan argues that the introduction of the need to work for a wage by children was
introduced by globalization in the trade and labour environment where emphasis is on the
need to earn a wage and profit81 The surfacing of the need for a wage in children‟s work
in Zimbabwe has introduced harmful work in children‟s working environments which is
child labour.
2.4 Child labour in Zimbabwe
The current socio-economic and political situation in Zimbabwe is forcing children to
drop out of school and work for their survival. Working children are better off than those
who are not working and orphaned in Zimbabwe. However, the work they do is
jeopardizing their education and health. Child labour in Zimbabwe takes various forms
and is caused by different circumstances. Some forms of child labour are not easily
visible in Zimbabwe.82 Some children are abused in the name of child socialization by
their relatives. This study uses Anthony Giddens definition of socialization, quoted in
Paul Stephens et al, as he explains that “socialization is whereby the helpless infant
gradually becomes a self- aware, knowledgeable person, skilled in the ways of the culture
into which she or he is born.”83 Socialization is an important part in a child‟s
development. It builds or lays the foundation of a child‟s personality.
However, sometimes the socialization process of children is taken for granted; especially
children who have lost one parent or both parents due to AIDS or any other cause. These
children may be cared for by an extended family who may force them to seek survival
strategies. Thus, Bourdillon says these children can easily be “exploited in situations of
fostering, even when kinship ties are real but not close.”84
In the current socio-economic and political situation of Zimbabwe a child is much better
with a closer relative, such as a grandmother from the mother‟s side, than distant aunts
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and uncles.85 Also children are safe with a paternal grandmother though in some
Zimbabwean societies a paternal grandmother is known to favour a daughter‟s child
rather than a son‟s child. For this reason some children choose to stay on the streets or to
work under very dangerous circumstances because they avoid the abuse that they may
face at home. When children suffer at home, some of these children‟s option may be to
seek for work or marriage. Thus Innocent Chingwara, a leader of the Faith Based Council
of Zimbabwe, in the interview with newzimbabwe.com, explains that “deepening poverty
[has] collapsed traditional family “safety nets” and eroded old-aged (sic) African support
mechanisms”86 With the current socio-economic and political situation in Zimbabwe to
find work is the only way for children to survive and support their siblings.

Children who seek for work` do not mind what kind of work they get as long as their
siblings are surviving. For this reason Bourdillon et al says “many children in Zimbabwe
help to support themselves and their families by working for income.”87 In Zimbabwe
children are mainly employed in agriculture, domestic work, vending, mining and
quarrying, manufacturing, construction and other types of work such as guarding cars and
prostitution.88 Children are forced by different factors to end up in the working industry
instead of school.

Poverty is the key factor that forces children to drop out of schools and seek employment.
Poverty is a complex issue to define, partly because it has many dimensions. Therefore it
has to be looked at through a variety of indicators. Some of the indicators are: levels of
income and consumption; social indicators, and indicators of vulnerability to risks; and
the socio-political access.89 Poverty is deprivation from resources, and necessities of life.
It is powerlessness and lack of representation and freedom in society.
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Hornby, quoted by Mubangizi and Mubangizi defines poverty as “…not being able to get
the necessities of life…”90 Mubangizi and Mubangizi state that this is a simplistic
definition of poverty in Africa. Such a definition is too narrow to articulate poverty faced
by families, especially children in Zimbabwe. Poverty in Zimbabwe includes the
deprivation of socio-political, economic and cultural dimensions. According to UNDP as
quoted by Oladipo poverty is defined as “…a lack of productive resources; income and
capacities that contribute to individuals and a group isolation, vulnerability, and
powerlessness to economic, political, and social discrimination, and to participation in
unsustainable livelihoods.”91 This definition brings in the complex dimensions of poverty
in Zimbabwe, where it is likely for a child to be born in poverty, grow up in poverty and
die in poverty.
Children in Zimbabwe are oppressed by what Joyce Mercer terms the “violence of
poverty”

92

and they are clinched in the interlocked oppressions of gender and class

exploitation.93 Purdy says “…some parents, either because they are poor [poverty], do
not value education, or do not care about their children‟s future, and would want their
children to work as soon as they are able…lack of schooling would probably trap most of
these children in unsatisfying jobs.”94 From birth they wait for the time they are able to
work rather than going to school. Mercer argues that children are exploited as forms of
cheap labor, treated as objects for all kinds of gratification of adult desires.95 As a result,
some employers prefer to employ a child rather than an adult, because a child is less
likely to complain about working conditions or salaries.
The political instability and economic decline in Zimbabwe has deepened the problem of
poverty. Poverty in turn deepens the problem of child labour. It may be argued that
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poverty is not the main cause of child labour, but I see a strong relationship between the
two. For the reason that child labour and other forms of child exploitation are often found
in socially and economically marginalised communities such as the low income
countries. Poverty has forced a lot of children to end up in the streets, as street vendors or
street kids. Bourdillon says a reason for children to end up in the streets is that “the
family may be so impoverished that older children find it impossible to remain within.”96
Poverty is one of the reasons children are forced to skip some developmental stages and
find themselves in adulthood stages such as being a bread winner, care givers for sick
relatives and sometimes a wife to an old man. According to South African Office on the
Rights of the Child “poverty is the primary determinant when it comes to the wellbeing
of children...”97 Child labour is worse in Zimbabwe, probably because the country does
not have a broad-based social welfare system. The absence of social protection packages
for poor and vulnerable children in Zimbabwe is because the government has regarded
children of Zimbabwe as “invisible humans”.
Poverty, which is the main factor that drives children to child labour, was historically
deepened by the introduction of the Economic Structural Adjustment Programme
(ESAP). Thus in Zimbabwe child labour has policy connotations. Some policies,
particularly the IMF and World Bank Economic Structural Adjustment Programmes
(ESAP) known as ESAP phase one and Zimbabwe Programme for Economic and Social
Transformation (ZIMPREST) known as ESAP phase two, had more negative outcomes
on children and the poor than any other Zimbabwean citizens. During the time of ESAP
government concern was on economic recovery as opposed to social needs such as the
health and the education sector thereby affecting the well-being of children. As a result
ESAP propelled socio-economic hardships.
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Muzvidziwa observes that immediately after ESAP phase one children became more
visible on the streets as vendors or street kids.98 Basing on Muzvidziwa‟s observation it is
evident that ESAP forced most children to drop out of school because their households
could not afford to pay school fees. The inability of households to meet the basic needs of
children forced children to take part in employment in an endeavour to improve their
conditions and livelihood. However, ESAP is not directly linked to child labour; neither
is ZIMPREST but child labour is a consequence of ESAP and ZIMPREST. ZIMPREST
was announced in 1996 and its success depended on donor funding,99 since the IMF
suspended Zimbabwean funding in 1995100 it was difficult for this programme to amend
the weaknesses of ESAP phase one. Though IMF resumed its funding in August 1999,101
Zimbabwe was suspended again after a short time. This was a hard blow to children.
Though the minimum age for employment in Zimbabwe is fifteen years,102 this
legislation was and is ignored by children, employers and parents. The introduction of
economic policies is the reason for this ignorance because relying on children‟s
contribution in the household is the only alternative for most poor households.
The link of HIV and AIDS to poverty is relevant in the Southern African region,
particularly Zimbabwe, where the infections and death have not only affected the
country‟s human power but parenthood.103 The epidemic has an impact on household
income. One may argue that the link between HIV and AIDS, poverty and child labour is
ambiguous, because in Africa there are emphasis on the extended family and communal
support, so chances of child labour are slim. This was true in earlier times. Therefore, I
agree with Virginia Mapedzahama and Michael Bourdillon‟s observation that “[t]he
extended family system [is] breaking down, partly as a result of the harsh economic
98
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climate: many people cannot afford to look after their kin even though they themselves
are better off.”104
Child labour which is an end product of poverty is influenced by HIV and AIDS; there is
a clear link between the two problems. UNICEF explains that “the AIDS epidemic in
sub- Saharan Africa makes children vulnerable, leaves them orphaned and threatens their
survival.”105 The AIDS epidemic forces children to find survival strategies that can
sustain the family. Some of the strategies that children come up with are dangerous for
their health and physical wellbeing. Some children may take up informal mining,
commonly known as Makorokoza in Zimbabwe. This form of mining is recognized in
most rural areas. Makorokoza is a dangerous form of mining because in this form of
mining miners do not use protective clothes. In some instances relatives volunteer to take
care of orphans but due to the current economic crisis in Zimbabwe relatives are forced to
send these children to seek for work. In the HIV epidemic children have been failed by
everyone concerned in their protection. Linda Ritcher explains that HIV prevention is
failing children, because many of those living with HIV got it through mother-to-child
transmission. Interventions to prevent mother-to-child transmission (PMTCT) are not
reaching enough of those who need them.106
Moreover, UNICEF observes that the AIDS epidemic may leave children at high risk;
they may live with chronically ill parents or adults and be required to work or put their
education on hold as they take on household and care giving responsibilities.107 To be
able to give their parents enough care, which is usually expensive, these children need to
work and earn a salary. Also the epidemic has affected the general well-being of children
in ways such as opportunities for schooling, and proper nutrition and health care are
badly affected. UNESCO says, given the impact of the epidemic, many children are
forced to work even under harmful conditions to assist themselves and their siblings, their
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families and their guardians108 if they have any. In agreement with this Nizan explains
that the child‟s salary is needed to support the family‟s income or pay for its education109
because HIV and AIDS have deprived them of their parents who, in this case, should be
taking care of them. The epidemic poses a lot of challenges to the socio-economic and
psychological welfare of the HIV affected and infected children. These children are likely
to face stigma and discrimination in communities.
The HIV epidemic has shifted the adult roles of „protector‟ and „provider‟ to children.
Instead of the shift in gender roles between women and men, roles of being a „protector‟
and „provider‟ have shifted from adulthood to childhood and at times to grandmothers if
they are still living. Children have become the new breadwinners of the family; instead of
receiving love and nurturing from their parents, children are the ones who give their ill
parents love by taking care of them.
The current socio-economic and political situation in Zimbabwe has forced many
children to take up any kind of employment with the intention of supporting their
families. For this reason Bourdillon et al explains that “in the face of growing poverty
and deaths of many adults from HIV and AIDS, children cannot always depend on the
adult world for support.”110 For them to survive children take any form of survival means
that come their way.

Currently ZANU-PF recruits children to be the militia of the country to violently
campaign for the party. Most children have taken this evil position because of poverty.
This is the worst form of child labour practised by the government of Zimbabwe. In this
military work children are taught all forms of violence such as rape, torture, murder and
other even worse forms that can be used to scare people.111 This is a terrible crime that
needs to be recognised by human rights groups who should arrest the government of
Zimbabwe for such exploitation. Zimbabwe is one of the countries that have ratified the
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UNCRC, pledging to uphold its protection for children. The UNCRC is against the use of
children soldiers, though the optional protocol states that eighteen is the age at which
direct participation in armed conflict is permitted. However, it bans compulsory
recruitment under the age of eighteen.112 The use of children in armed conflicts affects
their psychological development, because the question is what happens after these
children have completed their task. Are they removed from the community in order to
protect the community or are they offered rehabilitation to recover from the “psychosis”
that was deposited in their minds and hearts? Such questions need to be seriously
considered because taking back these children into the community without any form of
therapy is like putting a snake in a house. These are children who will initiate all forms of
crime and violence in a community.
2.5 Forms of child labour in Zimbabwe
2.5.1 Child labour in the large scale farm sector
Child labour is found in formal sectors like farms, shops and mines just to mention a few.
It is also found in informal sectors like vending, domestic work and prostitution. Some
forms of child labour are gendered. Forms of child labour that are gendered are types of
work that are socially constructed; mostly children do work that is socially constructed to
be women‟s roles for the sustenance of the household. Therefore, the exploitation of
children and that of women is intertwined. I agree with Beverly Grier where she says that
women and children‟s labour is closely linked to the pre-colonial and colonial African
economy113 as well as to the postcolonial African economy. So different forms of child
labour are mainly constructs of society and are in line with what women are expected to
do. However, it depends on the forms of work; some heavy work, like large scale
farming, mining and construction work, is dominated by boys.

