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Abstract 
This paper examines the discourse of singlehood in Zimbabwe, particularly 

the traditional perception of women called ‘mvana’, referring to someone 

who has been divorced by her husband and sent to her parents, or 

alternatively, impregnated and deserted by a man. Shame and denigration 

accompanies the act of being divorced, and is inflicted on both a divorced 

woman, as well as her parents. The traditional designation ‘mvana’ and all 

the attendant implications appear to be inherited under Pentecostalism. The 

paper probes the traditional understanding of mvana and its applicability in 

post-colonial Zimbabwe, where colonialism and other auxiliary forces have 

opened spaces for women leading to an emergence of new identities for so-

called ‘single ladies’. Furthermore, it probes whether conversion to 

Pentecostalism has brought any positive changes, in terms of challenging 

negative stereotypes and stigma. The paper argues that the use of the term 

warrants a fresh look at tradition, while at once requiring a probing of 

Pentecostalism. 
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Introduction 
The study on singlehood is an under-researched area and thus remains at the 

periphery of gender studies. Post-colonial studies on singlehood have for the 

most part been spearheaded by institutions and organisations with specific 

agendas, for instance, the World Health Organisation and the United Nations, 

among others. Such studies are largely politically or economically motivated. 

This paper uses the term ‘single ladies’ as a popular moniker, and uses the 

term women for married women (i.e. not ladies) to reflect the popular 

designation. All the interviews are part of the on-going research on discourses 

on singlehood as forwarded in different Pentecostal churches Zimbabwe. 

However, interviews based on the selection of single ladies in different 

Pentecostal churches (on the label ‘mvana’) were focused on Harare, as the 

capital city where Pentecostalism is very vibrant, and where certain women 

will have climbed the socio-economic ladder. The aim was to gather 

information on how these single ladies responded to the popular derogatory 

label ‘mvana’. 

The interaction between traditional religions and Christianity is not a 

closed chapter. Several issues continue to arise, despite the claims of Africa 

being a predominantly Christian continent, and Zimbabwe described 

‘unofficially’ as a Christian nation. Pentecostalism is regarded as radical 

movement that emphasises a ‘complete break from the past’ (Meyer 

1998:316). However, this paper argues that the theme of resilience runs 

strong in Pentecostalism, in particular, within the gender discourses. The 

paper argues that Pentecostalism perpetuates and nurtures traditional 

stereotypes and stigma against ‘single ladies’. It examines the cumulative and 

long-term implications of ‘mvana’ in Shona traditional religion and how 

Pentecostal churches have inherited the negative cultural socialisations as 

they continue to operate under the ‘African map of the universe’ (Kalu 

2008:8). Methodologically, the paper utilises gender politics as a tool for 

examining the underlying politics in the pejorative association of single ladies 

with ‘mvana’ and patriarchy, as the categories of order of hierarchical 

operations in gender politics. I argue that the tension between married women 

and so-called single ladies should be understood within the framework of 

patriarchy, where women are brought to the service of oppressing other 

women by patriarchal structures. Single ladies from different Pentecostal 

churches were interviewed. The rationale for random interviews of single 
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ladies from different Pentecostal churches was the quest to establish the 

general theology on singlehood in Pentecostalism. In addition, it was 

necessary to establish how single ladies in different Pentecostal churches 

understand themselves, and responds to the traditional label. Through an 

insider perspective and available literature on Shona traditional religion and 

Pentecostalism, the paper argues that there are complex hierarchical and 

interwoven beliefs and practices that relegate single ladies to the periphery, 

both in Shona tradition and in Pentecostalism. The unanimous protest from 

single ladies in Harare can be summed up in the words: ‘handisi mvana [I am 

not a single lady], but I am a single lady’. This calls for an analysis of what 

they are vehemently rejecting, investigating the implications of rejecting the 

label ‘mvana’ and accepting the English label ‘single lady’ (which appears at 

face value to be a contradiction).  

An interrogation of the beliefs and attitudes towards single ladies 

necessitates probing questions to understand the shifting complex dynamics 

of singlehood: 

 

- Does entry into singlehood reduce a woman’s socio-economic status 

and predispose her to poverty and suffering?  

- Does singlehood render her sexually immoral and unworthy in society?  

