Universiteit

w4 Leiden
The Netherlands

Strangers, spirits, and land reforms : conflicts about

land in Dande, northern Zimbabwe
Spierenburg, Marja ].

Citation

Spierenburg, M. J. (2004). Strangers, spirits, and land reforms :
conflicts about land in Dande, northern Zimbabwe. Brill, Leiden [etc.].
Retrieved from https://hdl.handle.net/1887/18548

Version: Not Applicable (or Unknown)
License:
Downloaded from: https://hdl.handle.net/1887/18548

Note: To cite this publication please use the final published version (if
applicable).


https://hdl.handle.net/1887/18548

Strangers, Spirits, and Land Reforms



Afrika-Studiecentrum Series

In collaboration with the South Africa-Vije Universiteit Strategic Alliances (SAVUSA)

Series Editor
Dr. Harry Wels (Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, The Netherlands)
Editorial Board

Prof. Bill Freund (University of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa)
Dr. Lungisile Ntzebeza (University of Cape Town, South Africa)
Prof. John Sender (African Studies Centre, The Netherlands)
Prof. Bram van der Beek (Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, The Netherlands)

VOLUME 3



Strangers, Spirits, and
Land Reftorms

Conflicts about Land in Dande,
Northern Zimbabwe

by

Marja J. Spierenburg

BRILL
LEIDEN - BOSTON
2004



This book is printed on acid-free paper.
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Spierenburg, Marja.

Strangers, spirits, and land reforms : conflicts about land in Dande, northern Zimbabwe /

by MJ. Spierenburg.
p- cm. — (Afrika-Studiecentrum series, ISSN 1570-9310 ; v. 3)

Thesis (Ph. D.)—University of Amsterdam, 2004.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 90-04-13957-5 (alk. paper)

1. Land reform—Zimbabwe—Dande. 2. Rural development—Zimbabwe—Dande.

I. Title. II. Series.

HD1333.2552D367 2004
333.3°16891—dc22
2004045896

ISSN  1570-9310
ISBN 9004 139575

© Copyright 2004 Koninklijke Brill NV, Leiden, The Netherlands
Cover photo: The medium of Negomo (photo by the author)

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, translated, stored in
a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without prior written
permission from the publisher.

Authorization to photocopy items for internal or personal
use is granted by Brill provided that
the appropriate fees are paid directly to The Copyright
Clearance Center, 222 Rosewood Drive, Suite 910
Danvers, MA 01923, USA.
Fees are subject to change.

PRINTED IN THE NETHERLANDS



Contents

Preface i

List of Maps, Figures and Tables  vii

Acknowledgements  viii

1
2

INTRODUCTION: OF NARRATIVES AND LAND REFORMS ¢
SETTING THE SCENE: A BRIEF HISTORY OF DANDE 22

STRANGERS AND LAND: LAND-USE BEFORE THE MID-ZAMBEZI
PROJECT 54

THE MID-ZAMBEZI RURAL DEVELOPMENT PROJECT 84

5 UP THERE, DOWN HERE: STRUGGLES BETWEEN PROJECT STAFF

9

AND LOCAL RESIDENTS 104

MHONDORO MEDIUMS AND THE MID-ZAMBEZI RURAL
DEVELOPMENT PROJECT 139

A NEW MEDIUM FOR CHITSUNGO: RESISTANCE AGAINST TWO
IRRIGATION PROJECTS 177

INTERNAL CONFLICTS: MIGRANTS, MHONDORO AND
WITCHCRAFT 197

CONCLUSIONS 215

10 EPILOGUE 231

References 235
Index 251



Preface

It is with great pleasure and a dash of pride that we present this first book in a
sub-series of the Afrika-Studiecentrum Series, published by Brill Academic
Publishers. The sub-series is the result of a co-operation between the African
Studies Centre (ASC) in Leiden and South Africa-Vrije Universiteit-Strategic
Alliances (SAVUSA) in Amsterdam, the Netherlands. Both institutions share a
long history of academic co-operation with and research on the African
continent, the ASC in the whole of sub-Saharan Africa and the FVrije
Universiteit more in particular in southern Africa.

The ASC’s Afrika-Studiecentrum Series came into existence in 2003 and aims
to offer the best of African studies in the Netherlands. Its disciplinary scope is
the same as the ASC’s research profile, namely social sciences and humanities
in the broadest sense. SAVUSA is a co-operative network between the Vrije
Universiteit and a number of South African universities, with the intention of
stimulating, facilitating and generating academic publications in a wide range of
disciplines within the humanities field. The connecting element within this
network is its focus on socially relevant subjects in the various contexts of
southern Africa, each one looking at it from its own particular disciplinary
background.

In the light of current developments in southern Africa, it seems appropriate that
the first book in the sub-series, by Marja Spierenburg, is about a conflict over
land in Dande, in the Zambezi Valley in Zimbabwe. The various developments
concerning the land question in Zimbabwe have cast their shadows well beyond
the national borders, influencing, amongst others, South Africa. We hope that
this first book in the sub-series sets an inspiring tone for further critical debates
on various socially relevant issues in southern Africa.

Dick Foeken (ASC)
Harry Wels (SAVUSA)

4 June 2004
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Introduction: Of narratives
and land reforms

This book is about the introduction of land reforms in the northern part of
Zimbabwe and the ways in which local populations reacted to them. These
reforms were not about transferring land from white farmers to black farmers.
On the contrary, they were meant to reduce the necessity of such land transfers.
The underlying assumption of the land reforms introduced in Dande was that if
the small-scale farmers in that part of the Zambezi Valley could be induced to
use their lands in a more efficient manner, there would be room to accommo-
date about 3000 families awaiting resettlement on former European-owned land.
However, as I will show in this book, things did not happen as foreseen; the
land reforms were not the solution they were thought to be.

Zimbabwe has not been short of news coverage lately. The invasions of
Commercial Farms spearheaded by war veterans have featured in newspapers
and television news broadcasts. The ‘land issue’ now has become a familiar
topic for a wider audience in Europe and the United States. Most attention is
paid to the white farmers, who were driven from their homes by, sometimes
violent, mobs of land invaders, and to a lesser extent, their labourers who are
victims of the invasions as well. President Mugabe - who in 2002 was re-elected
for another six-year term in office in elections that were widely denounced as
unfair - has accused Great Britain, Zimbabwe’s former colonial master, of
having hindered past attempts by his government to solve the problem of a
highly skewed distribution of land between white and black farmers. At the
Lancaster House Conference, where Zimbabwe’s Independence was brokered,
all parties signed an Agreement stating that during the first decade of
Independence no land could be alienated from white farmers; land for
resettlement purposes could only be bought on a willing-seller-willing-buyer
basis. President Mugabe accused Great Britain of protecting the interests of
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white farmers by supporting this clause in the Agreement and of not providing
enough funds to the post-Independence government to buy land for its land
hungry peasants. White farmers were accused of mobilising and intimidating
voters into voting ‘no’ in the 2000 referendum on a proposed new Constitution,
which, apart from granting more powers to the president, would also have
allowed the government to alienate land from white farmers without paying
compensation. Numerous land invasions took place soon after the referendum,
in the run-up to the 2000 general elections. Despite violent intimidation the
opposition party, the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), won a consid-
erable number of seats in Parliament from the ruling ZANU(PF) party. The
invasions continued after the 2002 presidential elections. But why did the land
issue flare up again twenty years after Zimbabwe had gained Independence?
What happened in those first twenty years of Independence? These are ques-
tions that have a wider significance than just the Zimbabwean case, and many
political commentators are speculating about the ramifications of the Zimbab-
wean land invasions for other countries in the region.

After Independence in 1980 the new government promised the return of the
stolen lands to the African farmers and developed plans for an ambitious
resettlement programme. The first post-Independence development plan
presented, envisaged the resettlement of 162, 000 families onto former Euro-
pean Land before 1986. By 1991 about 48,000 families had been resettled
(Palmer 1990; Blanckenburg 1994: 30); by 1998 the number had risen to about
70,000 families (Moyo 2000: 5)'. Though quite an achievement, this was far
less than the target set. During the first years after Independence, the govern-
ment had been able to acquire a substantial amount of land from farmers who
had abandoned their farms during the war or who wanted to leave the country
just after the war, uncertain of the new government’s intentions. However, after
a number of relatively stable years, far less land became available for sale
(Palmer 1990: 169-70). The first decade after Independence confiscation was no
option because of the above-mentioned Lancaster House Agreement, and
despite its supposed Marxist orientation, the new government was keen to
assuage the worries of international and local investors (Moyo 1995; 2000).

The Zimbabwean government left the dual property regime of land intact, a
strategy followed by most post-Independence governments in the region (see
Mamdani 1996; Cousins 2003). Land in the former European Areas, now
renamed Large Scale Commercial Areas, was held as private property. The
former Reserves, or Tribal Trust Lands, where the majority of the black farmers

! By 1998 4,000 mainly white large-scale commercial farmers retained 28 per cent of
the land (11.2 million hectares) and over one million households were residing in the
Communal Areas on 42 per cent of the land (16.3 million hectares). The 70,000
resettled households occupied 9 per cent of the land (2 million hectares) (Hammar &
Raftapolous 2003: 8).
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resided, were renamed Communal Areas, and land in these areas was held under
communal tenure.

Despite positive experiences with resettlement of African farmers on former
European Land (see Kinsey 1999), since the mid-1980s there had been a
gradual shift in attention away from resettlement to what is referred to as
‘internal resettlement’ (Drinkwater 1991). The viability of communal land
tenure was questioned and calls were made to implement land-use reforms that
would render land-use in the Communal Areas more efficient. The assumption
underlying the reforms was that improved efficiency and intensification of land-
use could alleviate the pressures existing in most Communal Areas in Zim-
babwe, and would reduce the demand for land in the former European Areas.
The reforms and the ideas underlying them show striking similarities with the
land reform policies the Rhodesian government had proposed for the Tribal
Trust Lands in 1951 (see Drinkwater ibid.).

Not much was done from the mid-1980s onwards to acquire land for reset-
tlement (Moyo 1995). The emphasis remained on internal land reforms in the
Communal Areas, even after the Lancaster House Agreement expired ten years
after Independence. At every election the ‘government announced that it would
expropriate land from white farm owners (Alexander 2003; Raftapoulos 2003),
but little follow-up was given to these announcements. On the contrary,
Alexander (2003) has described how since the early 1980s the government
reacted with increasingly violent removal strategies to evict squatters on
(abandoned) white-owned farms. Marongwe (2003: 164) cites the late Governor
of Mashonaland Central Provice, Border Gezi, who in 2000 spearheaded many
land invasions in his Province, telling squatters: ‘What you have done is unlaw-
ful and the Government will not let you do that. Be prepared for eviction any-
time (...)".

In 1997 war veterans organised massive protests to demand compensation
for their role in achieving Independence. They demanded compensation for
their efforts in the form of pensions and land (see Alexander 2003; Hammar &
Raftapoulos 2003). Pensions were paid and by the end of the year the govern-
ment announced it had serious plans to solve the land issue. In 1998 a donor
conference was organised to discuss these plans (Moyo 2000: 24-5; Hammar &
Raftapolous 2003: 8-9), and a number of donors - including the UK, now
accused of having sabotaged attempts to restore ‘the stolen lands’ - pledged
substantial sums of money for the acquisition of white-owned farms. Again,
despite these pledges, not much headway was made in the process of organising
the redistribution of land between the Large Scale Commercial Areas and the
Communal Areas (ibid.: 9), until March 2000, when the government lost the
referendum on the introduction of a new Constitution that would further
strengthen the position of ZANU(PF), the ruling party.

ZANU(PF)’s support for the spate of invasions of white-owned commercial
farms is less likely to be related to the land issue than to the serious political
threat the ruling party was experiencing for the first time since it came to power
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in 1980 (see Alexander 2003; Raftopoulos 2003: 229-32). A new political party,
the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), which had its roots in the trade
unions, had been established in 1999, and unlike earlier opposition parties,
attracted a large, countrywide following®. The farm invasions created chaos and
a situation of lawlessness that drew attention away from the organised attacks
on the political opposition. Western governments and the Western press focused
mainly on the white farmers wounded or killed during invasions, and far less on
the much higher number of black victims who were killed because they were
associated with the MDC.

This does not mean that the land issue was a non-existent problem. Access to
land has remained an important and emotionally laden political issue ever since
the struggle for Independence, and there is a good reason why ZANU(PF) has
chosen this issue for its political campaigns (see Moyo 2000; Alexander 2003;
Marongwe 2003)’. Nor does the leadership of the MDC, or that of the Commer-
cial Farmers Union for that matter, deny that the very skewed distribution of
land between white and black farmers needed to be redressed. They are just not
convinced that the invasions are the right way to address the problem, nor that
the invasions will in the end benefit those who are most in need of land. Indeed,
numerous land invaders have been evicted from confiscated farms to make way
for high-ranking ZANU(PF) party members or their allies. The National War
Veterans Association, which has led the invasions, several times even threat-
ened to withdraw its support for the party if these evictions would not stop
(Zimbabwe Independent 5 July, 2002)*. In other words, there is serious doubt
whether the ruling party really wants to solve the land issue in favour of those
who are suffering from land shortages in the Communal Areas. There have been
ample signs in the first twenty years of Independence that government did not
consider the communal farmers fit to take over the Large Scale Commercial
Farms. The land reforms planned for the Communal Areas bear witness to this
idea.

Zimbabwe is not unique in this. At Independence, most countries in South-
ern Africa were confronted with the legacy of a racially skewed distribution of
land. As Cousins (2003) has recently pointed out, given this unequal ownership,
it is not surprising that land redistribution featured prominently in the rhetoric
of liberation movements and in the policies of post-Independence governments.
However, in practice, Cousins continues, these governments have given far less

2 The first opposition party, the Zimbabwe Unity Movement led by Edgar Tekere,
captured 17 percent of the total vote in the general elections of 1990, and Tekere
obtained 16 percent of the votes in the presidential elections (Raftapoulos 2003: 226).
However, despite this success ZUM was disbanded before the next elections.

3 Marongwe (2003) provides a highly interesting analysis of the actors involved in the
land invasions and their motives.

* See for an analysis of the complicated relations between ZANU(PF) and the war
veterans Kriger (2001) and Marongwe (2003).
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priority to land redistribution than their manifestos would suggest (ibid.: 274).
Among the reasons that Cousins cites are a dominance of neo-liberal policies
with a strong emphasis on attaining foreign capital, and a ‘(...) widespread
scepticism of policy makers about prospects for small-holder agriculture (...)
(ibid.: 274)’.

This book is about the internal Communal Areas land reforms in Dande, in
the Zambezi Valley in northern Zimbabwe, introduced by the Zimbabwean
government with the help of the FAO and the African Development Bank. The
reforms were symptomatic of the attitudes in government circles towards
communal farmers in the first twenty years of Independence. The reforms were
presented as a development project: the Mid-Zambezi Rural Development
Project - hereafter referred to as the Mid-Zambezi Project.

Dande was an area of strategic importance during the struggle for Independ-
ence. Situated on the borders with Mozambique and Zambia, it was used by
guerrillas of both the ZANU and ZAPU armed wings to enter the country. The
population of Dande suffered a great deal during the war, being caught between
the Rhodesian Forces and the guerrillas. After Independence the new govern-
ment committed itself to bringing development to this marginal area. When this
finally came in 1987, in the form of the Mid-Zambezi Project, many people of
Dande did not react as gratefully as they were expected to. As a medium of a
royal ancestral Mhondoro spirit in Dande whom I interviewed expressed it:

We see it as war. Long way back people were shifting from where their homes were
because of ants eating their huts or they were able to change their fields because they
no longer were good. So (...) when these people were fighting during the war [of
Independence] they said they wanted to live their traditional way (...) the Mhondoro
looked after the boys [guerrilla fighters] well because in the bush there were lions,
snakes, elephants, buffaloes and rhinos but none of them was injured because the
Mhondoro were always looking after them. After the war we were expecting to live
in our own traditional way. Then after the war they came saying they want to peg
plots. (...) They said that people should shift and live along the road, but none of the
Mhondoro is happy about this. (...) All the spirits are saying the war is not yet over
and when it is over we will start seeing people practising the life of the old days.

Yet, instead of responding to local critiques, the planners and implementers of
the project tended to denigrate the opposition to the land reforms as irrational
and traditional, in the sense of backward looking. Unfortunately this is a rather
common reaction among technocrats - and politicians as well (Ferguson 1990,
Werbner 1997; 1998).

The fact that, in Dande, the mediums of royal ancestral spirits played an
important role in expressing discontentment with the reforms only strengthened
the planners and implementers in their opinion that local residents were clinging
to their traditional way of life, resisting modern change. Apparently, many of
them still adhered to the view that tradition is incompatible with modernity and
conceived of traditional religious practices as a mark of this incompatibility.
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They neglected the experimental and creative aspects of ritual practices, ‘(...)
animated by men and women as they seek to make their worlds manageable and
meaningful (...)’ (Comaroff and Comaroff 1993: xxix).

This book aims to explore why the land reforms elicited so much resentment
and resistance among the people of Dande. It seeks to analyse the clashes
between local residents and project staff over development, modernity and
tradition, and the role the spirit mediums played in these clashes.

Land reforms and land degradation narratives

Why did the government of Zimbabwe pursue these internal land reforms in the
Communal Areas, when a similar programme initiated by the Rhodesian state
had stranded because of widespread resistance? Given present-day develop-
ments in Zimbabwe it is easy to attribute all sorts of sinister motives to the
introduction of the reforms. Yet, the government of Zimbabwe was not alone in
thinking these reforms would help relieve the situation in the Communal Areas,
therefore it did find donors prepared to assist in financing the Mid-Zambezi
Project as a pilot project for the reforms.

A number of scholars have studied the rationales behind pre- and post-
Independence land use policies in Southern Africa. Most explanations focus on
the need for political and administrative control by governments over rural
populations. On the whole, land reform programmes are based on the assump-
tion that the land use practices of local - African - farmers are inefficient and
irrational (see De Wet 1989; Drinkwater 1991; Keeley & Scoones 1999; 2000;
Delius & Schirmer 2000). In his book ‘Seeing like a State’, James Scott (1998)
suggests that local land-use practices are not so much irrational as ‘illegible’.
Farmers are often using their land for different purposes in different periods of
the year and sometimes fields are used by different farmers at different periods
of the year. All this makes it difficult for the state to know who is controlling
which part of the land and who is residing where. Land reforms are one way of
rendering the landscape more ‘legible’; another way is the consolidation of
villages or ‘villagisation’ that is and has been part of many of the land reform
programmes implemented in Southern Africa’. Making the landscape legible
entailed a simplification of local land-use practices. Scott supposes a strong link
between state control and simplification: ‘Indeed, the very concept of the
modern state presupposes a vastly simplified and uniform property regime that
is legible and hence manipulable from the center (Scott 1998: 35)’. Simplifica-
tion of complex property systems is not always a bad thing; according to Scott,
some degree is inevitably needed to develop an efficient fiscal system and

> Examples include ‘betterment’ programmes in South Africa (De Wet 1989; McAllister
1989), but also land reform programmes inspired by socialism, such as Ujamaa in
Tanzania (Cliffe & Cunningham 1973; Cliffe & Saul 1975).
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develop services and infrastructure (see also Sender & Johnston 2004). How-
ever, there is always a risk of oversimplification, which can indeed have
disastrous consequences for those whose practices are subjected to it (Scott
1998: 30-5).

In Southern and East Africa, over time, a specific narrative (cf. Roe 1991;
1995; Adams & Hulme 2001) has been constructed to guide and justify land
reforms or ‘rationalisation’ of local land-use practices: the land degradation
narrative (Leach & Mearns 1996; Keeley & Scoones 2000; McKenzie 2000).
This narrative has its roots in the colonial period and served to redefine a politi-
cal problem - the increasingly distorted distribution of land between white and
black farmers - as a technical problem. Decreasing agricultural production in
those areas set aside for African farmers was construed as an environmental
crisis caused by the farmers’ lack of knowledge concerning ‘proper’, ‘scientific’
farming methods. This crisis justified government interventions. The form that
these interventions took in the different settler colonies showed remarkable
similarities: centralisation of scattered villages, conferring individual user
rights, and separating grazing from agriculture (see Beinart 1984; Keeley &
Scoones 2000; McKenzie 2000). Most colonial land reform programmes also
involved the culling of cattle ‘in excess of carrying capacities (see Scoones
1996)’. The goal of these interventions was to maintain a certain level of agri-
cultural production in the Reserves, without allocating more land to African
farmers. The similarities do not mean that there were no differences of opinion
between and within colonial administrations about the intended results of the
reform, for instance about whether only subsistence farming should be allowed
or cash crop production as well, or about the role of ‘traditional’ authorities i in
the Reserves (see Hendrick 1989; Kramer 1997).

Keeley and Scoones (2000: 14) as well as Scott (1998: 342) argue that it is
not only political control that drives states to simplifying and controlling
property regimes, but also a sincere belief in ‘modern’, ‘scientific’ land-use
practices. Scott adds another driving factor for land reforms, namely a powerful
aesthetic dimension: ‘High-modermist plans tend to “travel” as an abbreviated
visual image of efficiency that is less a scientific proposition to be tested than a
quasi-religious faith in a visual sign or representation of order (Scott 1998:
225)’. Scott suggests that it is these factors that lie at the heart of the striking
parallels between colonial and post-colonial land-use reforms.

The new post-Independence governments were under pressure to do some-
thing to increase the standard of living of the African population and to assume
control of countries that often underwent times of great turmoil before
becoming independent. Keeley and Scoones (2000: 14) argue that establishing
the new post-Independence state as a legitimate source of authority in rural
areas meant identifying problems that required state intervention or state
underwriting. The interventions that followed were to bring remote rural areas,
with long traditions of suspicion towards the state, more firmly within reach
(see also Munro 1995). Land reforms were, for reasons mentioned above, an
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ideal way to do this. Furthermore, many countries in Southern Africa gained
Independence at a time when donors still frowned upon land redistribution (see
Cousins 2003)°. Such interventions were presented as ‘development’, and this
label functioned to deny that they served as instruments of political control.
Ferguson refers to ‘development’ as an anti-politics machine, an instrument
‘(...) depoliticizing everything it touches, everywhere whisking political
realities out of sight, all the while performing, almost unnoticed, its own pre-
eminently political operation of expanding state power (Ferguson 1990: 254)’.
McKenzie (2000: 716) argues that the depoliticisation effect of land reform
programmes is facilitated by separating nature from society. Agricultural
science is often based on the premises that it is possible to separate the different
attributes of a crop and isolate variables in the interests of manipulation,
replicability and control. This in turn allows for the proposal of (...) universal
solutions to what became defined as universal problems (...) (ibid.: 716)’.

Though land reform programmes are meant to reinforce the state’s power
over remote rural areas and contribute to the conservation of the environment,
they are notorious for failing and leading to ecological damage (Scott 1998:
© 225; see also De Wet 1989). Scott argues that this is because there are limits to
the extent state simplifications work. There are limits to the extent to which one
can apply a standardised plan to a dynamic and variegated - natural - environ-
ment. Secondly, land reform plans often involve a standardised model of the
farmers as well, assuming that they all have the same aspirations, and have the
same inputs and labour available to invest in their production’. Most importan-
tly, however, ‘(...) the efficiency depends on the response and cooperation of
real human subjects. If people find the new arrangement, however efficient in
principle, to be hostile to their dignity, their plans, and their tastes, they can
make it an inefficient arrangement (Scott 1998: 225)’.

The continued ‘illegibility’ of local land-use practices stems from the fact
that the farmers in the Communal Areas are continuously innovating and
adapting their practices in response to the uncertain conditions in the dry
marginal areas to which they have been relegated. They must do so in order to
survive (see Scoones 1996; 2001; Reij & Bay-Waters 2001). Wynne argues that
there is a distinct difference in the way local farmers respond to uncertain
environments and the way natural scientists do: ‘Ordinary social life, which

% In a recent article Sender and Johnston (2004) describe how the donor community has
been ‘converted’ to land redistribution. While in the 1980s most donor countries were
convinced that large-scale commercial farming was vital to the economies in southern
Africa, they argue that subsidies and discriminatory pricing policies have rendered the
large-scale farming sector inefficient. Small-scale farming is considered more
productive and should benefit from land redistribution, provided that this redistribution
is market-based.

7 For studies repudiating the notion of ‘standardised’ communal farmers, see James
(1985) and Cavendish (1999).
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often takes contingency and uncertainty as normal and adaptation to uncontrol-
led actors as a routine necessity, is in fundamental tension with the basic culture
of science, which is premised on assumptions of manipulability and control
(Wynne 1992: 120)’. However, one can wonder whether this need for control is
not something that is aspired to by local farmers as well, but impossible to
attain. They are forced to accept uncertainty, forced to experiment in a
‘haphazard’ way and draw upon a body of knowledge that has been developed
locally. They are often more successful because of their knowledge of the
specific context in which they are functioning, but this knowledge may have
been developed by trial and error. Science tries to replace ‘haphazard’ experi-
mentation by controlled experiments that are context-independent and thus
more widely applicable. This is why governments and development agencies
have long favoured ‘scientific’ solutions, and, if they have become interested in
local knowledge, often try to de-contextualise it by compiling ‘best practices’
that can be disseminated to other parts of the country or even the world.

Scoones attributes the failing of many land reform programmes, and other
projects trying to render the landscape more ‘legible’, to distrust between local
farmers and the ‘purveyors of the scientific solution’ (Scoones 1996: 51-2). It is
not ignorance that engenders local farmers’ reluctance to adopt the proposed
practices, but a more fundamental disquiet about the technical rationale for the
suggested solution under local circumstances and a suspicion about ulterior
motives. Local farmers have preferred to follow their own informal and flexible
alternatives in order to survive, and because changing their methods will disrupt
their production (see also Scott 1998). The top-down approach to implementa-
tion limits the possibilities of exchanging perspectives and negotiating
outcomes between local farmers and external agents. The result is the emer-
gence of forms of resistance that are actively pursued, but perceived by
outsiders to represent ignorance of the ‘correct’ solution, implying that people
require education and persuasion (Scoones and Cousins 1994). The persistent
perception that ignorance is at the root of resistance or non-compliance does not
lead to questioning of the assumptions behind the intervention or a re-examina-
tion of its scientific premises (Scoones 1996: 52).

In this book I describe the development of the land degradation narrative in
Zimbabwe, and analyse the way the narrative is reflected in the implementation
of the Mid-Zambezi Project in Dande, which served as a pilot project for
internal Communal Area land reforms envisaged for all Communal Areas in
Zimbabwe. I will also analyse the way farmers in Dande reacted to the project,
how these interactions influenced staff members of the project team that was to
implement the land reforms, and whether this changed the latter’s opinion about
the validity of the land degradation narrative. As I will describe, the Mid-Zam-
bezi Project resulted in increasing conflicts within the communities about land,
but also in overt resistance to the project. Mediums of royal ancestral spirits,
Mhondoro, played an important role in expressing resentment concerning the
project.
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The role of Mhondoro mediums

The evocation of ancestors and other images from the past has led many,
development planners and scholars alike, to consider ‘traditional’ religions to be
‘backward looking’, as Thoden van Velzen and Van Wetering (1991: 399)
remark: ‘Particularly when searches for witches are organised or spirits called
upon to legitimate political action, a society is diagnosed as being on the
defensive, aiming at restoration of the social relations and values of the past’.
They argue, however, that this is a misinterpretation, which fails to recognise
the way in which the images of the past are simultaneously products of
economic and political forces, as well as promises and visions of a future. They
contribute to people’s attempts to make sense of the present or even change
present conditions (ibid.: 400-1; see also Comaroff & Comaroff 1993;
Geschiere 1995: 23).

In similar vain, Strathern has urged scholars to move from ‘nostalgic social
theory’ to a theory of nostalgia. She proposes two different modes of nostalgia:
synthetic and substantive nostalgia (Strathern 1995: 110). Synthetic nostalgia
betrays a yearning for a past that is found lacking in the present. The past is
closed and has no further bearing on the present, but at the same time a process
of estrangement from the present state of affairs can be recognised in expres-
sions of nostalgia. The second form of nostalgia is an active attempt to create a
sense of tradition and social memory that has a bearing on the present. The
second form of nostalgia becomes a basic element in how societies or groups
deal with their present predicament, how certain claims to power and interests
are substantiated, and how certain subjective identities are realised (see also
Battaglia 1995: 93). Strathern notes that in substantive nostalgia, the blending of
older and later representations, signs and images, may be viewed as trajectories
of personal and social empowerment (see for instance the work of Werbner
1991; 1996; 1998).

Van Dijk argues that cults like the Mhondoro cult in Dande offer a sacred -
meaning ‘ritually separate’ - invocation of time to empower and transform the
person or the community. They do not just operate with the flow of time ‘as it
is’ but instead create their own temporality in which the past is represented as a
source of empowerment. A conceptual frame is established in which it is crucial
for the process of transformation and healing of the individual and the commu-
nity to perceive and represent a past in such notions as ancestral spirits, former
kings and important strangers, previous experiences, incantations, songs and
rhythms (Van Dijk 2000: 136).

Van Dijk suggests that scholars should look not only at the way the past is
presented in the present, but also at how the past is rejected, wilfully disempo-
wered (see also Werbner 1998) or subjected to ‘institutional forgetting’ (see
Douglas 1986; 1995; Shotter 1990). Scott states that many land reform propo-
sals are point-by-point negations of local land-use systems. As I describe in this
book, the mediums of the Mhondoro spirits present an image of the past that in
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turn is a point-by-point negation of the proposed land reforms, stressing that the
image that they present reflects ‘old traditions’.

The mediums of the Mhondoro spirits embodied the past that could serve to
legitimate local challenges to state control over land. The ancestors, through
their control over rain and fertility, and as ancient rulers over certain territories,
were ideologically closely linked to land as a natural resource. In Southern
Africa there are many ancestral cults that share these same characteristics, and
there is an important body of literature about them. This literature focuses on a
number of issues that are important to understand the role of the Mhondoro
mediums in the reactions to the Mid-Zambezi Project. The link between land,
other natural resources and the ancestors is one issue discussed extensively (see
e.g. Schoffeleers 1978; Lan 1985). The importance of spirit mediums in politi-
cal processes - related to the above-mentioned link - is another (see for example
Garbett 1966a; 1969; 1992).

Various attempts have been made to group different cults together under the
same banner. Werbner (1977) used the tributary relations between different
spirit mediums and pilgrimage routes to argue that most local ancestral cults are
in fact part of larger, what he has called ‘regional cults’. Van Binsbergen (1995)
has referred to the widespread utilisation of certain medical technology, the
four-tablet divination, to demonstrate regional connections. Janzen (1992),
whose work will be discussed below, has taken the region of Southern Africa as
an organising principle, as well as the transformations that the mediums of the
cults undergo.

Schoffeleers (1978) proposed the term ‘territorial cults’ to group together
spirit medium cults that embody a strong relationship between ancestors, land,
and political power. In the introduction to the volume ‘Guardians of the Land’,
Schoffeleers argues that in Southern and Central Africa concern about ecologi-
cal matters is dealt with through a number of religious institutions and ideas. In
the first place there are the lineage cults, which are concerned with - among
other things - the holding of land and stock, and therefore have an ecological
dimension. Many professional cults, like the cults of hunters or fishermen, also
have ecological dimensions. But the major focus of the volume is on ‘(...) a
type of cult which functions for the whole of the community rather than for
sections within it and which is at the same time profoundly ecological (1978:
2)’. Schoffeleers refers to this type of cult as a territorial cult: ‘Characteristic
activities of territorial cults are rituals to counteract droughts, floods, blights,
pests and epidemic diseases afflicting cattle and man. Put positively, territorial
cults function in respect of the well-being of the community, its fields,
livestock, fishing, hunting and general economic interests. Apart from engaging
in ritual action, however, they also issue and enforce directives with regard to a
community’s use of its environment (1978: 2)’. Schoffeleers argues that the
basis of territorial cults is the principle ‘management of nature through
management of society’. Nature is upset when things are wrong in society,
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when crimes are committed or power abused. Schoffeleers points out that
territorial cults have an important political dimension:

Both the ecological and societal functions of territorial cults border on or overlap
with functions usually associated with political institutions. When cult mediums
exhort the population to plant a particular crop or employ a particular agricultural
technique to the exclusion of other crops and other techniques, such actions,
although essentially economic, may have political consequences (ibid.: 6).

Failure to comply with the directives issued by mediums is believed to cause
droughts. Droughts and other climate disasters are interpreted by mediums as
resulting from moral breaches and challenges of the socio-economic order,
which can include the abuse of power by local leaders. One could therefore
argue that the main principle of territorial cults could also be interpreted as
‘management of society through management of nature’.

The political commentaries expressed through territorial cults are not
confined to the local. The cults themselves, though stressing links between the
ancestors and specific territories, are not confined to these territories. As
Schoffeleers already remarked: (...) territorial cults seldom function all by
themselves. More usually, they form part of a wider organization which in
various ways and to varying degrees establishes links between neighbouring
communities (ibid.: 6)’. Since the 1970s numerous ethnographic studies have
analysed the regional significance of cults like the Mhondoro cult. Werbner
(1977) even considered this the main characteristic of such cults and referred to
them as regional cults. For quite a number of years, the issue of regional
political cults dominated the ethnography of the Southern African region of the
Manchester School, elaborating on specific cultural issues that lent a specific
‘regional’ character to their production (see Fardon 1990: 5). In 1993 Ranger
emphasised again how important these types of ‘traditional’ but regional cults
were and still are in the engagement of local communities in wider networks
and relations of exchange (Ranger 1993b).

Janzen (1992) has taken the focus on regionality a step further by grouping
cults together on a regional basis rather than on the basis of constructs such as
‘healing’, ‘divination’ or ‘fertility’. He describes a set of features and ritual
practices that refer to any of these categories and joins them together under the
banner of Ngoma. From comparing diverse healing practices that include
drumming and are referred to as Ngoma in local settings, Janzen distils a list of
characteristics that to a large extent are shared by all of them. These ‘core
features’ are predominantly of an experiential nature and thus lead to a high
level of shared recognition within the region. Ngoma, in other words, indicates
a floating field of experiences that in a Foucauldian sense operates as a
discourse from which local ritual practices ‘emanate’. The ritual practice is
produced through the language, the rhythm and rhyme within Ngoma.

My colleagues Rijk Van Dijk, Ria Reis and I have argued that although
Janzen criticises classical approaches to Ngoma for their concentration on
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divination, possession and trance, he too chooses the same analytical unit:
Ngoma as a therapeutic institution which transforms sufferers into healers. The
seven formal properties or core features by which he defines Ngoma all pertain
to this process of transformation. This is particularly clear from what Janzen
calls ‘the core ritual’, in which all other features converge and without which
we cannot speak of Ngoma: the therapeutic and initiatory Ngoma song dance in
which the meaning of individual lives and suffering of the Ngoma practitioners
is articulated and recreated (Janzen 1992: 86, 128, 174). In other words,
Janzen’s prime subject continues to be cults of affliction, and he limits the scope
even further by focusing almost exclusively on the healers, ignoring lay partici-
pants in the cults. By focusing mainly on the ‘doing’ of Ngoma, the political
aspects and the ideological core of many Ngoma institutions remain largely
buried from view (Van Dijk, Reis & Spierenburg 2000: 5-7).