Large scale farming in Zimbabwe involves tea, cotton, tobacco, and sugarcane growers.
In 1999, the Financial Gazette reported that “Zimbabwean tea, tobacco, and cotton
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growers are the main perpetrators of child labour and were found to account for more
than 80% of all under-age workers in the country.”114 Apart from being street children
many children find refuge on farms. This is evident from the results of the survey that
was conducted by the Employers‟ Confederation of Zimbabwe (EMCOZ) in the
beginning of 1999. EMCOZ, quoted in the Financial Gazette, reveals that more than
84% of under-age workers were employed in the commercial agricultural sector. 115 This
number could be tripled today due to the current socio-economic situation in Zimbabwe.
However, due to the 2000 land reform or farm invasions and the current drought faced by
the country child farm labour may have dropped and probably been replaced by child
street vending or child migrant workers to South African farms.

Historically, just before the year 2000, and to a limited extent after 2000, the rising
standards of living in Zimbabwe worsened the use of child labour on farms. 116 In
addition, before the land invasions children in Zimbabwe were exposed to abuse by
commercial farmers, who made them work on their farms in exchange for free education
in farm schools. So most farms had schools, and their motto is what Beverly Grier terms
“earn while you learn.”117 Grier argues that the purpose of this type of recruitment was
not to provide school education to the child, but to provide the farm owner with an
inexpensive labour force.118 The system of “earn while you learn” was widely used by
commercial farmers during colonialism and new farmers have perpetuated the system.
Grier also says the child in this system is clearly an employee on the farm.119

Many children had a chance to attend schools through this system; for example some
academics such as teachers, doctors and accountants were educated through this system
during colonialism. Therefore, Davidson Mugabe, president of the Zimbabwe
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Commercial Farmers Union, commends the “earn while you learn” system as he explains
that “the new farmers are doing a good job of ensuring that young children get an
education; there is no sinister agenda.”120 However, while Mugabe looks at the end
product of the “earn while you learn” system he overlooks the impact that the system has
on children as they are used as a means for the farmer‟s interests. Of course some
children may have benefited from the system but their developmental stages and their
rights to play and rest were overlooked. These farmers paid children‟s school fees which
probably were far less than what the farmer produced per day and per worker, yet out of
their service farmers made millions of dollars.
However, it was not all children who benefited from the “earn while you learn” system.
The reason is that children were already tired from work, so in class they could not
concentrate. Gift Muti, a senior union official, says “The [system] did more harm than
good, because children under that scheme have generally performed poorly in school
because they were too exhausted. As a result, most just ended up being farm labourers
like their parents”121 and some children especially girls were vulnerable to sexual abuse
so they became mothers at an early age. Fortunate Makore, is a twelve year old mother;
she speaks about how farm work is so difficult that she leaves her children in bed in the
morning and only comes back when they are already asleep.122

Apart from being

mothers at an early age, Loewenson says some of these children as young as five years
take up some of the casual jobs like picking cotton, pruning tobacco, harvesting soya
beans, and weeding to earn income for their families.123
Loewenson observes that “children on large scale farms are already victims of their
parents‟ employment and economic insecurity”.124 This is because salaries of parents
cannot sustain households; as a result, children are also used as a means to supplement
family incomes. For this reason it is possible to find that parents and children are
employees on one farm. The reason for this is the increasing poverty that has forced
120
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families also to rely on their children‟s contributions to the household. Children who stay
on farms with their families are the victims of child labour on the farm.
The current state of farm work does not include the “earn while you learn” system.
However, children continue to work on farms for a very minimum wage which is far less
than $1 per month.125 In reality work on farms is very hard and heavy to be done by
children; therefore children working on farms are child labourers. Thus, the secretary
general of the General Agricultural and Plantation Workers Union of Zimbabwe
(GAPWUZ) Gertrude Hambira, explains that “children aged 16 years and working on
farms [are] regarded as child labourers.”126 These children are forced to take up some
seasonal and casual jobs on farms to contribute to the family‟s survival.
Apart from working for a salary some children were forced to find refuge on farms
during the clean-up operation Murambatsvina an urban clean-up campaign of 2005.127
Farms provided accommodation and food for destitute children. As a result Hambira says
some of the children working on farms are the victims of the government‟s Operation
Murambatsvina an urban clean-up campaign of 2005.128 During this operation informal
settlements were demolished by the government and the worst affected were children and
women. During this operation many people were given refuge in churches while others
migrated back to rural areas and those who had no rural home moved onto farms. These
farms that employ children are also owned by the senior government officials who are
supposed to be protecting the interest of citizens. Most people cannot migrate back to
urban areas after the operation because of lack of accommodation. Those who could not
afford to return to urban areas became permanent residents on farms and had to pay for
their stay on the farm; they became cheap labour. Children who do not have fees to attend
school are also recruited on these farms as cheap labour. Young girls who cannot work on
farms migrate back to the urban areas to search for work. The only accessible
employment for them is domestic work and prostitution.

125

IRIN “Zimbabwe: Child Labour on Farms,” p 2.
IRIN “Zimbabwe: Child Labour on Farms,” p 1.
127
IRIN “Zimbabwe: Child Labour on Farms,” p 1.
128
IRIN “Zimbabwe: Child Labour on Farms,” p 1.
126

29

2.5.2 Child labour in the domestic sector
Children in domestic work can work as house maids, cattle herders, garden boys and
security guards for a low minimum wage. Loewenson explains that most children in
domestic work are employed by the working class families who are minimum wage
earners themselves.129 Lowensen goes on to say some children from poor families,
especially girls from rural areas, join richer relatives in urban areas and are used as
unpaid labour.130 This is seen as a benefit to the child because she gets accommodation
and food. Unpaid domestic work is seen as part of the general socialisation of children,
training them to take up gender specific roles later on in adult life. Also this work is seen
as a child‟s opportunity to learn to take on responsibilities and in the process acquiring
useful skills, many of which are an investment for adult life.

Usually, young boys from rural areas, who drop out of school because they are unable to
pay school fees, are forced to take up paid work as cattle herders for middle class families
in rural areas, while waiting to grow up and migrate to mines or neighbouring countries
such as South Africa to search for employment. These young boys take up adult
responsibilities of looking after a rural homestead while the owners are in urban areas.

Urbanization has brought changes in domestic work, because of urbanization children are
now employed by middle class families. Domestic work is often gendered, girls assume
duties of women and boys assume duties of men. Responsibilities that take place in
domestic work are hidden from the public. Bourdillon observes that child domestic
workers are often humiliated and abused verbally and physically in response to mistakes,
minor accidents, or minor infractions such as cleaning poorly or responding slowly to an
order.131 More girls are employed in domestic work than in any other form of child
labour.132 They are exploited and abused on a regular basis, yet are invisible among child
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labourers; they are not protected from any abuse. Linda Dube observes that girls work
alone in individual households, unseen from public analysis, their lives controlled by
their employers.133 Bourdillon also argues that

Child domestic work is often hidden, taking place in private homes and
further concealed by attributing kinship relationships between the
employers and the children. Moreover, employers who treat children
particularly badly do not readily allow outsiders to investigate the
situations of these children.134
Child domestic workers are also vulnerable to sexual abuse by their male employers or
male relatives within a household. These children are victims of abuse in dysfunctional
families where a male employer can use her to fulfil his sexual needs in the absence of
his wife or when he is starved sexually by his wife. Similarly, boys who are garden
workers face sexual abuse from male employers or sometimes female employers who can
be perpetrators of sexual abuse to young boys. Thus the Michigan Resource Centre on
Domestic and Sexual Violence says females can also be perpetrators. Studies report that
women commit 2 to 4% of reported sex offenses against children.135 Bourdillon observes
that “while many child domestic workers are treated badly, others are happy in their
situations and derive benefits from the work”136 Those who are happy are well paid and
can manage to provide for their families. Recently there has been a joke circulating in
Zimbabwe that when a domestic worker is asked how much she earns she say “slightly
above a civil servant salary.” Also some domestic workers are able to attend evening
lessons to complete their education.

2.6 Conclusion

This chapter defined childhood, focusing on the Zimbabwean context. Childhood is
complex to define, because it differs from one context to another. The chapter argued that
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childhood differs from one context to another. Sociologists, psychologists‟ children‟s
organisations and activists use the CRC definition of childhood. The chapter critically
discussed how the terms „child work‟ and „child labour‟ are used in Africa, as the two
terms have different meanings in Africa. In Africa the work done by children is called
child work rather than child labour because work is a form of socialization and it prepares
children for adulthood roles (gender adulthood roles) such as household chores. It is
argued that child work is a necessity for a child‟s development and socialisation, while
child labour has created debates in Africa, when some people argue that it is an
imposition by the Western countries who do not understand the African culture and those
who want to boycott African products on the world market. The chapter also analysed
and suggested when child work becomes harmful. Poverty, which was deepened by the
Structural Adjustment Programmes, HIV and AIDS, and the socio-economic and political
instability, is the main driver of child labour in Zimbabwe. In Zimbabwe there are
different forms of child labour, both in informal and formal sectors. The study discussed
domestic work and on large scale farms as some of the majors. All these forms of child
labour are exploitative and dangerous for children‟s development and health. For this
reason the next chapter will analyse the international laws and Zimbabwean laws that are
meant to protect children from child labour. To do this the chapter will discuss and
analyse children‟s laws according to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child, in relation to Zimbabwean children‟s laws. In the chapter issues of the
enforcement of children‟s laws will be critically analysed. In the analysis it will be
considered if these laws and international standards are adequate to address children‟s
employment and children‟s exploitative work in homes.
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Chapter Three
Legislation on children
3.1 Introduction
The previous chapter examined different views of childhood. Childhood was examined
from a western perspective and an African perspective with special focus on Zimbabwe‟s
Ndebele cultural views. The chapter also critically discussed the terms „child labour‟ and
„child work‟ with focus in Zimbabwe, and its causes and forms. It is argued that child
labour in Zimbabwe is primarily caused by poverty which is largely influenced by bad
governance and economic policies, HIV and AIDS, and the unstable political situation. In
this chapter the study will analyse the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC). Also the Zimbabwean children‟s laws will be critically evaluated in
relation to the UNCRC. In order to do this the Zimbabwean Statutory Instrument 72 of
1997 and the Labour Act [Chapter 28:01] as amended at the 30th December, 2005, will be
examined. This will be done because Zimbabwe is signatory to the UNCRC.
3.2 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.
Countries have laws that are made to protect the country‟s citizens. These laws consider
the rights and dignity of every citizen. National laws are also related to international
laws. Thus children as citizens of a particular country are protected by national laws as
well as international laws. The first United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC) was adopted in 1919. The convention fixed that a minimum age for
children to be admitted in employment is 14 years of age, and this was later revised. 137
Moreover, in 1959 the UN Declaration on the Rights of the Child added that
Among other things, the child shall enjoy special protection and shall be
given opportunities and facilities, by law and by other means, to enable
him (sic) to develop physically, mentally, morally, spiritually and socially
in health and normal manner in conditions of freedom and dignity. In
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enactment of laws for this purpose the best interest of the child shall be the
paramount consideration.138
The UNCRC has 54 articles and is one document that defines universal principles and
norms for the status of children. The UNCRC is one human rights treaty which covers the
whole spectrum of civil, social, political, economic and cultural rights.139 This convention
was the most universally accepted human rights document in the history of international
law; the document was endorsed by all countries before its 10th anniversary, except for
Somalia and United State of America.140 The convention rests on the four pillars of the
basic rights of children namely, the right to survival, development, protection and
participation. These four pillars emerged again during the International Year of the Child
(1977) when the United Nations Children‟s Fund (UNICEF) issued a statement on the
rights of the child and highlighted that:
• States shall protect children from economic exploitation and work that may
interfere with education or be harmful to their health and well-being;
• States shall protect children from physical or mental harm and neglect,
including sexual abuse and exploitation;
• Every child has an inherent right to life, and States shall ensure, to the
maximum, child survival and development;
• The child is entitled to the highest attainable standard of health;
• Children shall have time to rest and play and shall be afforded equal
opportunities for cultural and artistic activities;
• The child‟s best interests shall be a primary consideration (whenever one is
dealing with Children). The child‟s opinions shall be given careful
consideration.141
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The statement proclaims the rights of all children to pursue both their material well-being
and their spiritual development for the respect of their freedom and dignity, economic
security and equal opportunity.142 Moreover, Article 32 of the Convention on the Rights
of the Child (CRC) guarantees the right of the child to be free from economic
exploitation. This article prohibits work which would interfere with health and physical
development of a child.”143 In 1999 Convention 182 on the urgent elimination of the
“Worst Forms of Child Labour” was passed and this was rapidly and widely accepted by
states. In this Convention, the ILO focused on preventing harm in children‟s work rather
than on preventing work as such.144 Convention 138 of 1973 prohibited the employment
of children under the age of fifteen. The convention also allows domestic work within a
child‟s home and work in “family and small-scale holdings producing for local
consumption and not regularly employing hired workers.”145