- What are the perceptions about single women in Shona tradition and 

does Pentecostalism offer alternative symbols for them? 

- Does Pentecostalism defend and uphold the denigrated image of these 

‘mvana’ and accord them a dignified status? 

- How do women in Pentecostalism understand their experiential 

realities and do critics of single women share the same understanding?  

- How different are single ladies’ understanding of themselves from the 

general or traditional perceptions about a single lady in society? 

 

 

Single Women among the Shona 
There are different categories of single women, as detailed by Biri (2013). 

These categories and criteria have been used by society to denigrate women. 

Among these, widows seem to differ, as they have some respect that 

emanates from the knowledge that their husbands passed on. However, it 

seems that the dignity afforded these women is based on age, as widows who 

are advanced in years are treated with respect, to the exception of younger 
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widows (Dorsey 2017). It is beyond the scope of this paper to give the 

categories of single ladies as Biri (2013) has done so and therefore, it will be 

duplication. The image of a single lady (mvana) can be gleaned from what 

the broader literature. According to Mbiti (1991:67), a person who is the 

single is understood to have nothing to contribute to society. He has this to 

say: 

 
Already at birth the woman is destined to be married. As a result, 

people believe a woman who is not married has practically no role in 

society, as far as the traditional worldview goes. 

 
While a woman is generally regarded as a ‘flower’, mvana does not fit to be a 

flower because she has nothing to beautify society with since she is viewed as 

a disgraced woman. This emanates from the fact that among Africans, a 

woman is destined from birth to be married. Failure to fulfil such an 

obligation invites negative perceptions, where singlehood is deemed aberrant. 

However, circumstances such as divorce or being abandoned by a 

partner during pregnancy have placed some women in circumstances beyond 

their control. A woman in such a situation may be referred to as mvana, and 

may experience respect and dignity withdrawn by the society in which they 

live, where they become a symbol of failure. Assumptions abound, such as 

that a woman has failed to fight for her marriage, or failed to receive sex 

education requisite to maintaining a marriage. Therefore, she is viewed as a 

desperate person, who is economically at the receiving end. That renders her 

vulnerable and at the receiving end if ever her ex-husband returns for sexual 

favours, where she would likely have no option but to accept.1 She may 

also be taken advantage of by other men. Biri (2016) noted the several 

cases where single women were blamed when they reported sexual 

abuse; hence, it discourages many women to report cases of rape. In other 

words, a single lady is likely, according to social norm, to be seen as a sexual 

object by men because she is viewed as nzenza (loose character), or one who 

                                                           
1 The state newspaper, The Herald, has reported several cases of men who 

refuse or stop to support the children of the woman they divorced when she 

refuses sexual relations. This forces the women without options for caring for 

the kids to give in to such sexual demands.  
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has chitsinha/ ngozi (evil spirits) that prevent her from staying in marriage. If 

she is raped, why was she raped? These questions are often accompanied by 

reference to either improper dress and/or character. Thus, she becomes a 

victim of blame through speculation.  

Outside marriage, there is no social sense of dignity afforded her 

(Oduyoye 1995) and she can only escape this social opprobrium if she re-

marries. Thus, there is loss of identity and dignity in divorce. Oduyoye (ibid.) 

adds that the African mind revolts against a woman who manage her own 

affairs where it is assumed that she spells disaster, because she is understood 

to be ‘under’ a man, who should manage her affairs. The idea of according a 

man the absolute role of headship and leadership in the home is the norm 

among the Shona people. It explains why single women who are successful 

are viewed with suspicion of establishing sexual relations with multiple men 

to get material benefits for success. But how does this view stand in post-

colonial Zimbabwe, where we find single ladies empowered by academic 

education and acquiring jobs that place them on a higher societal status? Does 

the label mvana capture their reality, or does it fully define who they are in 

relation to the identities they acquire? Mbiti (1991) points out that those 

termed mvana were regarded as non-participants in society. Tradition asks, 

what might they contribute after such a dismal ‘failure’ to handle their 

matrimonial homes? However, does this traditional point of view withstand 

developments in post-colonial Zimbabwe? 