We have argued that Ngoma denominates a Southern African discourse of
which the subject is the coming to fruition of life and of which the object is to
ensure this fruition and to remove obstacles to it. As a discourse Ngoma may
pertain to all spheres of life, be this the personal, the social, the political, the
economic or the ecological sphere. In Ngoma healing power, that is, the power
to counteract illness and misfortune, and political power, that is, the power to
order and reorder social relations, are closely interwoven. Both powers draw on
claims to specific relations with the spirit world. The boundary between healing
and the (re-) ordering of social relations is often difficult to draw. Communal
problems can be reduced to personal afflictions, or personal afflictions can be
explained by referring to communal issues. Healing Ngoma can constitute a
manifest political act and a political mode of transition. In healing, personal
motives, experiences and fantasies can be ‘channelled’ into social ones turning
healing into politics (ibid.: 5-7).

I believe that the involvement of the Mhondoro cult in the conflicts about the
land reforms stems from its close connection to the land through its concern
with rain and fertility, its inherent political character, which it shares with other
Ngoma-type cults in the region, and its regional connectivity. Not only are the
different Mhondoro mediums in Dande connected with one another; they also
rely on the fame of some of the Mhondoro who are known nation-wide.

These ‘national” Mhondoro as well as the political aspects of the Mhondoro
cult have received ample attention in the literature on the cult. The major focus
has been on the role of the Mhondoro cult in the two armed struggles against the
white settlers, the first in 1896-97 and the second which led to Zimbabwe’s
Independence in 1980 (see e.g. Ranger 1967; 1985; Lan 1985; Daneel 1991). In
this literature, a leading role is attributed to the Mhondoro mediums. They have
been portrayed as the first to recognise the potential of armed resistance; conse-
quently, they mobilised local support for the combatants and are even believed
to have been involved in part of the planning of both wars. By contrast, there
has been little concern for the role of the following of mediums. Occasionally,
authors have hinted at the support mediums need from their adherents (e.g. Lan
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1985: 66-7, 211), only to continue portraying the latter as passively following
the mediums. Examine, for instance, this quote from Lan (1985: 222): ‘Among
the particular skills of the mediums that were called upon during the war was
their ability to accumulate followings that crossed chiefly boundaries. These
they put at the disposal of the nationalist leaders’.

Beach (1986) and Kriger (1988; 1992) have warned against overemphasising
the role of the Mhondoro mediums. They convincingly showed that internal
divisions within the local population have proved a more important factor in
providing - or withholding - support to the combatants than statements issued
by Mhondoro mediums. The concern of the authors was mainly the description
of the armed resistance, rather than the Mhondoro cult itself. Consequently, they
did not offer any suggestions about the influence of adherents on the Mhondoro
cult itself.

For such suggestions one has to turn to the literature on the role of
Mhondoro mediums in political succession (see e.g. Garbett 1966a; 1966b;
1992; Bourdillon 1979). Bourdillon has been rather outspoken about the
influence of the adherents of the Mhondoro cult. He has described the involve-
ment of Mhondoro mediums in a succession dispute that broke out in Dande
after the death of a chief. The mediums changed their preference for one of the
many candidates several times ‘(...) after much argument (...) (Bourdillon
1979: 177)’. Bourdillon concluded that ‘spirit mediums depend for their status
and their followings on their ability to assess and express public opinion (ibid.:
177)’. Yet, he does not clarify where or under what circumstances the
arguments took place.

In this book, the influence of the adherents of the Mhondoro cult will be a
second major theme. The involvement of the Mhondoro mediums in expressing
objections to the Mid-Zambezi Project created a great opportunity to study the
Mhondoro cult in more depth. Numerous authors have problematised the
concept of ‘community’ (see e.g. James 1985; Cavendish 1999; Barrow &
Murphree 2001), and it is fair to say that the community of (possible) followers
of the Mhondoro mediums also constitutes a heterogeneous group of people
with different aspirations as well as differential access to resources. Since the
conflicts about land in relation to the project were being played out while I was
in the field, I was able to study the interactions between the mediums and their
different adherents in more detail, and develop some ideas about who was
mobilising whom, and why rifts and conflicts concerning the involvement of the
mediums occurred. These interactions and conflicts not only taught me some-
thing about the effects of the Mid-Zambezi Project, but also about the functio-
ning of the Mhondoro cult.

Terence Ranger once remarked that ‘the weight of recent scholarship on
Zimbabwean religious experience has fallen, not on describing the “ordinary” in
post-colonial Zimbabwe, but on narrating what happened during the “extraordi-
nary” upheavals of the 1970s guerrilla war (Ranger 1991: 149)’. The period
covered by this book is situated between the upheavals of the 1970s guerrilla
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war and the upheavals of the farm invasions, which started in 2000. Yet, to
argue that this book deals with religious experiences in an ‘ordinary’ setting
would hardly be correct. Even during this period the struggle for control over
land did not cease, albeit that the parties opposing one another were different;
this time it was - broadly speaking - the state versus communal farmers. Perhaps
it is true that the Mhondoro cult becomes more visible and prominent at times
of crisis. During crises, the mediums’ pronouncements may acquire a more
distinctly political character, and therefore perhaps provoke more discussions
and rumours among the local population than in calmer periods, when the
political is perhaps less visible in their pronouncements. It is also possible that
because I was studying the cult and its adherents in the middle of the ‘uphea-
vals’ caused by the land reforms, I ended up with a different picture of the role
of the adherents than David Lan. Lan (1985) studied the role of the Mhondoro
mediums during the war for Independence after the violence had ceased, and he
and his interlocutors were reconstructing and interpreting what had happened.
The result was a rather neat narrative that left out many of the complexities and
contradictions that are harder to escape when the drama is unfolding right in
front of your own - and your interlocutors’ - eyes. ‘

Struggles within the communities

The support for those Mhondoro mediums who were challenging the state’s
authority over land in Dande was not always unanimous. Just as different
representatives of the state reacted differently to the mediums’ challenges, so
did members of the communities in Dande when pressure was put on them to
accept the Mid-Zambezi Project and other projects that threatened to take away
local control over land. This pressure took the form of bribing and scrutinising
of Mhondoro mediums, and also of threatening the inhabitants of Dande with
withholding the much needed and appreciated development of infrastructure
and social services. I have tried to show the different reactions to these threats
and their implications for the support of the counter-narrative forwarded by the
Mhondoro mediums.

Villages, as anthropologists never tire to stress, do not constitute homoge-
neous communities, and this is particularly relevant when it comes to natural
resource management, as Barrow and Murphree have emphasised again (2001:
25; see also Cavendish 1999). Apart from socio-economic status and gender,
there was another distinction in the communities where I did my research that
merited attention: the one between those who considered themselves autoch-
thons and those considered - sometimes considering themselves - migrants. One
of the questions I had set out to address when I started my research project was
to study the impact of the internal land reforms on the position of the many
migrants in Dande. I was also curious about the impact of the presence of a
large migrant population on the position of the Mhondoro mediums.
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The way in which participation in the Mhondoro cult is defined, namely
simply by living and farming within the territory believed to belong to the
Mhondoro, almost assures a heterogeneous body of - potential - adherents.
Though the link between ancestors and a certain, bounded, territory may be
used to stress autochthony and the right to control this territory vis-a-vis the
state, this same link is used locally to incorporate both ‘autochthons’ and
‘strangers’. All those living in, or more importantly, cultivating within the
territory of a Mhondoro are supposed to honour this royal ancestor, and partici-
pate in the rituals devoted to the spirit. ‘Strangers’ are thus transformed into
‘sons and daughters of the soil’ (see also Lan 1985).

It appeared that the conflicts over land in Dande were being fought out at
different levels. There were the confrontations with ‘the state’ and its represen-
tatives, in which the Mhondoro cult played an important role. The internal land
reforms also resulted in conflicts within the communities over who would have
the right to land if the reforms continued. These conflicts were rather fierce, as
quite a large number of people would not be able to obtain land officially under
the land reform programme, and would end up being classified as squatters. In
the conflicts within the communities, notions of autochthony and strangerhood
assumed importance. Just like notions of autochthony were used to claim
control over land from the state, these notions were also important in the
conflicts within the communities (see also Geschiere 1995; Geschiere &
Nyamnjoh 2001). However, the Mhondoro mediums remained rather aloof in
the latter type of conflicts. These conflicts were fought out in another but related
part of the religious domain: witchcraft. As I will describe in Chapter Eight of
this book, the same themes that crop up in the struggle with the state, came up
in the witchcraft incidents related to internal conflicts over land: autochthony,
modernity and tradition. Pertinently, the way these themes were addressed
differed markedly.

Doing fieldwork in Dande

‘Doing fieldwork’ in Dande was a fascinating, but occasionally difficult
experience. Dande is one of these famous ‘hunting grounds’ for anthropologists.
Kingsley Garbett and Michael Bourdillon’s work is based on fieldwork
conducted in this particular area of Zimbabwe. If the spirit mediums of the area
with their historical accounts of the ancestors conquering the area had not yet
succeeded in doing so for many Zimbabweans, then it could be said that David
Lan has ‘immortalised’ the area in the minds of many anthropologists with his
magnificent book ‘Guns and Rain’. This book has been a great inspiration for
me, despite the fact that I disagree with some of Lan’s conclusions. Ever since I
read it, I dreamt of going there.

I was lucky to be able to travel to Dande several times, and twice I managed
to stay in the area for a considerable period of time. The first time was in 1988-
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1989, when I did fieldwork for a period of about half a year. Between 1992 and
1994 I was able to live in Dande for nearly two years. In between these two
periods of extensive fieldwork, and since then, I have visited the area for shorter
periods of time.

During a first period of fieldwork, which lasted till the end of April 1989, the
focus of my research was on migration. My methodological approach at that
time was much more restricted than during my later fieldwork. On the basis of a
survey that had been conducted among migrants in different parts of the
Zambezi Valley (Murphree, Murombedzi & Hawks 1989), I compiled a detailed
questionnaire with open-ended questions. In two villages my research assistant
and I interviewed thirty heads of households - though in practice in most cases
other household members joined us for the interviews - who had migrated to
Dande after 1980 and had participated in the above-mentioned survey. The idea
was to obtain more detailed information than had been gathered for the survey
on their motives for migration and how they had obtained their fields and
homesteads, in the hope that certain patterns would become visible. Further-
more, we asked the heads of households to tell us their life histories. We also
conducted a survey on - self-reported - ‘agricultural production, land available
for production, sources of income, livestock ownership and ownership of
agricultural equipment. We compared these data with a similar survey we
conducted amongst twenty-seven households in the two villages that were
considered, and considered themselves, to be autochthonous. Apart from
conducting the survey, I also interviewed staff of the Mid-Zambezi Project and
local authorities about issues related to the migration movement to the Dande
and the Mid-Zambezi Project itself.

During the second period of fieldwork my research was focused more
directly on the consequences of and reactions to the Mid-Zambezi Project. 1
selected two main sites for my study; one village where the implementation of
the Mid-Zambezi Project was quite advanced, and one where conflicts and
resistance had caused considerable delays.

When I arrived the people in Dande were suffering from a serious drought
that had affected the whole of the Southern African region. The 1991/1992 crop
had failed completely and people were relying on food and money sent to them
by relatives in town, and on drought relief distributed by the government. The
fact that some people had had to move to new fields and homesteads because of
the project made things worse. When I remarked that doing fieldwork in Dande
sometimes was a difficult experience, I especially meant witnessing the plight
of those suffering from the drought and the negative consequences of the land
reforms without being able to really assist people other than on a very, very
small scale and in a haphazard way. Starting fieldwork in this situation was not
easy, as one can imagine, but for the people of Dande, trying to make a living, it
was of course much worse. Fortunately, the 1992/93 rainy season started in time
and was a good one, so people started planting their crops in the hope that soon
they would be able to harvest the first green mealies to relieve their hunger.
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Despite the fact that people had to work hard under difficult circumstances -
temperatures soared to 48 degrees Celsius in the month before the rains started
and most people had only one scanty meal a day - the people of Mburuma were
still willing to accept me in their midst, perhaps because they already knew me.

The first time I had relied heavily on a pre-planned questionnaire. During my
second stint of fieldwork my methodological approach was much more
‘eclectic’. Levi-Strauss already concluded that every researcher engaged in
qualitative research is in fact a bricoleur (Levi-Strauss 1966: 17). This I was
indeed, collecting information from many different sources. I started my second
fieldwork period with a second survey of (self-reported) agricultural production
and semi-structured interviews on access to land. These were not only useful in
terms of providing me with some of the data I needed - data I could compare
with the survey I conducted in 1988/9 - but also legitimated my presence in the
village of Mburuma, as well as in Mahuwe, the two main sites of my fieldwork.
Going to see people, explaining my research and then actually ‘collecting’ data
from them gave me a relatively clear role in the community: that was my work,
that was why I was staying with them. ‘Just’ chatting away with people at
random was not interpreted as’ work by my interlocutors. Yet, to me these
‘chats’ were just as valuable. I visited people in their fields when they were
taking breaks during the hottest period of the day, spent many evenings in
smoky kitchen huts chatting with the women while they were cooking, attended
beer parties, weddings and funerals. I had asked permission to have my own
homestead built close to the big baobab where all the village meetings were
held, so I missed none of those. Nor did I miss any of the soccer matches, since
the soccer field was right next-door as well.

Coincidence played an important role in my research (see Wels 2000: 51-9,
77-87 for a detailed discussion of coincidence and fieldwork). Though my
appreciation of David Lan’s book had launched a fascination with the
Mhondoro mediums, I had not planned to study them in such a detailed way.
However, it soon became clear that the Mhondoro mediums had become the
spokespersons for the opponents of the Mid-Zambezi Project and that, in order
to study the impacts of and reactions to the project, I needed to include the
mediums in the study. The same had happened to David Lan, as he told me
when he visited Zimbabwe about halfway through my second period of field-
work. My research assistant and I tried to attend the mediums’ meetings with
project staff and other gatherings where they were asked to make statements
about the project. I also decided to consult all mediums in Dande on the
developments going on in Dande. We managed to meet all but three of the
mediums who were practising in Dande at that time, and spoke to a total of
fifteen mediums. Most mediums preferred that we talked to the spirits posses-
sing them, rather than to the medium as a person. This required that we had to
organise our work following the lunar calendar, since the mediums can only
become possessed when there is sufficient moonlight, consequently they do not
become possessed between last quarter and first quarter. We would first
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approach their assistants, asking if we could speak to the spirit. The assistant
would then conduct a small ritual at the spirit’s shrine to ask the spirit to come.
We would spend the night in the village where the medium lived, and would be
woken up by the assistant early in the morning when it was still dark, and led to
the shrine where the medium would be waiting for us, already in a state of
possession. Most of the time other villagers would be present, as well as people
from neighbouring villages who also had matters to present to the spirit. As
was custom, we would address our questions via the medium’s assistant to the
spirit, whose answer would be relayed back to us by the assistant. We recorded
all but one of the spirit consultations, and my research assistant transcribed the
tapes. Here my command of chi-Shona never reached the fluency to be able to
translate all the subtleties, especially since the spirits express themselves in a
rather archaic form of chi-Shona - they speak ‘deep Shona’, as my assistant
would remark.

If there was one methodological guide that helped me deal with the sudden
twists and turns that I felt my research was subject to, it was Van Velsen’s
method of situational analysis. His classical chapter published in 1967, as well
as Mitchell’s work on case studies (1983), reassured me that it might actually be
a good idea to follow the meetings of the Mhondoro mediums on the project
closely. These events brought most of the actors involved in the project
together. They led to discussions that continued in kitchen huts, under trees in
the field and at beer parties where dissenting voices could also be heard. The
same applies to the witchcraft incidents related to internal conflicts over land.

By coincidence another project was introduced in Dande during the course
of my fieldwork. Two irrigation schemes had been planned for in an area that
had already been subjected to the introduction of the internal land reforms
through the Mid-Zambezi Project. Again the Mhondoro mediums became
implicated. This provided me with a second opportunity to study the role of the
Mhondoro cult in conflicts over land, and I decided to spend some time in
Chitsungo, where this second drama unfolded, to study the mediums’ involve-
ment more closely.

Outline of the book

This book is about the persistence of the land degradation narrative as a guide
for Zimbabwean land use policies. This narrative, which has its origins in the
colonial period, quickly replaced the narrative about the return of the stolen
lands, and remained dominant in the period between the mid 1980s and the
referendum on a new proposed Constitution in the year 2000. The book
describes the influence of the narrative on the planning and implementation of
the Mid-Zambezi Project, and the different reactions of the people subjected to
this project.
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The second chapter of the book will provide a description of the project area,
Dande Communal Land, its location and climate. This chapter also provides a
brief historical overview that focuses on migration and land-use. I describe how
migration seems to have been a constant feature in Dande, and how the armed
struggle for Independence also contributed to continued movement and
displacement of people. Dande has been as a sort of ‘overflow’ area for the
congested Communal Areas on the Plateau of Zimbabwe. The continued
movement of migrants into the area has also led to calls to control this move-
ment, more specifically, to control settlement and land-use patterns.

The second chapter also describes the pre- and post-Independence policies
regarding the Communal Areas. Both periods show similar shifts back and forth
in policies concerning three areas that are intrinsically related: land tenure, local
government and decentralisation. Both periods have seen moves from promo-
ting communal ownership of land to promoting a more individualised form of
tenure and back again. Secondly, both periods have been characterised by
inconsistent and contradictory policies concerning local government, sometimes
reinforcing the powers of so-called traditional leadership, sometimes reinforcing
‘modern’ local government institutions - elected or not. Related to this are shifts
between decentralisation and (re)centralisation. Neither pre- nor post-
Independence governments have ever completely decentralised in the sense of
devolving decision-making powers (see Ribot 1999), and often decentralisation
policies served to extend the reach of central government into the Communal
Areas (see Murombedzi 1992; Hammar 1998). As a result of contradictory
policies the situation in Communal Areas, concerning which authority actually
is responsible for allocating land, has become very unclear.

Chapter Three describes how, in this uncertain context, migrants have sought
access to land in Dande. Since the 1960s the whole of the Zambezi Valley has
experienced an influx of migrants looking for land to cultivate. This movement
has continued since Independence. The majority of the migrants came from the
congested Communal Areas on the Plateau. Farm labourers also looked to the
valley when searching for land to set up a home for retirement. The Commercial
Farms on the Plateau turned out to be linking pins, where migrants formed
relations with people from Dande, using these connections to obtain land in
Dande. Depending on their connections, they approached different authorities to
ask permission to settle in Dande. Prior to the introduction of internal land
reforms, the migrants were welcomed - sometimes even recruited - since they
could contribute to further clearing the bush, driving away wild animals that
could damage crops and kill people. Their hosts also hoped that with more
inhabitants they would be able to promote claims for the development of
infrastructure and services.

In Chapter Four I describe how the continued in-migration indeed drew the
government’s attention - as well as the attention of development and environ-
mental organisations in the North. The result was the introduction of the Mid-
Zambezi Rural Development Project, which served as one of the pilot projects
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for the internal land reforms that the government wished to introduce in all
Communal Areas of Zimbabwe. The aim of the project was to restrict and
control in-migration by limiting the number of new settlers. In this chapter I
describe how the internal land reforms clash with local land-use practices, and
how those subjected to the project reacted to the project.

Chapter Five describes the development of the ideas underlying the Mid-
Zambezi Rural Development Project by looking at the history of the organisa-
tions involved in implementing the project. The establishment of these organi-
sations is linked to the development of the ‘land degradation narrative’. The
political issues underlying the problems in the Tribal Trust Lands, now known
as Communal Areas, were (re)interpreted as a technical problem, stemming
from black farmers’ lack of knowledge concerning proper land-use planning
and agricultural methods. Their dearth of knowledge was believed to have
caused the problem of declining soil fertility in the Communal Areas. ‘Proper’
land-use plans needed to be developed for these areas, and farmers needed to be
trained in ‘proper’ farming methods. This narrative justifies the activities of the
organisations implementing the Mid-Zambezi Project. In this chapter I describe
the interactions of these organisations with local communities subjected to the
project, and how these influenced staff members’ belief in the narrative.

Chapters Six and Seven describe the involvement of Mhondoro mediums in
expressing objections to the Mid-Zambezi Project and two irrigation projects
implicating further land use reforms. The chapters provide an analysis of the
development by the mediums of a counter-narrative to the ‘land degradation’
narrative. Furthermore, the case material presented in the chapters reveals the
crucial role played by adherents in shaping mediums’ pronouncements.

Finally, in Chapter Eight I focus on the divisions within the communities
that were accentuated by the Mid-Zambezi Project. The project resulted in
conflicts about who would have the right to land in Dande if the land reforms
could not be stopped. I describe how in these conflicts witchcraft and witchcraft
accusations played an important role. Debates on concepts like ‘modernity’ and
‘tradition’ as well as ‘autochthony’ took place in relation to the internal con-
flicts.



Setting the scene:
A brief history of Dande

Introduction

In this chapter I want to present the area where I conducted my fieldwork,
Dande Communal Land. The aim of this chapter is to provide the reader with
information about historical developments which I consider important to under-
stand the chapters that follow; in other words, to provide a context against
which to interpret my findings. Setting the context, however, is not an
unproblematic exercise (see Kamsteeg & Wels forthcoming). Dande, though
often considered a marginal Communal Land, has received considerable
coverage in anthropological and historical works on Zimbabwe. What informa-
tion does one select from all this? How far does one have to go back in history?
How does one situate the history of Dande in the historical framework of
Zimbabwe or Southern Africa?

Any selection is always a biased one, and depends very much on one’s
interpretation of the present. The historical background presented in this chapter
focuses on a number of topics I consider to be closely related to my research.
After a brief description of the location of Dande, I will discuss early migrations
to and invasions of Dande. Migration seems to have been an important and
continuous feature of life in Dande. The influx of migrants after Independence
in 1980 therefore is not a new phenomenon, and earlier experiences may have
influenced the way in-migration was dealt with by resident populations. The
early migration histories are also important because some of them are remembe-
red through and reflected in the Mhondoro - royal ancestral - cult, which played
an important role in the expression of resistance against the land reforms that
were introduced in Dande in 1987. Some aspects of colonial history are
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presented in this chapter as well. There are quite a number of similarities
between the way colonial authorities and the present government regarded
Dande; both considered it a marginal, empty area with room for ‘excess
populations’ from the Plateau, and an area that needed to be brought under
control. Controlling settlement patterns was one way of accomplishing the latter
goal. Both colonial and post-Independence governments shifted back and forth
between supporting communal tenure and trying to introduce some form of
individual land tenure. This coincided with alternating movements; from
reinforcing the positions of ‘traditional’ leadership, to strengthening ‘modern’,
bureaucratic local government institutions. These shifts will be described in this
chapter, as well as the local government structures that were present at the time
of my fieldwork.

The struggle for Independence has an important place in this chapter as well.
Since Dande was right on the frontline, many people there were severely
affected by the war. As I will explain below, the war led to changes in settle-
ment patterns and influenced expectations from the new government. The war
also directed attention to the mediums of the Mhondoro cult as important actors
within local communities, since they have been given an important role in the
armed struggle. Given the importance of the Mhondoro mediums in this book, 1
will introduce them in this chapter, and will dwell on their being related to the
war for Independence. First, however, I will give a brief description of the
location of Dande within Zimbabwe and its administrational boundaries.

Location and boundaries

Dande is situated in northern Zimbabwe, in the Zambezi Valley. Reaching
Dande requires a 240-kilometre drive north out of Harare, the capital of
Zimbabwe. A few kilometres after Guruve, the road descends steeply into the
valley. It was not until 1995 that the road from the Escarpment into the valley
was tarred. Once you have arrived in the valley, however, the tar surface stops
abruptly and a rutted, corrugated gravel road begins.

In the north, Dande borders on Zambia and Mozambique. The Zambezi
River forms the border of Zimbabwe till it reaches Kanyemba, where the river
continues into Mozambique and the border drops sharply leaving the land south
of the river and Lake Cabora Basa to Mozambique. In the south, the boundary
of Dande is formed by the Escarpment, in the west by the Angwa River and in
the east by the Msengezi River (see also Lan 1985: 15).

Dande falls under the jurisdiction of Guruve District. Guruve District also
contains a large area on the Escarpment and Plateau, referred to as Upper
Guruve. It is here that the offices of the Rural District Council and the District
Administration are located. At the time of my research, Dande was represented
in Parliament by the MP for the neighbouring Centenary District. This MP was
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Cde Border Gezi, who became Minister of Youth after the 2000 elections and
established the notorious training centres for the ZANU(PF) Youth Brigades.
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Pre-colonial population movements

Many family histories in Dande feature stories about (great-)grandfathers who
came to Dande from elsewhere to hunt or trade, and many local notables like
village headmen claim that their ancestors were not from Dande. Oral history as
recounted by Mhondoro mediums and their adherents describes the long
struggles for the control of rain and consequently land between invaders and
autochthons - who, according to the same storytellers, also came from else-
where. Dande seems to be an example providing evidence for the increasingly
popular theory that in Africa migration, not sedentarism, is the ‘normal’
condition (see e.g. De Bruijn, Van Dijk & Foeken 2001).

¥ This map was kindly produced for me by Dick Foeken and has appeared before in
Spierenburg (2001).
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Mhondoro mediums frequently refer to the struggles between the children of
Mutota, who invaded Dande, and Bangomwe, the ‘autochthonous’ ancestor. For
a long time it was believed that these oral traditions could be linked to a popu-
lation movement from the Plateau to the Zambezi Valley that took place in the
fifteenth century (see e.g. Abraham 1959; Bourdillon 1970; Beach 1980; Lan
1985: 14-5). According to these traditions, Mutota set out from Great Zim-
babwe in search of salt, trade and grazing areas. Mutota, or rather, his descen-
dants, were believed to have founded a state in the early or mid-fifteenth
century, stretching from the Zambezi to the Mozambican coast, while still
retaining control over Great Zimbabwe near present-day Masvingo, from where
many of the post-Independence migrants came. The capital of this state was
believed to be in Dande. Historians thought that in the late fifteenth century the
state lost control over the southern Plateau of present-day Zimbabwe, while the
situation in the eastern part of the state remained fluid for some time. The oral
traditions seemed to combine well with Portuguese documents from the early
sixteenth century onwards. These documents provide detailed histories
concerning the succession of members of a ruling dynasty to the hereditary
Mutapa title, as well as the relationships between the Mutapa dynasty and its
predecessors in the area. However, Beach (1994: 100-1) argues that in fact no
close link exists between oral traditions and Portuguese documents earlier than
1629, and that the linkages after that are not very close ones either. Beach
argues that this is partly because the people of the Mutapa state area have
'rewritten' their oral traditions, omitting rulers, condensing and altering events to
make them fit the political needs of the day. Furthermore, it was not until the
eighteenth century that the first oral traditions were collected. Nevertheless,
Beach maintains that the origins of the Mutapa dynasty did lie in Great Zim-
babwe and that members of the ruling class of Great Zimbabwe did build
zimbabwe, that is, stone wall enclosures, in the Zambezi Valley. One of these
was situated close to present-day Mahuwe, one of the villages where I
conducted research, and I have visited its ruins several times. Portuguese
documents suggest that the capital of the Mutapa State was located on the
northern part of the plateau rather than in Dande, as oral traditions would have
it. Yet, these documents do indicate that the Zambezi lowlands were indeed of
importance to the Mutapa rulers (Beach 1994: 102).

Nowadays, there are three chieftaincies in Dande headed by chiefs who
claim descent from the mythical Mutota. These chiefs are Kasekete, Chitsungo
and Chisunga, and refer to themselves as Korekore. On the Plateau, bordering
the Valley, there is another Korekore chieftaincy, headed by chief Chiweshe
(Lan 1985). The name Korekore does not appear in documents up until the
nineteenth century. Some believe that this name was given to the invaders by
the people whose land they took. The name could be interpreted as a corruption
of kure kure, which means 'far away' (Beach 1984; Lan 1985).

Lan refers to the people inhabiting the area before the arrival of the Korekore
invaders as the Tande (1985). Nevertheless, I could not find any person who
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identified him or herself as a Tande, and most people I spoke to denied that such
a group as the Tande ever existed. Chief Matsiwo, classified by Lan as a royal
Tande, claims to be a true Korekore’ However, he does claim descent from
Bangomwe, who is considered - also by him - as an autochthonous ancestor,
and not one from Mutota. Chief Matsiwo heads the largest chieftaincy in Dande.
Chief Matsiwo, as well as the ‘other chiefs who call themselves Korekore’, all
claim that their clan is Nzou Samanyanga (Elephant, Keeper of the Tusks).

The vaDema or Mvura people are thought to have been brought to live in
Dande during the later Mutapa period. Lan (1985: 17) says their mythology
describes their incorporation in the Mutapa State as a result of military defeat.
Some vaDema still live as semi-foragers in the Doma Hills in the southwestern
part of Dande. Others have settled as agriculturists in the northwest of Dande
(Lan 1985; Hasler 1992).

The wealth of the Mutapa state depended on agriculture, cattle herding, and
trade in ivory, gold, salt and cattle (Beach 1994: 102 asf). In the fifteenth
century, ivory and gold were transported via the Zambezi River and traded with
Muslims who had settled on the Sofalan coast (in present-day Mozambique).
Some of their African middlemen (who were often converts to Islam) settled in
the interior along the river. In 1506, the Portuguese conquered the seaport of
Sofala. By 1514, some Portuguese were actually living in the Mutapa State.
Allegedly, their participation in succession disputes split the Mutapa leadership
and contributed to its gradual decline from the late nineteenth century onwards
(Beach 1980, 1994; Schoffeleers 1992).

The Portuguese were not only interested in trade. They also established large
farms on the banks of the Zambezi River. To control their farm labourers and to
defend the trade routes, the Portuguese established slave armies. The descen-
dants of the slave soldiers as well as the descendants of Portuguese landholders
who married members of the local (usually chiefly) lineages are known today as
the Chikunda (Isaacman 1972; 1976). There is one Chikunda chieftaincy in
Dande. The chief, called Chapoto, claims to be a descendant of the nineteenth
century Portuguese landholder José Rosario Andrade.

The colonial period

In 1890, the settler-state of Rhodesia was established. Although the northern
border between Mozambique and Rhodesia was drawn in 1891, trade with the
Portuguese continued till the beginning of the twentieth century (Beach 1994).
It was not until 1920 that the Rhodesian State finally established itself firmly in
the Zambezi Valley. In the process, chieftaincies were reorganised by colonial
administration and chiefs were appointed colonial officers (Lan 1985). The
process of reorganisation continued up until Independence. Headmen loyal to
the Rhodesian regime were appointed chiefs, and disloyal chiefs were demoted
to the position of headmen. The Chitsungo chieftaincy - which features in
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Chapter Seven - was created through this process (see Lan, 1985: 137-8). Its
territory used to be part of the Mzarabani chieftaincy that was reduced to a
headmanship. The Chitsungo chieftaincy was assigned to a branch of the
Kasekete royal family.

Conditions for agriculture in Dande were (and are) not all that favourable.
The climate is hostile, summers are hot and rainfall unreliable. Rainfall is
concentrated in the period between October and April and averages 765 mm per
year, but there are wide annual fluctuations and often dry spells often occur
during the rainy season. The groundwater potential in Dande is low
(GOZ/Euroconsult 1993). According to the consultants who did the feasibility
study for the Mid-Zambezi Rural Development Project, the soils in the south of
Dande, close to the escarpment, are quite fertile, but further to the north the
quality of the soils deteriorates (African Development Fund 1986). This,
however, is contested by local farmers, and it is not clear on which data the
consultants have based their conclusions.

The collapse of the trade with the Portuguese, which had provided a
reasonably secure income to supplement the unstable agricultural production in
Dande, coincided with the imposition of taxation by the Rhodesian government
(Beach 1980). In most literature, these developments are considered to have
been the primary stimuli for - mainly young - men to move to the white-owned
farms and mines on the Plateau to look for work (see e.g. Arrighi 1973; Palmer
1977; Phimister 1977/1983; Beach 1980; Stichter 1985). Pertinently, more
recent literature suggests that circular labour migration cannot be attributed to
political-economic contexts alone. Migrants’ agency and the embedding of
migration in socio-cultural patterns need to be taken into account as well (see
Andersson 2001). Given the long history of involvement in long-distance
trading, trekking considerable distances to look for work may not have been
such a radical change as many authors have suggested. As I will show in
chapter three, the migration practice from Dande to the Plateau of Zimbabwe
greatly influenced migration in the opposite direction.

In view of the relatively adverse conditions for agriculture, and the harsh
climate in the lowveld - with temperatures soaring to well above 40 degrees
Celsius prior to the rainy season - the lands of the Zambezi Valley scarcely
drew a second glance from the white colonists and virtually no land was
alienated in Dande. This advantage was counterbalanced by the fact that the
absence of a European farming area nearby (the closest being situated on the
Plateau) made it difficult for the farmers of Dande to market their produce.
Infrastructure in Dande was badly developed and services were poor.

Though land remained an abundant resource in Dande, in other parts of the
country African farmers suffered from a serious shortage of this natural
resource following the introduction of the Land Apportionment Act of 1930 and
the resulting land alienations. Under this Act, more than fifty per cent of all
arable land was allocated to the white settler minority. The areas allocated to
African farmers were first referred to as Reserves, later they were termed Tribal
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Trust Lands. These were often situated in less favourable climatological and
ecological zones’. On the plateau in what is now Upper Guruve, black farmers
were removed from their land as late as the 1950s to make way for white-
owned, large-scale Commercial Farms. Most of these evicted people settled in
Dande.

Dande has always been - and often still is - viewed as a wild and empty area.
For a long time it was believed that the presence of tsetse flies constituted a
serious constraint to agriculture there and contributed to Dande’s 'underdevel-
opment' and an allegedly low density of human population. Tsetse flies are the
most important vector of trypanosomiasis, which causes nagana in cattle and
sleeping sickness in humans, both of which are potentially lethal diseases.
Richards (1985: 128) states that many commentators during the early colonial
period singled out cattle trypanosomiasis as a major cause of the ‘backward-
ness’ of agriculture in Africa and saw eradication of the fly as the first step
towards a ‘mixed farming revolution’. Even today, many agricultural scientists
and demonstrators see the absence of the plough as the key limitation to farm
size in Africa. Tsetse infestation was seen as a curse of the ‘old Africa’, which
could and should be cured by colonial administration and science. Richards
(ibid.: 129-37) convincingly shows that the opposite, namely, an increase in
tsetse infestation as a result of early colonial settlement and agricultural
policies, is a more likely hypobook.