In 1990, a world summit for children was called and leaders gathered in New York to
promote the well-being of children. States leaders signed a declaration regarding the
survival, protection and development of children as well as a plan of action. During this
summit a number of goals were set which were to be reached by the year 2000.146 The
recent publication, The State of the World’s Children, 2006 explains that attention is
given once more to the social exploitation of children worldwide, and the challenges of
the convention on the rights of the child are directly connected to the Millennium
Declaration on Development of the UN.147 The publication further states that it is a
matter of principle that the realization of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
should not merely benefit those who are better off, but also the children who are in
greatest need, whose rights are violated and undervalued, who are presently excluded
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from service and are marginalised and neglected by society and the state. 148 This
statement will possibly give hope to children exploited by child labour.

3.3 Child-labour legislation in Zimbabwe.
As the study indicated in chapter two, some people and nations in Africa deny the
existence of child labour in their countries, arguing that it is a misinterpretation by those
who do not understand the African socio-economic culture. Zimbabwe is amongst these
countries. This is because of the silence by the government on child abuses through work
done by children in the streets, farms and domestic work.
Though Zimbabwe is among the countries who deny the existence of child labour, the
country has set the minimum age of employment. The labour relations (Employment of
Children and Young Persons) Regulations, 1997 in Zimbabwe explains that


No person shall employ any child or young person in an activity set out in the
schedule



No person shall employ a child under the age of twelve years.



No person shall employ a child or young person as is provided in subsection (4)
or (5).149



A child who is twelve years of age or more may perform light work where such
work
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(a) is an integral part of a course of education or training for which the school or
training institution is primarily responsible; and
(b) does not prejudice such child‟s education, health, safety, social or mental
development.150
From the above laws it is obvious that the country assumes child labour is only the
employment of children. By this I mean work done by children in their households as
they engage in farming and domestic work is not taken as child labour. But when one
makes an analysis child labour is also found in households.
Similarly the Labour Act [Chapter 28:01] as amended at the 30th of December, 2005 on
(Part 1V) on General Conditions of Employment like the Statutory Instrument 72 of
1977 explains that “any contract of employment...and contract of apprenticeship with an
apprentice between the ages of thirteen and fifteen which was entered into without the
apprentice‟s guardian, shall be void...”151 One may assume that as long as the guardians
of a thirteen or fifteen year old agree that their child can work then the employer has the
right to give them long hours of work per day. Such clauses, as long as they do not
specify or refer to the maximum hours a child shall work, put children at risk of
exploitation through child labour in the current Zimbabwean socio-economic situation.
The country‟s laws also assert that child labour crimes are punishable by a fine,
imprisonment of two years or both.152 According to child labour laws in Zimbabwe,
children are forbidden from being involved in hazardous labour. Hazardous labour is
defined as any work likely to interfere with the education of children; exposing children
to hazardous substances; that involves underground mining; requires the use of
electronically powered hand tools, cutting, or grinding blades, exposing children to
extreme conditions; or which occur during a night shift.153
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Moreover, forced labour is prohibited in Zimbabwe; there is a penalty of two years
imprisonment, a fine, or both, for forced labour violations.154 However, such incidences
are always hidden. Millions of children in Zimbabwe are engaged in forced labour
everyday, but few or none of the incidences are reported. The Ministry of Labour‟s
Department of Social Welfare is responsible for the enforcement of child labour laws;
however, it cannot conduct inspections or monitoring because of lack of personnel.155
The lack of personnel to monitor the abuse of children is perpetuating the status quo.
With millions of children vending in the streets, some working as domestic workers while
others are in different forms of forced labour, one may wonder if there are laws meant to
protect children in Zimbabwe.
On the other hand, Zimbabwe has no specific laws that prohibit trafficking in humans,
thus the US Department of State, Country reports, explains that,
In Zimbabwe no law specifically prohibits trafficking in persons.
However, the law does prohibit various types of sexual exploitation,
including the transportation of individuals across the border for sexual
purposes and procuring individuals for prostitution either inside
Zimbabwe or internationally. The law provides penalties of a fine and up
to 2 years of imprisonment for those convicted of procuring individuals
for prostitution, and it provides a stronger penalty of up to 10 years of
imprisonment in cases involving the procurement of children under 10.156
For this reason, with the current socio-economic and political situation in Zimbabwe,
children are not protected from trafficking to the country‟s neighbouring countries such
as South Africa and Botswana. Many children who drop out of school everyday consider
migrating to South Africa as their first option to find some work and take care of their
siblings. These children either jump the border or they are helped by omalayitsha157to get
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into South Africa and seek for work either as domestic workers or farm workers. There is
no law so far that prohibits this illegal trafficking of children.
3.4. The United Nations Convention on Children and the Zimbabwean Children
legislation
The UNCRC defines a child as any person under the age of eighteen, therefore in
Zimbabwe, as signatory to the UNCRC, any person under eighteen may be defined as a
child and, as such, that person may claim the rights accorded to children by the
Zimbabwean law. As already indicated above the minimum age of employment in
Zimbabwe is fifteen years of age.158 Since Zimbabwe has assented to UNCRC together
with the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child159 the country considers
these two international instruments in reviewing the state of children‟s rights in
Zimbabwe. Thus in line with the international laws, in Zimbabwe child labour is a
crime. But despite the international laws and national laws, children in Zimbabwe still
face abuse through child labour. This brings forth a question regarding Zimbabwe‟s
priority, integrity and commitment to upholding the protection of children as set by the
UNCRC. The UNCRC compel governments to protect children from all forms of abuse
including child labour and child trafficking. Probably what causes the lack of priority and
integrity of children‟s laws in Zimbabwe is that these laws were badly implemented,
because Zimbabwe was once praised for achieving 100% of universal primary school
education. The authorities then relaxed and forgot that things may turn around for the
worse.
However, the goal of the UNCRC is to help children to receive proper care and
stimulation from governments, communities and families. According to the 54 articles it
is clear that the UNCRC offers utmost standards of protection for children and expects all
nations, especially those who are signatory, to do likewise. The UNCRC document
explains that children‟s rights and protection should go beyond the usual guarantees of
158
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health, education and welfare to guarantees which relate to the child‟s individual
personality, rights to freedom of expression, religion, association, assembly and the right
to privacy.160 In Zimbabwe there are no explicit rights for children specifically protected
in the constitution. This brings an assumption that children are entitled to the rights
guaranteed to all persons in Zimbabwe. The assumption that children are entitled to the
rights guaranteed to all persons in Zimbabwe ignores the fact that children are vulnerable
human beings. Child welfare in Zimbabwe has become invisible in that it has portrayed
children as invisible human beings.
The Statutory Instrument (S.I) 72 of 1997 explains that,


A contract for the employment of a child or young person shall not be valid
unless it is entered into by or with the consent of the parent or guardian of the
child or young person.



A child or young person shall not be employed to work during a school term, as
fixed in terms of the Education Act [Chapter 25:04], unless the contract of
employment concerned has been approved by the minister.161

The S.I overlooks the fact that sometimes parents or guardians are the ones who force a
child or a young person to contribute to a family income by seeking for work. With the
current economic situation in Zimbabwe children are at risk, because parents are forced
to agree when an employer wants to hire their child. However, sometimes parents are the
ones who employ children in street vending and other forms of domestic work. Currently
in Zimbabwe domestic workers such as house maids, garden boys and farm workers are
paid in foreign currency. This attracts a lot of families to encourage their children to seek
for work. As this study is in process schools in Zimbabwe are on stand-still and children
are forced to take up all and any kinds of work they come across.
Since schools are currently on a standstill in Zimbabwe a clause in the S.I 72 of 1997 that
says “A child or young person shall not be employed to work during a school term, as
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fixed in terms of the Education Act [Chapter 25:04], unless the contract of employment
concerned has been approved by the minister,”162 is ineffective.
Also, the S.I in Zimbabwe claims that children are protected from child labour when it
states that “a young person may be employed in an activity in which he or she receives
adequate specific instructions or vocational training in the activity.”163 A young person is
someone under the age of fifteen but not younger than thirteen according to the Labour
Act [Chapter 28: 01) of Zimbabwe.164 In this clause the S.I presents the amount of time
that a child can work as outlined in the previous section footnote 149. These hours are
not bad, but this depends on the kind of work a young person or child will be doing.
Surely farm work, domestic work and mining are so heavy that a child or young person
can not manage to do an hour of it. I think it is better to specify the type of employment a
child or young person can do within these specified hours. This is because there are
different kinds of vocational training and this depends on which one is accessible to
young persons and children.
Though the S.I and Labour Act [Chapter 28:01] claims to protect children in Zimbabwe
from child labour, the laws that form these documents reinforce child labour. If there are
laws that allow children to seek for work, but do not specify the type of work they can
do, this seems to allow children to be economically exploited. The UNCRC protects
children from all forms of abuse including child labour and child trafficking. It urges
that states do likewise by protecting children from economic exploitation and work that
may interfere with education or is harmful to their health and well-being. To do this,
states, particularly Zimbabwe, can identify the forms of work that can be done by
children and the forms of work that cannot be done by children. Using hours to measure
if work is harmful to a child raises a problem, because it is likely that the dangers caused
by that work may not be noticed.
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3.5. Conclusion
This chapter‟s aim was to critically evaluate Zimbabwean children laws in relation to the
UNCRC. The chapter analysed children‟s laws according to the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child. The child labour laws in Zimbabwe were analysed
and the significance of the CRC treaty on the protection and care of children in
Zimbabwe was considered. It then evaluated the Zimbabwean children‟s laws in relation
to the CRC treaty and it became clear that Zimbabwe does not take the CRC articles as a
priority neither does it take its own laws on children as a priority.
In order for the church to respond to the crisis of children in Zimbabwe a liberative
theology of children should be constructed. As a result, in order to understand how the
church has responded and should respond to child suffering, the next section will discuss
how the early reformed church understood children. For this reason the next chapter will
focus on a theological reflection of children. The chapter will identify theological aspects
of children from the early church to the current state of theological reflection on children
by academics and also by the church. Two church reformers, Martin Luther and John
Calvin, will be analysed, because their insights informed other reformers though they
differed in other areas. Consequently, the reasons for caring and reflecting theologically
on children will be analysed.
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Chapter Four
Children in the history of the church