Single ladies that were interviewed in Harare continuously echo the 

need to challenge tradition, and re-claim their identity. In so doing, they had 

to draw a line between mvana and modern single woman. 

 

 

Contesting the Traditional Label ‘mvana’ 
The single ladies participating in the study drew a distinction between the 

concept of mvana and the concept of a single lady. One of them from 

Zimbabwe Assemblies of God Africa Church (ZAOGA) re-iterated what was 

circulated on single ladies’ forums, and delivered a comprehensive 

explanation, as follows: 

 

…mvana is dirty for she did not own the means of production or 

anything except the children that she bore. She therefore toils for 

nothing in the fields as she stays with parents. Under the 
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guardianship of parents or brothers she was prone to continued 

abuse either from the ex-husband, because she did not initiate 

divorce, but was divorced by the husband. She is at the receiving 

end, an object of sympathy. She was not capable of helping anyone 

because she was economically powerless and socially vulnerable 

and stigmatised. A single lady does not stay with parents. If she does 

she goes to work, she is a bread winner, she takes care of her 

children, parents and even other relatives rely on her therefore, 

handisi mvana (interview 02-23-2018).  

 

The above differentiation between mvana and single lady, although in 

translation means the same description is meant to draw attention to the 

shifting roles of the divorced woman in Shona indigenous cultures and the 

new avenues of self-reliance created by colonialism and continue to be 

availed by post-colonial modernity. It draws attention to the shifting 

paradigms in society. The use of the description mvana has derogatory 

connotations that allude to uselessness and loose sexual morals. Single lady 

as opposed to mvana seems to accord some dignity because she is self-reliant, 

although she is divorced and has something to contribute to society. Further 

to this, it challenges the more sympathetic perception that sees the life of a 

single lady as that of always suffering, with her children and needs support. 

Sympathy for a single woman is based on the view that she is economically 

disadvantaged when her marriage fails, and therefore, that she requires 

certain sympathy and support. Dorsey (2017:2) writes, ‘… we hypothesised 

that relative to never-married single mothers, formerly married single 

mothers (widowed and divorced) would garner sympathy and people would 

be willing to support [them] …’. 

Most single lady participants expressed that society seems to ignore 

the narratives of women whenever it engages singlehood, or addresses 

derogatory comments about single ladies. These include women who have 

divorced their husbands because they could not tolerate oppressive 

patriarchal behaviour or injustice. A Family of God Church (FOG) lady 

asked, ‘do our people understand that things have changed and most women 

are divorcing men because they cannot endure suffering?’ (10-01-2018) In 

such case, the single lady manages to challenge not only the husband but also 

structures of patriarchy that underpin Shona gender relations. This lady 

understood her divorce as having twofold significance. She challenged both 



Kudzai Biri 
 

 

 

224 

the husband and society, sending the message that she cannot tolerate 

oppression in her marriage. Most Pentecostal women’s forums teach the need 

to pray and be resilient to safeguard marriages at all cost. 

There are different forms of singlehood. While some single ladies are 

dependant, there are many breadwinners. Shona tradition is therefore pointed 

to by most participant single ladies as the chief source of the negative 

stereotyping that marginalises single ladies. The single ladies are also radical 

in approach, as they question the role of the man in matters of divorce and 

sexual purity, which both the church and society often ignore. Traditionally, a 

Shona man is like a bull, which can prey over as many cows as he can 

without any problem (Shoko 2007), but a woman’s adultery is tantamount to 

the destruction of an entire village (Bourdillon 1976). They critique the way 

in which male sexual prowess is condoned, because men are identified as the 

culprits behind the suffering of women, and rendering them ‘mvana’. They 

abuse women until they leave, or divorce women who mostly take the burden 

of childcare on alone thereafter. Yet, there is no meaningful criticism or 

derogatory label attached to men who divorce their wives. In fact, it is a 

widely accepted belief among the Shona that there is no such thing as a male 

prostitute, and even within the confines of marriage, he can still pursue other 

women, where they may have uncontrolled sexual appetites (Biri 2014; 

Chitando & Biri 2014). 