Nevertheless, the fight against the fly has got a long history. In Rhodesia, it
started in the early 1920s (Derman 1995: 10). The tsetse fly was regarded as one
of the most serious threats, not only to agriculture in Dande, but to life in and
the economy of the country as a whole. The major reason for tsetse eradication
in the Zambezi valley was to prevent the spread of trypanosomiasis to the
commercial cattle herds on the Plateau, but it was also seen as a move to permit
farmers in the valley to introduce cattle for ploughing.

One of the earliest strategies employed to eradicate the fly was the killing of
huge numbers of wild animals, which are its potential hosts. From the 1920s to
the 1960s, between 20,000 and 40,000 head of wildlife were slaughtered each
year. In the early 1960s, the Rhodesian government concluded that wild animal
eradication would be more effective if it were combined with other control
measures, including aerial and ground spraying with insecticides and the
movement of human populations (see Barrett 1994; Derman 1995).

The Rhodesian government used - mainly African - farmers to open up
tsetse-infested areas, on the basis of the - according to Richards - false
assumption that intensified land use and increased human populations would
lead to a decrease in wild animal hosts and thus would help combat tsetse flies

° There is an extensive literature on the history of the land apportionment and its
consequences for the present agricultural situation in Zimbabwe: see e.g. Palmer 1977,
Phimister 1977; Ranger 1985; Moyo 1986.
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(Derman 1995: 11). The opening up of tsetse-infested areas also served another
purpose. As more and more land on the fertile and tsetse-free Plateau was
allocated to European farmers, the Native Reserves (later termed Tribal Trust
Lands), which were set apart for African farmers on the Plateau became smaller
and overcrowded. To provide more land, the Rhodesian government began to
open up so-called Special Native Areas - of which Dande was one - in the
Zambezi valley.

Although the Zambezi valley seems to have always attracted strangers’, the
large-scale in-migration of African settlers interested in agriculture began in
earnest in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Some groups were actually ordered to
move from the Plateau into the valley by the government, and were provided
with transport. Most settlers, however, organised their migration without any
help from the state. Driven by the increasing land scarcity in the Native
Reserves/Tribal Trust Lands, they did not wait for the government to help them.
The receiving local population welcomed the migrants, partly because it meant
that wildlife, causing crop damage and endangering the lives of villagers, would
be kept at bay.

One of the most persistent myths circulating among environmentalists is that
the tsetse eradication campaigns caused large-scale migration to the Zambezi
Valley (see e.g. Reynolds 1984). In fact, the primary motive of migrants was
usually something else. As will be shown in more detail in the next chapter, the
main ‘pushing factor’ of the migration movement to Dande - and to other parts
of the Zambezi Valley - both before and after Independence, was the severe
shortage of land in the areas set aside on the Plateau of Zimbabwe for small-
scale African farmers. Regardless of the presence of the fly, quite a number of
those farmers preferred the remote Zambezi Valley to the Plateau. Even if cattle
could not survive there, a plot of land in the valley cultivated with a hand-hoe
would still yield more than the small plots on the Plateau, even if the latter
could be cultivated with the help of oxen. None of the migrants in the Zambezi
Valley interviewed by myself, by Derman (1993) or by Murphree, Roland and
Hawks (1988) ever mentioned anything about tsetse eradication as a motive for
selecting the valley as a new home.

The earliest - gravel - road into the valley descended from Mt. Darwin
(Centenary District) and was then extended across the valley floor. This meant
that the eastern valley continued to be relatively inaccessible by motor vehicle
until 1958-9, when the road from Guruve to Dande was built. Administrative
tours in the valley had to be undertaken on foot, particularly in the west. A new
paved road from Centenary to Mzarabani was completed in the mid-1960s. The
roads facilitated greater administrative contact with the valley as well as the
relocation of peoples. During the armed struggle for Independence, which
started in the late 1960s, they were also used for troop movements (Derman
1995:9).

The 1950s and 1960s saw a steady increase in human and livestock popula-
tions in the eastern valley. In 1961, the Native Commissioner estimated the
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population in the Dande Special Native area at 27,805 (Derman 1995: 15). In
1965, a Delineation Exercise was conducted which revealed that 6,237 house-
holds were residing in the area. Depending on the estimated average size of
households, this adds up to a total population of somewhere between 30,000
and 37,000. Barrett (1994) says the cattle population in the eastern valley
peaked in 1972 at approximately 23,000 head"’.

The 1960s also saw the establishment of two state farms, operated by
TILCOR, in Dande. Experiments with cotton began at these farms, from which
agricultural extension officers, who introduced the crop to the local farmers,
worked'!. Other crops grown in Dande were maize, sorghum and groundnut.
Tractor ploughing was introduced around the same time. At first, tractors
became available through the TILCOR estates from which they were rented out.
Later a number of successful cotton farmers managed to buy their own tractors.

Land tenure under the Rhodesian State

Management of land in the Rhodesian state was characterised by a dual property
regime. As described above, the Land Apportionment Act of 1930 divided
Rhodesia into European Areas and Tribal Trust Lands. Land in the European
areas was held under private property tenure. The tenure system that was
encouraged by the Rhodesian state in the Tribal Trust Lands (TTLs) was
essentially ‘communal’, although in effect the state had taken over ownership of
the TTLs (Ranger 1985; Murombedzi 1990). A ‘decentralised’ system of local
authorities became institutionalised from chiefs to village headmen to kraal-
heads,'? who were to manage the land on behalf of the population in the TTLs.
Cheater (1990), Murombedzi (1990) and Ranger (1993) argue that the term
‘communal’, to describe the tenure system practised by African farmers before
colonial interventions, was not only inappropriate but also the result of an
ideologisation of the land issue by colonial authorities - and subsequently by
post-colonial authorities as well. Several myths form the basis of the notion of
communal tenure. Firstly, it is based on the idea that chiefs and headmen were
guardians of the land and that no individual ownership of land existed. This
implied that land had no exchange value and therefore was not subject to market
forces (Cheater 1990; see also Mamdani 1996: 17). Nevertheless, Cheater

1 1t should be noted that the Shona of Zimbabwe do not make the distinction familiar in
other parts of Africa between cattle-keepers and agriculturists. Cattle are mainly used
for ploughing; cattle keeping is integrated in agricultural production and does not
constitute a separate way of life.

! In May 1994, I met Mr. Mutero who had been employed as an instructor by TILCOR.
He told me that the first village where cotton was grown was Mahuwe, and that the crop
had been introduced there in 1967.

12 Kraalheads are the headmen of small hamlets that administratively belong to a larger
village, or the headmen of a neighbourhood of a large village.
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(ibid.) found historical evidence of forms of tenure that resembled private
ownership as well as land sales and exchanges. A second myth is that commu-
nal tenure represented an egalitarian form of land use. Ranger (1985; 1993)
however, states that it was in fact the colonial state, through its attempts to
prevent the emergence of peasant entrepreneurs in the TTLs that diminished
existing disparities in land holdings and other productive resources. A third
assumption was that communal tenure was mainly geared towards subsistence
farming, while the existence of peasant entrepreneurs, as described by Ranger,
again indicates otherwise (ibid.).

The 1950s witnessed a - albeit temporary - break with the ideology of
communal tenure and indirect rule through chiefs and kraalheads. As more and
more land was alienated from the African population, the TTLs became
increasingly overpopulated and the soils rapidly deteriorated. Since a total
collapse of agriculture would have had harmful effects on the Rhodesian
economy, the government introduced the Native Land Husbandry Act in 1951
(Ranger 1985; Drinkwater 1991). Through this Act, the government sought to
confer individual tenure rights to specific parcels of grazing or arable land,
presuming that individual tenure would lead to more efficient land use. The
right to allocate land in the TTLs was taken away from chiefs and kraalheads.
Cogently, the implementation of the Act entailed a large cattle de-stocking
exercise, allegedly to prevent overgrazing. Because of a great deal of opposition
and resentment among the population of the TTLs, the implementation of the
Act failed.

Following the Unilateral Declaration of Independence in 1965, a ‘commu-
nity’ approach to the development in the Tribal Trust Lands marked a return to
the ideology of communal tenure. This approach relied heavily on the co-
operation of the chiefs, headmen and kraalheads who had their rights to allocate
land restored (Thomas 1992; Government of Zimbabwe 1994). The underlying
motive for this reversal of authority can be seen as an attempt to replace African
nationalism with ‘tribal government’, which would be more controllable and
would act as a buffer to grass-roots opposition (Ranger 1985). The government
was also seeking to keep costs low by administering through the traditional
institutions, including customary law (Thomas 1992). Though colonial
administrators maintained that traditional election procedures should be
followed in nominating chiefs, a number of chiefly dynasties were affected by
government interference. The government could veto any candidate for the
chieftaincy in favour of a more co-operative candidate, and the status of a
chieftaincy could be lowered or raised (Bourdillon 1987: 119). I have already
described the resulting changes in chieftaincies and headmenships in Dande
above.

The effects of this development on the legitimacy of chiefs and headmen are
heavily debated. Quite a number of authors argue that the policy of indirect rule
seriously damaged their legitimacy, that any co-operation with the Rhodesian
government was interpreted as collaboration (see e.g. Garbett 1966; Ranger
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1982; Lan 1985; Thomas 1992). Lan even claims that many of the functions
formerly performed by chiefs and headmen were transferred by their subjects to
the spirit mediums, including the allocation of land. Bourdillon (1987) and
Alexander (1995) argue that the role of chiefs and headmen in the pre-
Independence period, especially during the war, has been oversimplified and
misunderstood by many authors. Firstly, not all collaboration served only the
chiefs’ interests; there were many occasions on which they may have felt
compelled to comply with the government’s policy, for fear of losing the
government’s support for infrastructural developments and development
projects (Bourdillon 1987: 119). Furthermore, they claim that there were also
many chiefs and headmen who supported the freedom fighters, assumed party
positions and co-operated with the guerrillas, citing several examples from
Masvingo and Chimanimani Districts.

The armed struggle for Independence

Racial segregation policies -.including discriminatory labour policies, the
continuing alienation of land, land reforms and cattle de-stocking exercises in
the Tribal Trust Lands exacerbated by heavy taxes - all caused considerable
resentment among the African population of Rhodesia. In the 1950s, the
growing discontentment led to the establishment of the first African nationalist
movements (Ranger 1985). In 1961, the Zimbabwe African People’s Union
(ZAPU) was formed under the leadership of Joshua Nkomo. In 1963, Nkomo’s
opponents, among them Robert Mugabe, established the Zimbabwe African
National Union (ZANU). Both parties were officially banned in 1964.

In 1965, Prime Minister Ian Smith issued the Unilateral Declaration of
Independence (UDI) of Rhodesia, refusing to give in to pressures from the
United Kingdom to share political power with the African population. In the
same year, ZAPU sent small, armed units into the country and in 1966, ZANU
launched its first armed attack against the white regime in Sinoia (Martin &
Johnson 1981; Dabengwa 1995: 27). After this 'battle of Sinoia', which ended in
a victory for the Rhodesian police force, all remained quiet for a while. But in
the 1970s, the war intensified again, leading to Zimbabwe's Independence in
1980 (Martin & Johnson 1981; Lan 1985; Ranger 1985).

The Zambezi valley became a frontline. Both ZANU’s Zimbabwe African
National Liberation Army (ZANLA) and ZAPU’s Zimbabwe People’s Revolu-
tionary Army (ZIPRA) were active in the area (Bhebe & Ranger 1995: 12;
Dabengwa 1995: 28-30). Their fighters entered the valley from Zambia and
Mozambique. In 1975 both armies briefly united into the Zimbabwe People’s
Army, but this alliance was only fleeting and, soon afterwards, both armed
groups continued their struggle separately again.

Towards the end of the war, all residents of Dande were forcibly moved to
so-called Protected Villages (locally known as 'keeps') close to the Escarpment.
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The rationale provided for the ‘keeps’ by the Rhodesian government was that
they were constructed to protect the villagers against any attack staged by the
guerrillas. More likely, however, the ‘keeps’ were supposed to prevent people
from supporting the guerrillas by providing them with food and information
(Frederikse 1982; Lan 1985).

People living scattered in small hamlets were gathered together and forced to
live in these large, completely fenced settlements, guarded by the Rhodesian
forces. In 1978, the first, smaller, ‘keeps’ were established in Dande. In 1979,
people were transferred from these smaller ‘keeps’ to one of the two big ‘keeps’
that were established in Dande; one at Mashumbi Pools, the other situated at
Mahuwe. Only between sunrise and sunset were people allowed to leave the
‘keep’ to work on their fields or tend to their animals. For those living far away
from the ‘keep’, this was impossible and many of them could not harvest
anything and lost their livestock. Serious shortages of food occurred in the
‘keeps’ and mortality rates were high. As homes, fields and livestock were
abandoned; large areas reverted once more to forest as they were left unculti-
vated. As a result, the wildlife populations increased again (see also Derman
1995: 15). The ‘keeps’ were dismantled only after the first elections in
independent Zimbabwe in 1980.

The human population in the valley declined markedly during the war. Many
residents left the area during this period, to avoid the fighting and the ‘keeps’. In
1982, two years after Independence, a census was conducted which calculated
that around 18,000 people were living in the former Dande Special Native Area,
now Dande Communal Land. This figure probably contributed to the image of
the valley as ‘empty’. However, by 1982, not everyone who had fled from the
valley during the war had returned. Furthermore, after Independence, migration
to Dande slowly started up again, regaining serious momentum only after 1983.

Mhondoro mediums and the war for Independence

Here I would like to introduce the Mhondoro mediums briefly, since such an
important role has been attributed to them in the war for Independence.
Mhondoro are the spirits of royal ancestors, the great rulers of the past. All
present-day chiefs of Dande claim to descend from one of the Mhondoro. The
spirits are believed to continue looking after the territories they once ruled when
they were still alive, by providing rain and fertility for the soil. In Dande, these
areas have relatively clear-cut boundaries, which are known by most inhabi-
tants; Garbett calls them 'spirit provinces' (1969; 1977). The land and all other
natural resources in a spirit province ultimately belong to the Mhondoro of that
province. The Mhondoro are thought to communicate with the living through a
medium.

Some of the Mhondoro mentioned in this chapter have acquired national
fame because of their association with the armed struggle for Independence.



34 CHAPTER 2

Their reputation, and as a result the reputation of the Mhondoro cult as a whole,
has benefited from this association. Much has been written about the involve-
ment of Mhondoro mediums in the first rebellion against the white settlers in
1896-1897 - the first chimurenga - and the last struggle or second chimurenga
which resulted in Zimbabwe’s Independence. It is hard to find a book about the
chimurengas that does not mention the Mhondoro cult, and very few publica-
tions about the Mhondoro cult do not mention the chimurengas. The main
reason for the inclusion of this section is that the war literature, and the war
itself, has affected the image of the Mhondoro cult. In my view it contributed to
an image of strong, influential mediums and led to a neglect of the role of the
potential adherents of the cult - which I will describe in detail in Chapters Six
and Seven. Furthermore, the association between the war and the Mhondoro no
doubt influenced the way the state dealt with and reacted to the cult.

After the battle of Sinoia, ZANU guerrillas embarked on a policy of
mobilising popular support for the armed struggle. In 1971, ZANLA forces
clandestinely entered Dande'®. According to Josiah Tungamirai, who was the
chief Political Commissar of the ZANLA forces, recruitment was facilitated by
the participation and support of the spirit mediums in the area: “With the help of
the spirit mediums the guerillas were able to carry out their instructions to
politicize the masses, to cache arms and to recruit would-be fighters in the
Dande area’. (Tungamirai 1995: 41). He connects the involvement of Mhondoro
mediums with the stories about the first revolt against the white settlers:

(...) when ZANLA fighters arrived in the Dande area they discovered that the
tradition of the spirit mediums Sekuru Kaguvi and Mbuya Nehanda, who had
participated effectively in the first Chimurenga of 1896-7, was still alive in the
1970s and that the new generation of mediums was equally opposed to the oppres-
sive system of the Rhodesian government (Tungamirai 1995:41).

The initiative of bringing the guerrillas into contact with the Mhondoro
mediums, however, came from the local residents. Mayor Urimbo, leader of one
of the first groups of ZANLA guerrillas operating in Dande, recalls: ‘We spoke
to the old people who said that we must consult the mediums. We were taken to
Nehanda (...)" (cited in: Lan 1985: 136). The medium of Nehanda agreed to help
the guerrillas. At first, Tungamirai felt somewhat uneasy about recruiting
Mhondoro mediums. Later, however, he told Martin and Johnson (1981: 78):
‘Mbuya Nehanda was ZANLA's most important and influential recruit (...)

13 ZAPU had already mounted a campaign in the area in 1968 (Dabengwa 1995, 28-30)
and remained active in parts of Dande afterwards. Nevertheless, little is known about
the relations between ZAPU fighters and Mhondoro mediums. Brickhill (1995)
maintains that ZAPU fought a secular war, in contrast to ZANU. However, Ranger and
Ncube (1995) claim that ZAPU cadres and fighters maintained extensive contacts with
officers from the Mwali cult.



SETTING THE SCENE 35

Once the children, the boys and girls in that area, knew that Nehanda had joined
the war, they came in large numbers’. ZANLA had war zones named after
Nehanda and Chaminuka. Nehanda featured in many popular ZANLA war
songs, which were sung at the all-night politicisation sessions (pungwes).
Several mediums travelled with the ZANLA guerrillas; among them the
mediums of Chipfene, Chiodzamamera, Chidyamauyu and Nehanda - the latter
feature in Chapter Six of this book. In 1972, however, the Rhodesian army
discovered the build-up of guerrillas in the northeast. Tungamirai (1995: 42)
claims that the Security Forces mounted a manhunt for the spirit mediums.
Fearing that the aged medium of Nehanda would be captured, the guerrillas
decided to take her out of the country to a ZANLA-camp in Mozambique. At
first she refused, but eventually she agreed. In mid-1973, she died in Mozam-
bique. The three surviving mediums continued working with the guerillas
(ibid.).

In his book ‘Guns and Rain’ (1985), David Lan also describes the co-
operation of the above-mentioned Mhondoro mediums with ZANLA fighters.
The central argument of Lan's book is that the support of the majority of the
Mhondoro mediums for the guerrillas was a crucial aspect of the second
chimurenga. During possession seances the mediums expressed the resentment
many villagers felt against the white administration. Here, they proclaimed
claims of the Mhondoro to the lost lands. Lan (1985: 146-53) says that the
Mhondoro, the old warlords, had the authority to deal with war, even though
their mediums had to avoid witnessing actual bloodshed. When the guerrillas
arrived, they were strangers to the people in Dande. It was ZANLA's policy not
to send guerrillas to fight in their home area where they might become involved
in local power struggles. The Mhondoro mediums explained to the villagers that
the guerrillas were not foreigners from Zambia and Mozambique as announced
in government propaganda. Through participation in rituals and by adhering to
the ritual restrictions imposed upon them by the Mhondoro mediums, the
guerrillas were, Lan argues, ritually transformed from strangers to ‘sons of the
soil’. The Mhondoro mediums provided the guerrillas with ‘(...) the set of
symbols with which [their] moral authority was expressed (Lan 1985: 220)’.
According to Lan, this was important for obtaining popular support in Dande. In
his 1995 article in ‘Soldiers in Zimbabwe's liberation war’, Tugamirai fully
agrees with Lan's analysis:

They [the mediums] told the povo [Portuguese for ‘people’] why the guerrillas had
come ... They went further to remind the povo that this was what Nehanda meant
when she had said, 'Mapfupa angu achamuka' (my bones shall rise from the dead)
(1995: 42)".

'* Perhaps the most extreme opinion on the role of spirit mediums during the second
chimurenga is expressed by Martinus Daneel in a paper he presented at a conference in
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Bourdillon (1987b) has questioned Lan’s analysis and has argued that
perhaps the celebration of the mediums as war heroes after Independence (see
below) contributed more to the popularity of the mediums than the fact that they
contributed to the popularity of the freedom fighters. Nevertheless, as I will
show in Chapter Six and Seven, in the pronouncements on the Mid-Zambezi
Project, the image of the spirits and mediums as major actors in the bringing of
Independence crops up many times and seems to legitimise the critique of the
post-Independence government.

The post-Independence government has demonstrated a rather ambiguous
attitude towards the Mhondoro mediums. Ranger argues that the Zimbabwean
state simultaneously claimed to be the heir of African tradition and of colonial
modernity, 'the custodian of proletarian ceremonial (the invented May Day
parades), of national glory and of rural customs' (1983b: 106). The Mhondoro
cult has played an important role in attempts to create a new Zimbabwean
identity. The new government tried to transform the Shona ancestor, Nehanda,
into the (grand-)mother of the new nation, Zimbabwe. In the Parliament of
Zimbabwe, on the imposing staircase, which sweeps down from the ministerial
offices, a statue of Nehanda has been placed. Actually, the statue depicts
Charwe, the medium of Nehanda who was hanged after the first chimurenga
was lost, as she can be seen in a picture taken while she was held in prison. The
same picture is copied on numerous flags and banners, which decorate the
National Stadium every year at the celebration of Independence. At every
Independence celebration, the ancestors (as well as God) are praised for their
help during the struggle for Independence. After Independence, all over the
country army barracks, streets, schools and even a few local newspapers
(controlled by ZANU/PF) were (re-)named after Nehanda (see also Lan 1985;
Weiss 1986). Not only the state kept the memory of Nehanda alive. In the cities
as well as in the rural areas, newly established local co-operatives and savings-
clubs were named after Nehanda by their founders. In Dande, almost every local
group involved in local development activities bears a name that refers to
Nehanda, her praise names or significant events derived from the myths about
her life and activities.

Utrecht in 1991, as well as in his novel ‘Guerilla Snuff’ (published under the name of
Mahfuranhonzi Gumbo). Daneel assigns an important active military role to the
Mhondoro and their mediums. He claimsthat 'Traditional religion (...) inspired the
guerrilla fighters, in many cases informed and even gave direction to strategic
operations at the war front and contributed greatly to close cooperation between rural
communities and fighters (1991: 12, my italics)’. Daneel says many ex-combatants
believed in a spiritual war council, a dare rechimurenga. This council was presided over
by Mwari and consisted of the super-Mhondoro Nehanda and Kaguvi, as well as local
Mhondoro. Daneel claims that ‘(...) in the spirit world the final authority behind the
ZANLA and ZIPRA high commands, and probably more effectively in charge of the
entire war effort throughout the country, was the dare rechimurenga (ibid.:13)’.
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In Zimbabwe, Nehanda’s image is pervasively present in public life. A strong
connection is made between Nehanda and the Independence of Zimbabwe.
There is even a rather strong connection made between President Mugabe and
Nehanda. Numerous stories circulate, even today, about how Nehanda advised
President Mugabe during the war and about the promises he reputedly made to
(the medium of) Nehanda before she died.

Although the great Mhondoro of the chimurenga have become eminent
national heroes, according to Ranger and Bhebe there has been no continuation
of what they call the wartime alliance (1995: 24). After Independence, the
government tried to end the Mhondoro’s political role. It allocated an exclu-
sively healing role to their mediums by, as Ranger and Bhebe describe it ‘(...)
lumping them together with n'angas as members of the Zimbabwe National
Traditional Healers Association (ZINATHA) (ibid.: 24)’. In 1981, the Tradi-
tional Medical Practitioners Act, was passed as law (Lan 1985). The purpose of
this Act was to establish a Traditional Medical Practitioners Council and to give
legal standing to the Zimbabwe National Traditional Healers Association
(ZINATHA). The function of the Council is to supervise and control the
practice of traditional medical practitioners and to foster research and develop-
ment of knowledge. All traditional medical practitioners have to be registered
by the Council, including spirit mediums. Individuals who make use of the
official title of Spirit Medium (or Traditional Medical Practitioners if no spirit
possession is involved) even though they are not registered, are liable to a fine
of Z$ 1000.- or imprisonment for two years (Lan 1985:220). Mediums who do
not measure up to the standards of the Council can be expelled. Through the
Council, the government is actually claiming the ability to declare who is and
who is not a legitimate and authentic spirit medium. The possible political
implications of such an agency have been noticed by others, as can be deduced
from the formation of an independent Zimbabwe Traditional Healers Associa-
tion by an ambitious politician (The Herald, 17-11-1992).

Independence and the return of the stolen lands

In 1980, Zimbabwe became independent. The first post-Independence elections
were won by ZANU and Robert Mugabe became Prime Minister and later
President of Zimbabwe. ZANU has stayed in power ever since. In 1987, ZANU
and ZAPU merged into ZANU(PF) and Joshua Nkomo became vice-president,
which he remained until his death in July 1999".

5 The reconciliation between ZANU and ZAPU was preceded by a long period of
hostilities. The ZANU-dominated government cracked down hard on any supposed
ZAPU-related opposition and many people were killed (Catholic Commission for
Justice and Peace 1997; Werbner 1998; Alexander, McGregor and Ranger 2000; see for
a family history of that period Werbner 1991).
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As I mentioned in the introduction, the new post-Independence government
promised the return of the stolen lands to the African farmers and developed
plans for an ambitious resettlement programme. The first post-Independence
development plan envisaged the resettlement of 162,000 families onto former
European Land before the year 1986, but by 1991, only about 48,000 families
had been resettled (Palmer 1990; Blanckenburg 1994: 30). The availability of
land for resettlement was a problem, as the rights of property owners had been
guaranteed for ten years under the Lancaster House Agreement. As mentioned
earlier, despite its supposed Marxist orientation, the government seemed to
protect the Commercial Farming sector, which generated much-needed foreign
currency. In 1988, the government even reduced its land acquisition budget by
nearly two-thirds (Moyo 1995: 116).

In the mid-1980s, the government shifted its focus from the re-distribution of
land to internal land reforms in the Communal Areas - which was the new name
for the Tribal Trust Lands. The plans (re-)surfaced in response to a period of
serious droughts, which lasted from 1982 until 1984, and to problems
experienced with the acquisition of land from the large-scale Commercial
Farming areas for resettlement. The assumption underlying the land reforms
was that improving the efficiency and the intensification of land use could
alleviate the pressures existing in most Communal Areas in Zimbabwe and
would reduce the demand for land in the former European Areas. The reforms
are discussed in more detail in the section below.

In 1992, after the Lancaster House Agreement had expired, a Land Acquisi-
tion Act was adopted that facilitated the expropriation of land by the state. The
Act seemed a move back to land redistribution between Communal Areas and
the former European Areas, as it allowed the government to acquire land
compulsorily even when it was fully utilised. Pertinently, the Act stated that
land would be bought at a ‘fair price’ instead of ruling market prices - as had
been specified in the Lancaster House Agreement. Nevertheless, little happened
in the period between 1992 and 1997, only about a hundred farms were
designated for redistribution in this period, and only a few of these were
actually confiscated.

The year 1997 was marked by violent protests by war veterans, demanding
compensation for their efforts during the struggle for Independence in the form
of pensions and land for resettlement. In November of that same year, a list of
1471 Large-Scale Commercial Farms designated for resettlement was published
in the Government Gazette. This was criticised by the Commercial Farmers
lobby, the private sector and the donor community, which claimed that it was
not clear how the government would use the designated farms and expressed its
fear that the plan would seriously undermine the commercial farming sector and
investors’ confidence in the country. Partly in response to this criticism, the
government organised a donor conference in September 1998 at which a draft
policy entitled ‘Land Reform and Resettlement Programme Phase II’ was
presented (Hammar 2003: 8). During the conference, the government agreed
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with the other parties - donors, commercial farmers and representatives of the
private sector - that the land reform programme should start with an inception
phase during which 118 farms would be designated for resettlement. The donor
community promised 17 million Z$ to assist the government in acquiring farms
and providing reasonable compensation to the owners. Despite this agreement,
the Minister for Lands and Agriculture signed acquisition orders for over 800
farms. Around the same time, several senior government leaders stated that
more farms would be confiscated and that owners would receive compensation
only for farm improvements, not for the land itself. However, again practice
diverged from rhetoric and in reality only a part of the designated farms were
confiscated and fair market value compensation for the land was paid.

Twenty years after Independence, the land issue flared up again. In the run-
up to the general elections in June 2000, a new Constitution was drafted. Apart
from strengthening the position of the ruling party, ZANU-PF, and the sitting
President even more, the proposed Constitution was also marked by far-
reaching possibilities to confiscate land for resettlement, obliging the former
colonial government to pay for the land while the government of Zimbabwe
would only pay for land improvements. The Draft Constitution was the subject
of a referendum in February 2000 and was rejected: government spokespersons
argued that this was because of the radical land reform proposals; the opposition
claimed that despite these proposals a majority had voted ‘no’. The leadership
of the opposition party MDC has never denied that the land issue was a pressing
one, but maintained that for the majority of the voters, the reinforcement of the
powerful position of the ZANU(PF) leadership was more important than the
proposals for redressing the unfair distribution of land. The rejection of the new
Constitution was followed by a spate of farm invasions, led by the Zimbabwe
National Liberation War Veterans Association. The Association has a somewhat
ambiguous relationship with the government, in many cases its actions coincide
with ZANU(PF) objectives, but as I have briefly mentioned in chapter one,
there have also been occasional conflicts, as well as rumours that the party
leadership feared the Association’s leadership to become too powerful. The
farm invasions were accompanied by plenty of violence against members of the
opposition. Despite this violence the opposition won 58 of the 120 seats
contested in Parliament. The farm invasions'® and the violence intensified in the
run-up to the presidential elections in May 2002 and continue even today.

' The former Governor of Matabeleland, Welshman Mabhena, had the honour of being
the most prominent black commercial farmer to have his farm invaded, in early July
2000, after the elections had taken place.
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Post-Independence land use policies in the Communal Areas

Although the struggle for redistribution of land between the Large Scale
Commercial Farming Sector and the Communal Areas seems to dominate the
political scene, land reforms in the Communal Areas themselves were at least as
significant to ordinary Zimbabwean farmers. Prior to the post-2000 land
invasions, these areas made up 42 per cent of all land in Zimbabwe and
harboured 57 per cent of Zimbabwe’s population (Moyo et al. 1991: 58; Weiner
et al. 1991: 147). Consequently, they remained economically as well as
politically important. Plans for the Communal Areas have been numerous, often
contradictory and have had great impact on the lives of people who inhabit the
areas. Most policy contradictions revolve around three key issues that are
intrinsically related: 1) ideas concerning the viability of the principle of
communal tenure itself; 2) the form of local government: ‘traditional’ versus
‘modern’ local government structures; and 3) how much control should be
devolved to local government structures: decentralisation versus central
government control.

After Independence, the land property regime was officially ‘de-racialised’,
but not, as Mamdani (1996) calls it, ‘de-tribalised’; the dual property regime
continued. As mentioned earlier, during the first twenty years of Independence,
the former European Areas were left largely untouched and were renamed
Large Scale Commercial Farming Areas. For the majority of Zimbabwean
farmers, access to land remained dependent on their membership of a group, as
subjects of a chief. The Tribal Trust Lands were renamed Communal Lands.

The Communal Lands Act of 1982 states that authority over land in
Communal Areas is vested in the President who holds all Communal Lands in
trust for the people. The Ministry of Local Government, Rural and Urban
Development was made responsible for administering Communal Land through
the District Councils (Thomas 1992; Government of Zimbabwe 1994:22). The
act stated that Councils shall ‘(...) have regard to customary law relating to the
use and allocation of land (Government of Zimbabwe 1994. 23)’.

The installation of District Councils in the Communal Lands this soon after
Independence and before a new administrative structure had been officially
introduced, caused considerable resentment among local residents (Alexander
1995: 181). Untill then, the local administration had been in the hands of either
the former support committees that had helped the ZANU-related ZANLA-
forces during the war (Lan 1985: 209-10) or of the local branches of the ZANU
party, sometimes in co-operation, sometimes in competition with traditional
leadership (Alexander 1995: 181).

The establishment of District Councils indicated an attempt to re-establish a
powerful state bureaucracy in the rural areas, mostly by the Ministry of Lands
and the Ministry of Local Government. Decisions concerning development
policy and land reform were taken at the national level, and the channelling of
state resources to rural areas was controlled by the ministries, with little
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sensitivity to bottom-up demands, as noted by Alexander (ibid.: 183). Continui-
ties from the past were evident and the Presidential directive, which allowed the
appointment of Africans in any section of the public service if the President on
the advice of the Prime Minister deemed it necessary in order to redress past
imbalances, did not bring any change to the prevalent modernising and authori-
tarian ideology of the civil servants (ibid.: 180; see also Drinkwater 1991).

In 1984, the Prime Minister issued a directive, outlining the institutional
framework for development in Zimbabwe, which completely excluded chiefs
and headmen. Democratically elected Village Development Committees
(VIDCOs) were to be the basic planning unit in this new system of local
government. Each VIDCO would represent about a hundred households. The
VIDCO was to submit its development plans on an annual basis to the WARD
Development Committee (WADCO), which would represent about 600
households. The WADCO would co-ordinate the plans from all VIDCOs under
its jurisdiction. It would then submit the ward plan to the District Development
Committee (DDC). The DDC would incorporate the ward plans into an
integrated district plan submitted to the District Council for approval. The
District Council would comprisé all Ward Councillors, that is, the chairpersons
of the WADCOs. The Ward Councillors would be assisted by a District
Administrator (DA) - who also served as the Chief Executive Officer'’ -
appointed by the Ministry of Local Government, Rural and Urban Develop-
ment. The District Development Committee, which was to develop the district
development plan, was to be entirely composed of district heads of central
government ministries and departments, together with representatives of the
state security organisations, and chaired by the DA. The District Development
Committee was therefore a central government committee. Once the District
Council had approved the district plan, it was to be submitted to the Provincial
Development Committee (Murombedzi 1992; Thomas 1992).

17 Still, there are cases, e.g. in the Guruve District Council, in which the two functions
are executed by two different people.
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The Prime Minister’s directive officially constituted an attempt to decentral-
ise government and promote community participation in developing develop-
ment policies. In practice, however, District Councils tended to be dominated by
the government officials serving on them. Furthermore, the fact that develop-
ment plans had to be submitted to the District Development Committee before
being submitted to the District Council did not help either (Thomas 1992: 10).
Yet, many Councils lacked both the expertise necessary to formulate develop-
ment plans, and the resources to implement them. District Councils were almost
entirely dependent on grants and on resources and expertise provided by
sectoral ministries (Alexander 1995: 183). Plans to train VIDCOs and
WADCOs in administrative skills proved over-ambitious because of a lack of
sufficient financial and human resources (Thomas 1992:12). Where training was
provided, the emphasis was on implementing central government policies rather
than on training VIDCOs and WADCOs to develop their own development
policies'®.