4.1 Introduction

Chapter three examined critically the legislation on children in Zimbabwe in relation
to the UNCRC. The chapter analysed children‟s laws according to the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). The significance of the UNCRC treaty
on the protection and care of children in Zimbabwe was discussed. The chapter found
that Zimbabwean children are not protected despite national and international laws, as
they are not properly utilized. This chapter raises theological issues around children and
their suffering. This will be done by analysing how the church understood children both
historically and in the current situation. This enables an analysis of whether the church
cares about social issues that affect children in their daily lives. The chapter will
critically analyse Martin Luther and John Calvin‟s theological thoughts on children
during the Protestant Reformation period. Thereafter, the chapter will seek to understand
the current state of theological reflection on children by the church, and analyse the
current theological reflection on children.
4.2 The Patristic Period
As indicated in the introduction child labour was not visible during the Patristic period165,
but other forms of child exploitation such as child kidnapping, systematic and vicious
murder of children of all ages, rape, child slavery, torture and psychological trauma were
visible. 166 A number of publications and research work on the patristic period address the
issues related to childhood such as infant baptism, family and children‟s faith. Social
issues affecting children were barely researched. Magne Bakke explains that there are a
few publications that focused on the way in which children were generally treated and
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understood,167 in the patristic period. There are theologians who argue that the church at
that time was concerned more about how children were nurtured in their Christian faith
and the images of childhood.168
Gillian Clark169 in the article The Fathers and the Children focuses chiefly on the parentchild relationship. In Clark‟s article the Church Fathers proclaimed that adults‟ concern
is to commit children to a strict religious life.170 Clark makes it clear that the patristic
period concern regarding children was children‟s religious life. This means that what
happened outside children‟s religious life was not the church‟s business.
Thus, concern for the child was not all-embracing, and the church at that time had limited
areas of focus, and issues that affected children were not extensively addressed. Gould
Graham171 focuses on childhood within the context of theological anthropology. His
focus on this is on three interrelated factors that are “firstly, the development of a child‟s
soul in terms of its possession or lack of faculties such as reason and desire.” “Secondly,
the extent to which a child‟s soul is open to the same temptations, desires, or passions as
that of an adult.” “Thirdly, the extent to which children are capable of understanding
religious ideas and precepts or may be held to deserve reward or punishment for their
actions”172 Gould uses the late second century author Clement of Alexandria who focuses
on the Biblical metaphor of childhood, Origen 185-254, who focuses on children‟s
behaviour, and focuses not only on the Biblical metaphors of children but also on the
anthropological problem of childhood itself, John Chrysostom 347-407 who focuses on
the condition of childhood, Basil of Ancyra 320-379 and Jerome 347-420.173 From the
above arguments, it is clear that social issues that affect children were not addressed
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during the early church. Generally, the primary concern of the early church was the
debate on whether children, and especially "infant" children according to Augustine
(those under seven years of age), were capable of sin. This does not consider children‟s
sufferings and exploitations in families and outside family settings.
Bakke174 argues that Christianity brought a re-conceptualization of childhood that focuses
on three propositions set forth by patristic authors. Firstly, until the Pelagian controversy
of the fifth century, the patristic writers argued that the New Testament presents small
children as exemplars of Christian devotion because of their innocence and purity. He
argues that John Chrysostom, for example, saw very young children as "uncorrupted by
worldly values" and indifferent "toward status, wealth, and poverty."175 For him a child
represents models that Christ sought in his disciples. Secondly, Bakke176 argues that most
church fathers agreed that by the time children were walking and talking they would have
developed strong passions and rational faculties. Thirdly, he says that most church fathers
debated on the nature and value of children from the perspective of a theology of
creation. This was because the created order is good, and that both children and adults are
created in Imago Dei (the image of God) and for this reason children must have as much
spiritual dignity as adults. Thus, early Christian thinkers saw children as "individuals
with a dignity and a nature that made them (just as much as adults) the recipients of God's
salvation."177
The early church focused mainly on children and childhood issues around faith. Children
were acknowledged to be created in the image of God like adults, but serious issues that
affected children were not deeply addressed. The adult-child relationship, baptism and sin
were the core of the early church‟s debate. The slave children who were used as a means
of income by their fathers and the harsh punishment of children did not get much
attention in the debate.

However, Augustine was against the harsh punishment of

174

Bakke, M. When Children Became People, p 7.
Bakke, M. When Children Became People, p 7.
176
Bakke, M. When Children Became People, p 7.
177
Bakke, M. When Children Became People, p 282.
175

45

children, as he experienced it when he was young. Martha Ellen Stortz 178 in her article
Where or When was your Servant Innocent: Augustine on Childhood in a Child in
Christian Thought argues that for Augustine and his contemporaries, childhood
prefigured the Christian life as a whole. For Augustine conversion transformed
individuals physically and experientially to childhood, regardless of their age; baptism
signaled spiritual birth thus those who were baptized were regarded as infants. 179 He
argued that childhood embodied the perfect state of humility that characterized Christian
discipleship.180
Bakke181 also examines childhood as it was experienced in the ancient world and
investigates what Christians thought about the nature of children and the treatment of
them in families and society, but he does not address the suffering of children and their
exploitation. Moreover, throughout early history, the Catholic Church did not assign any
definite age for the reception of confirmation. However, at the beginning in 1563, the
Council of Trent determined that twelve was the ideal age for conferring confirmation,
and that no child under the age of seven should be admitted to that sacrament. The year
1563 was thus a watershed in the history of sacramental theology. With a simple decree,
confirmation became one part of a trilogy of sacraments (confirmation, penance, and
Eucharist) that was henceforth identified with the age of discretion.182 The focus here is
still on the child‟s religious life not social life.
4.3 The Protestant Reformation
4.3.1 Martin Luther
The Protestant Reformation began in Germany in 1517, following Martin Luther's
attempt to provoke a discussion about reforming the Catholic Church. In the Reformation
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children and child issues were also addressed. The reformers were concerned that
children of their churches should be appropriately nurtured and educated in the latest
defined Christian faith. The family was crucial in the Reformation period so that religious
belief and social stability would be fostered. The Reformation reinforced patriarchy,
because for reformers an ideal family was where a man was the head of a household and
decision maker over his family and his wife. Reformers argued that children are born
with original sin and for this reason a child needed careful attention and guidance to
protect them from temptations of the world. Parents were advised that their duty was to
teach their children Christian beliefs and practices and to discipline them with love and
restraint, always with the support of the church community.
Martin Luther‟s (1483-1546) theology on childhood focused mostly on the importance of
family. He “regarded the work of mothers and fathers as a most holy calling and
obligation. He also recognised what contemporary society struggles to internalize: that it
takes more than a family to raise a child”183 Luther argued that everyone is born as
someone‟s child, educated as someone‟s pupil.184 For Luther family life was crucial for
men, women and mostly children who needed guidance and nurturing from parents. His
point was that it takes two people, a man and woman, to make a child and as a result it
takes two people a man, and a woman, to raise and nurture a child.

Luther supported and defended the practice of infant baptism in his writings which
include the 95 Thesis, the Small Catechism, the Large Catechism, and the Bondage of the
Will.185 In his support for infant baptism
Luther [explains]…the possibility that infants do indeed have
faith; he argues that the witness of Scripture at least does not
sustain his opponents‟ claim that they are incapable of it…it
does not matter, for what makes any baptism valid is not the

183

Strohl, Jane E. “The Child in Luther‟s Theology: “For what purposes Do we Older Folks Exist, Other
than to Care for…the Young?”” in Marcia Bunge J (ed). The Child in Christian Thought, p 134.
184
Lazareth William H, Luther on the Christian Home: An application of the Social Ethics of the
Reformation. (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1960), p 132.
185
Martin Luther, Martin Luther: Selections From His Writings, in John Dillenberger, ed. (New York:
Anchor Books, 1962) , p 23.

47

faith of the recipient, what ever…age, but the promise of God
attached to the sign.186
Luther did not say much on childhood, instead like St Augustine he drew from memories
of his own childhood. His main concern was more on the infant rather than the child. St
Augustine referred to infancy as the first stage of life, because he had divided human life
into six different stages of life. Luther is not very clear on childhood except for that
children must respect, obey, and assist their parents and similarly parents have a duty to
love, nurture, and discipline their children, both for the protection of the children and in
the interest of creating a stable community. For Luther “children under seven years of age
have not developed real thoughts. We know this because they are not capable “to kill and
commit adultery. Still, sin has begun in them, as is evident in their tendency to steal,
snatch sweets and so on.”187