  While there is pressure to hold men accountable in rendering women 

mvana, the role of other women deserves attention, in particular where 

married women fuel the stigma against single ladies. This calls for a critique 

of how other women in Pentecostalism relate within the discourse of 

singlehood. The paper takes a point of departure from the general norm that 

sees men as the sole oppressors of women. While it is true that men oppress 

women, I argue that there are hierarchies of oppression in Pentecostalism, 

whether exerted consciously or unconsciously. An example of this is in 

ZAOGA, where women’s forums use Guti’s books and teachings to 

emphasise how women must not question their husbands, and ought to 

submit at all times. In turn, married women dominate single ladies within the 

web of patriarchal dictates, by virtue of assigning marital status as a higher 

moral ground that cannot be matched, or which ought to be contested by 

single ladies. Some leaders condemn single ladies as ‘husband snatchers’, 

which as a generalised view of many single ladies, fuels stigma in the 

Church. It leads to an imbalance between married women and single women, 
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consequently cultivating an image of morally loose single ladies and 

dignified married women. 

 Pentecostalism has been regarded as a liberating movement 

promoting the welfare of women through creating spaces that they can fully 

participate in church (see Amanze 1976; Kalu 2008). In the light of these 

claims, what positions have been accorded to single ladies in Pentecostalism, 

for instance, is there space for them and if any, is it safe space? The section 

below engages Pentecostalism to establish how they have dealt with single 

ladies in relation to their status in traditional terms.  

 

 

 

Pentecostalism and Single Ladies: Wounding the Wounded? 
Pentecostal churches continue to preach submission and endurance in marri-

age, and that a foolish woman destroys her own marriage (Mate 2002). Also, 

the understanding of marriage as a symbol of God’s church has negative 

implications for singlehood, as it appears to fuel stigma against single ladies. 

While it is noble to teach that marriage is a symbol of God’s church, it has 

reinforced the view that singlehood is inferior to marriage. Also, it gives the 

impression that singlehood should be transitory. As a result, deliverance 

sessions for single ladies are designed to break the forces that are perceived 

to hinder marriages. Yet, the single ladies are different and not many or all 

will find marriage partners, if ever they want to re-marry. This paper argues 

that the theology in Pentecostalism continues the traditional stereotyping and 

stigmatisation in the interpretation of the Bible, especially when singlehood is 

viewed as transitory and marriage as mandatory for every woman.  

 Single ladies are viewed as ‘Jezebels’, who should not be allowed to 

be alone or close to the man of God, for fear that she may tempt or seduce 

him (Kalu 2008). Attention is not given to the actions of the man of God, but 

the single lady who has the ‘Jezebel spirit’. They are considered ‘gold 

diggers’, with a ‘smell’2 for the material wealth of married men (Biri 2016). 

In 2016, a Pentecostal female leader in Midlands Province organised a 

                                                           
2 In 2013, pastor Petunia Chiriseri taught at an Inter-denominational women’s 

fellowship that the single women who take other people’s husbands are not 

small houses but ‘smell houses’ because that act of taking other people’s 

husbands stinks (2-02-2013)! 
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women’s inter-denominational that was dubbed ‘Anti-small house 

campaign’.3 Most single ladies are regarded as husband snatchers, who 

establish sexual relations that are known as ‘small houses’ which are not 

officially legalised by the families. ‘Small house’ is a popular designation for 

single women who have sexual relationship with married men. It is important 

to note how married women organise this campaign against the reputation of 

the single woman. Critics of such campaigns have questioned the morality of 

castigating fellow women, particularly in women’s fora in the Church. The 

spirit behind the criticism was that, if the female leaders were determined to 

deal with adultery, they ought to have done so in fora where both men and 

women are present. This campaign was publicly criticised as an unfair 

bullying of single ladies on the part of female pastors and pastors’ wives, who 

mobilised female congregants who were protective of their husbands. The 

traditional view of single women as mvana who present a serious threat to 

tempt or steal husbands appears to motivate such campaigns. In the midst of 

this female-led, it appears, no attention is given to married women who are 

not faithful to their husbands, but focus was placed on single ladies only.  