Though the operation and recognition of VIDCOs and WADCOs differs
from area to area, there have been complaints about the lack of local support
and participation within these structures'®. Alexander (1995: 183) argues that
the alleged weakness of VIDCOs and WADCOs can be attributed to the
arbitrary nature of the units. VIDCOs and WADCOs were not built on previous
communities and affiliations but simply on the figure of 100 and 600 house-
holds (see also Government of Zimbabwe 1994: 25). However, in some
instances local amendments have been made; figures were reduced or enlarged
to create some overlap with existing communities®.

Apart from the lack of decentralisation of authority and resources to
VIDCOs and WADCOs, there were also problems with their representation.
The Commission of Inquiry into Appropriate Agricultural Land Tenure Systems
concluded:

In practice, VIDCOs have no modus operandi allowing regular elections or other
recognisable characteristics of democratic governance. Some, if not most, have had
only one election since 1984. There was evidence of autocracy and manipulation
(Government of Zimbabwe 1994: 24).

'8 A Ward Councillor in the area where I conducted my research showed me the training
material he received and the notes he took during the training he attended in 1994.

' In 1989 the Minister of Local Government Rural and Urban Development made the
following statement: ‘What is however disturbing is that in some areas there is an
unacceptable level of participation in the planning process by residents at the village
and ward levels. Reports reaching my ministry suggest that people are not sufficiently
involved or active in the village and ward development committees’. (MLGRUD 1989,
quoted in Murombedzi 1989: 22). )

% Quite a number of VIDCOs and WADCOs in Dande did not contain the specified
number of households, but were delineated in such a way that they more or less
overlapped with existing villages or neighbourhoods.
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Derman and Murombedzi have discussed the domination of ZANU(PF) in
local government institutions in the Zambezi Valley: ‘The provincial governors
and district administrators are political appointees and well-placed in the party.
It is an unspoken assumption that to be on the District Council one has to be a
member of ZANU(PF) (1994: 122)*".

Although ‘communal tenure’ had been maintained in the Communal Areas
after Independence, at the same time this form of tenure was considered
unproductive. As described above, plans to introduce land reforms in the
Communal Areas (re-)surfaced in the mid-1980s. Many authors, among them
Drinkwater (1991), Alexander (1995) and McGregor (1995), have pointed out
the similarities between the land reforms and the Rhodesian Native Land
Husbandry Act of 1951.

The reforms were officially introduced in the first Five Year Development
Plan of 1986, but in fact had already been prepared when the Communal Land
Amendment Act passed in 1985 (Thomas 1992: 15). The amendments
facilitated the intention of the government to introduce the demarcation of
arable and grazing lands, and areas for rural housing construction. In contrast to
the Prime Minister’s 1984 directive, which apparently sought to promote ‘grass-
roots’ development, the Communal Land Amendment Act authorised non-
elected governmental officials of the District Development Committees to
prepare and adopt development plans of their own volition (Thomas 1992: 15)*.
No mention was made of any consultation of local people, other than the fact
that when a plan had been prepared and approved by the District Council, a
copy had to be sent to the chairman of every VIDCO of the Council affected by
the plan (Section 4 (5), cited in Thomas 1992:15), who would have thirty days
to consult local inhabitants and report back any objections to the council,
together with the identity of the objectors (Section 4 (6), cited in Thomas 1992:
15, his italics).

In the end, the Ministry of Local Government Rural and Urban Development
took direct control over land allocation in those Communal Areas that were
subjected to internal land reforms. In these areas land allocation was carried out
by its Department for Rural Development, and not by the District Councils
(Government of Zimbabwe: 1999).

In 1988, the Rural District Councils (RDC) Act was adopted, though it was
implemented only in 1993. In theory, this Act provided a deepening of the
decentralisation process, but in practice it firmly established the authority of the
state at the local level (Hammar 1998: 25-6). The purpose of the Act was to

2! In one district in the Zambezi Valley it was more than an unspoken assumption. In
Nyaminyami, before the 1988 unification of ZANU and ZAPU, ward councillors who
were elected but were members of the ZAPU were not permitted to serve on the council
(Derman & Murombedzi 1994: 122).

# Communal Land Amendment Act Section 4 (1), cited in Thomas 1992: 15.
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establish a single type of rural local authority through amalgamating two
previously separate types of councils: the District Councils, that served the
Communal Lands, and the Rural Councils, that served the Large Scale
Commercial Farming Areas. The resulting Rural District Councils were
empowered under the Act to be the land allocation and land conservation
authority (ibid.; Roe 1992). The act supposed a considerable devolution of
power and resources to elected local authorities. Nevertheless, as had been the
case with the District Councils, the Rural District Councils enjoyed very little
autonomy from the centre - either in terms of resources or in terms of decision-
making powers - and served in fact to reassert the power of the central state
over the rural areas.

In the second half of the 1990s, the objectives of decentralisation changed.
As part of the economic structural adjustment programme, the government
undertook a reform of the public sector. Decentralisation and devolution were
supposed to help reduce the role of the public sector as well as the costs of
government operations. More and more ministries started to decentralise funds
and devolve responsibilities to the local level. To co-ordinate these efforts more
effectively, a Committee of Ministers on Decentralisation was set up. Lack of
local resources and capacities, the latter especially among the elected Rural
District Councillors, had been identified as the main obstacle to decentralisa-
tion. In response, a nation-wide RDC Capacity Building Programme was
launched in 1996, with financial support from a number of European countries
as well as from the World Bank. Training and the deployment of resource
persons were to foster institutional and human resource development. Further-
more, each Rural District Council received a considerable development grant to
effectuate projects and activities that could serve as test cases for newly
developed skills, accountability and local democracy (Government of
Zimbabwe 1999b). This programme was to continue in the year 2000, but with
recent changes in Government and the political upheavals that preceded and
continued after the general elections in 2000 and the Presidential elections in
May 2002, its future is uncertain.

Meanwhile, significant changes in the position of ‘traditional leadership’ had
taken place. Though the 1984 directive excluded chiefs and headmen from the
new institutional framework - they could only participate if elected into either
VIDCOs or WADCOs - and though they were attacked by technical planning
ministries as anachronisms who stood in the way of progress, there were also
voices in the new government defending them. Immediately after Independence,
former employees of the Ministry of Internal Affairs lobbied for a continuing
role of chiefs and headmen, on the grounds that their exclusion from local
government could lead to confusion, even anarchy, in the Communal Areas
(Alexander 1995: 186). In many districts, chiefs were soon to be invited as ex
officio members to the meetings of the District Council. Already in 1982, a
Chiefs and Headmen Act was passed, which recognised the institution of the
chiefs, stating their right to a government stipend well in access to the stipend of
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awarded to ward councillors (Alexander 1995: 182, 187). Pertinently, the act
did not, however, recognise the institution of the headmen, nor did it provide a
restoration of the chiefs’ power over land allocation or court matters (Govern-
ment of Zimbabwe 1994: 25). Since Independence, the courts presided over by
chiefs and headmen had been transformed into Community Courts, operating
under the Ministry of Justice. In 1992, civil jurisdiction was restored to chiefs in
all matters except land issues (Government of Zimbabwe 1994: 26).

Despite increasing recognition of chiefs, in practice legislation continued to
limit their role significantly, on the ground, however, that both chiefs and
headmen still played an important role in matters relating to land. The Commis-
sion of Inquiry into Appropriate Agricultural Land Tenure Systems concluded:
‘Inhabitants of Communal Areas however, still refer most land matters and
requests to traditional leaders (1994: 24)’.

Alexander cites two reasons for the re-emergence of traditional leadership.
Once the war ended ‘[b]acked by a strong pressure for a return to “normality”
after the trauma of war, traditional leaders - and male elders in general -
reasserted their power (1995: 179)’. Another factor constituted what she refers
to as the authoritarian and modernising ethic of the development bureaucracies.
Especially the land reforms introduced in some of the Communal Areas and the
plans to eventually implement them in all Communal Areas contributed to an
increasing local respect for chiefs and headmen (ibid.: 187). In the light of these
developments and because of the structures in which they operated, VIDCOs
and WADCOs were gradually perceived to be instruments of local administra-
tion, essential implementation units for plans that continued to be developed in
a ‘top-down’ fashion (Thomas 1992: 12). Alexander argues that by formulating
an agenda based on a popular revival of ‘tradition’, traditional leaders were able
to draw on a constituency that found itself threatened by the new agricultural
policies. The traditional leaders certainly did not reject all aspects of ‘moderni-
sation’, but reacted to the authoritarian implementation policies and the loss of
local control over land. Traditional leaders invoked a version of the past in a bid
to challenge the authority of the state and local development bodies.

Due to the confusing amount of contradicting acts and legislation, the
situation with respect to land tenure became increasingly unclear. In reaction to
this, the government established a Commission of Inquiry into Appropriate
Agricultural Land Tenure Systems. On the basis of extensive interviews and
discussions, the commission concluded that all local government institutions,
from DCs to VIDCOs, claimed authority to deal with land issues (Government
of Zimbabwe 1994: 23). The Commission added that in practice chiefs and
headmen were found to have illegally reassumed their former role in land
allocation. The Commission concluded that ‘[t]his profusion of overlapping and
incongruent local organisational structures, each with its own boundaries and
drawing on different sources of legitimacy, has thus created weak and disparate
local institutions (ibid.: 26)’. In its recommendations to the government, the
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Commission advised the latter to restore the role and powers of both chiefs and
headmen in matters of land:

While traditional leaders are clearly not mentioned in the land laws, the requirement
in the law that land administration is done with regard to customary law in itself
implies some role of traditional leaders, given their status as executors of customary
law (ibid.: 24).

The problem, however, is the great deal of differentiation in the Communal
Areas. Though the re-emergence of traditional leadership seems to be wide-
spread, not everybody may feel that local chiefs and headmen represent their
interests (see Chapters Three, Six and Seven).

According to Hammar, the draft policy ‘Land Reform and Resettlement
Programme Phase II’, which had been presented at the donor conference in
1988, attempted to resolve earlier contradictions concerning the role of
traditional authorities in land allocation, but with limited success (1998: 21).
The draft policy proposed to use local plans and involve chiefs, headmen,
traditional assemblies, the Rural District Council and the District Administrator
without providing any articulation of how this would work in practice (ibid.,
21). A new Act concerning traditional leadership that was presented early 2000
did not provide much clarity about this either. The Act proposed the establish-
ment of Village and Ward Assemblies consisting of all adult village and ward
inhabitants. The Assemblies are to be chaired by chiefs and headmen. The
office of village headman will be officially re-instated. Village headmen will be
given the task of collecting the development levies for the RDC and in return
will be able to ‘keep’ a certain percentage of the levies for themselves in lieu of
a salary.

VIDCOs will become ‘sub-committees’ of the Village Assemblies and will
be chaired by the village headmen as well. Problematically, the position of the
WADCOs vis-a-vis traditional leadership is less clear. WADCOs will continue
to be chaired by the Ward Councillors, who will still represent the Wards in the
Rural District Councils (Government of Zimbabwe 1999). The draft policy
presented at the donor conference in 1998 also proposed the establishment at the
national level of a part-executive, part-advisory land board. Furthermore, it
brought up the issue again of a reorganisation of the Communal Lands (ibid.:
24). Hammar concludes that the draft policy ‘(...) retain sufficient, and by-now
familiar ambiguity with respect to land authority in Communal Lands [...] to
allow the state to play its cards in many possible ways (ibid.:21)’.

Post-Independence developments in Dande

The importance of the valley to the struggle for Independence committed the
post-Independence government to pursue the development of the area (Derman
1995: 14). Shortly after Independence, initiatives were taken to increase the
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number of schools and clinics in Dande. Furthermore, the Grain Marketing
Board, as well as the Cotton Marketing Board established depots in the area.

In 1982, the Agricultural and Rural Development Authority (ARDA)
commissioned a study of the possibilities for developing the area. One of the
main recommendations made by the consultants was to ‘rationalise’ land-use
planning. The authors of the study report (Hawkins and Associates, cited in
Derman 1995: 19) suggested that the agriculturally poor northem and western
zones could be used for the development of wildlife resources for safari opera-
tions and game ranching. Agriculture was to be the main economic activity in
the more favourable zones. The consultants also concluded that the re-emer-
gence of tsetse fly infestation posed a serious threat to the agricultural develop-
ment of the Zambezi valley.

Following another consultancy study in 1983, the European Economic
Community funded the establishment of a Regional Tsetse and Trypanosomi-
asis Control Programme to investigate the best methods to control and eliminate
the fly belt in Zimbabwe, Zambia, Malawi and Mozambique. At that time,
eradication of the fly was still seen as an unquestionably good move. The EEC
financed aerial spraying of the whole length of the Zambezi valley. The
spraying programme was only stopped in 1988 because of the development of
alternative cost-competitive techniques (Barrett 1994).

The anti-tsetse spraying campaign, however, met with a wave of protest
from environmental organisations in Europe, who feared that tsetse eradication
would lead to uncontrolled settlement of farmers in the Zambezi Valley.
Eventually, this would seriously damage the allegedly 'fragile ecology' of the
valley (Derman 1993)®. Calls were made to control the influx of new settlers,
through ‘proper land use planning’. As I will show in the next chapter,
migration to Dande was not linked to tsetse control, but nevertheless, the EEC
commissioned the FAO to develop a land use plan for the mid-Zambezi Valley
area. Subsequently, the Mid-Zambezi Rural Development Project was one of
the projects suggested by the consultants and its practical development was
carried out in co-operation with the government (African Development Fund
1986).

The project was officially introduced in 1987, covering virtually all of
Dande except the area west of the Manyame River. The African Development
Fund assisted in funding the project. The actual implementation was the respon-
sibility of the Department of Rural Development (DERUDE, a department of
the Ministry of Local Government and Rural and Urban Development of the
Government of Zimbabwe) and Agritex (the national agricultural extension
service). The guidelines for the project were in accordance with the internal
land reforms the government wished to introduce in all Communal Areas of

2 Without fragile’ being clearly defined, however. See for an expression of such fears
Reynolds (1984).
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Zimbabwe (see Government of Zimbabwe 1985; 1985b; African Development
Fund 1986).

Initially, the Mid-Zambezi Project was designed to resettle 3000 families
from overpopulated Communal Areas on the Plateau in the project area. It was
assumed that 4600 households were already living in the area. The 3000 new
families were to be placed in 130 newly created villages. The families already
resident would have their villages reorganised. All arable land was to be
(re-)distributed on the basis of plans and maps developed by Agritex (African
Development Fund 1986). Soon after the introduction of the project it was
discovered that already more than the 7600 households catered for, were living
in the project area. No new families were brought in, but the project went ahead
transformed into a purely internal land reform and village consolidation or
villagisation project.

Originally, the project was scheduled for completion in 1992. However,
owing to technical and organisational problems, but perhaps even more
importantly, to increasing resistance by the local population, the project lingered
far behind schedule. In 1992, project funding was extended for another three
years. In 1995, when the extension expired, project staff was withdrawn from
Dande and DERUDE ended its activities. The remaining tasks were devolved to
the District Development Fund.

Another development project I need to mention in this chapter is the irriga-

tion projects planned in the Chitsungo Ward of Dande. The Mid-Zambezi Rural
Development Project had already been implemented in this ward, when, in
1993, the inhabitants were confronted with these two new projects.
The national agricultural extension agency Agritex, which had been involved in
the implementation of the Mid Zambezi Project, had also planned an irrigation
project in Chitsungo Ward. Using water from a dam already built on the Plateau
of Zimbabwe, 1000 hectares were to be irrigated and redistributed into small
plots among local farmers. This would mean the redistribution of land that had
already been redistributed under the Mid-Zambezi Project. Agritex had already
obtained funding for its project and started its activities early 1994. This led to a
wave of resentment and resistance among the populations of Chitsungo and in
1995 the project was abandoned (see Chapter Seven).

However, the Agricultural Development Authority (ADA) also had plans to
implement an irrigation scheme in the same area. ADA wanted to construct a
dam on the escarpment, in Upper Guruve, on the Dande River. ADA had
inherited the two TILCOR estates situated in Dande, one of which is situated in
Chitsungo Ward. The main objective of the dam construction plans was to
provide water for the irrigation of the ADA state farm in Chitsungo Ward.
Probably in order to secure donor funding, a ‘community component’ was
developed, involving plans to create 1500 to 2500 irrigated small-scale farm
units, which would be distributed among the local population. Implementation
of this scheme would likewise lead to the redistribution of land that had already
been redistributed land under the Mid-Zambezi Project.
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A feasibility study was completed and the African Development Bank
agreed to fund the implementation of the project®. In 2002, construction work
on the dam commenced.

The Zambezi Valley was, and often still is, viewed as underdeveloped and
backward. Therefore, both government and donors have invariably assumed that
virtually any development activity would be welcome (see also Derman: 1990).
For example, the Appraisal Document of the Mid Zambezi Project states:

(...) the Mid-Zambezi Valley is recognised to have been a neglected area requiring
development. The need has also been appreciated to extend the rural development
programme [the resettlement programme] to the communal areas. Thus the risks
frequently associated with the start up and implementation of this type of project™
are though to be minimal (African Development Fund 1986: 43).

With the implementation of the Mid Zambezi Project and the irrigation plans,
local control over the land has been greatly reduced. Communities have no say
as to where villages, land for cultivation and grazing areas will be situated. This
has generated palpable tension in the area. The projects have sparked off a
plethora of internal conflicts over land in the local communities, and conversely
also concerted resistance to their implementation.

The area near Mzarabani was one of the first where new fields and residen-
tial stands for the Mid-Zambezi Project were demarcated. When the people in
the area saw the metal demarcation pegs appear they feared the worst. A protest
march to the District Administration Office was staged. The protesters carried
the pegs which they had removed and dumped these in front of the office.
Unfortunately, news about a possible protest march had already reached the
then Provincial Governor. He managed to organise a group of soldiers to come
down to the office. As the soldiers pointed their guns at the protesters, the
governor asked if there was anyone who wished to complain about the project.
Intimidated by the presence of armed soldiers, the protesters returned home.
Bullied but not cowed, this did not mean the end of their resistance. It
continued, but no longer always as openly as in the beginning. This book is
about the continuation of the struggle over land and the grievances of those who
have been subjected to the Mid-Zambezi Project and the irrigation projects.

Research locations

In order to study the effects of the Mid-Zambezi Project, I chose two villages in
Dande in which to conduct my fieldwork. Both villages were located within the
project area, but were affected differently by the project. One was among the

 Kinsey, personal communication.
% Probably a reference to the critique on other resettlement and villagisation projects
implemented in Ethiopia and Tanzania.
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first villages in Dande in which the project was implemented, in the other
village people resisted implementation quite successfully.

The first village was Mahuwe, ‘Where the sun always shines’, according to a
billboard that has been put up by the project manager of the Mid-Zambezi
Project. Though, from a climatological perspective, this statement is not far off
the mark, some villagers removed the billboard shortly after the project staff left
the area. Mahuwe is situated at the foot of the Escarpment. It is the first village
one encounters when taking the road from Guruve down to the valley, right at
the point where the tarmac road ends and a so-called dirt road begins.

In fact, Mahuwe consists of two villages, named after their headmen: Fume
and Chawasarira. In the late 1960s, when cotton was introduced to Dande, a
number of families from both villages moved to the present location of
Mahuwe, to be closer to the new road to the Escarpment. Their headmen
followed later. Since then, the populations of the villages have increased
considerably. During the war, Mahuwe was the place where one of the two
main ‘Protected Villages’ or ‘keeps’ was located, as well as the site of a
Rhodesian Forces’ army camp. After Independence, a large number of people
who had been interned at Mahuwe decided not to return to their more isolated
villages and built new homes in Mahuwe. Furthermore, the villages attracted a
host of migrants from elsewhere in Zimbabwe. Consequently both villages
expanded to the extent that it became difficult to see where the one ends and the
other begins. The name Mahuwe stems from the official name for the business
centre that was established near the villages (see below).

Since Independence, Mahuwe has fallen under the Bazooka (sometimes
spelled Bazhuka) Village Development Committee, a name that is a clear
reminder of the war. Until 1994, it was part of Matsiwo B Ward, after the re-
organisation of the wards in Guruve District it became part of Ward 7. It has a
police station, a depot of the Cotton Marketing Board, a depot of the Maize
Marketing Board, an office of the Veterinary Service, an Agritex office, a small
primary health-care clinic, a primary school and, since 1997, even a secondary
school. It has a ‘business centre’ with several grocery shops and two ‘bottle
stores’ where bottled beer can be bought. Several bus companies run daily bus
services to and from Harare. There is no electricity in Mahuwe. Before the
implementation of the Mid-Zambezi Project there were water pumps at the
business centre and next to the clinic; since then several more boreholes have
been drilled in the village.

Agriculture is the main economic activity for the inhabitants of Mahuwe, but
not their sole source of income. The majority of households also receives
income from members engaged in wage labour. The government services
mentioned above provide local job opportunities. Nevertheless, quite a number
of households have members working temporarily in the towns and on
Commercial Farms on the Plateau of Zimbabwe (see Chapter Three for more
details).
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When I first arrived in Mahuwe in 1988, the Mid-Zambezi Project manage-
ment staff had just set up camp in the old abandoned Rhodesian Forces’ camp.
Demarcation of residential stands and fields had started and I arrived just after
the protest march had been staged. I stayed for six months, until April 1989.
When I returned for a couple of weeks in 1990, the village looked different.
People had begun to move from their scattered homesteads surrounded by
fields, to the newly demarcated residential stands, some having to walk long
distances to their fields, which were situated on the outskirts of the residential
area. Fences had been erected everywhere. When I returned in 1992 for a period
of almost two years of fieldwork, the implementation of the Mid-Zambezi
Project was nearing completion, except for the fact that a large number of
households that had not managed to obtain a residential stand and field in
Mahuwe and were still living in the village, refused to leave. They had moved
to the officially designated grazing areas, to the riverine zones where cultivation
was forbidden, or shared a plot with a family that had obtained one.

The second village in which I conducted fieldwork was Mburuma. This
village, also in the Matsiwo chiefdom, was established sometime in the
1920s.The first inhabitants moved their village several times, sometimes
moving closer to the river in order to escape the missionaries’ attention, then
back to the gravel road leading to the mission station again. This village has
practically no facilities. In 1989, a borehole was drilled and a handpump was
installed, but the pump is broken most of the time, so the main source of
drinking water remains the Musengezi River. One of the villagers has tried to
set up a shop several times, but every time has had to give up his efforts after a
few weeks. In 1988, two classrooms were built, but the school was never
finished and never operated. The nearest school is situated ten kilometres away
at Masomo, which is too far away for the youngest children. Villagers are still
trying to persuade the Rural District Council to send teachers and to use the
existing classrooms to teach the youngest children, but so far to no avail. In
1995 a clinic was opened at Masomo, which meant that people in search of
medical aid no longer needed to cross the river to Musengezi or, in the rainy
season, undertake the 40 km trip to Mahuwe. In the dry season the bus to and
from Harare passes once every two days, but in the rainy season the road
becomes impassable.

Mburuma falls under the Fungai (which means ‘think!’) Village Develop-
ment Committee. Until the re-organisation of the wards it was part of Matsiwo
B Ward, since then it has become part of Matsiwo A, which was renamed Ward
5.

The main economic activity in Mburuma is agriculture. As in Mahuwe, a
majority of households also receives income from members engaged in wage
labour. However, in contrast to Mahuwe, local job opportunities are almost non-
existent. In the cotton-picking season, jobs can be found on the ARDA estate in
Muzarabani, just across the river, but most job-seekers move to the towns and
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Commercial Farms on the Plateau of Zimbabwe (see the next chapter for more
details).

When I first went to Mburuma in 1988, there was not yet a sign of the Mid-
Zambezi Project. When I returned in 1992, the metal pegs demarcating the new
residential stands and fields were in place, but had not yet been allocated. In this
part of Dande, there was stiff resistance to the Mid-Zambezi Project and project
staff was having a difficult time getting people to comply with the project
requirements. I spent most of my time in Mburuma, where I had my own home-
stead allocated to me by the village headman and the chairman of the Village
Development Committee.

Though the Mid-Zambezi Project affected the two villages in different ways,
it had a profound influence on daily life in both of them. In both villages, many
people felt that the proposed land-use reforms were unfair, and this apprehen-
sion created severe insecurity about land. The project resulted in serious
conflicts over land, both between the state and local communities and within the
communities themselves. The latter often involved disputes between ‘autoch-
thons’ and ‘immigrants’.

In the next chapter, I will describe pre-project land-use and allocation
practices, with the aim of contributing to a better understanding of why there
was so much resentment against the Mid-Zambezi Project. I will also provide
more information about the position of migrants in the villages prior to the
introduction of the project, to illustrate the profound changes that have occurred
in local attitudes towards them.



Strangers and land: Land-use
before the Mid-Zambezi Project

Introduction

The attempts by both the Rhodesian and the post-Independence governments to
control access to land and land-use practices have not been very successful. As
the previous chapter shows, problems having to do with control over local
populations have led not only to shifts back and forth between centralisation
and decentralisation, but also between communal and more individual tenure-
ship, though no permanent title deeds were ever issued in the Communal Areas.
This situation is not unique for Zimbabwe. In her seminal book ‘No Condition
is Permanent: The social dynamics of agrarian change in Sub-Saharan Africa’,
Berry (1993) describes similar attempts elsewhere in Africa and concludes that
neither colonial nor post-colonial governments have been able to control the
conditions under which farmers gained access to land or the ways in which they
used it. James Scott (1998) argues that such attempts are likely to be doomed
because they fail to take into account the complexities of local land allocation
and land-use systems which in some cases allow parcels of land to be used at
different times by different people for different purposes. This kind of multiple
use and ownership does occur in Dande, as will be shown below. But perhaps
the complexities go even deeper. In a recent article on the concept of communal
tenure, Pius Nyambara asks the question: ‘But what if tradition meant
competing struggles for power, land and access rather than codes of conduct,
however malleable they might be?’ (2001: 772). He agrees with Berry that
rights to land are often ambiguous and subject to ongoing interpretation. Berry
states that the politicisation of tenure is evident from multiple, overlapping and
sometimes internally inconsistent sets of rights and means of access (1993: 24).
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Nyambara (2001) problematises the concept of communal tenure on the
basis of the research he conducted on how migrants in Gokwe - also located in
the Zambezi Valley but in the western part - gained access to land in the period
1963-1979. He suggests that ‘communal tenure’ must be located ‘(...) at the
junction of different ideologies including those of state-posed legal codes and of
the various interpretations of “custom”, which individuals advanced in defence
of their claims’. (ibid.: 773). He argues that conceptual gaps existed between the
legal paradigms and ‘customary’ practice, and that this situation created an
arena in which both legal and ‘customary’ paradigms were manipulated by
various groups of people who manoeuvred to acquire land through various
channels. He claims that very little research has been done regarding the actual
practices by which land was acquired either in the past or today (ibid.: 773).

I started my research in Dande by looking at the same question as Nyambara
did, but initially I focused on migrants who had settled in Dande shortly after
Independence. I do not claim that my research demonstrates what ‘tradition’
looked like. I am not sure such any attempt to do this would in the least be
feasible, but as I conducted my study, a fierce struggle about the control over
land unfolded itself, resulting from the implementation of the Mid-Zambezi
Project, which deeply influenced peoples’ ideas about ‘traditional land tenure’.
In this struggle different parties involved in the conflict presented diverse
visions on ‘customary’ land tenure. The Mid-Zambezi Project (as well as the
larger programme for land reforms in the Communal Areas of which the Mid-
Zambezi Project formed part) was based on certain ideas about ‘customary
communal’ tenure. It endorsed some parts of these and rejected others, its
purpose being the ‘rationalisation’ of land-use in Dande. The people subjected
to the Mid-Zambezi Project recounted another story about ‘traditional’ land-use
practices, which presented a system that was ‘fair’ and more responsive to the
needs and capacities of people. In this story the chiefs and their headmen were
presented as those who should be responsible for land allocation. The Commis-
sion of Inquiry into Appropriate Agricultural Land Tenure Systems (Govern-
ment of Zimbabwe 1994) accepted this version and advised the government of
Zimbabwe to involve these ‘traditional’ authorities in land allocation in the CAs
of Zimbabwe. What I hope to show in this chapter is that the same manipula-
tions of the legal and customary paradigms that were identified by Nyambara,
were going on in Dande. The narrative about pre-Mid-Zambezi Project land
allocation that was put forward by people opposing the land reform programme,
did not coincide completely with their accounts of how migrants obtained land
in Dande before the Mid-Zambezi Project was introduced. From this it follows
that the Commission’s call for a return to ‘traditional’ land tenure may not have
been very realistic.

This chapter also contributes to the expatiation on a topic raised by Blair
Rutherford in his book ‘Working on the Margins. Black Workers, White
Farmers in Postcolonial Zimbabwe’ (2001). Quite a number of migrants in
Dande are former farm labourers, often of Mozambican or Malawian origin (see
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also Murphree et al 1989)*. Nyambara (2001) discovered the same in Gokwe.
Rutherford argues that Commercial Farm workers in Zimbabwe are generally
‘(...) imagined through a dualistic space, now called commercial farms and
Communal Lands. This divide is rural Zimbabwe for many policy-makers,
development experts and academics (Rutherford 2001: 3)’. He maintains that
the (predominantly white-owned) Commercial Farms and the Communal Areas
smallholder farms are thought of as operating and existing in two different
spaces. Pertinently, official commentators and decision makers base their
analyses, administrative structures and development interventions on this
assumption. Furthermore, farm labourers, who are considered neither
Commercial Farmers nor ‘African peasants’, have a more or less liminal
identity, and have been largely excluded from development policies, social
programmes and political rights. They have had very limited access to (govern-
ment) schools, and until 1998 were unable to vote in local government elections
(ibid.: 4). Rutherford describes how farm labourers have been marginalized, but
also shows how they have put up against the processes of marginalization. One
of the ways by which farm labourers contested their marginalization was by
trying to ‘become a peasant’, and obtain land in a Communal Area.

The problematisation by Rutherford of the ‘spatial order of things’ (cf. Pigg
1992; Malkki 1995), the crude division of the rural areas of Zimbabwe into
Large-scale Commercial Farm Areas and Communal Areas, is mirrored by Van
Binsbergen’s (1999) and Andersson’s (2002) calls to problematise the rural-
urban divide. The Mid-Zambezi Project, as well as the resettlement pro-
grammes, has been designed to separate the ‘real’ fulltime farmers from urban
(and farm) labourers. Both Potts (2000) and Andersson (2001) explain that this
is impossible. Andersson’s case study shows how labour migrants from Buhera
create social networks that encompass both rural and urban territories. People’s
social security is not spatially situated - in agricultural production in rural areas
- but socially situated in the rural-urban (or Communal Area - Commercial
Farm) network (ibid.: 71-2). In this chapter, I will illustrate that such networks
not only facilitate (temporary) out-migration; they do the same for in-migration
into the Communal Areas. I disagree with Andersson when it comes to the
importance of kinship as the organising principle of such networks. The
networks connecting those staying in Dande, those moving out and those
moving in do incorporate ‘strangers’ who are symbolically incorporated through
so-called sahwira relationships (see also Chapter Eight). Furthermore, in my
view, Andersson underestimates the productive value of land. Perhaps his
conclusion that struggles over land have little to do with the economic value of
land but are politicised territorial struggles mainly between village headmen
may be valid for Buhera. However, in Dande conflicts about land are related to
issues of social security and the economic value of land.

%6 See for the history of migration patterns in Southern Africa Potts (1992); on migration
from Mozambique see Adamo, Davies & Head (1981); Newitt (1995).
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Migration to Dande

When I first came to Dande in 1988, it was to study the motives and origins of
migrants who had settled there. Previous research had shown that shortly after
Independence a rather substantial migration movement to the Zambezi Valley
had begun, and this was generally attributed to renewed attempts to eradicate
the tsetse fly in the valley, as well as to the ever-increasing pressure on land in
the Communal Areas on the plateau of Zimbabwe. A number of socio-economic
surveys had been conducted among new settlers in the valley (Murphree,
Murombedzi & Hawks 1989; Cutshall 1989; 1990; 1991) and I set out to do a
more in-depth study among migrants in two villages in Dande.

Over time it became clear that the influx of migrants into Dande was not
something new and that there was no relation to tsetse eradication campaigns
(see also Derman 1995). In fact, defining who was a migrant and who was
autochthonous turned out to be rather difficult. At the time I started my
research, however, the term ‘migrant’ was mainly used to refer to people who
had settled in Dande after Independence, and sometimes to families who had
arrived between the second half of the 1960s and the early 1970s. In-migration
had been interrupted during the struggle for Independence, but even during that
period there were people moving back and forth between the plateau and
Dande.

As I already described in Chapter Two, population censuses show a steady
population increase in Dande in the 1960s. The population grew from roughly
27,800 to somewhere between 30,000 and 37,000 (Derman 1995: 15). The
census data, however, indicate trends; the figures cannot be taken as absolute
since labour migration was taking place continually, with individuals or house-
holds moving away but retaining land rights in Dande (see below). In the 1960s
the Rhodesian government stimulated migration to the Zambezi Valley, and
actually relocated quite a number of households there. Yet, even in those days
many migrants moved to the valley on their own initiative and using their own
means. The 1982 census showed a decline with around 18,000 people still
residing in Dande. This was probably due to the fact that not all people who had
fled the area during the war for Independence had returned. In 1985 numbers
had increased again; Guruve District Council listed 24,000 people living within
the area where the Mid-Zambezi Project was to be implemented (which did not
cover the whole of Dande Communal Land) (Derman ibid.: 15).

Initially I wanted to concentrate my study on people who had been defined
and defined themselves as migrants, and who had arrived in Dande after 1980,
the year of Independence. This was the same group Murphree, Murombedzi and
Hawks (1989) and Cutshall (1989; 1990; 1991) had focused their surveys on. In
1988 and 1989 I interviewed thirty members of migrant households in Bazooka
VIDCO (Matsiwo B Ward) and Rutendo VIDCO (Matsiwo A Ward) who had
participated in the survey conducted by Murphree et al. (1989), as well as
twenty-seven members of ‘autochthonous’ households I had selected myself. I
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also conducted a survey of agricultural production amongst all selected house-
holds. In the survey conducted by Murphree et al. (ibid.), the heads of the
migrant households had reported they had moved to Dande after 1980. Yet, I
discovered that in fact, a third of the selected migrant households had already
arrived before Independence, one household as early as 1969. In all of these
cases the male household heads had come to Dande after 1980, but their wives
had arrived earlier to set up the farm.

Murphree et al. (1989) had found in their survey that 13 per cent of the
migrant households in Lower Guruve came from Large-scale Commercial
Farms where they had worked as farm labourers. Among the people I
interviewed, 39 per cent came from the Large-scale Commercial Farm Areas,
and 57 per cent from other Communal Areas in Zimbabwe. Especially among
the migrants interviewed in Bazooka VIDCO, a high percentage came from
Commercial Farms: 55 per cent. The reason for this may have been that this
VIDCO is situated close to the escarpment, along the road leading up to the
plateau. Several buses per day leave for and arrive from Harare and Chinhoyi.
Since most of the migrants coming from the farms were elderly people who
depended on the support of their children who still worked as farm labourers,
Bazooka VIDCO may have been a better choice than many of the other
VIDCOs farther into in the valley. But there may be yet another explanation.
During my second period of research in Dande, I discovered that the question of
where migrants came from was, again, not such an obvious one either. Most
migrants had come through Commercial Farms on their way to Dande,
including those migrants who still held land rights in other Communal Areas of
Zimbabwe. So some people may have responded to the question of where they
came from by referring to the last physical place in which they resided before
coming to Dande, whereas others may have interpreted the question in a broader
sense and replied by referring to the place ‘they originally came from’.