Also Luther saw extreme abuse, neglect, and

overindulgence as threats to children. The Small and Large Catechisms are a guide to
children on how to live in faith. He criticized adults who said that the catechism was a
very simple, silly, teaching which they can absorb and master at one reading, arguing that
these are deceiving for original sin infected the child as much as the adult.188
Education for all children boys and girls was crucial for Martin Luther; children were
expected to learn such catechisms at home, at church, and even at school. Girls' schools
and co-educational schools were both established during the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, but schools for boys appeared more rapidly. Girls were expected to receive
their education from home focusing on the catechism in order to learn righteous
behaviour. Children in Luther‟s theology are to some extent addressed, but the focus is
mainly around faith issues.
4.3.2 John Calvin
John Calvin (1509-1564), in line with Martin Luther maintained the practise of infant
baptism. Calvin justified infant baptism in that it places children in their place within
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God‟s covenant and that the baptism of infants nourishes parental faith.189 Like Luther,
Calvin argues that after baptism sin remains but is no longer imputed as sin.190 For Calvin
children need to be cared for at both the domestic and public spheres. Interpreting Psalm
127 he argues that this is because children are “a heritage from the Lord” and the fruit of
the womb [is] a reward.191 Religious parents are expected to nurture their children
physically and spiritually; this includes a strict but compassionate discipline. Corporal
punishment, including beating, was acceptable in moderation in order to help children
learn to resist the many vices that the world pressed upon them. But extreme abuse,
neglect, and overindulgence were all seen as threats to children. Thus Calvin, quoted in
Pitkin, argues that “unless men regard their children as the gift of God, they are careless
and reluctant in providing for their support just as on the other hand this knowledge
contributes in a very eminent degree to encourage them in bringing up their offspring”192
For Calvin it was the society‟s role to provide right conditions for raising children to be
godly.193 John Calvin was both a religious leader and human rights activist. He believed
that all children of believers were spiritually rejuvenated. He campaigned for gender
justice and he also stressed the dignity and importance of bearing and rearing children.
Like Luther he stressed the role of children honouring, loving, obeying and caring for
their parents.194 Calvin was concerned about children‟s importance in society, their
physical, intellectual, and spiritual well-being. However, like Luther, children‟s issues
have little attention in Calvin‟s theology; thus Pitkin argues that “children do not
constitute a major theme in Calvin‟s theology. Children are included, but marginally;
they are subsumed under a notion of human nature that takes as its normative
representative the adult male”195 The Protestant Reformation period focused mostly on
the notion that childhood was a period of nurture, discipline, and learning. And they
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repeated frequently the mutual commitment that parents and children had toward each
other.
A theological reflection on child labour is missing in the Reformation period. The
Protestant Reformation period, led by Martin Luther occurred during the 16th century196
and some forms of child abuse such as child slavery, child prostitution which are
currently known as the worst forms of child labour and other forms of child abuse were
noticeable during the 16th century.197 Though child labour was visible during the time of
the reformation this form of child abuse was ignored.
The negligence of children‟s social life and the enforcement of child labour [was] carried
on by the Protestant and Catholic missionaries who went into Zimbabwe in the early
1600s.198 These missionaries conducted the first formal education in Zimbabwe. Grier
argues that it was common for mission stations to combine mission schools and
commercial farming, children did not attend school for free, but families had to pay fees
in cash, cattle or pupil labour.199 This was a great benefit for the missionary because
children with families who could not afford cash or cattle, paid fees by working for the
mission school. For this reason Grier argues that child labour was the “back bone” of the
mission work force in Zimbabwe.200 Bass agrees with Grier as she argues that
“missionaries benefited from the labour of children in Zimbabwe for providing a
religious education…”201 As a result, the above arguments reveal that in history the
church in Zimbabwe contributed to the spread of child labour. This brings in questions of
whether the current church and current theologians in Zimbabwe and around Zimbabwe
have condemned this practice or whether they have supported it.
4.4. Current church and theological debate about children
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The suffering of children is as much a theological concern as it is often a socio-political
and economic emergency. This suffering should provoke uprising. Sturm advocates there
is a need to “give rise to a drive for the emancipation of children from conditions that
force them into such agony, that violate - intentionally or not -their childhood.”202
The church has responded and is still responding to children and childhood issues.
However the church has not widely responded to the wide abuses of children in
Zimbabwe in the form of child labour. The humanitarian crisis and the economic crisis in
Zimbabwe is causing pain and destroying children‟s future. However, this has not been
seriously considered as an emergency by the church or theologians. The church‟s voice
on the suffering of children in Zimbabwe is not clear at all. In the 2008 Zimbabwean part
of the Stop Child Labour Campaign‟s Africa Tour, the church seem to be absent, from
the list of those who organised this tour the church in Zimbabwe does not appear.203
One may argue that some churches in Zimbabwe are responding by opening orphanages
and other projects that protect children from exploitation. That is true. However, for those
children who do not have access to orphanages and other projects, if caught in child
labour, the church does not have a mechanism in place to save them. For this reason I
agree with Janet Pais as she argues that “the church, particularly at the local or popular
level, has sometimes encouraged the formation of potentially harmful attitudes toward
children…”204This is because these children find risky strategies to survive, such as child
labour.
When children suffer it means that the future of the church is at stake. Since the church is
ignorant about this problem, this means that the church is an accomplice in the
oppression of children. With the horrifying state of children in Zimbabwe this means that
in the coming years there may be no one to sustain the church. In reality children are the
only ones who can sustain the church and continue spreading the Gospel because they are
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the future leaders of the world. The suffering and exploitation of children is the suffering
and exploitation of the church.
Similarly, theologians have not said much about children‟s oppression. Thus Marcia
Bunge argues that
when we ask what Christian theology might contribute to this wider
public and academic debate about children or how it might help us
to reflect on our notions about the nature of children and our
obligations to them, one can easily suspect that it has very little to
offer and is perhaps even destructive…until very recently, issues
related to children have tended to be marginal in almost every area
of contemporary theology. For example, systematic theologians and
Christian ethicists have said little about children, and they have not
regarded serious reflection on children as a high priority.205

This reveals that matters concerning children have been neglected from history right up
to recent times. One may wonder what this silence implies. Bunge continues to explain
using Todd Whitmore‟s observation that generally, there is a lack of any well developed
social teaching on the nature and caring of children in the Catholic Church and most
churches.206 The Catholic Church has, however, made comments and statements on the
abuses of children. For example on the 1st of August 1897 Pope Leo XIII issued a
statement that “in regard to children, great care should be taken not to place them in
workshops and factories until their bodies and minds are sufficiently developed.”207
Nevertheless, the main concern about children has been more on the nurturing of their
faith. However, Swart and Yates argue that “there is an absence of reflection on other
problems concerning children, such as child abuse, unsafe [working] environments, and
the socio-economic conditions of children and the lack of participation by children in the
community.”208
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Consequently Bunge observes that “although the church has highly developed teachings
on other matters [but not the socio-challenges faced by children]…theologians have not
offered sustained reflection on the nature of children or on obligations that parents, the
state, and the church have to nurture children.”209 For example the Cambridge companion
to feminist theology, analyses the shape and the major themes of feminist theologies and
childhood is not part of this important piece of work.210 And also the 1996 Dictionary of
Feminist Theologies does not have the definition of childhood. From „Character‟ they
jump to define „Christ Jesus.‟211 They ignore the concept of childhood and how children
must be treated in society. Under the term family, the concept of childhood is hidden,
though they intertwine women abuse and child abuse,212 but they do not say much on
this. In this regard, Marcia Bunge observes that “children do not play a role in the way
that systematic theologians think about central theological themes, such as the human
condition, the nature of faith, language about God and the task of the church.”213 The
lack of theology and a consideration of theological themes about children both by
theologians and the church may be one of the reasons for child suffering, since no one
conscentizes the world on God‟s intention for children.
With the lack of theological reflection on children Don Browning and John Wall argue in
the “Series Foreword” of a Child in Christian Thought that though issues of childhood
have been “groundswells in new scholarship…from psychologists, sociologists,
historians, and philosophers, contemporary theologians have on the whole neglected
childhood as a serious intellectual and moral concern.”214 A similar point is made by
Ignatius Swart and Hannelie Yates argue that “it is disappointing, to note that theologians
up to now seem to have contributed nothing or very little to the children and their
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context.”215 However, though the silence of theologians is disappointing, there are a
number of theologians and Christian ethicists who are beginning to provide and provoke
a debate on a theology of childhood and children in recent years.
In 2001 the publication of a “Child in Christian Thought” has provided a good
background for theologians to think deeper about children and issues that affect them. In
her introduction Bunge reminds theologians about their silence. She acknowledges that
although references to children are scattered throughout theologians‟ writings and not
discussed systematically, many theologians, especially those who wrote before the midnineteenth century, have seriously considered issues concerning the raising, education
and moral and spiritual formation of children in their reflections.216 These are the issues
that must lead to the awareness. Children as the vulnerable humans in society require
protection and this protection is not only for children but for the image of God in
children.
Some theologians have already taken up this critical issue and engaged children in their
theological reflections. David Jensen starts a theological debate on children and
childhood when he argues that the vulnerability of children is an aspect of the imago Dei
(image of God), and that childhood provides a window for understanding the shapes of
graced human life and the violence that restrains life. Jensen argues that “to be a child of
God…is to become like children through God‟s grace, open to joy of relation, but also
susceptible to the tragedy and violence of human life in God‟s world.”217 Jensen suggests
a contextual theology that pays close attention to the blessing and threats of children‟s
lives and a theology that upholds the care of children as one act of faithfulness to its
crucified and risen saviour.218
As we consider the vital priority needed to theologically reflect on issues affecting
children, we need to first identify the threats in their lives and how they affect children in
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their day to day lives. In the Zimbabwean context the major threat to children‟s lives is
poverty that forces them to seek for work where they face exploitation. In other words
child labour is a threat. So in the construction of a theological reflection we need to
identify and condemn it. This kind of threat to the lives, liberty and limbs of children is
very visible and tangible in Zimbabwe. It is noticed by many in the world that child
labour poses a threat of health and the wellbeing of children. Thus God calls the church
to show great love to the poor and suffering. For this reason Jensen offers a new
understanding of a vulnerable child who is carrying the image of God. Plus he outlines
the church practice and Christian witness in a world in which threats to children‟s lives
such as poverty, child labour, child trafficking and the sex trade are overwhelming.219
On the other hand, as the threats of children are identified there is also a need to identify
their blessings. In this case blessings of children are child work that gives a child time for
education, play and rest. A caring family as well as a caring government is the one that
protects children‟s rights and their identity. Blessings prepare children for the future.
Thus UNICEF explains that when children are allowed to live in peace and security they
have enormous potential to contribute, not only to their own communities, but to the
national and global society. Also UNICEF says that taking care of children and
improving their lives, is crucial not only for their wellbeing and their health but for the
future of indigenous people and children‟s unique place in human family.220 Children
themselves are a blessing from God so they need to be protected and cared for in a way
that pleases God. Their place in the human family should not be characterized by
domination and exploitation because of the image of God in them. Contextual theology
that identifies children‟s threats and blessings invites communities to consider thinking
critically about children and the matters that affect them.
Douglas Sturm221 argues that due to the suffering of children in their own context
children need their own form of a theology of liberation, as a means of expressing their
suffering. I agree with Sturm‟s argument as he explains the characteristics that may lead
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to a constructive construction of a contextual theology of children and their rights. Sturm
asserts that the suffering of children has throughout the course of history been a large
part, a function of social systems. As a result he argues that children‟s suffering “is not
natural…it is not the result of strictly inevitable forces” and can by implication, be
countered by righteous indignation.222 This is evident in the current context of Zimbabwe
where children‟s suffering is a result of the government‟s negligence with regard to the
human rights of children and every citizen in Zimbabwe. Child labour in Zimbabwe is
not a natural phenomenon. It has nothing to do with the sanctions imposed in Zimbabwe
by some of the western countries and the current drought faced by the country, but it is a
matter of the absence of justice in social, political and economic issues.
The absence of justice with regard to children‟s matters and abuse of children‟s rights
undermines their unfolding potential. Children are not just immature human beings but
have a potential of becoming the future leaders of the nations. For this reason Sturm
argues that the distinction between adulthood and childhood is not absolute, and it is
essential that children, even though they continue their diverse phases of development,
should be acknowledged, appreciated and respected as active, creative participants and
agents in the world community.223 The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child‟s philosophy is that children are equals and that they have an equivalent value to
that of adults. However, at the same time children are vulnerable because of their age.
This is because of the ways in which their lives are subject to the decision and behaviour
of adults.224

The dissimilarity between adulthood and childhood is the reason that enforces
domination and exploitation of children by adults. This is “because [church‟s] approach
to, and appreciation of children determine their actions towards children directly.”225 The
understanding that children are weak and with little knowledge are some of the reasons
children suffer and are exploited. To understand children is to understand God in children
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as a weak image. On the other hand, Sturm argues that the suffering of children can be
understood as a loss of something crucial in life (image of God), including life itself.226
The current context of children in Zimbabwe has damaged their potential to full life, and
is ignoring Jesus‟ command that "If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these
little ones who believe in me, it would be better for you if a great millstone were fastened
around your neck and you were drowned in the depth of the sea”227 For this reason, this
calls for a contextual liberation of children.