In order to escape victimisation and rumours from married women, 

single ladies need to re-marry. Thus, the Daughters of Virtue Ministry (DOV) 

(07-08-18) call for all night prayer vigils for deliverance of single ladies from 

spirits that deter them to be married. This based on an interpretation of 

Genesis 2:18, which reads: ‘And Jehovah God said. It is not good that the 

man should be alone; I will make him a help meet for him’. Most female 

leaders teach that singlehood is not God’s original plan, for God has designed 

every woman to be married and be a helper to a man. This can be interpreted 

to mean that if a single lady has no husband, then she cannot expect divine 

intervention. Something amiss in the life of this single lady, for instance, 

spirits that need to be cast out or lack of faith, have led to her fate, and hence 

every single lady must be strong to denounce her single status by engaging in 

vigilant prayers for marriage. This understanding leads to all-night 

deliverance sessions, to deliver the woman from satanic bondage. Therefore, 

with all the efforts by different churches, and calls to deal with the problem 

of singlehood, the simple mention of being a single lady in gatherings and 

church is unwelcome in some instances. 

                                                           
3 The campaign against ‘small houses’ was widely condemned as many 

people argued that churches cannot carry out campaigns like political parties. 
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Below is an insertion of the researcher’s conversation as she 

visited a new ZAOGA Church (she is a member of ZAOGA), where, at 

the entrance, she met a female usher: 

 

Usher: Hello, you are… Mrs. … who? 

Researcher: I am Kudzi Biri (own name). 

Usher: Not your name. 

Researcher: ...or mai Tawana (the name of my son, since it is Shona 

custom to be called by the name of your first-born child). 

Usher: Not that one… 

Researcher: I am Prof. Biri. 

Usher: I mean the name of your husband! 

Researcher: (infuriated) I do not have a husband, am I supposed to 

have one when I don’t have? I think I told you who I am and is it 

always that all women have a husband? 

Usher: Oh, ok, I saw you with these three children, that is why I 

asked about Mrs. …?  

 

The above experience of the researcher shows how difficult it can be at times 

for single ladies who do not have the title of a married woman. The above 

conversation also shows the ‘alleged’ disparity between having children, 

while at the same time not being identified as someone’s wife. Already, the 

judgemental axe falls on the single mother’s head. It appears, as noted above, 

that the church has similar questions, such as: where did you get the children? 

Why don’t you have a husband? Why did you divorce? All these questions 

accrue to the bottom line: you are ‘mvana’, and somehow failed to preserve 

marriage, otherwise known as God’s perfect plan. For this reason, the single 

lady is not whole. As one single lady from the United Families International 

Church (UFIC) exclaimed: ‘our churches are not different from the society, 

they wound the wounded, we have scars and wounds, we have been victims 

and we continue to be victims’ (7-01-2018). 

 There is a need to note that almost all Pentecostal churches such as 

ZAOGA, the Apostolic Faith Mission (AFM) in Zimbabwe, UFIC and 

Prophetic Healing and Deliverance ministries are leading popular examples 

of Pentecostal churches among the many that have ministries for single 

ladies. While these ministries exist, this research questions the social space 

afforded single ladies in the light of abundant theologies that seem to militate 
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against their status and well-being. It is notable that whilst this is the case, 

there are no active single men’s ministries and single men who require 

deliverance. Walter Magaya of Prophetic Healing and Deliverance (PHD) 

Ministries organises and facilitates single all night sessions for women, but 

not for single men, although in theory men’s ministries do exist. This 

research interprets this as an example of Shona patriarchy that has been 

inherited by Pentecostalism. The stereotyping finds affirmation in the 

interpretation of Genesis 2, which seems to present a dilemma to most single 

ladies, in particular those who aspire to be married (see below on statistics on 

gender differences). While the paper has documented some examples of 

perceived injustices to single ladies through theology, name-calling and 

cultural attitudes, it is important to establish how single ladies respond to 

such circumstances. 

  

 

Coping Strategies: Protest, Re-definition and Re-naming  
The politics documented here shows pervasive gender prejudice, and a 

veritable societal ‘war’ based on marital status. An FOG single lady 

protested: ‘if marriage is God’s perfect plan for all women as they interpret 

Genesis 2, why did God create few men than women’ (interview 3-02-2018)? 

This response points to facts that are often ignored or avoided by Pentecostal 

leaders where they insist on the marriage of single ladies. The single lady 

seems to have drawn her response from a well-known 2015 survey that points 

out that woman numbered half a million more than men in Zimbabwe. It 

becomes logical in this light for a single lady who aspires to get married to 

ask the question.  