Nevertheless, generally speaking, two different groups of migrants can be
distinguished which differ markedly from one another in terms of motives,
aspirations and production. One group of migrants is constituted of former farm
labourers who held no (or no longer) rights to land in other Communal Areas of
Zimbabwe. The other group did hold land rights in other Communal Areas of
Zimbabwe; some came directly to Dande from their home area, others came
through a Commercial Farm. I encountered very few migrants who had come
directly from a workplace in town to Dande, though a number of the former
farm labourers did at one stage hold jobs in town.

Former farm labourers migrating to Dande

One of the first migrants I interviewed in Chawasarira was Mr Furukay. He was
an elderly man, who walked with a stick. Since it was raining he invited me
inside the cooking hut where a fire was burning. He apologised for the poor
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condition of his cooking hut; through the holes in the roof drops of water
spattered on our clothes, leaving blackish stains caused by soot from the
cooking fire. During the interview his granddaughter, wearing a tattered school
uniform, came in with a jar of water. His wife and grandson were at the fields.
When I asked Mr. Furukay where he came from and how he had ended up in
Chawasarira, he started telling me his life-story in a nutshell. I will paraphrase
his story, which I wrote down in my notebook.

1 was born in Mutarara, Mozambique. I do not know exactly when, but my identity
card says I was born in 1922. When I was still young I was forced to work for the
Portuguese in Beira, they took me away from home. After some years I managed to
run away, but when I returned home my parents had died. I stayed with my brother
for a while, but I could not get along with him, so I left. I came to Rhodesia in 1945.
I did not want to work for the Portuguese, and the Rhodesians were recruiting
labourers. I walked two days to get to a registration point. There we were given
food. When I was registered we were taken to the railway station, and put on a train
to Salisbury. My first job was with a tobacco-selling company. One of the farmers
who came to sell his crop asked me to work on his farm, because he saw I was a
good grader. The farm was in Glendale. Working conditions were good and I was
paid well. After five years I wanted a change and I moved to another farm, in
Guruve. There I worked for two years as a foreman. At first I was the only foreman
working at the farm, but then another man became foreman as well. This man had
used magic to get the job. I was afraid of the man and left. In 1955 I found work at a
farm in Centenary. There I worked as the third foreman. The manager wanted to
make me first foreman because I was good at tobacco planting and grading. One of
the other foremen used magic against me, sometimes when I woke up in the morning
I could not see. I then found work at another farm in Centenary where I worked for
ten years as a foreman. It was at this farm that I met my wife. We had four children
together. After ten years I left, I felt I was growing older and I no longer wanted to
be foreman anymore because of all the conflicts this created with my fellow-
workers. I found work as a general labourer at another farm in Centenary, where I
stayed until after Independence. Then the owner of the farm fired me because I had
become too old for the work. The farm owner told me that now that the country had
become Independent and I had received my Zimbabwean citizenship, I would be
able to live wherever I wanted. I was sent away without any bonus or pension. I
stayed with one of my sons on another farm. But my son was no longer given food
rations by his employer, so we had to use our money to buy food. That is why I
decided to go and look for a place to farm. I wanted to retire, find a place to
establish a musha [a home with a field] and grow my own food. One of my son’s
colleagues told him that Chief Hwata had visited a Commercial Farm in the area to
ask people to come and live in his chiefdom. But when I took the bus to Muzarabani,
I was told by the village headmen that I could not get a plot there. I was told to go to
Mahuwe, where I met sabhuku [village headman] Chawasarira, who told me I could
obtain a plot of land in the village. I also asked permission to settle in Chawasarira
from the village chairman and the VIDCO chairman. The VIDCO chairman
allocated me a field (...) I then returned to my son to fetch my wife. We came to
Chawasarira, accompanied by two grandchildren. We cleared our field and built
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huts. Then I went back to Centenary to the farm where one of my two surviving
children was working. I was employed as a seasonal worker for a year. Then I went
to join my wife in Chawasarira, and have not left the village since. My two children
continue to work on Commercial Farms and sometimes send me money. I cultivate
three acres, where I am growing maize and sorghum. My wife is younger and does
most of the work, together with the grandchildrenwhen they return from school.

Mr. Furukay’s story was quite representative of those of other former farm
labourers I interviewed. 75 per cent of them were born outside of Zimbabwe, in
Mozambique, Malawi, and a few in Zambia. Yet, almost all of them had
Zimbabwean citizenship, and a third of them were married to a Zimbabwean
citizen. Half of them came to Zimbabwe when they were children. All but one
already had relatives living in Zimbabwe when they arrived.

The male household heads were generally older than those of migrant
households from Communal Areas: they were between forty and seventy-six
years of age, the average age being fifty-nine. Almost all of them said they had
come to Dande to find a place to spend their old age, or ‘to retire’, as they them-
selves called it. More than a third indicated that they had also come to establish
a farm for their children who were still working as farm labourers, and to grow
food for them. Those who were relatively young had come to establish a home,
a musha, to prepare their ‘retirement’, and to grow food for those household
members remaining at the workplace. Of these households, it was often the
women who would move to Dande, bringing with them the youngest children,
to set up a farm. The households from Commercial Farms were often smaller
than those from Communal Areas, with an average size of 6.2 members. The
majority consisted of a couple with their youngest grandchildren, while their
children and older grandchildren would remain on the Commercial Farms as
labourers. A quarter of the households were headed by women. In half these
cases the women had husbands who were still employed at farms or in town.
The other female household heads were either divorced or widowed.

Generally speaking, the former farm labourers received very little education;
only one of the interviewees had finished primary school. Yet, only a small
minority of the men had been general labourers. The others had worked as
tobacco graders, foremen or as tractor drivers. In most cases both husbands and
wives worked at the farms. The wives usually worked as seasonal workers, and
were mainly employed during harvests”. Most ex-farm labourers, like Mr.
Furukay, had a history of moving from farm to farm, looking for better wages
and improving their working conditions. Yet over half of them (64 per cent) had
once or twice worked for more than ten years at one and the same farm (with
some working as long as thirty years for one employer), often the last farm they
worked at before coming to Dande.

?7 This is consistent with Rutherford’s findings, which indicate that women could not
acquire permanent jobs at Commercial Farms, only as domestic servants (2001: 7).
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Wages earned in the period before Independence reportedly varied consid-
erably, some reporting the equivalent of 3 Z$ a month, others up to the equiva-
lent of 25 Z$; the average reported wage was the equivalent of 10 Z$. Almost
all ex-farm workers reported receiving food rations before Independence, or a
small plot of land on which to grow food. All reported that after Independence
their wages had been increased, but that food rations had been abolished. The
abolition of food rations played an important role in many of the stories
provided by ex-farm workers when asked about their motives for migration. It
also appears in Mr. Furukay’s story. Though the main motive for migration to
Dande was that the migrants felt they had become too old for the work at the
Commercial Farms, their negative attitude towards the idea of having to spend
money on food was often reported as something that triggered them into
thinking of establishing a musha, where they would be able to grow food for
their children who continued to work as farm labourers. Many migrants reported
that after Independence, farm owners were not keen on keeping elderly workers
employed, though only one migrant reported that he was actually fired because
of his age; they were equally loath to keeping retired farm labourers on their
farms. '

Rutherford (2001) describes the changes in policy towards Commercial
Farm workers after Independence that may have stimulated migration to the
Communal Areas of Zimbabwe. He describes how during the war for Independ-
ence farm labourers had been regarded with suspicion by the freedom fighters.
They were closely associated with the white farmers, though it was recognised
that they were often exploited, and were often seen as ‘foreigners’. After
Independence the Ministry of Labour initiated labour regulations and set
minimum wages for farms more or less annually (ibid.: 43). Farmers were urged
to stop providing food rations but pay better wages instead. The initial enforce-
ment of the laws came from ZANU party activists more than from the govern-
ment. Shortly after Independence the ruling party established Party Cells, which
were also referred to as Village Committees in the Communal Areas. ZANU
established worker committees on Commercial Farms (ibid.: 44). Many farmers
reacted to the new regulations by illegally firing workers and downgrading
permanent workers to a seasonal or casual status (ibid.: 44). The new govern-
ment granted citizenship to anyone who had been in the country for a specified
number of years. Government and party officials went from farm to farm
granting citizenship cards to ‘foreign’ workers and informing them of their right
to vote (but only in national elections) and obtain land rights in a Communal
Area in the district in which they were registered (op.cit.: 44-5). During the
colonial period, law prohibited foreign labourers from settling in the Re-
serves/Tribal Trust Lands. None of the migrants I have interviewed mentioned
the active promotion of migration to the Communal Areas, and since at the time
I was not aware of the above-mentioned policy, I did not ask where and how
migrants of foreign origin obtained their citizenship. But, as I mentioned
previously, most did have citizenship. Many people did refer to Independence
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as a motive for migration, saying that after Independence people could live
wherever they wanted. Migrants from other Communal Areas often also
reported this, so I did not relate it to specific events in the Large-scale Commer-
cial Farm Areas. Nevertheless, even if these events had created an increase in
migration from Commercial Farms, they were not the sole cause. In-migration
from Commercial Farms had already started before Independence. In his study
on migration to Gokwe between 1963 and 1979, Nyambara (2001: 774) also
found quite a number of former farm labourers of foreign origin who wanted to
‘retire’ to the land®.

When I asked people why they had opted for settlement in Dande and not
some other Communal Area, almost a third (27 per cent) of the former farm
workers I interviewed said that they had relatives living in Dande. In two cases
the relatives were the close kinsfolk of the women, who were ‘from the area’.
But in most cases it concerned relatives who had already moved to Dande in the
1960s and early 1970s. The majority, however, had had colleagues from Dande
who had informed them that there was land available there. Two people told me
that Chief Hwata had visited their farm to tell farm workers about the possibili-
ties of settling in Dande. When I met the chief he confirmed that in 1982 and
1983 he had indeed visited several Commercial Farms in Upper Guruve to ask
people to settle in Dande (below I will explain why he and others from Dande
were recruiting people for Dande). Two migrants, who worked on farms in
Upper Guruve, had taken the bus to the nearest Communal Area, which
happened to be Dande Communal Lands, to ask around if they could obtain a
plot of land.

The elderly former farm labourers said that all they wanted was a place
where they could ‘retire’; it did not really matter which place. The younger
migrants, especially the women who had come alone while their husbands had
continued to work on a Commercial Farm, said that they had opted for Dande
because they had heard that the soils were fertile and that it was a good place for
growing cotton.

The stories of women who moved to Dande to farm while their husbands
continued working were a little different. They too had a history of moving
from farm to farm before settling in Dande. In their case they opted out before

2 Over time, however, the power of the workers and village committees weakened
because the government and the party gave them less support to avoid disruptions in the
farming industry (Rutherford 2001: 46). Workers’ access to government schools or
clinics hardly improved. Relaxation of state control over the commercial farm sector
was also part of the IMF-informed and World Bank-supported Economic Structural
Adjustment Programme. Government and party officials’ attitudes to the desirability of
farm labourers applying for land in resettlement areas or even Communal Areas became
more and more negative during the 1980s. Farm workers were depicted as people who
‘(...) were only used to being supervised and they cannot supervise themselves (MP
Mutoko, cited in Rutherford 2001: 56)’. Frequent references were made to their
‘foreignness’, as a sign that government had less responsibility for them (ibid.: 56).
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they became too old to start a productive farm. Nyambara speaks of the
‘booking of land’ by wage labourers who leave their wives and children behind
in the rural areas (2001: 776), but this denies the role of women as farmers in
their own right. The women I interviewed did not just want ‘a home’, but
wanted to establish a productive farm that would not only produce food for the
family, but also cash crops for the market. All the women I interviewed
indicated that part of their husbands’ wages was invested in the farm, to buy
agricultural inputs and to hire labour to help them weeding and harvesting.

One of the women I interviewed was Mrs. Mbware. Her situation differed
clearly from that of Mr. Furukay. When I visited her she invited me into her
house. She and her children were living in two-room brick house with a
corrugated iron roof. The house was freshly painted, and the living room
contained a couch and armchairs, a dining table with six chairs and a wooden
cupboard with glass doors. Mrs. Mbware’s daughter served us tea in china cups.
Mrs. Mbware had been elected chairperson of the ZANU(PF) Women’s League
local branch. She was also the treasurer of the local branch of the Salvation
Army. When I asked her where she came from and why she had settled in
Dande, she told me a story with a beginning quite similar to that of Mr.
Furukay, but with a different ending.

I was born on a Commercial Farm near Banket, where my parents worked, in 1944.
My parents had grown up on this farm and remained there until the owner died.
Then they found jobs on another farm, in Mapinga, where my father died. My
mother later moved to Dande with me. When I was old enough, about fourteen, I
also started working on the farm, mainly during the picking season. It was at the
farm in Mapinga that I met my husband. He was also born on a Commercial Farm.
His grandfather originally came from Mozambique, but his father had been born in
Rhodesia. After our marriage we spent about four years in Mapinga, then found jobs
on a farm near Southton mine. We stayed there for seven years. My husband was
trained as a car mechanic at the farm, and he was earning quite well. After seven
years we moved to another farm. After a year the farmer moved to another farm, and
we did not want to follow him. We then found jobs on a farm in Mutorashonga
[Upper Guruve]. Soon after our arrival the farmer sold his farm and started a road
construction firm. He employed my husband as a driver. I lost my job when the farm
was sold. I then decided it would be a good idea to find some land to start farming
for myself. I had been putting pressure on my husband for some time to establish a
musha so we would not have to buy our food. I thought it was better to look for a
place before we would be told to leave our jobs because we had become too old.
When I lost my job my husband finally agreed with me. That was in 1980. My sister
got married to a seasonal worker from Chikafa [also in Dande]. My sister and
brother-in-law had returned to Chikafa to grow cotton, that is how I knew that
Dande was a good place to grow cotton. On my way to my sister, I had to change
buses at Mahuwe. I decided that Mahuwe was a better place to settle because it had
better bus services, and it would be easier to travel from there to my husband’s
working place.
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Mrs. Mbware and the other younger (former) farm labourers were doing better
than the elderly migrants were. The elderly migrants were barely able (and
sometimes not able) to make a living. The financial support they received from
family members engaged in wage labours was spent on buying food and other
necessities. The younger migrants were able to sell some of their (food) crops
every now and then. Only Mrs. Mbware, however, was able to grow cotton as
well as maize. Her husband was better paid than most other absent husbands,
and Mrs. Mbware had enough money to invest in the more expensive inputs
needed to grow cotton. When she arrived in Mahuwe, she had been able to use
part of the savings from her husband’s wages to hire some people from the
village to help her clear her fields and build her huts.

Migrants from Communal Areas

The second group of migrants that can be distinguished consists of people who,
prior to settling in Dande, held (or still hold) rights to land in other Communal
Areas. None of the migrants I interviewed, however, had moved directly to
Dande from these Communal Areas. In fact, there were quite a number of
similarities between the stories told by migrants from Commercial Farms and
those from Communal Areas. Migrants from Communal Areas also showed a
highly mobile career history in many different workplaces - often Commercial
Farms - before settling in Dande. In many cases, this mobility did not stop once
the move to Dande had been made. Often only part of the family settled in
Dande, while other members continued to move from place to place in search of
work. Rutherford’s (2001) conclusion that the spatial and conceptual separation
of Large-scale Commercial Farm Areas and Communal Areas needs to be
questioned is confirmed by the stories told by the migrants.

The majority of migrants from other Communal Areas whom I interviewed
in 1988/9 indicated that they had selected Dande because they had relatives
living in the area. However, when I returned for a second period of fieldwork in
1992, 1 also interviewed these relatives and found out that most of them (60 per
cent) had learnt about the possibilities of settling in Dande from colleagues on
the Commercial Farms where they had worked, who were natives of Dande.
One of the ‘second generation’ migrants I interviewed actually mentioned this.
Mr. Mukaro was a man in his early forties. He spent most of his time in
Chitungwiza, the satellite-city of Harare, where he had a job with the Town
Council. I had asked his wife if I could interview her, but she told me her
husband was around for his holidays and preferred that I would speak to him.

I was born in Gutu in 1952. I attended primary school in Gutu, where I completed
Standard 3. I moved to Hwata [also in the Zambezi Valley, just across Msengezi
River] with my parents in 1965, where I completed Standard 6. In 1974 I started
working on Gota Farm in Upper Guruve, where my father had been working. This is
where he got the idea of going to Hwata. There were people from Hwata working at
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Gota Farm, and my father became their sahwira [see below for an explanation of this
type of relationship]. I left the job after only two months, because I did not like the
work. I wanted to go to Centenary to start a farm there, but because of the war I
could not go. In 1977 I went to Salisbury, where I worked for the council of the
location [high-density suburb, township]. I still work for Chitungwiza Town
Council, where I clean the markets. In 1978 I got married. My wife lived with my
parents in Hwata most of the time.

My parents had fields in Gutu, about 6 acres. They grew maize, groundnuts and rice.
Every year they would sell about two bags of rice, but it was not much. In Gutu my
father was a messenger of the chief. My parents moved to Hwata because the soils
are much better there.

My parents came to Rutendo VIDCO in 1980. They had been moved to the keep at
Masomo, that is how they got to know the area. They saw it was better than Hwata.
There are fewer depressions in the fields, so you do not have so many problems
when it rains. My wife and I got our fields in Gera [Rutendo VIDCO] in 1987.

The Commercial Farms seem to be linchpins in the migration process. Here,
people learned from colleagues about the fertile soils of Dande, and some of the
chiefs from Dande went here to recruit migrants. Commercial Farms were not
the only sources of information though; other workplaces were also mentioned
by some (18 per cent) of the ‘first generation’ migrants I interviewed in 1992.
Yet, the farms feature more prominently in migration stories. Perhaps because
they are places where large numbers of workers from all over the country - and
from abroad - gather, ideal venues for gathering information about other places
in Zimbabwe that might offer better opportunities for farming than one’s home
area.

The migration networks that connect Dande to the Commercial Farms seem
to be somewhat different from the networks described by Andersson (2002).
First of all, the networks described by Andersson are mainly based on kinship.
The Dande networks also tie in ‘strangers’. Friendships with these ‘strangers’,
often formalised in sahwira relations, seem important. Sahwira relationships
explicitly unite ‘strangers’. Among the Shona, when a person dies, the deceased’s
body cannot be washed or buried by someone from the deceased’s own family, nor
even by someone from the same clan. ‘Strangers’ are needed to bury the dead and
each family has a special relationship with one or more families that belong to a
different clan to take care of each other’s deceased. The members of these families
refer to one another as sahwira (Bourdillon 1987: 61). Sahwira relations can be
formed between people who belong to different ethnic groups; nor is difference in
nationality a barrier. In theory the sahwira relationships extend to following
generations, they are inherited patrilineally. In the village of Mburuma, all migrant
households had developed sahwira relations with ‘autochthonous’ families. In
most cases (71 per cent) the relationship had been established outside of Dande, at
the workplace. The sahwira relations involved both ChiShona-speakers from other



66 CHAPTER 3

parts of Zimbabwe and former farm labourers of Mozambican, Malawian or
Zambian origin. This does not mean that kinship is of no importance in migration
networks. As was described above, most of the migrants who came to Dande after
Independence were invited by relatives who had preceded them to Dande in the
1960s. Furthermore, as we have seen above, marriage also plays a role in attracting
‘strangers’ to Dande.

Secondly, the networks described by Andersson (2002) seemed to involve
the movements and connections between more or less fixed places: between
Buhera and certain neighbourhoods in town. The networks involving ‘autoch-
thons’ and migrants connected Dande with numerous Commercial Farms as
people travelled from farm to farm. Relatives and friends informed each other
about available jobs and tried to secure jobs for each other. Nicknames given to
farms and farm owners provided information about the working conditions on
certain Commercial Farms. The networks played a role in securing access to
land, both for those who did not yet have a musha and for those who already
had one elsewhere.

Yet, apparently there are limits to the degree of mobility of and within the
networks. Though the networks contain many ex-farm labourers of foreign
origin, the migrants who held land rights in other Communal Areas before
settling in Dande nearly all came from roughly the same geographical area: the
Communal Areas surrounding Masvingo. Nyambara discovered a similar
pattern of geographical concentration; most of the migrants who had held land
in one of the Tribal Trust Lands before coming to Gokwe came from Gutu and
Bikita, close to Masvingo (2001: 774-5).

There were also a few people who had heard about Dande in ways other than
through information from relatives or colleagues. In the first group of people I
interviewed, there were three ex-freedom fighters, two of whom had fought in
Dande and decided to return after the war. The third one had followed his
brother who had also fought in Dande. His brother had managed to be elected
Ward Councillor for Matsiwo A Ward. When I arrived in Dande, however, the
brother had been jailed for poaching and another Ward Councillor had been
elected. I interviewed the remaining brother about their choice for Dande:

I was born in Bikita. I went to school from 1964 to 1967. In 1968 I went to work at
Triangle. I was working on Hippo Valley, a sugar cane plantation. I left Triangle
because the wage was not enough. In 1969 I went to Empress Mine near Kadoma
where I was working as a general labourer. I worked there for nine months. Then I
had to leave because I did not have a juvenile certificate [official pass certifying that
the holder had reached the minimum wage at which wage labour was allowed].
From Kadoma I went to Chatter sawmill in Chimanimani. I worked there for one
year. Then I left to join the freedom fighters because life was very hard for us black
people, we were earning very little. I joined them in 1975. I was living in the bush
near Mutoko for five years. During the cease-fire I was transferred to Hoya Assem-
bly point where I was trained as a Presidential Guard. But later I did not want to be a
guard [anymore], so I left. I signed demobilisation papers and was paid well. When I
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returned to Bikita I found out that my father had died. That is why I left the army; I
had to look after my mother and my brothers and sisters. Masvingo was over-
crowded, we only had four acres for the whole family and it was impossible for
young people to get a field. That is why we came here; here there is plenty of land. I
am from a family of ten. Five children were still at home when I returned. Two of
my brothers, who were married, also used the four acres. We harvested very little,
because the soils were overused. We had to buy maize from the demobilisation
money and brew beer for sale.

I came here in 1981. By then I was married and I was still working as a Presidential
Guard. But I had to leave because I had to clear the fields, build the huts and bring
our cattle from Bikita to this place. Here we have seven acres of good soil. We are
doing well, we can sell crops and pay the school fees for my brothers and sisters.
One brother is handicapped, he is now in Bindura. We can live from the farm, I do
not have to work.

We were well received by the people here, there are many ex-combatants here.
Some of the ex-combatants came from this place, that is how I knew about it. As
well as from my brother who fought in this area when he was a freedom fighter
himself. He was so well liked by the people that they elected him a Ward Councillor.

Most ex-combatants who had fought in Dande and had returned as migrants
recounted that they had been well received. They had been given assistance
with the clearing of their new fields from neighbours and food to bridge the
period until the first harvest. The Ward Councillor’s relations with at least some
of his neighbours had deteriorated, since they had reported his poaching
activities to the police. It is interesting that none of the ex-combatants had even
considered applying for land in a resettlement scheme on a former Commercial
Farm - I specifically asked them about that option - though they often justified
their choice of migration by saying that after Independence people could live
wherever they wanted.

Despite important similarities in the migration stories, there were also some
notable differences between migrants from Commercial Farms and migrants
from other Communal Areas in Zimbabwe. A much larger percentage of the
latter households were female-headed (44 per cent, against 25 per cent of the
migrants from Commercial Farms); most had husbands who were still engaged
in wage labour, although some were widowed or divorced. The average age of
household heads was lower, forty, and in general they were better educated than
the retired former farm workers were (average level of education: Standard 5).
The usual size of the households was quite similar: 6. As was the case with the
former farm workers, there were virtually no polygynous households among the
migrants from Communal Areas, and few extended families.

About 44 per cent of the migrants from Communal Areas could be consid-
ered landless: they did not have their own fields but were sharing fields with
their parents. They came to Dande to have their own fields. Just over half of the
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migrants (56 per cent) were not landless; they did have their own fields in their
home area. They reported having left their home area because the soils were
exhausted. They came to Dande with the aim of growing cash crops. Very few
reported having been able to sell crops in their home area, but all but two had
cattle, ranging from seven to fifteen animals. As will be shown below, migrants
from Communal Areas were generally more successful in farming than the
elderly former farm labourers.

Access to land for migrants

One of the questions I asked was how the migrants had gained access to land.
At the time of the first survey, the implementation phase of the Mid-Zambezi
Project had just started. This project was to change practices and perspectives
concerning access to land drastically (see Chapter Four). The people I inter-
viewed had all arrived before the start of the project, but this does not mean that
their answers to my questions were not influenced by the project. The imple-
mentation started with the demarcation of fields, and when the first pegs
appeared people began to form some idea of the changes this would bring along.
Information and rumours started to circulate about how the fields would be
distributed and this aroused great concern among migrants about whether they
had followed ‘the right procedure’ for obtaining land in Dande, and would
consequently be allowed to stay.

Since ‘the right procedure’ was the subject of so many debates and so much
anxiety, I tried to find out what the ‘official version’ of this procedure was by
asking the then District Administrator, who had given me permission to do
research in Dande. He said that the ‘official’ procedure for migrants to prepare
for their move was the following. Any person desiring to migrate and obtain
land in a district other than his home district should obtain a letter from the
VIDCO of the community he originated from - the ‘he’ is used deliberately
here, since according to the DA only men could obtain such letters - stating that
the VIDCO agreed with the decision taken. Then the VIDCO of the community
where the migrant would like to settle needed to issue a letter stating the
preparedness of the community to receive the migrant, and giving an indication
that there would be enough land available for new settlers. With these two
letters the future migrant would have to approach the District Council of his
home district, in order to obtain the Council’s permission to leave the district.
Then a final letter would have to be obtained from the receiving District
Council, indicating acceptance. This rather complicated procedure, which
required plenty of travelling, was repeated to me by the DC’s Executive Officer
and several of the Resettlement Officers working on the Mid-Zambezi Project,
but I never found it back in any of the official government documents on land.
The above-mentioned Commission of Inquiry also concluded that the texts were
not clear, and argued that there is no legal basis for the role of the VIDCOs in
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land matters (Government of Zimbabwe 1994: 27). Apart from this complica-
tion, the descriptions still did not make it clear who would actually allocate the
land to migrants, but most officials thought that that would be the task of the
Ward Councillor who would have to consult the District Council, including the
government officials serving on the Council. The procedure as described by the
various government officials, however, showed a remarkable resemblance to the
procedure described by the DC Gokwe in 1973, cited in Nyambara’s article on
Gokwe (2001: 775).

The majority of the migrants had not followed the procedure set out above.
Just over a tenth of the migrants had passed through the DA’s office to ask for
official transfer papers. Over half of those had done so only after they had
already settled in Dande, to make sure they would have the right papers to
obtain land under the Mid-Zambezi Project. This confirms the conclusion of the
Commission of Inquiry that local government institutions had little control over
land-use practices in Communal Areas (ibid.: 26).

Most migrants had followed different routes to obtain permission to settle in
Dande and obtain land. Contrary to what Nyambara (2001) describes for
Gokwe, it appears there are no separate migrant villages in Dande, though in
some villages migrants do constitute a large part of the population (see also
Derman 1995). All had settled in existing villages, and though some started by
sharing fields with relatives who had already migrated to the villages, all had to
ask permission to settle. All but two of the migrants I interviewed had
approached the village headman, the sabhuku®, for permission to settle. Half of
the migrants had also approached the chairman of the Village Development
Committee, the VIDCO, and a quarter had approached the chairman of the
Village Committee as well. The chief of the area was not mentioned at all. A
notable difference between the two VIDCOs where I interviewed people was
that only in Rutendo VIDCO, located in Matsiwo A Ward (later Ward 10) a
considerable number of migrants (29 per cent) had approached the Ward
Councillor (the ex-combatant who later was jailed for poaching). In Bazooka
VIDCO hardly anyone had approached the Ward Councillor. The actual alloca-
tion of fields was done by the sabhuku (37 per cent), the VIDCO chairmen (27
per cent) or by both these local authorities in co-operation (36%). The order in
which people approached these authorities varied and depended on their
personal circumstances and convictions. Migrants tended to first approach the
authority through whom they thought they stood the best chance of obtaining
land. These would then take the prospective migrant to the other local authori-
ties to support their case. For instance, Mrs. Mbware, whose story was
presented above, had been a chairperson of the ZANU(PF) Women’s League,
which influenced whom she approached in Mahuwe:

% Sabhuku means owner of the book, the book being the tax-book. Village headmen
were responsible for collecting taxes under the white settler regime.
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Since I already had been chairperson of the Women’s League when I was living in
Mutorashanga, I decided to approach the ZANU(PF) party chairman in Mahuwe.
The party chairman took me to the headman. When I returned with my husband, the
headman showed us three plots we could choose from. The party chairman advised
us to register at the DC and the DA’s office.

Mr. Furukay had been told he could not obtain land in Hwata, and then
proceeded to Mahuwe where:

I met sabhuku [village headman] Chawasarira, who told me I could obtain a plot of
land in the village. I also asked permission from the village chairman and the
VIDCO chairman to settle in Chawasarira. The VIDCO chairman allocated me a
field, at the edge of the village in the bush. Together we showed the plot to the
sabhuku, who agreed I could cultivate it. The sabhuku put a first peg in the ground
where my huts were to be built, and clapped his hands to ask the Mhondoro to look
after me.

A third common option in the procedure to obtain land in Dande was explained
to me by the ex-Ward Councillor’s brother. Despite them both being ex-
combatants for ZANLA, he and his brother did not approach the ZANU-
established village committees that were still operating in 1981, when they
arrived, but:

My brother and I went first to the sabhuku, then to the Chief, then to Guruve DC,
then to the DA. Then we went back to Masvingo to get the transfer letters. It was
very easy to get these letters once you were allocated land and had papers from the
DC. The sabhuku performed chiumba, by moulding mealie [maize] meal and leaving
it in the field after clapping hands to the spirits. I paid the sabhuku a fee for the spirit
medium, mari yemukhokho.

Obtaining official transfer letters became an important issue after the
introduction of the Mid-Zambezi Project, and many people mentioned trying to
obtain such letters after they had already had been allocated fields and home-
steads by the sabhuku or VIDCO chairmen.

Nyambara (2001: 776-7) reported that divorced women had great difficulties
obtaining land in Gokwe, and were considered social misfits. Rutherford (2001:
202) remarks that most female farm labourers saw access to land in a Commu-
nal Area as being dependent on their fathers or husbands. Nevertheless, the
divorced or widowed female migrants I interviewed had all had land allocated
to them in their own right and did not report any difficulties in obtaining land. I
have no idea why the situation in Dande would be different for women; perhaps
village headmen and other local authorities in Dande felt a greater need to see
that the land was occupied and the number of inhabitants augmented than did
their counterparts in Gokwe. As I will show in the next chapter, the implemen-
tation of the Mid-Zambezi Project would greatly reduce women’s access to
land.



STRANGERS AND LAND 71

In their stories of how they obtained land many migrants referred to the
Mhondoro or to their mediums. In contrast to what David Lan (1985: 166-175)
describes, the mediums did not actually allocate land to migrants. Migrants
seldom approached them for permission to settle in Dande; only two of the
migrants I interviewed had actually asked permission from a Mhondoro
medium him/herself. Most migrants (71 per cent) mentioned that the chiumba
ritual was performed by the sabhuku for which a fee, the mari yemukhokho, had
to be paid. Two forms of chiumba were mentioned, one for asking permission
from the Mhondoro to establish a homestead, the other for asking permission to
cultivate a field. Before establishing a homestead the sabhuku would clap hands
[sign of respect] for the Mhondoro while uttering words of praise, and drive a
symbolic first peg in the ground. The ritual concerning the allocation of fields
involved ‘mealie meal’, maize meal. The sabhuku would mix mealie meal with
cold water and mould it into the shape of a shell. This shell would be placed in
the field allocated to the migrants by the sabhuku, while the sabhuku would
utter words of praise to the Mhondoro and ask the spirit to show his approval or
disapproval. The next morning, if the shell was still in one piece the migrant
could start clearing his or her new fields, if the shell had cracked the sabhuku
would have to look for a new field. Only two people reported having had both
forms of the chiumba performed for them. The fee paid for the rituals varied
from Z$ 2.50 to Z 4.- (at that time the Z$ was about 0.1 US §).

Rutherford also discusses the fees, or ‘token gifts’ paid to village headmen
by farm labourers acquiring land in a Communal Area near Karoi (2001: 213).
He says that the business of asking fees was rather lucrative. In Dande the
sabhuku claimed that the fees were handed over to the mediums of the
Mhondoro, but as we will see later (Chapter Eight), the mediums themselves
complained that this was not what was happening. Yet, none of the migrants I
interviewed reported having had to pay the sabhuku or VIDCO chairman to
register their plots, which according to Rutherford (ibid.: 216) was common
practice in the Communal Area near Karoi.

Most migrants were allocated fields on the edge of the villages, fields that
still needed to be stumped and cleared. Only one person obtained already
cleared fields from a household that was leaving Dande, and he paid 30 Z$ per
acre for his field. Others rented cleared lands for roughly the same price to be
able to plant a first crop before clearing their own, new fields. The rented fields
sometimes belonged to households that were leaving Dande temporarily looking
for work on the Plateau. Some migrants also rented several acres from house-
holds that had one or two acres to spare. Those who had relatives living in the
same village would often share the fields of their relatives to get a first crop.

Most of the villages in Dande are located close to rivers or streams that
provide drinking water. Furthermore, the banks of these watercourses are highly
valued for the cultivation of food crops, since they could yield two harvests a
year. As the influx of migrants continued, however, it became increasingly
difficult for migrants to obtain such fields. None of the migrants whom I
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interviewed and who had arrived after 1980 had been allocated riverine fields,
or mudimba as they were referred to locally, though many reported cultivating
mudimba which they borrowed or rented. I will discuss the allocation of riverine
fields in the next section.