4.5 Conclusion
This chapter has analysed how the church in history, particularly during the Patristic and
the Reformation periods, has reflected on children and their suffering. It also analysed
how the current church and theological debates in the academy reflects on children and
their particular issues. The chapter concluded that the church has not had a clear theology
which addresses the exploitation of children through child labour and other forms of
abuse. As the study has argued in chapter two, child labour has increased with deepening
poverty as a result of ESAP‟s, HIV and AIDS, and the socio-economic and political
instability in Zimbabwe. Children are orphaned through the death of their parents as a
result of AIDS-related illnesses. Given the general social and political instability in
Zimbabwe, many end up in exploitative situations of child labour. Chapter three showed
how the government of Zimbabwe is silent on issues of child labour. Though the
government has signed international treaties and written national laws which should
protect children‟s rights, little direct attention has been paid to the issue of child labour as
a means of survival for many children. Given the history of the silence of the church on
such matters, it becomes imperative that a liberative theology of children be developed to
address these concerns in the church and the academy.

Given the silence of the

government on the enforcement of child labour laws as shown in chapter three, the
church should speak to itself, the state and society about evils of child labour and find
ways to negotiate for the protection of children exploitation and abuse. The church can do
226
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this by reflecting theologically on children and their exploitation. Such theological
reflection on children may be done by focusing on key themes such as love, identity and
dignity, justice and freedom. The next chapter begins this discussion by attempting to
suggest a contextual framework for a liberative theology of children.
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Chapter Five
Towards a liberating theology of children

5.1 Introduction

Chapter four discussed how the church understood children in the Patristic period and the
protestant Reformation. The current state of theological reflection on children was
analysed. This chapter suggests a framework for a contextual liberative theology of
children which includes the concepts of dignity, identity, love, justice and freedom.228
First, the chapter will discuss how Jesus responded to children during His ministry, and
the example of Jesus using children as a symbol of the nature of greatness in the kingdom
will be examined. Second, the identified theological concepts of dignity, identity, love,
justice and freedom will be discussed in connection with issues of justice and fairness to
children because of the image of God in them.
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5.2 Doing theology from children’s experiences
Janet Pais argues that as each oppressed group has found it necessary to speak for itself
and to create its own liberation theology, the oppression of children is a unique case. 229
The reason is that unlike other minority groups the poor children do not have the
education or the resources necessary to speak for themselves to effect change. 230 As a
result, children as the vulnerable and the weakest human beings depend on adults to
speak for them and to campaign for their liberation.231 Jensen says each child is unique
and each child comes into the world utterly dependent on others for biological survival
and consequent development.232 For this to happen, Pais says, “…the adult who is in
touch with the experiences and feelings of childhood can and must speak for the child,
speak as a child within…because the child-self within every adult cries for a hearing, if
only adults would listen.”233 By listening to a child within themselves adults would be
forced to respond to issues that affect children as much as they respond to issues that
affect adults. For this reason, the difference between a liberative theology of children and
other theologies of liberation is that a liberative theology of children is not done by
children as the oppressed but it is done by adults. Pais argues that in the liberative
theology of children, adults need to listen to the oppressed child within themselves as she
or he is crying out in pain and protest.234 Janet Pais who is an adult writes a theology of
liberation of children from her childhood experiences. She listens to the child within her,
the child that suffered and responds to that suffering by constructing a theology of
liberation that responds to her suffering as a child. This means understanding the context
of children.
Jensen argues that a liberative theology of children considers children not for who they
will become, but for whose and who they are.235 In agreement Willmer advocates that a
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liberative theology of children “is pursued with concern for the child and children.236
Concern for the children starts by understanding children and their context, because “a
theology that is worthy of its name pays attention to particularity and context.”237 In this
case children in Zimbabwe are in an abusive context that embraces child labour. Their
suffering is not only personal but shared with their parents who are forced by the current
socio-economic and political situation to send children to seek for work, thereby
jeopardizing their welfare. For this reason, a liberative theology of children considers
their context and their immediate care givers. In considering children‟s context a
liberative theology of children needs to locate God in children.
Thus Janet Pais argues that a theology of liberation for children asserts that God is a child
just as black theologians may assert that God is black or feminist theologians may assert
that God is a woman.238 This is because the incarnate God reveals Godself as a child and
as a child God takes all the weakness, vulnerability, and the neediness of a child.239 A
liberative theology of children therefore must be a theology that manifests respect for the
child, acknowledges the child‟s value and feelings including all the strengths and gifts
that children may have such as sports, art, entertainment and academic work.
Jensen further suggests that a liberative theology of children pays close attention to the
blessing and threats of children‟s lives and upholds the care of children as one act of
faithfulness to its crucified and risen saviour.240 As we consider the vital priority to
theologically reflect on issues affecting children, we need to first identify the threats of
their lives and how they affect children in their day to day lives. Given the discussion in
chapter two, poverty is a major threat to Zimbabwean children, because it forces them to
seek for work where they face exploitation. In other words child labour is a threat. So in
the construction of a liberative theology of children there is a need to identify and
condemn child labour. This kind of threat to the lives, liberty and limbs of children is
very visible and tangible in Zimbabwe with many children vending in the streets and
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others seeking domestic work. As indicated earlier, child labour poses a threat for the
health and the wellbeing of children. Thus God calls the church to show great love to the
poor and suffering because God‟s image suffers in them. Hence, Jensen241 offers a new
understanding of a vulnerable child who is carrying the image of God. Jensen does this
by outlining the church‟s practice and Christian witness in a world in which threats to
children‟s lives such as poverty, child labour, child trafficking and the sex trade are
overwhelming.242 All these practices undermine the image of God in children.
On the other hand, as the threats of children are identified there is also a need to identify
their blessings. In this case blessings for children include child work that was discussed
in chapter two. Child work gives a child time for education, play and rest. Child work is
also a blessing because it initiates and prepares a child for the future. A caring family as
well as a caring government is the one that protects children‟s rights, dignity and their
identity by allowing them to enjoy their freedom of being children in a caring society.
Blessings prepare children for the future. Thus UNICEF explains that when children are
allowed to live in peace and security they have enormous potential to contribute not only
to their own communities but to the national and global society. Also UNICEF says
taking care of children and improving their lives is crucial, not only for their wellbeing
and their health but for the future of indigenous people and children‟s unique place in
human family.243 Children in Zimbabwe are the victims of the socio-economic and
political situation in that country. The UNICEF‟s blessings apply to the wellbeing of the
Zimbabwean children. Children are a blessing from God so they need to be protected and
cared for in a way that pleases God. Their place in the human family should not be
characterized by domination and exploitation because of the image of God in them. A
liberative theology of children that identifies children‟s threats and blessings invites
communities to consider thinking critically about children and matters that affect them. It
also acknowledges Christ‟s commandments about and responses to children.
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5.3 Jesus’ response to children
In Matthew 18:1-5 Jesus placed a child in the midst of the disciples who were in a
theological debate about greatness. In Mark 9:33-37 Jesus placed a child in the midst of
his disciples when he found out that they were arguing about which one of them was the
greatest. And in Luke 9:46-48 Jesus placed a child in the midst of his disciples when he
knew what was going through their minds. With reference to the question of greatness in
the synoptic gospels Haddon Wilmer says that Jesus did not give His disciples a simple
direct answer about the criteria of true greatness in the Kingdom of God.244 Nevertheless
Jesus placed a child before them arguing that the nature of childhood is the model of
greatness in the kingdom of heaven.245 However, Jesus does not say what characteristics
of a child are crucial for one to qualify to enter the Kingdom of God. Johannes Marherbe
argues that “Jesus devoted special time to children in a context where this was not
expected, and by doing so He indicated how important children and their needs are to
God.”246 This response and action by Jesus suggests the significance of every human
being in the Kingdom of God.
Jesus‟ concern for children gives us an idea of how God wants them to be treated. I
concur with Malherbe247 as he argues that for example in the synoptic gospels Jesus
welcomed children and commanded his disciples to welcome them
(Matthew 18:5), He warned them not to cause little ones to sin( Mat
18:6; Mark 9:42; Luke 17:2) , He told the disciples that the Kingdom
of God belongs to children ( Mat 19:14; Mark 10:14; Luke: 18:16 )
and those who become like children (Mat 18:2, Mark 10:15; Luke
18:17) He touched, prayed for and blessed the children brought to
Him (Mat 19:13-15; Mark 10:13-16).
It is clear that Jesus wanted to show by example the significance of children in God‟s
creation. By commanding his disciples to welcome children, Jesus authenticates the
significance of children in the Kingdom of God. In an analysis of Jesus‟ responses about
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children to his disciples, it is clear that Jesus was firm on His counsels about the
significance of children.
Willmer248 postulates that the significance of Jesus‟ presentation of children is that firstly,
a child is significant as a sign of the state of the world.249 He argues that as a sign of the
state of the world children are like sensors registering the nature and state of the world in
which they grow up. Willmer goes on to say that children are experimenters, collectors of
impressions and reactions, and exceptionally sensitive humans to the peace or disturbance
of social and institutional life.250 Like Jesus, they reveal sin and suffering.251 They are
vulnerable to any threat in their lives and they are by and large defenceless. Thus, Jensen
explains that children are born into a world filled with the promise of a gifted life with
others and yet there is a threat that others may oppress and prey upon them.252
Furthermore, Willmer says “children at risk” are like sores on the “body politick”
because, when there is sickness or illness in the social system children are the first to
show the signs of suffering.253 He goes on to say that in focusing on the child we are
discovering a way of encountering or uncovering aspects of society that remain hidden.254
The child helps the world to see what is at stake in the statistics. Children‟s vulnerability
to threats rapidly reveals the depth of the crisis.
Secondly, Willmer says a child is a sign of God‟s Kingdom. 255 He explains that children
reveal in tangible and often dramatic ways the heart of the contemporary world, and are
clues to God‟s ways. The Kingdom of Heaven can be taken as “God‟s reign” or God‟s
way of doing things.256 When Jesus placed a child in the midst of his disciples, He said
“unless you become as a child you will not enter the Kingdom of Heaven.”257 This means
their humbleness represents the humility of the Kingdom of God. Also, children trust and
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have faith in those who care for them. In addition children forgive and love even those
who hurt them in the same way Jesus prayed for the forgiveness of those who crucified
Him.
Thirdly, Willmer says “a child is the presence of lived hope and love.” 258 He argues that
the “call to change in order to enter the Kingdom of Heaven shows that the Kingdom of
Heaven is in front of us, as a “not yet”, we have not already arrived or maybe we will
never.”259 So becoming like a child is a conversion some people might be afraid of,
because of the vulnerability of children to different threats of life. Willmer says a child
speaks to us deeply of the presence of the life and grace of God.260 He also argues that
living with children is a sign of the presence of the Kingdom of God and a sign of the
presence of hope and love.261 For him the aspect of understanding children as a sign of
the presence of hope and love needs to be included so as to do justice and respect the
image of God in children. The child set in the midst invites and commands the world to
be hopeful, and to share in a movement of conversional hope.262 Child labour in
Zimbabwe jeopardises the lived hope and love that may be revealed by the presence of
children in Zimbabwe. This is because child labour damages the child‟s physical, mental,
social or moral well-being. The birth and growth of a child reveals sustenance and
fullness of life.
In agreement with Willmer, Pais says “Jesus Himself has announced that every child,
received in His name, shares His divine identity”263 and fulfils the promise of life in its
fullness.264 She goes on to say that “in other words when Christians receive a child in the
name of Christ, that child is Christ, in fact, the child is God self.” 265 This is because God
came into earth in the form of the child Jesus, in the incarnation. If we are to take Christ‟s
words seriously and receive children in His name, then we must condemn any form of
abuse. Jesus made it clear that in His invitation no one is left out. His invitation applies to
258
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the suffering children in Matthew 11:28 as Jesus says “come to me, all you who are
weary and burdened and I will give you rest.”
Willmer‟s understanding of the relationship between Jesus and children gives the church
in Zimbabwe the theological foundation as to why it is important to care for children. The
way Jesus presented children in the synoptic gospels reveals that in addition to being the
sign of the Kingdom, signs of the state of the world and signs of the presence of hope and
love, children are also a sign of the presence of life and sanctity on earth. Jensen quoted
in Holness says, “Jesus‟ birth, like those in the world‟s poorest nations, is full of the
promise of new life yet also threatened by the forces of power and privilege that prey on
the vulnerable.”266 Also the birth of a baby brings assurance of the continuity of life on
earth, while vulnerable to the evil practices of the world.
Though children are threatened by forces of power that prey on their vulnerability, the
birth of Jesus the child gives hope to everyone in the world including the poor. Holness
says, “God enters human history as a poor child - a child whose family is situated on the
lower rungs of society and whose parents were soon to be refugees”267 and amazingly
sustains life to all by feeding, healing and welcoming the poor.
In order to respond and welcome children the way Christ did calls for a liberative
theology of children that will respond to their suffering. To do this, the study outlines a
framework for a liberative theology of children by discussing the key themes important to
children‟s wellbeing and freedom.
5.4 A framework for a liberative theology of children: key themes
5.4.1 Dignity and identity
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Keith White identifies five basic needs to be met in some measure if children are to
experience the process and wonder of loving relationships.268 These basic needs include
security, significance, boundaries, community and creativity.269 In this study the five
themes that will be used to construct a framework for a liberative theology of children are
dignity and identity, love, justice and freedom. These five concepts are corresponding
with White‟s five basic needs though not directly.
Poverty has been identified in Chapter two as the root cause of child labour. Apart from
poverty, ignorance and negligence by civil societies such as the church, local
governments and local institutions in Zimbabwe also contribute to the indignity of
children. Due to the negligence by civil societies, some families are giving away their
children as cheap labour, with the majority of them living from the income earned by
their children. Child labour in Zimbabwe has not only prevented children from acquiring
education; it has also exposed them to physical and sexual abuse while damaging them
psychologically and destroying their self-confidence. A liberative theology of children
needs to focus on the concept of the dignity and the identity of children.
Human dignity and identity are crucial for children to enjoy living a respectable life.
Dignity and identity are crucial to issues of justice and to the well-being of children.
Fraser Watts says theologically human dignity is a gift from God.270 Human dignity is for
all creation and it is posited by God with the fact of human existence. Soulen and
Woodhead explain that the concept of human dignity is rooted in the concept of Imago
Dei, in Christ‟s redemption and our ultimate destiny of union with God.271 Human
dignity neither exceeds any social order nor is approved by any society; it is inherently
God‟s attachment to humanity when God self chose to create humanity in God‟s own
image. In human dignity every human being is acknowledged as an essentially valuable
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member of a community and as a unique expression of life with an integrated bodily and
spiritual nature.272
Similarly, human identity is rooted in the concept of Imago Dei De Gruchy says “all
people find their identity in God or as Genesis 1:27 has it, through being made “in the
image of God”…no matter what earthly status any person may or may not have, all
people are of equal worth and dignity.”273 Our Christian faith requires us to respect each
other regardless of age, race and creed because of Imago Dei and for this reason there is a
need for an egalitarian community. John Paul II says in Centesimus Annus, “Human
persons are willed by God; they are imprinted with God's image. Their dignity does not
come from the work they do, but from the persons they are.”274 Thus because of the
dignity and identity of all humans, including children, rooted in the image of God,
children deserve to be treated with humility and respect.
All humans, including children, are made in the image of God. Jensen says one
dimension of the image of God is human vulnerability and difference, constituted in
relation to God and in relation to each different human being.275 The suffering of children
in Zimbabwe injures and humiliates God in them. This is because the God that is in
children is a vulnerable God. For this reason James Cochrane argues that “this has to do
with the mystery of childhood: that besides being the origin of the adult individual,
childhood is also the beginning of openness to God…”276
In addition, as much as life is a gift from God, human dignity is also a gift from God.277
The moment a child is born and grows up it shows that she or he has a potential for
“something”. Pais says children ““know” how to develop into the adult God intended,
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just as a seed “knows” how to develop into a plant”.278 Pais argues that “Christ the child
is the new creation, and for this reason every child in God is a new creation.”279 For this
reason, every child‟s dignity and identity should be respected and protected from all
threats.
With human dignity every human being is accepted as an essentially valuable member of
a community. The current situation of children in Zimbabwe is contrary to this. Child
labour in Zimbabwe negates children‟s dignity by forcing them to do work that is beyond
their capabilities. To respect the dignity and identity of children it is important to treat
children as people rather than statistics or a group of vulnerable people. Thus, White
argues that there should be an assurance that children are infinitely precious as people280
who carry the image of God. The image of God in children is the basis of human dignity
and of the immutable rights deposited in them at creation.
The Roman Catholic Church has a strong emphasis on the prominence of humanity. For
example, the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the church explains that every
political, economic, social, scientific and cultural programme must be inspired by the
awareness of the primacy of each human being over society.281 Because of respect for
children‟s dignity, children must not be manipulated or be used as a means for someone‟s
ends. The Roman Catholic Compendium explains that because of human dignity “a
person cannot be a means for carrying out economic, social or political projects imposed
by some authority…”282 Instead each person must be treated as an end and source of
agency in their own right. Considering child labour in Zimbabwe the Roman Catholic
Compendium enhances a sense of moral worth, where every person is valuable and
entitled to equal respect. This equity guarantees genuinely equal human rights to all
humanity. This is because according to Jensen “children enflesh and help clarify some of
the Christian understanding of imago Dei.”283 Because of this in God‟s eyes everyone is
equal, thus in Galatians 3:28 “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor
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free man, there is neither male nor female; [there is neither child nor adult