 

 A UFIC lady had this to say:  

 

If I do everything, feed my children, dress them, send them to 

school, sometimes even continuing to take care of the in laws which 

I have a bond with because of the children and the father of these 

children is somewhere, then am I useless, I am not ‘mvana’, I am a 

single mother! (interview 6-02-2018)  

 

Also, at a Ten Days prayer conference, a ZAOGA single lady had this to  

say:  
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A mvana is better if she is a prostitute. She is not married, what 

about married women who commit adultery? Yet in church, couples 

forums do not call for repentance at the altar. In single ladies forum, 

there is always an altar call to confess adultery, what does it mean? 

It is single ladies who are sinning and the married are not… 

(interview 3-01-2018) 

 

Many single ladies feel they have been unjustly accused of sexual immo-

rality, while churches do not give much attention to married women who 

commit adultery. In 2017, it was reported by the Zimbabwe Broadcasting 

Corporation that there has been increasing cases of adultery of married 

women, in particular those with husbands outside the country. The bone of 

contention single ladies raise with married women is that married female 

leaders tend to turn a blind eye to the evils of married women. Yet, when 

only one single lady does an evil thing, all single or most single ladies are 

branded accordingly. They accuse married women of protecting their 

husbands unreasonably, through taking political aim at single ladies as a 

group. While certain married women may worry about their husbands’ 

infidelity, certain single ladies may desire sexual relationships, and without 

options choose to have relations with the married men. This may be the case 

in particular when these single ladies are of advanced age, and want either to 

re-marry, or pursue relationships outside marriage. The contestation that 

governs attitudes and perceptions between married women and single ladies 

should therefore be understood within the politics of ‘survival’ and contesting 

marital spaces. 

The researcher interacted with single ladies at a singles’ end of year 

party on 17 December 2017. One of the ladies had a song which appears to 

have been composed at the event as she proudly bragged about her status: 

 

I am not defined by marriage. It is the man who failed not me. I was 

not divorced, but I divorced. There my sister was not divorced, but 

they chose to divorce […] So who am I? We are not mvana but 

powerful single ladies, smart and beautiful single ladies, organised 

single ladies, rich single ladies… 

 

This song is important, as the single lady spoke on her behalf, but also on 

behalf of other single ladies, ‘there my sister was not divorced …’. Outside 
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the churches are places invented to celebrate being single ladies and not 

mvana. As pointed to by Bakare (1997), songs in Africa are a way of 

communication, thus the single lady conveys a message through the medium 

of song as a powerful form of protest. More important is that she composed 

the song herself, which evidences her sense of conviction regarding who she 

is, as she protests against the imposed label ‘mvana’. Sanneh (2003:58) 

writes of a ‘deeper engagement with issues of personal and social identity in 

Scripture and with questions of individual transformation and cultural 

fulfilment’. Much of that has taken place in the context of awareness of the 

African religious worldview. But to whom is the protest ‘handisi mvana’ 

directed? 

The protest is directed to ex-husbands are recipients of the protest, 

because there is general hostility that exists between most single ladies and 

their ex-husbands. The Church is another target, because she has inherited 

tradition that continues to stigmatise the single ladies in new ways. Society 

also needs to be addressed, in terms of the outworking and efficacy of 

traditional concepts and their applicability in modern times. The ‘war’ 

between single ladies and married women leads one to reasonably assume 

that the protest is directed to married women too.  

Above all, it seems to be a self-affirmation, to emphasise self-worth 

as defence mechanism, in the midst of challenges. Thus, Zulu (1998:38) 

observes the significance of voices of single ladies, what they say, and what 

their silence means. These women are not silent, but protest loudly. In these 

voices is a single lady’s reality of her linguistic world, as they experience the 

effects of being single in their lives. They call for a re-reading of Genesis 2 in 

their churches, and for a challenge to be mounted against Shona traditional 

nomenclature that strips them of dignity in the ways discussed above. 