‘Autochthons’ and access to land

Since so many migrants had come to know about Dande through former
colleagues on Commercial Farms or in town, it will come as no surprise that
those who consider themselves ‘autochthons’ of Dande were highly mobile as
well. Many made the same journeys from farm to farm as were described by the
migrants quoted above. Some were born on Commercial Farms where their
parents worked and spent years on the Plateau before coming down to Dande to
(re-)claim land. And when they did, they did not always return to the village
from which their parents claimed to have come. This was the case for instance
with Menira Black. I interviewed Menira, whom I estimated to be between fifty-
five and sixty years of age, at her homestead:

I was born in Chinhoyi, but I do not know when. I am the youngest in a family of
twelve. I never went to school. I was born on the farm where my parents worked.
My father was a guard. My parents are from the area around Mashumbi Pools [in
Dande], but they moved to Chinhoyi before I was born. I met my husband when he
came visiting a friend on the farm where we lived. He was working on another farm,
somewhere between Mvurwi and Concession. When we got married I moved to the
farm where he was working. My husband was a tobacco grader. He worked on that
farm from 1952 till 1986. We have seven children; three are still going to school. I
also worked on the farm, with my eldest [children]. That is how we could pay the
school fees. But after Independence we also had to buy food. Some of my relatives
were living on nearby farms; others were still living in Dande. Some were killed
during the war. [M.S.: Why did you return to Dande in 1986?] Before 1986 we were
still interested in working. We had a good life on the farm. We were living in brick
houses, we had water from a tap, and the schools were nearby. I also attended
church there. But now we are old, my husband has health problems and we wanted
to have a home. Now we can work at our own pace, nobody will tell you you are
lazy if you take a rest. My eldest [children] are still working, they help us. [M.S.:
Why did you not go back to Mashumbi Pools?] I no longer know anybody there
anymore, some of my relatives were killed during the war and the others went to the
‘keep’ at Mahuwe. They never went back. This place where we are staying now is
my sister’s. She went back to Mvurwi to work and she asked us to look after her
place. [M.S.: did you ask permission to stay here?] No, we just took my sister’s
place. [M.S.: Did you see the sabhuku?] No, the sabhuku knows we are here. I am
related to the sabhuku, so there is no need to ask. But we did register with the village
committee to get a twelve-acre plot [through the Mid-Zambezi Project].
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Mrs. Black’s husband originally came from Zambia. A large number of people
from Dande met their husbands or wives at their place of work, and took these
‘strangers’ with them to Dande. Mrs. Black’s husband had paid a bride price
when he had married her. But in Dande the practice of bride service continued
for a long time. Men who could - or would - not pay a bride price were required
to move in with their parents-in-law and help them cultivate their fields. The
period of the bride service could extend to no less than ten years. Often, upon
ending the service the couple would decide to stay in the village of the wife’s
parents.

The story of Mrs. Black vividly indicates that the struggle for Independence
caused displacements. Many inhabitants of Dande left the area because of the
fierce fighting that went on between ZANLA and ZIPRA, which opposed the
Rhodesian Forces. Yet others left their workplace, especially if they were
working on Commercial Farms that were targeted by the guerrillas, to return to
Dande. The last two years of the war, all inhabitants of Dande were placed in
camps guarded by the Rhodesian Forces, the so-called ‘keeps’. After Independ-
ence when the camps were dismantled, not everybody returned to the place
where he or she had lived before being moved to the camps. In some cases
whole villages were relocated to some other part of Dande by their headmen, as
was for instance the case with Masomo village. The map I had of the area was
based on old Rhodesian Forces’ staff maps, and every now and then I got lost
because villages were no longer located where I thought they were.

The high mobility rate among the inhabitants of Dande as well as the
constant influx of ‘strangers’ is clearly repeated in the myths of the founding
ancestors of Dande, as well as in the stories of how the village of
Mburuma/Chikuku was established. I will discuss the founding myths in
Chapter Eight. Here I will present sabhuku Mburuma’s version of the history of
the village of Mburuma.

My grandfather got married in Gonono, in the village of Chauti. He lived with his
parents-in-law. Because he was always fighting, people were afraid of him. Sabhuku
Chimanga also was a fighter, so my grandfather’s in-laws thought it would be good
idea if my grandfather went to live at Chimanga village. But they were always
troublesome these two, so sabhuku Chimanga thought it would be better to give
Mburuma his own village. So he took him to the Native Commissioner and
Mburuma registered as a new sabhuku. Then Mburuma moved close to where I am
living now. Soon afterwards he moved closer to the river. He moved three times
between this place and the river because the people were afraid of the white
missionaries. They did not want to be seen by the missionaries when they travelled
to Msengezi. Then in 1948 they moved to the other side of the road, where you had
your hut when you came here the first time. I was born in 1947. In 1948 1 went to
Banket with my parents, where they had found jobs. In 1950 we came back, and in
1951 I went up there [on the Plateau] again to look for work. I only returned in 1981.
In 1951 I was working at a farm in Guruve. In 1957 I went to Bindura to work for
the postmaster. When the postmaster moved to Harare I went with him. I stayed with
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him till 1960. Then I went back to Harare where I remained till 1964. From there I
went to Mvurwi. In 1964 I married my first wife. We had seven children together,
some live in Mutare, Rusape, one in Harare, one in Mvurwi. When we were
divorced my wife went to Kadoma. She took the last-born with her. One of our
children is living here with me. I came back here in 1981, after Independence. When
I was visiting my uncle I met my second wife and I decided to come and live here.
While I was living here I married my third wife. My father’s brother gave me some
land. No, my uncle was not the sabhuku then, his elder brother was. My grandfather
had three wives; he had ten sons and three daughters. They exchanged the post of
headman within the family until the war. Then the person who held the post left for a
Commercial Farm because of the war. He then gave the post to the old man, from
the other house; this man held the post until two years ago. When this man became
old and ill he gave the post to me because he did not have any sons of his own. That
was two years ago. I am now the acting-sabhuku; when the old man dies we will
decide who will become the sabhuku. I do not expect any problems, but if there will
be problems we will have to see Chivhere [the Mhondoro of the area].

My mutupo [clan] is Gushungo Ngonya, the mutupo of my second wife is Nzou
Samanyanga, and the mutupo of my third wife is Tembo mazvimba kupa. [M.S.: I
have not yet heard of Gushungo Ngonya, where does it come from?] The original
area of the Mburuma family is somewhere in Zvimba [near Karoi, on the Plateau].
My grandfather came here to hunt, that is when he met his wife and decided to stay
here.

So even the ‘owner’ of the village of Mburuma turned out to be the grandson of
a migrant.

The continued influx of migrants over time, but also the introduction of
cotton led to some changes in land-use practices. As I already remarked above,
most of the villages in Dande were established on the banks of the many rivers
that flow from the escarpment into the Zambezi River. The founding families of
the villages all have riverine fields. These mudimba are of crucial importance;
researchers from WWF have concluded that without riverine cultivation there
will be no food security in the area (see Lynam et al. 1996). This was confirmed
in the household production survey I conducted in 1992/3, just after a major
drought. Only those families who had access to riverine fields reported having
harvested anything at all. The same WWF researchers, however, conclude that
the tenurial regime under which the mudimba are managed is unclear, and this,
they argue, would threaten the ecological sustainability of mudimba in the
Zambezi Valley. I would disagree with this. In Dande the riverine fields are of
such importance that the regime under which they are managed resembles
private ownership. Once a family has been allocated riverine fields, these will
always be considered their property, whether the family is cultivating the fields
or not. They are inherited and subdivided among sons, but even after long
absences from the village returning ‘originals’ could always reclaim them.
Many migrants borrowed or rented mudimba from families that had left the
village to find work on the Plateau. This borrowing and renting produces a
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complicated picture when one asks who has access to which part of the riverine
fields. Below I present a map that my research assistant sketched when we were
walking in the riverine fields with some of the farmers working there. We had
asked who was farming the mudimba and the result was this patchwork of small
fields, the boundaries of which were frequently a topic of discussion amongst
the farmers accompanying us.

Masomo-Chidodo  road

Nyamatsenga

Musengezi River

B=Bush
Map 2.  Cultivated Riverine fields at Mburuma village between Nyatsengwa Stream
~ and Musengezi River.

However, when we later asked who controlled the mudimba, the map was
greatly simplified [see Map 3 below]. Only a few families were said to own the
mudimba. These families were considered the mugari wemuno, which was
translated as ‘originals of this area’, by the people in the village who spoke
English.

In wintertime the picture changes again as the riverbeds are parcelled out
and each family in the village, migrant or autochthonous, establishes a vegeta-
ble garden, which is watered with water from shallow wells dug in the river-
beds*.

® Most rivers in the valley are not perennial, drying up in wintertime. The soils,
however, will remain moist, and shallow wells provide sufficient water. Such wells are
not only used for watering the gardens, but are also the main source of potable water in
the dry season.
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Masomo-Chidodo Road

w Nyamatsenga stream

Musengezi River

B = Bush
Map 3. Riverine fields owned by families in Mburuma village.(idem)

There are many restrictions on what crops can be grown on the mudimba, issued
by the mediums of the Mhondoro cult. Only food crops are allowed, farmers are
prohibited from using inorganic fertiliser or pesticides in the mudimba, and
trees growing on the riverbanks may not be cut down. While I was staying in
Mburuma, one farmer was seen violating these regulations. His case was
reported to the spirit medium and the farmer had to pay a substantial fine.

With the introduction of cotton in Dande in the 1960s farmers also started to
use upland fields. The riverine fields continued to be used for food crops. The
upland fields could be allocated to other families once abandoned, without any
possibility for those who had cleared the fields to reclaim them, though some-
times the new user would have to pay a fee for the clearing done by the former
user. It is very likely that in other parts of Zimbabwe, land was not so readily
handed over to other users. Until the introduction of the Mid-Zambezi Project
land was not considered scarce in Dande, with the exception of the mudimba.
As will be shown later, ideas about the ownership of upland fields changed as a
result of the project.

The extension of upland fields by ‘originals’ for their children or the
subdivision of their riverine fields was reported to the sabhuku, and sometimes
to the VIDCO chairman. These were decisions taken by the male heads of the
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household, sanctioned, but not effected, by the local authorities. Only new
migrants settling in an existing village would actually have their fields allocated
to them by village headmen or VIDCO chairmen.

The clearing of new fields by migrants was much welcomed before the
introduction of the Mid-Zambezi Project. When I asked Chief Hwata why he
had travelled to Commercial Farms to invite migrants to Dande he said:

When we were in the keeps we lost a great deal. We lost a lot of equipment. We lost
our cattle. Our fields reverted to bush again. Now there are many elephants in the
area. They came here during the war. We need more people to clear the area so we
will not have so many problems with wild animals. Also, the people down here do
not have as many schools and clinics as those up on the hill. We need more people
so we can go to the DC and the DA and tell them: look, there are now many, many
people here; you have to give us schools and clinics.

Sabhuku Mburuma said that before the war many villagers had planted
banana plants. After Independence people stopped replanting them because the
plants attracted elephants, a problem they had not experienced before they were
moved to the keeps: ‘So we need more people, so we will have fewer
elephants’.

Agricultural production

To give some idea of how the allocated land was used I will present data from
the surveys I conducted on agricultural production. Despite fears that the
continued influx of migrants into the Zambezi Valley would lead to environ-
mental damage, the District Administrator, the Chief Executive Officer as well
as most agricultural extension officers took a more sanguine attitude towards
migrants - provided they came from other Communal Areas, not from abroad -
than they did towards the ‘autochthonous’ population (see also Dzingirai 1995).
Migrants were considered to be people who showed initiative, were better
educated, and were importing ‘modern’ agriculture into the Zambezi Valley,
whereas the original inhabitants were considered very ‘traditional’, in fact, a
little backward. Migrants were considered more efficient farmers, better
producers. These attitudes will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Five.
Here I will show that the survey I conducted in 1988/9*! did not confirm preju-

*! The figures on acreage in all the tables presented below, including those based on the
1992/3 survey, represent estimates made by the farmers interviewed. Though I visited
the fields of the farmers interviewed, I did not have the equipment to conduct precise
measurements. The data are hence to be treated as estimates and not precise data. Yet,
they are interesting in terms of (crude) comparisons they allow between the different
groups of farmers. Given the allocation procedures followed by the Mid-Zambezi
project team (see Chapters Four and Five), the perhaps ensuing pressure to overestimate
the number of acres under cultivation was likely to be felt by all farmers interviewed.
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dices concerning low productivity of ‘autochthonous’ farmers. In fact, of the
three groups of farmers that could be distinguished, the most productive one
was the ‘autochthonous’ group. This may have been because the ‘autochtho-
nous’ households were generally larger (average 9.4 members compared to 6.4
for migrant households) and thus had more labour available. ‘ Autochthonous’
households were more likely to cultivate riverine fields, which in good years
can yield two harvests. Migrants had a disadvantage because starting a new
farm required the initial investment of an amount of labour in activities that did
not immediately result in agricultural produce, like clearing fields and con-
structing housing. It often takes a few years before a new farm becomes fully
productive. The survey of 1988/9 showed that the least productive farmers were
the retired former farm labourers, which was not surprising considering their
generally advanced age.

Table 1. Data on self reported cultivation and production 1988/9 season (Bazooka and

Rutendo VIDCO)
Migrants from CFs | Migrants from CAs | ‘Autochthons’

N=11 N=19 N=27
Average acreage 2.9 5.5 10.3
cultivated
Maize
Percentage cultivating 94% 88% 100%
Average acreage 1.65 2.04 3.2
Average yield (bags) 2.2 43 18.3
Percentage selling 0 0 30%
Sorghum
Percentage cultivating 19% 19% 22%
Average acreage 1.4 1.4 1.1
Cotton
Percentage cultivated 36% 81% 89%
Average acreage 1.5 2.3 6.3
Average yield (bales) 2.25 5.4 13

At the start of the agricultural season 1992/3 I conducted a survey in Mburuma
only, which revealed a different pattern. I only recorded the acreage cultivated,
since the 1991/1992 harvest had been particularly bad. This time
‘autochthonous’ farmers were cultivating fewer acres than migrants. Yet, during
the drought more ‘autochthonous’ farmers had managed to harvest maize,
probably because they had more riverine fields available. They reported that
they had planted fewer acres at the start of the season, since they wanted to save
seed for a second crop on their mudimba, in order to recover from the drought.

Migrants from Commercial Farms in Mburuma cultivated as many acres as
migrants from other Communal Areas, and many more than appeared from the
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1988/9 survey, that was conducted in both Bazooka and Rutendo VIDCO. A
possible reason for this was that the migrants from Commercial Farms who
settled in Mburuma were younger than those who had settled in Bazooka
VIDCO - which included Mahuwe. Mburuma is a pretty isolated village, much
more difficult to access by public transport. Migrants who were older and less
able to cultivate may have chosen to live closer to the roads so that their
children on whom they depended could visit them more easily.

Table 2.  Self-reported acreage cultivated in Mburuma 1992/1993

Migrants CF Migrants CA ‘Autochthons’

N=7 N=13 N=55
Acreage cultivated (total) 6.4 6.4 5.4
Acreage wetlands 0.2 0.6 1.1
Acreage maize 2.5 2.5 24
Arcreage sorghum/millet 2.1 2.4 1.6
Acreage cotton 1.8 1.5 1.3
Percentage farmers who 71% - 75% 83%
harvested in 1992

Table 3. Livestock ownership Bazooka and Rutendo VIDCO, 1988/9

Migrants from CFs | Migrants from CAs ‘Autochthons’

Percentage of house- 0% 69% 19%
holds owning cattle

Average number 8 4
Percentage of house- 9% 31% 19%
holds owning goats

Average number 7 8 6
Percentage of house- 82% 75% 78%
holds owning poultry

Average number 9 9 16
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Migrants from Communal Areas possess more cattle than ‘autochthonous’
households. Many took cattle with them from their home area. I only report the
data from the 1998/9 survey, since the data from the 1993 showed a similar
pattern, though overall numbers were lower, probably because of the drought.
The higher incidence of cattle ownership among migrants from Communal
Areas is one of the reasons why they are considered better farmers. Cattle can
be used for ploughing. However, many ‘autochthonous’ households use tractors
for ploughing. Before the war quite a number of cotton farmers owned their
own tractors, but most lost these during the war. At the time of the first survey,
the Lutheran World Federation operated a tractor renting service, which was
used extensively by autochthonous households. Later, the Lower Guruve
Development Association, a local NGO, was established. This Association,
which received funding from foreign donors, including the Dutch organisation
Novib, also set up a tractor scheme.

Table 4. Mode of tillage, renting of labour and farming equipment

Migrants from CFs Migrants from CAs | ‘Autochthons’
Mode of tillage
Tractor 9% 19% 70%
Cattle 0% 69% 15%
Hand 91% 13% 4%
Combining methods 0% 0% 11%
Percentage of house- 18% 63% 41%
holds hiring labourers
Percentage of house- 9% 19% 67%
holds hiring tractors
Percentage of house- 0% 0% 7%
holds hiring cattle

Only a few ex-farm labourers were able to hire local labour to help them weed
and harvest. Those who could do this were younger women whose husbands
were still working, who used their husbands’ income to pay for the hired help.
Migrants from Communal Areas hired local labour more frequently than
‘autochthonous’ households, since they generally had less family labour
available.

Lastly, ‘autochthonous’ households reported having more additional sources
of income alongside agricultural production, which may explain why they were
able to hire tractors.

Less than a fifth of the elderly ex-farm labourers reported receiving financial
assistance from children who continued to work on the commercial farms they
had left. Since most of these children were employed as general labourers, they
could only contribute small amounts at irregular intervals. Nevertheless, the
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retired farm labourers were often accompanied by some of their grandchildren
who could help their grandparents on the farm and at the same time were able to
receive an education in Dande, where education is relatively cheaper than in the
Commercial Farm Areas. The younger, female, former farm labourers received,
as I already mentioned above, financial assistance from their husbands who
were still at work. Their husbands, however, were not employed as general
labourers, but had more specialised, hence better paid, jobs such as driver,
foreman or mechanic.

Table 5. Additional sources of income

Percentage of house-
holds receiving income
from members engaged | Migrants from CFs | Migrants from CAs ‘Autochthons’
in.

Wage labour 27% 38% 40%
Performing labour on 9% 26% 31%
other people’s fields

Making baskets/mats . 0% 0% 44%
Brewing beer 0% 0% 22%

The percentages of households receiving financial support from members
engaged in wage labour did not differ much between migrants from Communal
Areas and ‘autochthonous’ households. The distribution amongst different
categories of wage labour did not vary much between the two groups either.
About a third of the households received income from members employed as
general farm labourers, often on temporary contracts. When crops threatened to
fail, households would send members they no longer needed for weeding and
harvesting to look for work in the nearby Commercial Farm area. Another
quarter benefited from household members working as domestic servants.
About a third of the households had members working in more specialised jobs
such as foremen, tobacco graders, drivers, mechanics or skilled construction
workers. Slightly less than ten percent of the households (both migrant from
Communal Areas as well as ‘autochthonous’) were supported by relatives who
were employed as nurses, teachers, policemen and in one case, as the manager
of a small branch of Zimbank in a suburb of Harare. The bank manager fell into
the category of ‘autchothons’.

In conclusion, the prejudicial feeling - to which I will return in Chapter Five
and Eight - that ‘autochthonous’ farmers were not doing as well as migrants
from other Communal Areas has to be reviewed. While immigrants may have
had more cattle at their disposal for ploughing, ‘autochthonous’ farmers had
more labour available, and more often used tractors for ploughing. Overall, the
elderly ex-farm labourers seemed to be worse off, though some of the younger
ones who settled in Mburuma did manage to cultivate a substantial acreage.
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Concluding remarks

Migration seems to be a key feature of life in Dande. As a result it is difficult to
make a clear distinction between immigrants and ‘autochthons’. As the story of
the headman of Mburuma village confirms, even ‘traditional’ authorities such as
headmen may have their roots outside of Dande, and as the founding myths
recounted in Chapter Six will show, so may chiefs. Many people who are
nevertheless considered autochthons move away from Dande for considerable
lengths of time, sometimes with, sometimes without their family members.
Their stories, as well as those of more recent newcomers testify to the need
perceived by Rutherford (2001), Potts (2000) and Andersson (2002) to
problematise the rural-urban divide as well as the sharp division that is often
made between Communal Areas and Large-scale Commercial Farm Areas.
From the migration stories, a picture emerges of Commercial Farms as the
linchpins in the migration process. It was here that workers from different parts
of Zimbabwe met, gathered information about farming possibilities, formed
enduring relations that facilitated access to land and in some cases, and
managed to’save money to invest in new farms.

How migrants obtained land and how they were able to organise agricultural
production, varied considerably from household to household. Still, when it
came to production it appeared that distinctions could be made between
newcomers who prior to migration held land rights in other Communal Areas of
Zimbabwe, and former farm labourers who did not hold land rights before
coming to Dande. Among the latter, especially the elderly, who had continued
to work for wages as long as possible, had the greatest difficulties in making a
living of their new farm. Migrants from Communal Areas often had some
production assets, such as cattle, which they brought with them to Dande. They
reported faring quite well in their new homes. The survey data did not lend
justice to the prejudice so often expressed by local government staff and
members of the Mid-Zambezi Project team that ‘autochthonous’ farmers were
rather unproductive.

The data presented in this chapter do support the conclusion by the Commis-
sion of Inquiry into Appropriate Agricultural Tenure Systems that land alloca-
tion procedures in the Communal Areas were very complex and that many
authorities were claiming the right to deal with land. Yet, their further conclu-
sion that there was a need to hand back the authority to deal with land issues to
the chiefs and headmen seems rather problematic. In Dande the relations
between traditional authorities and the VIDCOs and WADCOs differ from
village to village. In many cases, headmen co-operate with VIDCOs and
WADCOs. Traditional leaders themselves are rarely elected as members of the
VIDCOs and WADCOs, but their close relatives sometimes are. There are
villages, however, where some tension and competition exists between headmen
and VIDCOs. When migrants form the majority of the village population, they
may come to dominate the VIDCOs. In such cases, migrants, who may feel the
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headmen do not adequately represent them, may only approach the VIDCOs
with their requests. As has been shown in this chapter, the personal position and
history of migrants definitely influenced which local authority they approached
first to ask for permission to settle in a village and obtain land. We have seen
that both VIDCO chairmen and village headmen were involved in land alloca-
tion. Some migrants received land from headmen; others from VIDCO
chairmen, and again others had their new fields allocated to them by both
working in co-operation. Metcalfe (1993) also concludes that because of the
many shifts in authority over land back and forth between ‘traditional’
structures to ‘modern’ local government structures, a return of power over land
to ‘traditional’ authorities has become virtually impossible.

In Dande this issue was made even more complicated by the introduction of
the Mid-Zambezi Project, which will be presented in the next chapter.



The Mid-Zambezi Rural
Development Project

Introduction

In Chapter Two some of the developments which led to the introduction of the
Mid-Zambezi Project were already described. Several factors and actors
influenced the perceived need for the project, its goals, and the way it was
operationalised. There was the government’s need to do or at least appear to be
doing something to contribute to the development of Dande, as it was a former
frontline area. Then there was the EEC-funded programme to eradicate the
tsetse fly; the insect that was considered a major obstacle to development in the
area. Environmental organisations assumed a link between this programme and
the influx of migrants - whose access to land was described in the preceding
chapter - and demanded proper land-use planning (see e.g. UNEP 1986). This
demand coincided with the government’s move away from land redistribution
in favour of internal land reforms and villagisation.

In 1984/5 the EEC responded to the calls for proper land-use planning and
commissioned the FAO to identify and prepare an integrated rural development
project for the Mid-Zambezi area. The proposed project was mainly based on
the government’s plans for the implementation of land-use reforms in the
Communal Areas throughout the whole of Zimbabwe. The main difference was
that a resettlement component was added which foresaw the in-migration of
about 3000 households from other parts of the country. The African Develop-
ment Fund agreed to finance the project, which was now called the Mid
Zambezi Rural Development Project (ADF 1986).

The implementation phase of the Mid-Zambezi Project started in 1987. The
project was supposed to be completed in 1992, but the implementation turned
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out to be a much more difficult task than anticipated. In 1992 government
received funding for a three-year extension. Still, even these extra three years
were not enough to complete all project activities.

Right from the launching of the project, staff experienced problems attribut-
able to the lack of information they had concerning the area and its inhabitants,
as well as to the sometimes conflicting aims of the project. One of these aims
was to rationalise local land-use and render it more efficient. In a nutshell, the
assumption underlying the project was that local farmers did not use their land
in an efficient and rational way. The flaw was that this assumption was not
based on detailed studies of local land-use practices, but on rather general ideas
on what ‘communal tenure’ looked like. By adopting these ideas as a basis for
the land reforms, the post-Independence government returned, as it were, to the
Rhodesian way of interpreting the problems in the Communal Areas. The
project was designed to promote ‘scientific’ land-use planning, yet the alloca-
tion procedures were based on an interpretation of ‘traditional’ land rights. This
interpretation allowed neither for possible regional differences nor for the
dynamic character of ‘tradition’, which entailed changes in ideas about who had
rights to land.

Secondly, the project was designed both to control in-migration to prevent
environmental degradation and, paradoxically, to bring in 3000 more house-
holds. Soon after the implementation phase had started, project staff discovered
that the project plans were based on outdated information concerning the
number of people already residing in the project area. Detailed maps had been
prepared with limited numbers of fields and homesteads in those areas that the
project planners considered arable. These numbers did not take into account the
in-migration of an additional 3000 households. Worse, they did not even
coincide with the number of households already present in the area. This obser-
vation did not lead to any changes in the plans, except that no new families were
allowed to come to Dande. The land reform project went ahead, regardless of
the plight of all the families that would not be able to secure fields and home-
steads, and would become officially landless, labelled ‘squatters’ by the
government.

In this chapter I will describe how project staff tried to implement the
project. Less attention will be paid to the ideological underpinnings of the
project. These were introduced in the first chapter, and I will return to them in
more detail in the next chapter. Here, the focus will be on the procedures and
practicalities of the land reforms. I will also describe how the land-use planning
exercise clashed with local ideas and practices concerning land-use, and with
the way local farmers have sought to cope with the changes brought about by
the project.



86 CHAPTER 4

The project area

The project area covered virtually all of Dande except the area west of the
Manyame River. The Msengezi River formed the eastern boundary of the
project area. Seven Wards were included in the project area: Matsiwo A and B,
Chitsungo, Neshangwe, Chisunga, Chiriwo and Mzarabani. The latter did not
fall under the jurisdiction of Guruve District Council, but under Centenary
District Council.
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Map 4. Wards in Dande Communal Land.
Source: Zimbabwe Trust, Report on the CAMPFIRE Programme:
The Guruve/Dande experience.

Goals and objectives of the Mid-Zambezi Project

The main goal of the project was to prevent environmental degradation of the
Mid-Zambezi area by controlling spontaneous in-migration to Dande, limiting
the number of new settlers to 3000 families, and by ‘rationalising’ land-use



THE MID-ZAMBEZI RURAL DEVELOPMENT PROJECT 87

practices of those already present in the project area (ADF 1996: 1, 39). The
original plan proposed to place the new settlers in 130 newly created villages.
On the basis of the 1982 national census, it was estimated that approximately
4600 households were already living in the project area prior to implementation.
These people would have their villages reorganised and their arable fields
redistributed (ibid.: 25-30).

As 1 already remarked above, there seems to be an inherent contradiction
between the goal of protecting the environment in the project area through
controlling spontaneous in-migration, and the objective of settling 3000 new
families in the area (see also Derman 1995). The environmental goal was
probably dictated by the donor organisations, which paid for project preparation
and implementation. It is also likely that the government wanted to use the area
as an ‘overflow’ for the Communal Areas on the plateau. The policy move away
from the redistribution of land between the Large Scale Commercial Farming
Areas and the Communal Areas described in Chapter Two also entailed a
change in objectives with regard to the development of marginal areas like the
Zambezi Valley (see also Barrett 1994: 31). Land for the land hungry was to be
found by opening up these marginal areas and through ‘rationalising’ and
intensifying land-use in all Communal Areas. This may be considered as a
break with early post-Independence policy and as a return to Rhodesian policies
(Derman 1995: 23). The Mid-Zambezi Project involved both policy elements; it
proposed an internal land reform exercise that would facilitate the relocation of
farmers from overpopulated Communal Areas on the Plateau to the ‘marginal’
Dande Communal Land.

‘Rationalising’ land-use practices in fact came down to the abolition of
multiple use of the land, either for various purposes or by different owners,
which was common practice in Dande prior to the introduction of the Mid-
Zambezi Project. This involved the physical separation of land used for the
cultivation of crops, land used for grazing and land used for habitation.
Furthermore, scattered landholdings were to be consolidated. In this, the
Communal Areas Land reform programme in general and the Mid-Zambezi
Project in particular showed a very close resemblance to the activities under-
taken in relation to the 1951 Native Land Husbandry Act (see Drinkwater
1991).

Land was to be (re-)distributed, with households receiving a single plot of
twelve acres of arable land and a one-acre residential stand in a reorganised
village. Households would not obtain a permanent title deed for the land, but
would be given temporary user rights. These permits could be revoked if
residents did not conform to project guidelines, which, as Derman (1985) argues,
was consistent with the view that central government owns the land in Communal
Areas and has the right to set the conditions under which it can be used. In the
southern part of the project area each household would also be allocated the
right to graze four to six cattle units (depending on the quality of the soil) on
communal grazing lands (ADF 1986: 20-25). For Matsiwo A, the Agritex
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Planning Branch proposed the creation of fenced paddocks within these grazing
areas, which would allow rotational grazing (1993: 23-25). The ADF appraisal
report (1986) only mentioned the designation of communal grazing areas, but
did not point out explicitly whether rotational grazing in paddocks should be
practised.

Originally, land-use in the northern zone was to be based upon game
utilisation. In fact, the planners foresaw that the Natural Resource Management
component funded by the project should be seen as a pilot scheme for
CAMPFIRE (see Derman 1995: 26). The old, dilapidated game fence running
through the project area was to be replaced by an electric fence to separate game
from cattle and to protect the agricultural zone from wildlife damage. Further
fencing was to be installed around farmers’ fields. Cattle keeping would not be
allowed north of the fence. A tractorisation programme was planned to solve the
problem of draught power. The project was to provide fifty tractors and help
establish tractor co-operatives. Several water points would be built for wildlife.

In the whole of the project zone farmers already resident would be expected
to move away from ‘non-arable’ land, that is, riverine fields. This objective was
based on the assumption that streambank cultivation causes erosion and
siltation. State intervention in streambank cultivation dates back to the colonial
era. The Water Act of 1927 (amended in 1976) states that: ‘No person shall
conduct any operations which interfere with the bed, banks or course of a public
stream or any swamps or marshes forming the source of a public stream or
found along its course without permission’. This act was followed by the
Natural Resources Act of 1942, which introduced regulations prohibiting
streambank cultivation within 100 feet (now often interpreted as 100m) of a
streambank. In the 1960s the ban was lifted in the European farming areas, and
not reinstated again when these areas were renamed Large Scale Commercial
Farm Areas after Independence. To this day, though, farmers in the Communal
Areas remain bound to the old water acts (see Murombedzi 1991). It should be
noted, however, that prior to the implementation of the Mid-Zambezi Project
local state officials never actively enforced the ban on riverine cultivation.

In addition to the land reforms, the Mid-Zambezi Project was to provide
improvements in infrastructure and services. The project document initially
envisaged: the upgrading of roads, the construction of two new Rural Service
Centres (RSC) to supplement the existing three RSCs, the construction of
clinics and staff housing at each of the five RSCs, the construction of twenty
additional classrooms plus teachers’ houses, the provision of village water
supplies (through the drilling of boreholes), and the reconstruction of the old
game fence (ADF 1986: 25). In terms of services the following was anticipated:
the establishment of a branch of the Agricultural Finance Corporation at
Mahuwe to extend access to credit and loans, and an increase in the number of
Agritex assistants from five to ten (in order to have one assistant for every 760
households). The latter were to assist local farmers with on-farm development,
natural resource management and co-operative development. Furthermore, two
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additional veterinary health assistants and an animal health officer were to be
employed, and two animal health centres and two additional dip tanks be
constructed.

The project was to run for five years, with a budget of Z$ 25.23 million,
which at the start of the project was the equivalent of about 11 million USS$. The
government of Zimbabwe was to contribute 3.28 million Z$, mainly in terms of
salaries for project staff members. It is not clear from the project document
whether this included salaries of teachers and health workers who were to be
employed at the new schools and clinics.

Implementation

The actual implementation of the Mid-Zambezi Project was the responsibility of
the Department of Rural Development (DERUDE, a department of the Ministry
of Local Government and Rural and Urban Development of the Government of
Zimbabwe, as the Ministry was called at the time) and Agritex (the national
agricultural extension service). A project team was established, consisting of a
Project Manager - a Senior Resettlement Officer - appointed by DERUDE, and
seven Resettlement Officers, also working under the authority of DERUDE. The
land-use planning was the responsibility of the Provincial Agritex Planning
Branch, which would send teams to the project area to demarcate the arable and
residential plots. The task of the seven Agritex local Extension Officers (in fact
only two extra officers were employed) was to educate local residents about the
project, and to hone agricultural techniques and conservation measures, as well as
to lend assistance to the demarcation teams.

The land-use proposal for Matsiwo A Ward states that the land-use planning
was carried out ‘using the Agritex methods’ (Agritex Planning Branch 1993:
33): Aerial photos were interpreted to delineate crests and drainage patterns and
determine non-arable and potentially arable land. Non-arable land was defined
‘(...) as areas closely dissected with streams, areas of extensive gravel outcrops,
and the verges of rivers and streams’. The report specifically states that checks
on the ground were employed to confirm photo interpretation. This included
soil coding through the digging of pits and augering. Carrying capacity
estimates were done ‘(...) randomly in fallow and virgin lands’. (ibid.: 33), but
the methodology section of the report offers no clues concerning the basis for
these estimates. The data acquired in this way was used to draw up detailed
maps with individual residential stands, individual arable plots and communal
grazing areas. The local Agritex Extension Officers helped by collecting socio-
economic data from VIDCO Chairmen, Village Community Workers, Environ-
mental Health Officers and Veterinary Officers.

Whether this methodology was followed in all land-use plans for the project
area is not clear. The Project Manager once told me that he thought that the first
land-use plans were based solely on aerial photo interpretation, without verifi-
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cation on the ground. The many complaints about plots that had rocky patches
or depressions in them that got waterlogged during the rainy season suggest that
this was indeed the case. The Matsiwo A land-use plan also mentions ‘aware-
ness meetings’ with villagers (ibid.: 33), but these were never held in the other
Wards prior to the demarcation exercises.

Once the maps were drawn, teams of Agritex officials moved into the project
area and started demarcating fields and stands with metal pegs. It was these
Agritex officials who were responsible for designing cultivation plans for the
twelve-acre plots. A standard pattern is mentioned in the ADF appraisal report:
2 ha of cotton, 0.75 ha of maize, 0.5 ha of sorghum, 0.25 ha of millet, leaving
0.5 ha fallow to facilitate crop rotation (ADF 1986: annex 13). The Matsiwo A
proposal offered a different pattern, suggesting that half the plot be left unculti-
vated for rotation, but the Agritex Extension Worker in charge of the Ward
advised people to follow the ADF proposal (see next chapter).