284

] for you

are all one in Christ Jesus.” This implies that as with adults, children need to be respected
and treated with dignity.
Moreover, Sturm explains that “children, like adults, are creative participants in the
world. They are centres of understanding and action. Even in the earliest stages of
infancy they are citizens of a world community to be respected as such.”285 The identity
and dignity of children in Zimbabwe will be respected if they are loved unconditionally
and are allowed to enjoy justice and freedom in their communities. The church can
implement the concept of dignity and identity as a framework to protect children from all
kinds of oppression.
5.4.2 Love, Justice and Freedom
In view of the fact that children carry the image of God, the respect for God‟s image will
be revealed only if children are loved enough to be protected from any forms of abuse
such as child labour. To love children is to love God who lives within them. Love for
children can be done by providing enough security for them and to give them freedom to
do work within their capabilities. White says security which is revealed through love is a
primal need for children.286 This is because “without security there is no safe base for
exploration, relationships, play and development”287 for children. Children must be loved
so as to be able to give them opportunities to play with and socialize with their age group
and not to keep them in child labour. Given the poor economic situation in Zimbabwe,
where there are no social grants to sustain the disadvantaged children, one may be
tempted to support child labour, because it may seem a blessing to some children who
may have otherwise died of starvation. Nevertheless, child labour remains a threat to
children even those who are surviving through it. The way out of child labour is for the
national government of Zimbabwe to put aside political battles and focus on the country‟s
citizens, especially children. Considering the children‟s needs begins with love. To love
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children is not only to have a good relationship with them or simply buying them gifts.
According to Sturm
love… is not merely a feeling of attraction nor is it merely a quality of
personal relationships. It is a drive to act in a certain way, a motivation
to expend one‟s energies toward the enhancement of relations, an
effort, in its social manifestation, to shape institutional forms to enrich
our common life.288
To love children is to care for them holistically. To love them is to transform institutional
forms that perpetuate their suffering. Christ commanded his followers to love one
another.289 To love one another is a drive to act in a certain way as Sturm explains: The
church and communities cannot claim to love their children and yet remain ignorant of
the social context that forces children to drop out of school and seek for employment.
Likewise, government authorities cannot claim to love children and yet remain ignorant
to the political and economic situation that forces children to drop out of school and seek
for employment. The visible manifestation of love is revealed when there is social
transformation in institutional forms in favour of the well-being of children. If children
are deprived of love, the incarnated God is also deprived of love. According to Sturm
deprivation is associated with child abuse, domination and degradation.290 Children who
are loved enjoy justice and freedom. The absence of love, justice and freedom is contrary
to children‟s liberation.
Since love is key in our Christian faith and life, Sturm makes it clear that love informs the
way we do theology; as a result “love…has to be the reason why theology cannot do
anything but become actively involved with children and their suffering”. 291

In

agreement Holness argues that “for although an outsider to Christianity may be forgiven
for thinking otherwise, children are in fact at the very centre of Christian faith.” 292 Their
suffering is contrary to the Christian message of love for one another.
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God‟s love (agape) which is unconditional love, is experienced as an attempt in its social
expression to shape institutional forms to increase our common life.293 If love is able to
ensure the respect of human rights by shaping the institutional forms then justice will be
able to prevail. Theologically, justice implies an element of equality and respect of
human dignity. The suffering of children is a result of injustice or alternatively the
absence of love.294 Where there is love and justice people enjoy living in peace with each
other. According to Albert Anderson the real question of justice is not theoretical but
practical, because the world is filled with concrete, urgent problems that need solving.295
The practical problem of justice, according to Anderson, is that of distributing scarce
resources296 that force children to live in poverty and seek for employment as child
labourers. Justice calls for the protection of children from child labour. Asquith and Hill
argue that the protection of children has to be balanced with a concern for their growth to
independence and respect for their rights as individuals through love.297
Love in the construction of all forms of human interaction intends freedom. Sturm
explains that a test of whether love is present is when there is freedom, in the sense that if
one loves someone one intends to speak and act in such a way as to always optimize the
other‟s freedom.298 Love leads to release from all kinds of oppression such as child
labour and promotes the mutual self-development of all participants in the human
community, including children.