Their significant contributions to the economic welfare of their 

churches are cited as a testament to the significance of single ladies. While 

men are identified as oppressors of women, married women in turn assume 

single ladies are in some sense subordinate, by virtue of having their identity 

tied to that of a man (husband). They choose to ignore the significance of the 

presence of single ladies in the churches, and view them with suspicion. As 

noted, in this way, certain married women become co-oppressors of single 

ladies, together with men, which include husbands, both in society and in the 

churches, whether consciously, unconsciously, or just remaining silent when 

this continues to happen. 
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Analysis 
There are shifting paradigms that have been necessitated by colonialism and 

the emergence of new identities in post-colonial Zimbabwe that warrant a 

fresh look at single ladies. The identities are not static, and when the single 

women protest and say: ‘handisi mvana, but am a single lady’, they send a 

particular message. They seem to point to the problematics of applying the 

label in post-colonial Zimbabwe, when many single women’s socio-

economic status has changed. Handisi mvana involves a plurality of voices 

protesting. The single ladies refuse their denigration. They show the 

complexities of identities, for instance, some identities can be acquired, and 

some can be lost with time. They lose an identity that they had acquired at 

marriage. To be called ‘Mrs...’ was, and remains, an honour cherished by 

most Shona women, for at birth a woman is destined to be married. However, 

they have another identity if they have children. ‘I am mai (name of child) 

[…] or Mrs…’ are common designations among the Shona. This seems to 

afford women higher moral standing, and make them more respectable. This 

development constitutes an expansion of identities, as women incorporate 

increasingly more identities as society transforms over time.  

 In spite of the protest, Kalu (1998:30) has made a significant 

observation that is applicable to many single ladies:  

 

Admittedly, sensitivity to feminist issues has not clicked in Africa. 

The women themselves do not subscribe to the type of re-reading the 

Scriptures, which is common in the Western world, although they 

object to patriarchal dominating system (sic).  

 

While Kalu’s observations are crucial to the study, I argue that over the past 

years, sensitivity has begun emerging as female scholars begin to call for re-

reading of the scriptures that will fully emancipate women from a patriarchal 

grip (see works of the Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians). 

However, admittedly, most women still advance patriarchy, especially those 

in leadership positions, through the sermons that they teach (see Mate 2002; 

Soothill 2010). Also, dominant femininities are manifest in Pentecostalism. 

Married women appear hostile towards single ladies as they seek to protect 

their marriage. This hostility strengthens patriarchy because women are not 

united to dismantle the pillars of patriarchy. This shows the complex 
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interplay of religion, spirituality, masculinities, and dominant femininities 

inherent between women of different socio-cultural and economic status 

within the matrix of patriarchy in Pentecostalism.  

 The developments in Pentecostalism in relation to single ladies 

affirm a renewal and revival of tradition and its rehabilitation because the 

indigenous perception of a single woman is still manifest in the attitude of the 

church. Married women take up a monitoring role, and appear to ‘tame’ 

single ladies, who may have fallen out of marital union. Thus, social fora for 

single women become safe spaces to protest against tradition, as they do so 

holding men, ex-husbands, society and the church as institutions enmeshed in 

patriarchy to account as they re-define their identities. This form of protest 

sends a strong message, calling for justice in theology; preaching fidelity for 

all, responsibility, and accountability for men (Chitando & Biri 2014).  

 
 

Conclusion 
The single ladies protest because they are aware of the supposed disgraced 

status of being a single or divorced within in their culture. They also 

experience the stigmatisation in their churches. Pentecostalism is, challenged 

to be critical of tradition, and to interpret the Bible in ways that do not 

discriminate against single ladies or fuel stigma. The failure of 

Pentecostalism lies in its failure to critique the negative aspects of tradition in 

relation to single ladies. Teachings in Pentecostalism seem to reiterate Shona 

tradition under the guise of the gospel, in ways that do not provide space for 

single ladies. Inheriting derogatory terms, sermons that fuel stigma, and the 

stereotyping of single ladies through attitudes and castigations in women’s 

fora, have discredited Pentecostalism as a self-proclaimed liberation 

movement. Thus, the protest, ‘handisi mvana’ constitutes a challenge, to re-

consider and critique aspects of Shona tradition that are deficient in defining 

single ladies as Pentecostal Christians, who have acquired new identities that 

have emerged from novel socio-economic avenues. 
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