On the basis of the 1982 census, the Project Appraisal (ADF 1986) stated
that approximately 19,000 people, similar to about 4600 households, were
already residing in the project area prior to the implementation of the Mid-
Zambezi Project. Thus 7600 plots were designated for these plus 3000 new
households. This also seems to indicate that the detailed exercise described for
Matsiwo A, which mentions 1046 households living in Matsiwo A Ward alone,
had not been carried out in the other Wards. For some reason, the overall plan
made no use of census data that were available at the Guruve District Council in
1985, listing 24,000 people living in the project area (Derman 1995: 15). And
even these figures were outdated by the time the Mid-Zambezi Project was
implemented, as spontaneous in-migration continued after 1985.

Resettlement Officers employed by DERUDE were charged with selecting
new settlers and allocating so-called ‘arables’ and ‘residentials’ to local farmers.
They soon discovered that far more people were already living in the project
area than were catered for by the plans. The goal of moving new settlers to the
area was abandoned, but all those already present were supposed to conform to
the new land-use patterns. Given these circumstances, the project became an
internal land reform or villagisation project only. The maps with new villages
and fields for the southern project zone were not adapted and the number of
fields and residential plots to be allocated there remained the same. Adaptations
were made in the plans for the northern zone, however, when it became clear
that there was insufficient land for the proposed number of settlers in the
southern zone. The idea of reserving the northern zone for wildlife utilisation
was abandoned (see Derman 1995).

In order to receive a residential stand and a twelve-acre field, local farmers
had to meet a set of criteria similar to those created to select farmers for
resettlement projects on former European land. To qualify for a plot of land,
farmers had to have Zimbabwean nationality, no source of income other than
farming, and be a married male. Women could not obtain land within the
project area. The exclusion of women was justified by referring to ‘traditional’
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land rights (see Government of Zimbabwe 1985: 16). However, as we saw in
the previous chapter, widowed and divorced women did have land allocated to
them in their own right by ‘traditional’ village headmen in Dande. Below I
describe how some of these headmen tried to prevent women from losing their
land. The allocation criteria also show that the government tried to separate ‘the
real farmers’ from those combining farming with wage labour, thereby trying to
create a separate class of ‘real labourers’, as it is explicitly mentioned in the
Communal Lands Development Plan of 1985 that first introduced the land
reforms (ibid.: 46)*. It should be noted, however, that the criterion relating to
sources of income was never seriously applied®.

Initially, neither chiefs nor village headmen nor VIDCO members were
involved in the process of allocation, although before the introduction of the
project they had been the authorities entrusted with settling land issues.
However, later, when organisational problems loomed (see below), project
management decided to involve the District Council, Ward Councillors and
VIDCOs. This led to some changes in the allocation criteria. District Council
demanded that in order to qualify for land in the project area farmers would
have to be registered in Guruve District (of which Dande forms part). This was
to prevent recent migrants from obtaining land at the expense of those who
considered themselves autochthons. The Council also decided that migrants
who had arrived after 1985 would not qualify. Cogently, certain provisions for
women were demanded. Project management gave in to these claims, with the
important proviso that women could only obtain land - albeit not more than two
and a half acres - if they were widowed and had minor dependants. However,
neither Bill Derman (personal communication) nor I have found villages where
actually two and a half acre plots have been demarcated for widows.

The process of moving farmers to their new fields proved to be a tremendous
task. In some cases whole villages had to be moved to fulfil the goal of the
project plan: to move away from ‘non-arable’ land. Problems rained thick and
fast. No transport was available to move farmers to their new villages. The
project budget did not provide people with financial compensation for houses or
other immovable property that had to be left behind. There had been plans to
provide selected farmers with loans for constructing new houses, but these were
never materialised. Nevertheless, some assistance was provided. On each new

32 Plans to create separate classes of farmers and workers appear in many development
plans formulated by the post-Independence government. Several studies, however, show
that this is impossible to accomplish. According to some because it is an economic
necessity for households to derive income from both farming and wage labour (see e.g.
Potts & Mutabirwa 1990); others maintain that is part and parcel of the life-styles of
households in the Communal Areas (see Andersson 2001).

33 Several Resettlement Officers as well as the Project Manager obtained twelve-acre
plots and residential stands in the project area, and they certainly had sources of income
other than from farming. Pertinently, none of them were ‘autochthonous’.
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twelve-acre plot, one acre was stumped and ploughed by project personnel, and
seed and fertiliser packages for one acre were distributed.

When already existing villages were being re-organised, the procedure was
as follows. Once fields and residential stands were demarcated, VIDCO secre-
taries had to compile lists of those applying for plots, employing the official
criteria. These were handed over to the Ward Councillors, who then discussed
the lists with the Resettlement Officers responsible for the actual allocation of
plots and stands. Those who were not able to obtain land in their original village
were told to apply in one of the new villages, or the less densely settled areas -
usually north of the old game fence.

When existing villages were re-organised, the newly demarcated fields were
often already partly under cultivation. In such cases, the twelve-acre plots were
allocated to the person who was cultivating the most acres within the bounda-
ries of the new plot, provided this person met the criteria for resettlement.

Originally, the project was scheduled for completion in 1992. However,
owing to technical and organisational problems, but perhaps even more
importantly, to increasing resistance among the local population, the project
lagged far behind schedule. In 1992 project funding was extended for another
three years. In 1995 project staff were withdrawn from Dande and DERUDE
ended its activities.

Results of the Mid-Zambezi Project

Most of the infrastructural development has been completed, with the
(important) exception of the construction of water points. Access to health care
and education facilities has improved significantly. The upgrading and
construction of roads has rendered the area less inaccessible. Local residents
have generally welcomed the infractructural developments provided by the
Mid-Zambezi Project. '

The financial scene is less propitious. Access to credit has not improved as
much as predicted. The Agricultural Finance Corporation did not establish a
branch at Mahuwe. By the end of 1993, only 435 individuals and fifteen groups
had benefited from AFC loans, according to an AFC representative reporting to
the Mid-Zambezi Project Co-ordination Committee; details on who exactly
were the beneficiaries were not provided by the representative. There have also
been cuts in staff extension. The number of Agritex Extension Officers was
increased to seven, not to ten as was foreseen in the project appraisal document.

Although the idea of reserving the northern project zone for wildlife was
abandoned, project staff retained the restriction on cattle keeping north of the
game fence - which, it must be noted, was not reconstructed as had been
planned. For a long period the veterinary officers tried to enforce a ban on cattle
keeping in the northern project area, but discovered that this was impossible.
First the restriction was lifted for farmers who had come from the southern
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zone, already possessed cattle, had not managed to obtain land in the southern
zone and had been told to move northwards. This change in regulations was
never officially announced, but was applied informally by project staff
members. At a later stage, farmers north of the game fence were told that they
could keep oxen for ploughing, but no cattle for breeding purposes. Nowadays,
however, many farmers in the northern part of the project area do breed cattle.

One of the reasons why it was difficult for project staff to enforce the ban on
cattle keeping in the north was that the planned tractorisation scheme was never
materialised. Though the Lower Guruve Development Association (see
previous chapter) operated tractors in the area, the failure of the Mid-Zambezi
Project tractor scheme was successfully used as an argument against the ban on
cattle. When the demarcation and allocation exercise took up much more time
than expected, project management postponed working on the tractorisation
project. By the time they finally decided to buy the tractors, the money
budgeted for the project was no longer sufficient as it had lost its value because
of devaluation and inflation.

The Project Manager and the Senior Executive Officer of Guruve District
told me that -an African Development Bank mission, who evaluated the Mid-
Zambezi Project prior to the three-year extension, only criticized the failing of
the tractorisation scheme; otherwise its members were quite positive about the
outcomes and advised favourably on the extension of the project.

Controlling the number of cattle kept by each household has not only been a
problem in the area north of the game fence, but in the whole of the project area.
The Veterinary Officer based at Chitsungo in 1994 estimated that in the whole
of Dande the number of cattle was about 24,000; that is, between five and six
animals per household. This number coincides with the results from the small
survey I conducted in Bazooka and Rutendo VIDCO (an average of eight cattle
for migrant households and four for autochthonous households was reported).
Derman (1995: 19) claims this means that the rate of increase in cattle popula-
tion has been higher than the rate of increase in human population. Whether the
tractorisation programme would have militated against an increase in the cattle
population north of the old game fence remains doubtful. Sibanda (1986)
conducted a study of a tractorisation scheme in Mzarabani and found that the
participants used their profits to purchase livestock and then left the scheme.

The paddocks proposed for the communal grazing areas required fencing,
and therefore wood for poles as well as wire. Agritex advised each of the
villages in Matsiwo A Ward to create paddocks that would need fences with a
length varying from thirty to forty km (Agritex Planning Branch 1993: 24). No
assistance was provided to local farmers to fence the paddocks and so very few
have been established.

The main component of the Mid-Zambezi Project, the resettlement/villagi-
sation exercise, was never fully completed. When project management applied
for an extension of the project, one entire Ward as well as several villages in
certain other Wards had not yet been resettled. When project staff left the area
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in 1995, the plots in Matsiwo A Ward had still not been allocated. In the Ward
where plots were allocated very few people who did not obtain land under the
project had actually left the project area.

Effects of the Mid-Zambezi Project on Local Communities

The project has created immense insecurity over land. As already mentioned,
project planners had seriously underestimated the number of households already
residing in the project area. Instead of bringing new families to Dande, the Mid-
Zambezi Project now threatened to evict a large number of those families that
had already been present when the project was introduced. The Agritex
Planning Branch mentioned that 27 per cent of the population of Matsiwo A
Ward would not be able to obtain a plot in their Ward (1993: 19). Whether these
people would be able to obtain a plot somewhere else in Dande was uncertain.
Derman (1993) estimated that despite the designation of more plots and
residential stands in the northern part of the project area, about a third of the
present population, that is, about 3800 households, would have been made
officially landless if the project had ever been completed. Where these new
landless people would have had to go to was totally unclear. The imminent
landlessness resulted in a scramble for twelve-acre plots and increasing conflicts
over land within the project area.

The designation of ‘arables’, residential stands and grazing areas was not
based on existing settlement patterns at all. Local farmers determine the quality
of the soils, among other things, on the basis of vegetation, thus in a similar way
to the Agritex experts - though, of course, without aerial photographs or remote
sensing. Pertinently, in choosing where to settle and cultivate, they also take
into account other factors, for example the availability of water and the presence
of wildlife.

Most villages in Dande were established along the banks of the many rivers,
which flow from the Escarpment into the Zambezi River. The rivers provide
water for drinking and the fertile riverbanks are very valuable resources, crucial
to survival in an area where rainfall is highly irregular and unpredictable (see
Chapter Three). Through the Mid-Zambezi Project, the government tried to
enforce the ban on riverine cultivation. Farmers were told to abandon their
mudimba and in several cases whole villages were moved away from the rivers.
The major reason for enforcing the ban on streambank cultivation by confining
agriculture to the upland fields was concern about erosion and siltation.
However, Scoones and Cousins (1991) demonstrate that the technical evidence
on which the continuation of the ban is based contains many inaccuracies and
that the practice is far less damaging than is often assumed (see also Dambo
Research Unit, Loughborough University 1987). When research demonstrated
the profitability of maize production on wetlands, this resulted - as I already
mentioned - in legalisation that allowed wetland cultivation in the European
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areas in the 1960s (see Murombedzi 1991). Farmers in the Communal Areas, on
the other hand, remain bound to the old legislation.

Strangely enough, the Mid-Zambezi Project itself tampered with the riverine
areas by designating them communal grazing areas for goats and cattle. Many
villagers complained that grazing was much more damaging to the streambanks
than cultivation.

By moving them away from the rivers, people were not only deprived of
their most valuable resource for agriculture, but also of their main source of
potable water. The Mid-Zambezi Project was supposed to solve this problem by
drilling boreholes and installing hand pumps in the villages in the project area.
Yet, this part of the project tarried seriously behind schedule and far fewer
pumps have been installed than had been planned - not to mention the fact that
the boreholes that had been drilled often ran out of water and pumps broke
down frequently. Villagers received very little training or support to assist them
with the maintenance of the pumps. Project staff was not able to deal with the
many breakdowns, and there were conflicts between project staff and the
District Development Fund (DDF) over who was responsible for maintenance
and repair once the pumps were installed. :

With the separation of residential areas from agricultural areas, the project
planners limited the diversification in land-use that is so important to the
livelihood strategies of farmers in Dande. Most farmers had ‘homefields’
surrounding their homesteads, where they mainly grew food crops - maize,
millet and sorghum. These were often intercropped with vegetables such as
beans and pumpkins, which provided households with vegetables in the period
before they could prepare wintergardens in the riverbeds. Most of the ‘outfields’
were used for cash crops - mainly cotton - and maize. Chibudu et al. (2001)
have described the cultivation of both homefields and outfields which is
practised in other Communal Areas of Zimbabwe as well, and remark that it is
in the homefields that many farmers invest most in terms of enhancing soil
fertility - especially by making good use of manure and household waste. In
Dande, where there are large wildlife populations, the homefields have the
advantage of being easier to guard against marauding wildlife destroying crops.
In the new (or re-organised) centralised villages there was no room for ‘home-
fields’. Many people in Dande furthermore complained that at the new residen-
tial stands - ‘living in lines’, as they are referred to locally - without the home-
fields surrounding the homesteads, the population is thrown too closely
together, resulting in more conflicts with neighbours.

The project documents advise that the riverine fields be replaced by small
gardens within the boundaries of the residential stands or around the boreholes,
which could be hand-irrigated with water from the boreholes. Given the lack of
functioning boreholes, this has not turned out to be feasible. Mahuwe, situated
close to the escarpment, is one of the very few exceptions. Here, piped water is
available for hand-irrigation.
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Agricultural upheavals are not the only problems induced by the programme.
The Mid-Zambezi Project has created tensions between those who consider
themselves autochthonous and recent migrants. ‘Autochthons’ felt that the
process by which fields were demarcated and allocated, worked in favour of the
more recent settlers. As the number of migrants expanded, it became increas-
ingly difficult for them to gain access to riverine fields other than by borrowing
or renting (see Chapter Three). The fields allocated to the more recent settlers
were therefore generally situated farther away from the riverbanks, though
migrants were allowed to plant gardens in the riverbeds when the rivers dried up
in winter. When existing villages were reorganised, migrants stood a better
chance of obtaining fields since they were often already farming in the upland
areas demarcated by Agritex. ‘Autochthons’ had most of their fields near the
rivers and hardly ever came across demarcation pegs in their fields. The
regulation that the DC imposed on the project management that only those who
with ‘district citizenship’ could qualify for the allocation of a plot, was
supposed to correct this situation which disadvantaged ‘autochthons’. What had
not been anticipated was that most migrants, especially those from Communal
Areas on the Plateau, had changed their registration certificate and obtained
district citizenship in time to qualify for a twelve-acre plot. Only some of the
poorest migrants, often elderly, who had formerly been farm labourers, did not
have the Guruve District number 71 on their IDs. As time went by it became
increasingly difficult for them to change their IDs as the fees payable to the DC
for a new registration certificate increased dramatically**. Furthermore, quite a
number of ‘autochthons’ did not have number 71 on their registration certifi-
cates, since many never bothered applying for a certificate until they started
working at a Commercial Farm or in town. Many obtained their ID at their
workplace, and had the number of the district where they used to work regis-
tered on their certificate. I even met a village headman who did not have
Guruve District number 71 on his registration certificate and thus could not
obtain a twelve-acre plot.

Once Agritex had demarcated twelve-acre plots in a certain area, this was
often followed by a scramble for land within the new boundaries, even before
the new plots were officially allocated. ‘Autochthons’ suddenly claimed large
parts of the newly demarcated fields, stating that the chief or headman had long
ago allocated that land to them for future use. They transferred all available
labour to the new plots, clearing as many acres as possible in order to stand a
better chance of obtaining the land from the Resettlement Officers. In Mburuma
the scramble took place in 1993/4. After the 1992 drought most ‘originals’ had
concentrated their efforts on the production of food crops in their riverine fields
and had decided to abandon some of their upland fields. In 1993/4 they had a
hard time reclaiming their upland fields again.

3 This was not a deliberate strategy used by the DC against the migrants; the amount of
the fees was determined at national level.



THE MID-ZAMBEZI RURAL DEVELOPMENT PROJECT 97

Below I present a map of Mburuma sketched by my research assistant,
showing the cultivated upland fields and the plots demarcated by Agritex,
which appear as rectangles (the riverine fields do not appear on this map). Most
of the area on the right hand side, below the Masomo-Musengezi road, had
already been cleared and was under production before the rectangular plots
were demarcated. An ‘S’ on the map means that the area had not been growing
produce previously, but had been cleared of trees and stumps only recently.
What is clear from the map is that many different families were cultivating
within the boundaries of the demarcated plots, which were subdivided into
small patches, much smaller than the fields that appear on the left hand side
below the road, which did not contain demarcation pegs. Some households were
cultivating in more than one demarcated plot to enhance their chances. North of
the road a number of plots appear in an area that was still bush before the
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Map 5. New plots (rectangular), old fields and recently cleared areas in Mburuma
village, 1993.
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demarcation exercise. Claiming land there was more difficult, as it required
cutting down trees and removing stumps. Yet, a number of families opted to do
so in order to claim the plot. Some people had been cultivating upland fields on
the other side of the road, but these fields were located on the right side of the
map. The map also shows that there is only a partial overlap between the areas
cultivated before the introduction of the project and the area deemed suitable for
agriculture by the project planners. Farmers would have to abandon their
riverine fields - which are not shown on the map but lie along the Musengezi
River - and clear part of the forest across the road.

Conflicts arose over the definition of ‘migrants’ and ‘autochthons’. For
instance, before the project was implemented Mozambicans originating from
areas just across the border in the valley, speaking the same chi-Shona dialect,
were considered autochthons. However, following the introduction of the Mid-
Zambezi Project, they were increasingly regarded as foreigners. Violent clashes
between migrants and long-term residents have been relatively rare; the killing
of one migrant in a fight over a twelve-acre plot in Karai VIDCO was a sad
exception. But tensions were noticeable and accusations of witchcraft wide-
spread. In Mburuma the brother of the village headman of the neighbouring
village, normally considered an ‘autochthon’, was farming within the bounda-
ries of plot number 1. At beer parties other villagers would shout at him, telling
him to go back to his own village and obtain a plot there. He stayed on until he
discovered a goatskin that had been soiled with hyena dung in his field, a clear
sign to him that someone was trying to bewitch him (see Chapter Eight for a
more detailed description of this case).

When I interviewed migrants in Dande in 1988, just after the introduction of
the project, the majority had a rather positive opinion about it, thinking it would
provide them with more secure rights to land than they felt they had. As one
migrant remarked:

It is better if the government allocates the land. Some of the Chiefs used to refuse
migrants wanting to live in their place. Villagisation is not a new thing to me, we
had that in a Bikita long time ago.

Another migrant agreed, but also saw the limitations of the project:

The Ministry of Lands should allocate the land. If the Chiefs do it you have to pay a
bribe to the sabhuku to get a good field. There is also tribalism, it would be a
problem for migrants to get a good field here. But, if I could manage more than the
ten acres I was allocated by the sabhuku, I could go to him to ask for more land, now
I cannot, you cannot get more than the twelve acres allocated by the Ministry.

Cogently, as the project seriously disturbed their relations with their hosts,
many migrants changed their minds and when I returned in 1992 it was hard to
find migrants who still - openly - supported the Mid-Zambezi Project.
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Environmental impacts

The Mid-Zambezi Project has not succeeded in meeting its environmental
targets. First of all, the goal of reserving the northern project zone for game
utilisation was abandoned. According to Derman (1995: 26), the Mid-Zambezi
Project management bowed to government pressure in choosing the resettle-
ment option. The political priority for the project was to be able to say that 7600
households were being resettled, which would demonstrate the government’s
ongoing commitment to solving the problem of land shortages.

The tractorisation programme, which was to help keep cattle out of the
northern project zone, was never materialised. Whether this is a bad thing for
the ecology of the northern zone nevertheless remains debatable. Tractors
require stumped fields, which are consequently rendered treeless (see also
Derman 1995).

The premise that by rationalising land-use the Mid-Zambezi Project would
be able to stop uncontrolled movement of migrants into the area turned out to be
false. Despite growing tensions between migrants and ‘autochthonous’ residents
over land in the project zone, quite a number of village headmen 'still allowed
new settlers into their villages. In the villages where I conducted research, I
frequently witnessed the arrival of new settlers. Pertinently, it must be admitted
that not all new settlers who have moved to Dande since the introduction of the
Mid-Zambezi Project were ‘strangers’ to the area. News about the project
resulted in an early return of large numbers of wage labourers, whose roots were
in Dande; eager to claim land for future use, before all the land would have been
redistributed.

Government itself also contributed to an increase in the number of new
settlers following the introduction of the Mid-Zambezi Project. While one part
of the Department of Rural Development was involved in attempting to halt
migration through the project, another part of the Department still considered
the Zambezi Valley as an empty area ideal for settling displaced people. In 1992
and 1993 DERUDE settled a number of evicted squatters from Porter’s Farm
and Mazoe in Dande. As late as 1994 more than fifty retrenched miners from
Mutorashanga were encouraged to settle in Dande with their families.

In collaboration with the Veterinary Services Department, the Mid-Zambezi
Project has carefully sought to regulate the numbers of livestock in the project
area. Despite their best efforts, new and old valley residents alike have ignored
the policy of restricting livestock ownership to two oxen, except for those
families owning cattle prior to 1987. Even the clear admonition that there was to
be no livestock north of the old game fence is not being observed, as mentioned
above. The Veterinary Services Department does not have enough manpower to
control the regulations effectively. Statements by the local MP - the late Border
Gezi - denouncing the regulations at public rallies did not help either.

Meanwhile, a debate is raging about the degree of damage to the environ-
ment caused by cattle. Scoones (1996) argues that many of the scientific data on
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which both estimates of carrying capacities and the advice to practice rotational
grazing are based, are questionable (see next chapter). Soil erosion continues to
be one of the main concerns in relation to the environment in Zimbabwe.
Scoones (ibid.) and Chibudu et al. (2001) argue that in many Communal Areas
in Zimbabwe cattle play an important role in improving soil fertility by provid-
ing manure. An important practice enhancing soil fertility, according to these
authors, is the grazing of cattle on fields after harvest. Cattle feed on crop
residues and leave behind plenty of manure. This practice is rendered more
difficult by paddock grazing, as this requires farmers to harvest crop residues
and take these to paddocks, where afterwards they have to collect manure and
spread this on their fields. In Dande most cattle owners also prefer to take their
animals to the fields after harvest to graze on crop residues instead of estab-
lishing paddocks. They do build small cattle pens to fence the animals in at
night, often close to the homesteads. Some cattle owners move their cattle pens
every few years to another location in their homefields, using the very fertile
soil that remains after the removal of the pen for intensive cultivation of food
crops.

The Mid-Zambezi Project has resulted in massive deforestation (see also
Derman 1995). Entire villages have been moved, which meant that new fields
had to be cleared while old fields had to be abandoned. It was the same story
when people had to change the location of their fields in the re-organised
villages, as the map presented above shows. This, combined with the scramble
for land in the project zone, has led to more damage to the environment than the
project was designed to prevent (see Derman 1995). Villagers have been
encouraged to fence their new residential stands and establish fenced paddocks
for cattle. Where people have taken heed of these calls, this has led to further
deforestation for the provision of poles to support the fences.

Quite a number of farmers have been moved by the Mid-Zambezi Project
into areas hitherto occupied by wildlife. In the western part of the project zone
people have been resettled in such a way that the dry-season route for elephants
to the water of the Manyame River has been blocked. All this has increased
competition between humans and wildlife. Personnel from the Department of
National Parks and Wildlife Management responsible for dealing with so-called
Problem Animals say that following the introduction of the Mid-Zambezi
Project they have received many more requests to kill wild animals destroying
crops.

The environmental damage as well as the widespread ignoring of project
guidelines are the results of the lack of attention paid to pre-project land-use
practices and tenurial arrangements (see also Derman 1995: 57). The majority
of Dande residents considered the project a violation of their way of life and a
threat to their livelihoods. As residents were not consulted, the only options
they had were to resist implementation and to ignore project guidelines rather
than negotiating for project improvements.
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Reactions to the Mid-Zambezi Project

Resistance to the Mid-Zambezi Project started already early on in the imple-
mentation phase of the project. When Agritex demarcated the first fields and
residential stands late 1987, early 1988, the eyes of the valley residents were
opened to what the project would bring about. In one area close to Mzarabani,
angry villagers uprooted the metal pegs used for demarcation. They marched to
Mzarabani where they dumped the pegs in front of the DA’s office®. Unfortu-
nately, the DA had somehow received news about the protest march and had
called in the army. The protesters were received by the DA, who was
surrounded by heavily armed men. While these pointed their guns at the
protesters, the DA asked if there was anyone who wanted to come forward and
express his or her objection to the Mid-Zambezi Project. Not surprisingly,
nobody dared to do so and the protesters left without having had a chance to air
their grievances, let alone have them addressed.

From then on resistance to the Mid-Zambezi Project took on different forms.
Not all of these were concerted efforts and some actions caused conflicts
between different sections within the communities concerned. Some of the
reactions could also be interpreted as coping strategies rather than deliberate
attempts to frustrate the implementation of the project. The most common
reaction was a widespread disregard of project guidelines and regulations. In
villages where resettlement have officially been completed, that is, where all
arable plots and residential stands have been distributed and allocated, it is not
uncommon to find many people living there who have not been allocated land
there. In some cases, people who were rendered landless by the project obtained
permission from village headmen to settle in the grazing areas or other areas
outside the boundaries of the areas demarcated for agricultural production. In
other cases they borrowed or rented land from people who had not (yet) cleared
all of their twelve acres®. Farming ‘outside the pegs’ became an important
coping mechanism as well as an expression of protestation in Dande. Several
village headmen I interviewed claimed that the lands outside those areas
demarcated under the Mid-Zambezi Project were still under their jurisdiction,
and that they could still allocate these to people who had not received a twelve-
acre plot.

People who had access to riverine fields prior to the implementation of the
project often still cultivate their mudimba. This, however, increasingly causes

35 Mzarabani is part of Centenary District, and the DA had set up an office there.

36 This is the same kind of resistance that was used against the 1951 Native Land
Husbandry Act (NLHA). Studying conflicts over land in Buhera, Andersson (2002: 88)
came across the heritage of the NLHA. This included people farming in parts that had
been designated as grazing areas under the NLHA, with permission from the village
headman.
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conflicts with farmers who own cattle but no mudimba, and want to graze their
livestock in those riverine areas now designated as communal grazing areas.

In compiling lists for the Resettlement Officers of people requesting twelve-
acre plots, the VIDCO secretaries did not always apply the official selection
criteria. For instance, many divorced women were registered as widows so they
could at least obtain a 2.5-acre plot. Furthermore, some VIDCO secretaries and
Ward Councillors were known to discourage certain people from registering by
giving them false information concerning the selection criteria. Many migrants
of Mozambican origin were told not to bother registering for a plot because
even if they had Zimbabwean citizenship and were officially registered in
Guruve District, they would not qualify on the basis of their foreign origin.

Sometimes the different ways of frustrating the implementation of the Mid-
Zambezi Project revealed internal inconsistencies and caused clashes within the
communities. For instance, many village headmen were still allowing new
settlers in their villages. At the same time this increased conflicts over the
definitions of ‘autochthons’ and ‘migrants’ and who would have rights to land
in the villages. Buying more cattle than the project allowed for increased
already existing conflicts over grazing: areas, especially as the grazing areas
were often used as ‘over-flow’ areas for those who did not obtain plots. As
already mentioned, the continuation of riverine cultivation in areas that had
been designated as grazing areas also caused conflicts with cattle owners who
insisted on using these areas as such. How these internal conflicts were acted
out will be described in Chapter Eight.

Though the resentment against the Mid-Zambezi Project was fairly wide-
spread, it was not always unanimous. As I will describe in Chapter Six, at a
certain stage project management decided to put pressure on villagers to accept
the project by threatening them that all infrastructural development activities -
including the construction of schools, clinics and boreholes - would be put on
hold until people abided by project regulations. Some people actually believed
they would risk losing out on ‘development’ and decided that having no schools
and clinics would be worse than accepting the project. They struggled to
convince others to come round to their point of view.

Project management had seriously underestimated the problems involved in
convincing people to comply with project regulations. When it became clear
that co-operation from local residents was necessary but not forthcoming, a
change of strategy was decided upon. The idea was to mobilise the support of
the traditional authorities, hoping their subjects would obey them. This opened
the way for the mediums of the Mhondoro cult, who became the spokespersons
for the opponents of the Mid-Zambezi Project. In Chapter Six and Seven I will
describe the mediums’ role in the resistance to the Mid-Zambezi Project in
greater detail.

In 1995, as already mentioned above, project staff was withdrawn from
Dande. By that time the land-reform exercise was still not completed, nor were
some of the infrastructural developments in place. Responsibility for the latter
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was transferred to the District Development Fund. Responsibility for the land-
reform exercise, especially the proposed eviction of those who failed to obtain
land under the Mid-Zambezi Project, was transferred to the Rural District
Council. The RDC was not looking forward to dealing with this sensitive issue.
In fact, the (R)DC* had been quite divided about the Mid-Zambezi Project from
its beginning, and its reactions to the project showed many inconsistencies,
which I shall come to shortly. It was very unlikely, however, that it would
succeed in what the project staff failed to accomplish. In fact, the last time I
returned to Dande, in 2000, the RDC was still debating the issue, but did not
seem to be doing anything about it. So far, none of the landless, who are now
officially labelled ‘squatters’, have been evicted. In the meantime, the political
situation in Zimbabwe has changed drastically, and evictions seem less likely,
unless perhaps ‘squatters’ are suspected of being members of the opposition
party.

In the next chapter I will try to explain why project staff underestimated the
problems involved in implementing the Mid-Zambezi Project, and describe the
way they interacted with the people in the project area.

37 At the time of the withdrawal of project staff, the District Council had completed the
process of amalgamation with the nearby Rural Council, and had become the Rural
District Council. I occasionally add an R in brackets to indicate that both the old District
Council and the new Rural District Council were involved.



Up there, down here:
Struggles between project
staff and local residents

Introduction

When studying a project like the Mid-Zambezi Project, which has had such
negative consequences for the population it was supposed to benefit, it is easy
to resort to writing in a very negative way about project staff members who, on
behalf of the government, tried to enforce the project on the population of
Dande. Yet, as I will show below, most project staff members actually believed
they were doing the right thing and were helping local farmers to ‘develop’.
Many thought it was only a matter of educating local farmers concerning
‘proper’ land-use practices. Once educated, they would see for themselves that
accepting the Mid-Zambezi Project was in their best interest. In this chapter I
will explore where these ideas came from, and why they were so persistent.

The Mid-Zambezi Project was based on a manner of analysing and simpli-
fying local circumstances that Scott (1998) has described as ‘seeing like a state’,
that is, the inevitable - and to some extent also necessary - reduction of local
complexities by state agencies to create some governmentability. However, one
should avoid applying a similar kind of simplistic analysis to state agencies
themselves. It is not easy to discover what exactly were the motives for the
implementation of the Mid-Zambezi Project, and it should be stressed that
several organisations - both governmental and international - played a role in
the introduction of the project. Cogently, the same cautions that have been
issued by anthropologists against treating ‘communities’ as homogeneous
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bodies (see for example Barrow & Murphree 2001) apply to the organisations
involved in the project (cf. Bate 1997; Martin 1998).

More and more literature is devoted not only to the negative consequences of
certain land-use policies, but also to attempts to understand how and why these
policies emerged in the first place (see for example Leach & Meams 1996;
Keeley & Scoones 1999). In Southern Africa this trend is fuelled by the striking
similarities between colonial and post-colonial land-use policies. The Commu-
nal Areas internal land reforms, of which the Mid-Zambezi Project was a pilot
project, are almost carbon copies of those introduced in colonial times through
the Native Land Husbandry Act of 1951 (see also Chapter Three). Why this
persistence?

In this chapter I will try to answer this question on the basis of a review of
existing literature. Rather than describing the history of land-use policies
implemented in Zimbabwe, as I did in Chapter Two, here I want to focus on the
development of the ideas behind these policies and look into possible reasons
for their continuance after Independence. In order to do so I will start by
looking at the history of the organisations involved in the implementation of the
Mid-Zambezi Project. :

Encouraged by a recent trend in environmental history to study the role of
agricultural and veterinarian extension agencies in the construction of particular
environmental discourses, more and more literature is becoming available that
describes the history of the agricultural extension service in Rhode-
sia/Zimbabwe. This literature deals with the political context in which the
predecessor of Agritex - one of the organisations involved in the implementa-
tion of the Mid-Zambezi Project - was created, and the construction of the ‘land
degradation narrative’. This narrative provided the rationale for the implemen-
tation of the Native Land Husbandry Act of 1951 and continued to underpin the
post-Independence land-use reforms in the Communal Areas.

Bate (1997: 1155-6) argues that to understand everyday practices in organi-
sations and the meaning which the members of the organisation attribute to
these, it is important to study the historical context of these organisations. The
way project personnel in Dande operated cannot be understood without
reference to the histories of the organisations that were involved in the project.
Nor can it be understood without the wider political context in which these
organisations were established, or the political contexts in which they operate
today.

Much of the literature on Agritex and its history focuses on the dominant
discourse within the organisation as if this was unquestioningly shared and
supported by all staff members of Agritex. The rub is that organisational
anthropologists have shown us that it is rather naive to assume that this is the
case. The lessons learnt from anthropology ‘in general’, namely that culture is
contested and fragmented (see for example Clifford 1986), should be applied to
the study of organisations as well (see Bate 1997, Martin 1998). My own
research shows that these lessons are very relevant when it comes to the Agritex
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officers and DERUDE employees who together made up the project staff. Not
only were there differences between different people within the organisation;
staff members also told different stories at different times.

The histories of the organisations involved as well as the ‘land degradation
narrative’ that underpinned agricultural extension will undoubtedly have
influenced the way staff members working on the Mid-Zambezi Project
interpreted their work, as well as how they interacted with the population of
Dande. Conversely, the interactions with a population that did not always
appreciate their work, in turn have affected project staff members. In this
chapter I want to explore those effects by both looking more closely at the ideas
and attitudes of project staff members and at their interactions with their
‘clients’.

First the scene will be set with a brief history of agricultural extension in
Rhodesia. This history is linked closely to the development of the ‘land degra-
dation narrative’. I will describe how initial appreciation of local, African,
agricultural techniques evaporated when it became clear that the Reserves, or
Tribal Trust Lands, could no longer support their growing populations. The
‘land-degradation narrative’ explained the problems in the Reserves by arguing
that the soils had degraded because of bad farming methods employed by
African farmers. In this chapter I will show the continuation of the dominance
of this narrative in post-Independent natural resource management policy in
Zimbabwe. This is important for an understanding of the context in which the
staff of the Mid-Zambezi Rural Development Project operated, and the
problems they faced with regard to the implementation.