Freedom is an important concept for the wellbeing of children. Freedom humanizes the
dehumanized child. Freedom enhances liberation of the oppressed child. The Roman
Catholic Compendium explains that “[humans] can turn to good only in freedom, which
God has given to them as one of the highest signs of God‟s image…hence [human]‟s
dignity demands that [they] act according to a knowing and free choice that is personally
motivated and prompted from within…”299 Freedom also determines the growth of a
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child as a person through choices consistent with the good life. Theologically, freedom
“...is not merely an opening of opportunity for the individual. It is as well, a quality of
interaction. It specifies a form of association.”300 Theologically, freedom recognises that
humans are made for a community, for relationships, and hence in those relationships
there should be respect and love for each other. Each community member should live
freely from any exploitation. Children like adults, are part of creation and are also
creative participants in our common life. It is for this reason that they must be granted
equal status in the distribution of rights and privileges.301
5.5 Conclusion
This chapter discussed key concepts in a liberative theological framework for children.
The chapter argued that in order to do theology from children‟s experience there should
be a framework that begins with their context. The framework outlined the key concepts
identity, dignity, love, justice and freedom. These concepts were applied to the suffering
of the Zimbabwean children through child labour which were discussed in chapter two.
The notion of the image of God was seen as significant because it calls for the response
to children‟s suffering. This framework is informed by Jesus‟ response to children as
evidenced in the Biblical text. The next chapter concludes the study.
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Chapter Six
Conclusion

6.1 Key Findings of the study

Child labour in Zimbabwe reveals characteristics that other studies have acknowledged. It
is complex in its form, and hard to quantify both in terms of a number of children
involved and areas where this evil practice takes place. The study has revealed that the
basis of child labour is complex though caused by social and structural deprivations.
Regarding the cause of child labour in Zimbabwe the study‟s finding is that the
underlying cause of child labour in Zimbabwe is poverty. Poverty is a result of bad
economic and policy implementations such as ESAP (Economic Structural Adjustment
Programme) which was implemented in 1991 and is commonly known as ESAP phase 1
and ZIMPREST (Zimbabwe Programme for Economic and Social Transformation) which
was announced in 1996 after ESAP phase 1 failed in 1995. This is commonly known as
ESAP phase 2.

Moreover, with poverty deepening in Zimbabwe due to bad economic policies HIV and
AIDS found a breeding space in the country. Children are losing one or both parents due
to the epidemic. The only remaining strategy is to look for employment for survival. As
children lose their parents or guardians, their lifestyle drastically changes from childhood
straight to adulthood as a breadwinner or caregiver to a sick family member. As the
country‟s economy is melting down, the Zimbabwe African National Union – Patriotic
Front, (ZANU-PF)302 the ruling party of Zimbabwe led by Robert Mugabe,303 abused
children by using them as the party‟s militia. This has left most children who joined this
militia socially, physically, economically and psychologically negatively affected.
302

ZANU-PF is a Zimbabwean political party that has been in power since independence. It is currently
known as a party of corruption that has led Zimbabwe to its fall.
303
Robert Mugabe is the president of ZANU-PF and a President of Zimbabwe; he has been in power since
independence in 1980.

74

The study determined that child labour legislation in Zimbabwe is parallel to that of the
UNCRC because Zimbabwe is a signatory to the UNCRC and because of this Zimbabwe
accepts that child labour is a crime. The study analysed the labour regulations of children
in the Statutory Instrument 72 of 1997 and the Labour Act (Chapter 28:01) as amended at
the 30th December, 2005. In this analysis the study discovered that informal employment
and work done by children in family markets is not included in the labour regulations of
Zimbabwe. The Statutory Instrument 72 of 1997 is a document with laws protecting the
employment of children and young persons. The study‟s finding is that Statutory
Instrument 72 of 1997 claims to protect children and young persons but in reality children
are still suffering and exploited through child labour. This is a document with laws that
are not being implemented.

Furthermore, the study found that children who face pain and trauma due to child labour
are neglected by theological studies and the church. The lack of theological reflection on
the exploitation of children is perpetuating the status quo. There are theologians in and
around Zimbabwe, and there is also the church but surprisingly little concern is being
shown about how society treats children. The study analyzed the church‟s concern about
children in the history of the church. In this analysis the early church, through the
Reformation up to the current church and scholarly theological work on children was
analysed. The study‟s finding is that the early church‟s and the reformation‟s concern was
mainly sacramental and ignored the social life of children. Theologies of the fall, original
sin and infant baptism were the debates of that time.

Currently the church is reserved on the issues that affect children socially. The study
acknowledged that though the church has responded and is still responding to children
and childhood issues; the church is not putting in enough effort as it does in other social
issues. The lack of theological and social teaching on children reinforces the suffering of
children. Thus Janet Pais argues that church teachings have failed to have concern for the
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smallness, weakness, and neediness of children.304 Also issues of childhood are
overlooked by theologians as a subject of intellectual and moral concern. The lack of a
refined liberative theology of children undermines justice for children and it also
undermines their unfolding potential as future leaders of tomorrow.
In order to respond theologically to children‟s suffering the study‟s finding is that there is
a need for a liberative theology of children that will focus on children and their current
context. Also the study discovery is that, unlike other oppressed groups, children cannot
construct a theology of liberation that condemns their suffering and effects change. Thus,
for children‟s liberative theology to effect change the study determined that this theology
should be done by adults. The departure point for a liberative theology of children is to
reflect on Jesus‟ response to children in the synoptic gospels. A liberative theology of
children considers the image of God in children by acknowledging the identity and
dignity of children. To acknowledge the image of God in children a liberative theology of
children is concerned about love, justice and freedom of children. The study‟s finding is
that identity, dignity, love, justice and freedom all recognize the image of God in
children. Also that in a liberative theology of children God is a child and is vulnerable as
a child is.

In conclusion, the study discovered that lack of theological concern on issues that affect
children partly causes their suffering. Therefore the study‟s findings are that one has to
begin with children and Jesus in the Bible and also to consider children and their own
context in order to reflect theologically on issues that affect them.

6.2 Summary of the study

The study was motivated by the pain and sufferings of children caused by child labour in
Zimbabwe. The aim of the study was to understand and outline the underlying causes of
child labour. The study critically engaged with the current debate on whether the work
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that is done by children is child labour or child work. The study went on to argue a
contextual reflection that is necessary so as to make a theological response to the issues
that affect children such as child labour and other forms of child abuse. Zimbabwe was
used as a case study.
The study outlined the underlying causes of child labour in Zimbabwe. Poor economic
policies are the primary causes of child suffering in Zimbabwe. The study argued that
ESAP and ZIMPREST pushed children out of school into child labour. These policies
led to the collapse of the education system which in turn deepened poverty.
Due to the fall of the economic system in Zimbabwe children were and are still dropping
out of school on a daily basis. One of the most common survival strategies for children in
Zimbabwe is to look for work. In that work children are exploited with many not being
paid but given food and old clothes as their salaries. Poverty in Zimbabwe has also left
many children in the streets where they are exposed to abuses. Rape of children is
common with many not being reported because after rape a girl or boy will be given
money enabling them to survive for that day. Also, poverty has forced those children who
choose to remain within their family settings to take up adult roles of being bread winners
and primary care givers to relatives dying of HIV-AIDS related diseases.
Zimbabwe is one of the countries that are affected by HIV and AIDS and this is one of
the major causes of child suffering and exploitation in the country. The epidemic has
forced millions of children to miss developmental stages to adulthood because they have
to become caretakers of their sick parents or relatives. As a result of this the time, energy
and financial resources required to care for dying parents takes its toll and forces children
to leave school and seek work. As they are desperate, people exploit them and many are
forced to engage in prostitution to pay for their parents‟ health requirements and their
siblings‟ school fees.

In order to describe a liberative theological framework for children, the study initially
analysed how the church understood children in history. This was done by examining the
Patristic period and the Reformation period. According to the study the Patristic period‟s
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concern about children was on the images of children, parent-child relationship, and the
development of a child physically, the extent to which a child can sin, and the extent to
which a child can understand religious ideas and precepts. During this period issues that
affected children in their day to day life were not widely researched.

In the analysis of the Reformation period the study examined Martin Luther and John
Calvin‟s understandings of children. The study‟s finding is that the reformers‟ concerns
were that children of their churches should be appropriately nurtured and educated in the
Christian faith. The family was crucial in the Reformation period so that religious belief
and social stability would be fostered. Though the family was crucial during the
Reformation period child labour which was present during that time was not criticised by
the reformers. Martin Luther emphasized the issue of children respecting their parents.
He supported corporal punishment, including beating, in order to help children learn to
resist the many vices that the world pressed upon them. But he saw extreme abuse,
neglect, and overindulgence as threats to children. Though children are not widely found
in Calvin‟s theology, he emphasised the importance of children in society as well as their
physical, intellectual, and spiritual wellbeing. In other words, one can use Pais‟ idea that
the theology of the reformers and the Catholic Church was centred on theologies of the
fall and original sin, together with the “spare the rod and spoil the child” theology of
Proverbs.305

The current state of the theology of children was then critically examined. In this analysis
the study discovered that the church‟s voice is not clear regarding the exploitation of
children. Also from the literature reviewed in the study, it is clear that a gap exists in the
theological reflection of children. Most scholars argue that children are ignored especially
by theologians including feminist theologians. However, the gap in theological reflection
or a theology of childhood, have motivated some researchers to shift their attention to
reflect on childhood issues.
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As a result, to contribute towards a liberative theology of children the study engaged with
the scholars of theology who are currently examining childhood social issues. The study
engaged with Pais who argues that a theology of liberation for children must be done by
adults who should find a child-self within them and speak for that child. A liberative
theology of children is not done by children as the oppressed group like other liberation
theologies but it is done by adults. Jensen‟s idea that says a liberative theology of
children should start with acknowledging the image of God in a vulnerable child was also
discussed. In other words the argument in the study is that God is found in all human
beings including the child; in a child God becomes vulnerable because a child is
vulnerable. For this reason the study argued that a liberative theology of children should
pay close attention to the blessings and threats of children‟s lives and that it should be a
theology that upholds the care of children as one act of faithfulness to God.

In summary the study argued that a liberative theological framework of children focuses
on the dignity, identity, justice, love and freedom of children. These principles were
related to the Zimbabwean context. The presence of love, justice and freedom according
to the study acknowledges children‟s identity and dignity as much as God‟s image in
children. The study‟s finding is also that the significance of children is explicitly revealed
by Jesus in his ministry. Jesus in his ministry proclaimed that a child is the greatest sign
of the Kingdom of God and that anyone who wants to enter the Kingdom of God should
transform and become like a child.
6.3 A challenge to the church
The understanding that child labour is a European problem is one reason that has
encouraged African countries such as Zimbabwe to deny the existence of child labour.
The church too, has been silent on the matter. Christian scholars and Christians should
ensure that theology as well as the Christian faith supports the cause of children.
Theologians should be aware that their silence does not aid and abet child suffering. Our
Christian faith should recognize and honour the child as a real, true and fully human
being with value, dignity, integrity and made in the image of God. This can be done
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through theological training, bible studies in congregations and Non Governmental
Organisations (NGO) can run workshops on the subject.

By not speaking out against issues that affect children, theologians and church leaders are
becoming complicit in the oppression of children. The church as the voice of the
voiceless should speak for children and their rights. As each oppressed group sees it as
crucial to liberate themselves from their oppressors by speaking and protesting against
unjust systems, children as an oppressed group are weak and powerless to speak for
themselves. Children do not have the resources that adults have, such as education and
influence to effect change. For this reason theologians who have resources should speak
for the voiceless children. As the church is commanded by God to protect the weak, poor
and the orphans,306 it can surely do so by constructing a social teaching that explicitly
speaks for children.
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