A brief history of agricultural extension in Rhodesia/Zimbabwe

In the early days of the settler-state, European attitudes towards African farming
practices were quite positive. In those days the European economy was focused
mainly on mining. African farmers were quick to respond to the new demands
for agricultural produce made by the miners and their labourers (see Ranger
1985). The taxes that were imposed on them were met through the sale of crops
and cattle as well as through wage labour’®. Acreage under cultivation was

3% Ranger (1985) argues that most Africans preferred to meet taxes through the sale of
agricultural produce, rather than by selling their labour. Andersson (2001) disagrees
with this point of view. He describes how colonial administrators thought that taxes
were the only inducement for the African population to engage wage labour. Yet,
Andersson maintains that the relation between tax and readiness to engage in wage
labour is not as direct as these administrators thought. He found cases in Buhera of
people moving to South Africa in search of jobs before the colonisation - and thus tax
imposition - of Rhodesia. In the early days of the settler-state many different migration
trajectories already existed with some farmers looking for jobs mainly during slack
periods in the agricultural season and other moving away from the rural areas for longer
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increased, and by 1903 the sale of agricultural produce constituted 70 per cent
of African farmers’ cash earnings. The success and viability of African farming
techniques did not pass unnoticed, and those white settlers who did venture into
agriculture often adopted these techniques (see Kramer 1997).

Many African farmers were combining intensive and extensive farming
practices. Wetland cultivation was combined with the limited shifting cultiva-
tion of grains on the uplands. Intensive gardening was pursued, often involving
complex mounding systems to regulate water flows and enhance fertility. The
upland fields were cultivated for up to four years, then they were left fallow for
up to fifteen years before they were planted again. Land was prepared using
hoes, the soil was not deeply ploughed so that the topsoil was not dislodged (see
Kramer, ibid.: 160; Chibudu et al. 2001: 126).

Agricultural production for the market did entail changes in farming
practices. Chibudu et al. (ibid.: 126-33) describe these changes for two sites:
Chivi (southwest Zimbabwe) and Mangwende (about 60 km northeast of
Harare). The introduction of the plough and a rise in cattle numbers - building
up draught power - led to an expansion in the extensive cultivation of dryland
areas. In Chapter Three we saw that the same kind of change occurred in Dande
with the introduction of cotton. Cultivation of the dryland areas was, according
to Chibudu et al., an opportunistic affair with large areas planted, but only low
yields expected. Ploughing was rudimentary and, at least in the first years, no
fertilisation was required. In 1910, The Native Commissioner of Chivi praised
the adoption of the plough: (...) the teachers and some of their relatives, on the
mission farm “Chibi”, use ploughs and cultivate in European style, and in this
way set a good example and teach the natives in the vicinity (cited in Chibudu
et al. 2001: 127)’. The NC for Mrewa was less optimistic; in 1923, he wrote in
his report: ‘with few exceptions the ploughing was done very carelessly. The
land is not properly harrowed or drained with the result that a large part of it
gets waterlogged and is useless. The native system of ridging their gardens
showed to advantage in the heavy wet season we had last year (cited in Chibudu
et al. 2001: 129)’.

During the first decade of the twentieth century there was hardly any
competition from white farmers, and no pressure on the land. Although the
Native Reserves had been established, many Africans remained in unclaimed
parts of what had become ‘European Areas’, close to the markets where they
could sell their produce. In those early years no efforts were made to evict them
and force them into the Reserves.

This changed when it was discovered that the large gold deposits believed to
be available in Rhodesia had already been exploited by the local populations,
and very little gold was left. With the mining sector on the verge of a collapse,

periods of time (ibid.: 21-4). According to Andersson, ‘(...) it was not merely an issue
of either/or, but a combination of labour migration and agricultural production (...)’.
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land became the new source of wealth (see Palmer 1977). From 1908 onwards
the White Agricultural sector began to expand and more and more African
farmers were expelled and sent to the Reserves. By 1922, 64 per cent of the
African population was living on the Reserves (Kramer 1997: 162).

With the expansion of the nascent White agricultural sector, attitudes
towards African farmers and their techniques changed dramatically. Whereas
early in the twentieth century Native Commissioners produced enthusiastic
reports about the capacity of African farmers to adapt to the changing demand
by growing more and diverse crops, their success was now seen as a threat to
the rising numbers of White farmers. Pertinently, it was feared that it reduced
their willingness to work as labourers in the mines or at White-owned farms
(Ranger 1985; Kramer 1997).

The more African farmers moved into the Reserves, the more agricultural
production declined. Many Reserves were situated far from markets, and the
increased costs involved in marketing crops meant that production for the
markets was uneconomical. Productivity declined further as congestion in the
Reserves increased (Palmer 1977; Kramer 1997). The European economic
sector depended on cheap labour from the Reserves, and wages could only be
kept very low if families could provide for at least part of their subsistence
through agriculture in the Reserves. Too much decline in productivity in the
Reserves was therefore not desirable (Palmer 1977; Drinkwater 1989).

Despite increased pressure on the land in the Reserves, the government was
not prepared to allocate more land to the African population. Their agricultural
techniques, which hitherto had been praised as: (...) avoid[ing] the main
problems that plague Southern Rhodesia: soil erosion and declining fertility of
the soil (W. Roder cited in Kramer 1997: 160)’, were now considered to lie at
the root of the problem of declining productivity in the Reserves:

An adjustment in the agricultural and pastoral systems hitherto practised by the
Natives is essential if the land assigned for their use is to prove adequate to their
needs (...) already there are signs of congestion and overstocking in certain areas
where the Natives have been left to follow their own time honoured agricultural and
pastoral methods. (Native Commissioner quoted in Kramer ibid.: 162).

In 1920 a separate Native Development Department was established, with H.S.
Keigwin as its Director. Keigwin recommended that Native Agricultural
Instructors be trained who would go to the Reserves to demonstrate ‘modern’
cultivation techniques (Kramer, op.cit.: 165). He also advised the establishment
of industrial training schools where Africans could be educated in order to
become self-sufficient in their own areas. Keigwin’s plans were adopted and in
the early 1920s two industrial training schools were opened, one at
Domboshawa in Mashonaland, and one at Tjolotjo in Matabeleland. Initially the
focus of these schools was on industrial training, but in 1924 a Native Demon-
strator programme was launched in the two schools. Various Native Commis-
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sioners selected twenty-one men for training. Two years later E.D. Alvord was
appointed Agriculturalist for the Instruction of Natives.

Alvord was an American missionary who had been stationed at Mount
Silinda, in the dry region of Matabeleland. He had instructed pupils at the
mission school in ‘improved agricultural methods’. When he arrived at the
mission in 1920 he discovered that the maize crop had practically failed, and
that the soils in the region were arid and barren. He noticed that despite the fact
that plenty of cattle were kept in the area, nobody used cattle manure to
alleviate the soil fertility problems. He then selected six acres of overworked
school land and established demonstration plots. He fertilised these with cattle
manure, planted two with maize, and planted the remaining four with legumes
applying systematic crop rotation. On these practices he based his system of
‘Agricultural Work for Adult Natives’, which he later integrated in the curricu-
lum of the Native Agricultural Instructor training programme (Kramer, ibid.:
169).

Alvord became responsible for the agricultural curricula at Domboshawa and
Tjolotjo. He introduced a five-year course in practical agriculture, following the
methods he employed at Mount Silinda. He also inaugurated similar courses at
several mission schools. Students were to study soil conservation methods,
gardening, animal husbandry, fish farming, water conservation, crop cultivation,
general farming and farm mechanics (Kramer, ibid.: 172).

Though opposed to their agricultural techniques, Alvord was sympathetic to
the African populations of the Reserves. He undertook extension services in a
genuine effort to improve the livelihoods of African farmers. This attitude was
not particularly appreciated by the government, which wanted to increase the
carrying capacity of the reserves to have more land available for White farmers.
It did not want to create competent, competitive African farmers. In the 1926
yearbook of the Colony the following synopsis was written to define the
purpose of the demonstrators:

The aim of farming Demonstrators on Native Reserves is not to stimulate the
production of cash crops, but to teach the Native farmer how to get good returns
from his labour, and at the same time build up and maintain the soil fertility for
himself and his children. It must be remembered that land in Native Reserves is
communal and limited. No individual can be permitted to go extensively into the
production of money crops, wear out the land and crowd out other individuals who
have an equal right to a share of the land. (Quoted in Kramer, op.cit: 171/2).

Not everybody, however, was convinced that Alvord’s programme would work,
or indeed was even necessary. In the 1920s not all Reserves were so crowded
that productivity decreased. In 1926, the Native Commissioner for Makoni
District, in the east of the country - the area on which Ranger focused when he
wrote his book on the ‘peasant option’ and the competition between African and
White farmers (Ranger 1985) - wrote: ‘So long as European farmers continue to
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fail to produce good crops while the Native regularly reaps ample harvests, the
Native can hardly be expected to change much (quoted in Kramer 1997: 170)’.

Yet, the tone was set. The problem facing African farmers in the Reserves
was not the fact that they had less and less land available. What was a political
problem was re-defined as an environmental problem - soil erosion and loss of
soil fertility due to poor agricultural techniques - requiring a technical solution -
teaching gAfrican farmers proper farming techniques (see also MacGregor
1995).

Alvord not only wanted to improve farming techniques, he also turned his
attention to land-use practices. African farmers did not spatially separate their
different agricultural activities such as cultivation and grazing. Alvord was
convinced that spatial separation of activities would contribute to solving the
problem of soil erosion, and advocated ‘proper land-use planning’. Beinart
(1984) and McGregor (1995) link these ideas to the Christian doctrine of man as
master of nature, and the need to ‘domesticate’ and ‘civilise’ the landscape.
Many of the commentaries on African farming practices were based on norma-
tive interpretations of what the farming landscape should look like. According
to Scoones (1996: 47; see also Scott 1998), these normative interpretations
stemmed from a European aesthetic ideal of a tidy and ordered landscape, as
well from scientific ideas about optimal farming methods imported from the
temperate zones of Europe and North America. The latter emphasised concepts
like carrying capacity, stable grass species composition, and mixed farming. All
these concepts were based on notions of stability and equilibrium, and, Scoones
(ibid.) claims they were alien to the highly dynamic, opportunistic approaches
to farming found in dryland Zimbabwe.

Alvord proposed to reorganise the landscape through the centralisation of
habitation. Ranger (1985: 32-3) describes how increased production for the
market led to changes in settlement patterns. People moved away from the
fortified settlements that had failed to protect them from the White invaders,
establishing dispersed farms away from the scrutiny of village headmen. Alvord
argued that to achieve better control over land-use and production techniques, as
well as for administrative purposes, settlement and land-use patterns needed to
be ‘rationalised’, and (re-)centralised. Grazing areas needed to be separated
from arable fields, and villages organised ‘in lines’.

Kramer (1998) describes how the first attempts at centralisation failed to win
the support of the government. By the 1930s, however, the idea gained
currency. In 1939 a commission to enquire into the preservation of the natural
resources of the colony, led by Mclllwaine, concluded: ‘For the regeneration of
the reserves there are two essentials: organisation and control (Southern Rhode-
sia 1939: 57, cited in Scoones 1996: 44)’.

The 1930 Land Apportionment Act formalised the racial distribution of land
and left only 49 per cent of all arable land to African farmers. Between 1930
and the early 1950s the last African farmers were evicted from land classified as
European. The situation in many of the Tribal Trust Lands deteriorated even
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further. Yet, again the solution for the declining productivity in the African
areas was sought in improving agricultural techniques and land-use practices,
and in 1951 the Native Husbandry Act was passed (Ranger 1985; Drinkwater
1991). Through this Act and with the assistance of the Native Agricultural
Demonstrators, the government tried to implement the centralisation plans that
had been proposed by Alvord in the 1920s. The idea was to confer individual
tenure rights on specific parcels of grazing or arable land presuming that
individual tenure would lead to more efficient land-use. The right to allocate
land in the Tribal Trust Lands was taken away from chiefs and village headmen.
Grazing areas were to be separated from arable land, and villages were to be
centralised.

The implementation of the Act also involved compulsory de-stocking of
cattle. Scoones (1996) and Beinart (1996) describe the historical background of
Rhodesian livestock policies. These policies were geared towards modernising
and improving beef production and management. Work on pasture improvement
was initiated in the early 1930s (Scoones ibid.: 39). Researchers focused on
fertilising natural pastures to increase yields, the introduction of pasture grasses
and rotational grazing: Scoones says this work borrowed directly from research
carried out in Britain and South Africa, where most Rhodesian research officers
were trained. Pedigree bulls were imported into Rhodesia with the aim of
improving African cattle breeds. A Native Commissioner, cited in Scoones
(ibid.: 40) summed up the policy: ‘It is hoped that the natives will realise shortly
that it will be to their advantage to raise few graded cattle in preference to
keeping a large herd of almost valueless scrub cattle’.

Research scientists achieved remarkable increases in beef production under
ranch conditions. However, this success could not be replicated in the Reserves.
According to Scoones, this failure was not surprising given the fact that African
livestock owners were not particularly interested in beef production. In their
eyes, the value of cattle was mainly in the intermediate products the animals
delivered like milk, manure and draught power. Europeans interpreted the
African tendency to hold on to their cattle and sell only a small proportion of
their animals not in terms of the functions cattle had in African agriculture, but
in terms of ‘culture’ and ‘tradition’ (Scoones op. cit.: 42). Cattle were said to be
important for prestige and status, and the solution was once again to ‘educate
the natives’ and propel them into modernity. Scientists were expected to come
up with carrying capacity figures for all Reserves so that ‘appropriate’ stocking
levels could be maintained. These figures were derived from the research trials
initiated in the 1930s, based on an assumed beef production objective which
was wholly irrelevant to the African farming setting (Scoones ibid.: 43).

In most Tribal Trust Lands the resistance to the Act was strong, objections
were raised to the demarcation exercises as well as to the compulsory de-
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stocking of cattle’®. Resistance became so widespread - and coincided with the
growing membership of the first African nationalist movements - that the Act
was abolished in 1963 (Drinkwater 1991).

The land degradation narrative in post-Independence Zimbabwe

After Independence, the Zimbabwean government at first stressed the political
nature of the problems in the Tribal Trust Lands - which were renamed
Communal Areas - namely the unequal distribution of land between European
and African farming sectors. The new government promised to redistribute the
land between those sectors. As was described in Chapter Two, after a promising
start, not much land was redistributed between the mid-1980s and the elections
in 2000.

In the mid-1980s, after a series of droughts, the problems in the Communal
Areas were increasingly being redefined, again following the logic of the
colonial government: if only the farmers in those areas would use their land
more efficiently, much less land would need to be redistributed (see Drinkwater
1991). Plans to re-organise land-use in the Communal Areas were officially
introduced in the first Five Year Development Plan of 1986, but in fact had
already been prepared when the Communal Land Amendment Act passed in
1985 (Thomas 1992: 15). These amendments facilitated the intention of the
government to introduce the demarcation of arable and grazing lands and that of
areas for rural housing construction. The reforms in the Communal Areas were
to be implemented by the Department of Rural Development, which was part of
the Ministry of Rural and Urban Development, and the agricultural demonstra-
tors who were now working in the new national agricultural extension office
Agritex. As Alexander (1995: 118) remarks, the continuity in policy within the
Ministries was not surprising given the fact that there had been very few
changes in personnel within most of them. As described in Chapter Two, the
President made little use of the presidential directive, which allowed the
appointment of Africans to any section of the public service if this was deemed
necessary in order to redress past imbalances.

Keeley and Scoones (2000) have studied the persistence of the ‘land degra-
dation narratives’ (cf. Roe 1991) in Zimbabwe, in both the colonial and post-
colonial periods, which inexorably influenced the land reform programmes. In
their paper they try to analyse why policy processes in Zimbabwe (but also in
other Southern African countries, see Keeley & Scoones 1999) have consis-
tently reinforced a highly technocratic approach to natural resource manage-
ment. They argue that the inflexible land-use planning regimes emerge from ‘a
hybrid realm of science and bureaucracy (2000: 1)’ and are the result of the way

% Similar policies in East Africa also engendered resistance to colonial governments
(see Scott 1998: 225-6).
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in which knowledge about soil erosion is created. This entails processes of
black boxing of uncertainties, that is, questionable premises are concealed from
further investigation or simply ignored. The ‘results’ are then spread through
relatively closed networks of scientists, scientific institutions and certain parts
of the state and this leaves virtually no space for actors with alternative
knowledge or opinions to have their say. Since the days of Alvord, whose work
focused so much on soil erosion, a range of scientific research has documented
apparently alarming trends in soil erosion and soil fertility decline in Zimbabwe
as well as elsewhere in Africa (cf. Leach & Mearns 1996). This technical
knowledge reinforced and shaped a process of policy making for colonial
programmes, and this has been pursued in post-independence programmes and
development aid (ibid.: 3, see also Beinart 1989; Drinkwater 1991).

Since the early colonial era, concrete programmes for natural resource
management in Zimbabwe have consistently reflected particular discursive
framings of environmental problems; these were based on the assumptions that
traditional farming practices and land-use practices degraded the land. Keeley
and Scoones (2000) interviewed over seventy people in Zimbabwe and the UK,
including politicians, scientists, government and NGO officials, and donor
representatives. Many of these expressed trepidation about a growing crisis
requiring urgent action. A senior scientist in Zimbabwe commented: ‘There is
serious soil fertility depletion in the smallholder sector (...) soil fertility is
associated with a lack of food security (...) if you come to Zimbabwe in 20
years we will just be like Ethiopia (quoted in Keeley & Scoones 2001: 5)’. A
more junior Agritex official told Keeley and Scoones that pressure on marginal
lands was the major issue he faced in his work (ibid.: 5). An NGO director said:
‘Particularly for soils the cry of Alvord is what we are hearing today - we still
think the solutions are the same’.

The main solution is indeed still, as Keeley and Scoones call it, the ‘techno-
cratic command-and-control approach’ (op. cit.: 6). Adhering almost religiously
to the findings of formal science, recommendations are disseminated and
regulations are made and enforced. The state plays a key role in this: decisions
are made through interaction with people in the research community and the
implementation is done through the different ministries and departments.
Agritex plays a key role in pushing recommendations.

The content of the recommendations has not changed much either. The
‘mixed farming’ model that was developed by Alvord and improved by leading
soil scientists at the University of Rhodesia is still being promoted. As a matter
of fact, the mapping and planning frameworks that have guided land-use and
settlement designs still closely resemble the frameworks proposed by Alvord
and promoted by the Native Land Husbandry Act of 1951. In some cases there
has been more than just resemblance: the exact same land-use reform plans
were implemented using the maps and aerial photographs that were made in the
1950s (Drinkwater 1989; Scoones 1996: 46). The scientific recommendations in
the post-colonial period are still based on the same core assumptions that date
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from the colonial period. As one senior national NGO official commented to
Keeley and Scoones (2000: 7): “We do not know better because the way we do
science has not changed. Going out and measuring slope changes. Soil estima-
tion methods. All these come from the turn of the century - there is no fresh way
of doing science’.

Keeley and Scoones state that discussions with those producing scientific
data with which the continuation of the same old colonial programmes is
justified, suggest reasons to view the data with care, implying the need to be
careful with conclusions drawn from them (ibid.: 8). One soil scientist who had
been involved in plot-based soil loss research commented: ‘The numbers came
out of a hat (...) the figure of 50 tons per hectare came from the same source as
US soil loss tolerance. It was just a wild guess from a conversation we had one
evening on how to extrapolate nutrient losses. Our footnotes say so’. However,
awareness of uncertainty has a habit of disappearing when science interacts with
policy. The publication in which this figure was cited was quoted over and over
again, by scientists and policymakers alike, without incorporating the original
cautionary footnote. Another scientist cited by Keeley and Scoones (ibid.: 9)
recalled that the FAO was pushing his research team to make extrapolations,
even though the researchers themselves felt that they could not.

Ineluctably, politicians and bureaucratic staff have their own agendas and
pick up on, and ignore, different types of science and scientific information.
This prompts scientists to strategise to promote their findings. One way is by
presenting crisis narratives (see also Leach & Mearns 1996; Adams & Hulme
2001). As one scientist cited in Keeley and Scoones (2000: 10) remarks: ‘One
of the key things researchers can do is to present the situation as really bad (...)
if policy is going to be influenced by researchers then there has to be an alarmist
message (...) we need broad level scenarios rather than ecosystem complexity’.

The view that farmers in the Communal Areas need to be told how to
manage natural resources and instructed on how to farm can be traced back to
colonial times. The strategies used and the relative emphases between different
approaches has varied over time, often with substantial conflicts over certain
issues emerging within the scientific community and government bureaucracy
(see Alexander 1993), but there has been a remarkable persistence in the ideas
concerning local farmers’ capacities. There are several explanations for the
persistence of this general attitude. In the colonial period the land apportion-
ment played a role; Drinkwater (1989: 288) argues that ‘land apportionment not
only had to be maintained, it had to be justified’. Munro (1998: 84) provides
another rationale for state activity in the Reserves, namely the uncertain status
of colonial authority in those areas. Robins (1994) argues that the preference for
straight lines of grazing areas, settlement areas and arable land stems from the
idea that these facilitated control and surveillance of rural populations. Keeley
and Scoones (2000) as well as Scott (1998) offer yet another possibility:
perhaps technicians profoundly believed in the superiority of ‘modern’
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European farming practices. These different explanations obviously do not
exclude one another.

The same explanations could apply to the rationale for the post-Indepen-
dence activities of Agritex and other ministerial departments active in the
Communal Areas (see Drinkwater 1991). Moyo (1995) maintains that the
government wanted to protect the Large-scale Commercial Farming Areas.
Keeley and Scoones (2000: 14) argue that to establish the new post-Independ-
ence state as a legitimate source of authority in rural areas meant identifying
problems - such as environmental crises - which required state intervention or
state underwriting. The new government wanted to do something for the rural
populations and also needed to be witnessed while doing something (cf.
Derman 1995: 14). However, the interventions that followed were to bring
remote rural areas, with long traditions of suspicion towards the state, more
firmly within reach (see also Munro 1995; Hammar 1998). This ostensibly
‘neutral’ project, promoting well-demarcated, orderly, efficient, scientific
farming, could be justified entirely in technical terms in a climate in which
administrators were convinced that traditional shifting cultivation and transhu-
mant pastoralism eroded soils, were inefficient and led to a ‘tragedy of the
commons’ (cf. Hardin 1968) through overgrazing. In the Conceptual Frame-
work for the Communal Lands Development Plan the rationale for the land
reforms was formulated as follows:

(...) the need to restructure and reorganise existing dispersed and isolated peasant
settlement, to make for cost effective provision of social and physical infrastructure
and services and to release additional land for agricultural development...(...) [it] is
for all intents and purposes an agrarian reform strategy [that] will result in more
clearly defined land-use patterns, more intensive us of land, thus resulting in higher
productivity. (Government of Zimbabwe 1986: 53-4)

All this does not mean there have been no challenges to the dominant discourse.
Keeley and Scoones (2000) argue that policy does not move neatly from stages
of agenda setting and decision making to implementation - see for example the
initial refusal of Alvord’s centralisation plans. Policies are contested, reshaped
or initiated from a range of places or points between macro and micro levels (cf.
Shore and Wright 1997). It is this complexity and dynamism that may allow
spaces for the assertion of alternative storylines and practices, which, in turn,
can gradually result in shifts in the knowledge and practices associated with
previously dominant discourses (Keeley & Scoones 2000: 4). Moments of
‘policy space’ (cf. Grindle and Thomas 1991) emerge, allowing room to
alternative perspectives to challenge the power of more totalising discourses,
influential social interests and particular patterns of state formation.

Keeley and Scoones (2000) describe how in one area of Zimbabwe,
Masvingo, debates between local populations, NGOs and local Agritex exten-
sion officers led the last to change their ideas about the damaging effects of
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streambank cultivation. The local extension officers were then able to get
permission from headquarters for a pilot project. However, this did not lead to
changes in legislation concerning streambank cultivation. In another publica-
tion, Scoones (1996) describes the inverse process. Some senior Agritex
officers became convinced that the policies concerning livestock management
and carrying capacity figures needed to change. Yet, they found it difficult to
convince the Agritex officers working in the field to adopt more flexible
approaches. At the same time as the senior Agritex officers were advocating a
new approach, the training colleges and the in-service training unit continued to
use course materials that resembled what was being taught in the 1930s,
convincing Agritex extension officers of the idea that farmers in the Communal
Areas were inadequate farmers and natural resource managers.

Murwira, Hagmann and Chuma (2001) describe changes in Agritex
occurring in the late 1990s involving successful attempts to use the experiences
described by Scoones in Masvingo to ‘mainstream’ a more participatory
approach in Agritex. It is unclear, however, whether the new approach will be
sustained. Agritex is now mainly focusing on demarcating land for ‘Fast-track
resettlement’ - that is, pegging plots on invaded farms.

In the next section I want to look at how project staff involved in the Mid-
Zambezi Project, one of the pilot projects for the post-Independence Communal
Areas land reforms, interpreted their work. This is important since, as Keeley
(2001) tells us, policy includes practice. It does not only refer to legislation,
programmes and official communication, it also deals with how those
implementing policy at local levels interpret, select, prioritise and implement
policy directions.

Project management and Agritex in Dande

When 1 first arrived in Dande in 1988 the Mid-Zambezi Project had been
running for less than a year. In one Ward, Matsiwo B Ward, most designated
plots had been pegged and the Resettlement Officers and Agritex extension
officers were selecting people who would receive a new plot. I was staying
close to the old Rhodesian Forces camp that had been transformed into the Mid-
Zambezi Project headquarters. The wooden army barracks were used as offices
and storage space. Whenever the Project Manager was in Dande, he stayed in a
caravan parked close to the barracks. Other project staff members were housed
in tents. This working and living arrangement seemed to emphasise the fact that
almost all staff members were outsiders. The project document stressed that
given the fact that project staff was going to consist of locals, relations with the
people in the project area were expected to be good (ADF 1986: 37).
Apparently, the consultants who wrote the report probably meant ‘Zimbabwean’
when they used the term ‘local’. This does not mean that project staff members
or Agritex Extension Officers did not share some commonalties with the Dande
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residents. They had received specialised training, mostly at the training centre at
Domboshawa. Yet, most of them had a background in communal farming.
Almost all of them still had ties with a Communal Area on the Plateau of
Zimbabwe, and often returned home to assist their families with the work on the
fields. Nevertheless, as I will describe below, their training as well as the fact
that they were not from Dande did set them apart from the people they were
working among, even though some of the project ‘outsiders’ did become
‘locals’, and ended up settling in Dande at a later stage.

Both the government and donors assumed that virtually any development
activity would be welcome. The Appraisal Document of the Mid-Zambezi
Project states that ‘(...) the Mid-Zambezi Valley is recognized to have been a
neglected area requiring development (ADF 1986: 43)’. It also stated that no
problems were to be expected with the land reform, or resettlement component
as it was called in the document, ‘since the concepts of resettlement are well-
known to the people (ADF 1986: 37)’. When I arrived in 1988 many project
staff members were still enthusiastic about the project, convinced they were
doing something good for Dande, finally bringing development to those who in
the past were always last in-line to receive any positive attention from the
government. They enthusiastically adopted the title of Chambers’ famous book
‘Rural Development: Putting the Last First’ as a slogan for the project. This
slogan had been printed on T-shirts and in 1988 many project staff members
could still be seen wearing these T-shirts. Most had not actually read Chamber’s
book, and hence did not know that the book is advocating a participatory
approach to rural development, which the Mid-Zambezi Project was clearly not
designed to do. Since the people in Dande were not consulted about the project,
they did not feel 'put first' at all.

Even at this early stage some project personnel started to have doubts about
the feasibility of the Mid-Zambezi Project. In 1988, the Resettlement Officer,
for instance, who was responsible for allocating the fields and stands in
Matsiwo B Ward already foresaw that the project would never be completed in
time:

The [Mid-Zambezi Project] is the biggest project undertaken by the government, it
is a rural re-organisation project, a Model A resettlement scheme but in a Communal
Area. The main constraint with resettlement projects is that they are not properly
planned, there is no organisation.

The project should be finished by 1992. But the officers have to stay until all the
people can fully utilise their twelve-acre plots. I am convinced it will take a lot
longer than 1992.

Despite misgivings, there were few doubts that the project was needed. The
‘land degradation narrative’ was frequently brought up by staff members when I
asked them about the rationale behind the project. The idea that farmers in
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Dande were not good at farming was quite pervasive. When I asked the Project
Manager why the Mid-Zambezi Project had been introduced he said:

You ask me why we are here? To bring development of course, to stop soil erosion.
Many people are farming where they should not. The people here have been left to
their own devices for a long time. Now we will educate them, where they can farm
and where they cannot. That is why we are pegging the plots.

The Resettlement Officer who was quoted above said:

A lot of people here are farming where they should not. This causes erosion. That is
why the project is here, to address these problems.

The staff members with whom I spoke considered the land reforms, the pegging
and the allocation of the plots the main aspects of the Mid-Zambezi Project. The
other aspects, improvement of services and infrastructure, were often only
mentioned as an afterthought. As for the local farmers, they, too, mainly
identified the Mid-Zambezi Project with pegging and pegs. The Mid-Zambezi
Project was often called ‘mapegs’ - the prefix ‘ma-’ is the one normally used in
combination with words borrowed from the English language. One of the
farmers I interviewed said the following when I asked what he thought the Mid-
Zambezi Project was about: ‘Mugabe said he wants people to live like in an
English town, a suburb, not in the old-fashioned way scattered all over’. For
many people President Mugabe had become the personification of the state, of
the government, and it seemed that this man saw the Mid-Zambezi Project as
part of an overall government plan - which in fact it was. Pertinently, he
expressed a link with the European origin of the idea of living along neat lines
that was stressed by some of the authors quoted above. The continuation of pre-
and post-Independence policies was not lost on the people subjected to the Mid-
Zambezi Project; one of the teachers living in Mburuma kept referring to project
staff as ‘those people from the Native Land Husbandry Act’. A woman in
Mahuwe village, who apparently associated me with the Mid-Zambezi Project,
put it to me in the following way:

You people think you can shift us to wherever it pleases you. First Smith [Ian Smith,
the last Prime Minister of Rhodesia] told us to move and live along lines. Now you
people come and tell us to do the same. This is not what we fought the war for; this
is what we fought against.

All staff members I spoke with spontaneously offered the phrase ‘people are
farming where they should not’ as an explanation of why the Mid-Zambezi
Project was introduced. The question of why local farmers had selected the
areas where they were farming was not asked. The ‘originals’, as project staff
referred to them in English, were considered uneducated and stubborn. Even the
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Resettlement Officer who was most sympathetic to the plight of the local
farmers in the interviews I had with him commented:

I have been here only one season, the rainfall was unusually high so the yields were
also very high, but that is not standard. There is a serious problem with development
here. People do not know how to organise themselves. The Lutheran co-ops*’ are
successful because they develop co-ops in stages, with education, not only input and
machinery. You cannot run when you are a baby, first you start to crawl, and then
you learn to walk

One Veterinary officer commented on the difficulties he experienced in
teaching local farmers ‘the right way’: ‘What makes extension work so difficult
is that you want to educate people. They know that what they are doing is not
good, but they refuse to apply the knowledge we give them’. The Agritex
officer for Masomo offered a similar remark: ‘The problem here is that most
people are illiterate. In my home area you give people a leaflet. Here you
always have to be present. People here refuse to follow advice’.

The Resettlement Officer who mentioned the Lutheran co-ops, however,
seemed to realise what the main problem with the Mid-Zambezi Project was:
‘But still people feel powerless, it is imposed on them’.

When I returned to Dande in 1992 the Mid-Zambezi Project lagged seriously
behind schedule. The project had just obtained extra funding to enable it to be
continued for another three years. Major problems were experienced in Matsiwo
A Ward, and that is where I chose to settle for a two-year period.

The Project Manager had a difficult time. The Provincial Governor and the
Ministry were putting tremendous pressure on him to finalise the implementa-
tion, but this turned out to be very difficult. The people in Matsiwo A refused to
take up their plots, and even in Matsiwo B, where implementation was nearly
complete, people were complaining about the lack of plots. The Project
Manager summarised the progress made with the Mid-Zambezi Project during
my absence:

Matsiwo B has been pegged. Most people have taken up their plots. There is still
illegal farming [many people who had not been able to get a plot were farming
outside the village boundaries or in the grazing areas, M.S.], people extend their
plots and farm beyond the boundaries. Perhaps there is a problem with the extended
families, they do not have enough land.

In Matsiwo A we have a lot of problems, especially with the spirit mediums.

“0 The Lutheran World Federation had started several development projects in Dande,
including a tractor co-operative.
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In Chiriwo Ward, Gonono [in the northern part of the project area, far away from
services and facilities], we have demarcated 380 plots, (...) but the ploughs are lying
idle, people refuse to go there. That is where the forty-six squatters from Mazoe will
go. One truck came in late last night, another will come today.

The Project Manager acknowledged that the fact that not enough plots were
available was the main problem experienced with the Mid-Zambezi Project. He
brought up the problem without me having mentioned it, and sometimes seemed
sympathetic and understanding, then again reverted to taking a firm stand. It
was clear that the problem was bothering him and he seemed reluctant to deal
with it, preferring to hand it over to the Rural District Council:

In Matsiwo B there were too many people with small plots, that was no problem, but
with the twelve-acre plots there were too many people. There are problems with
grown-up children who want land after the pegging, they cannot be accommodated
in their old area. We cannot peg again. People will have to move but they want to
stay in their old area. People will resist. They resist changes, development. But this
is now a problem of the Council, we only advise. Also if people want more land,
they have to do so through the council. .

Indeed, the problem of the shortage of plots featured regularly on the agenda of
the Rural District Council (RDC) meetings. The Project Manager was often
invited to the meetings to respond to the requests from Ward Councillors for the
pegging of more plots in their Wards. These invitations angered the new
Resettlement Officer, who had replaced the officer who foresaw the delays:

The [Mid-Zambezi Project] cannot be expanded like a rubber band. We go by the
advice of Agritex. But the problem will lead to illegal cultivation. The correct
number of people and cattle have to be in place, otherwise the project makes no
sense, then it will cause degradation. But the Councillors and the people do not think
so, the Councillors are sympathetic to the people.

The Project Manager seemed to realise that the creation of standardised land
holdings might have contributed to the shortage of plots. He admitted that the
project design made no provisions for future generations:

I admit that the project does not cater for those who have or will grow up after the
allocation. We have reported that to DERUDE. This is not only a problem with the
Mid-Zambezi Project, also with other resettlement schemes. Hopefully something
will be done about that.

Unfortunately, DERUDE did not respond. Other project staff members,
however, refused to admit that the project had created land shortage, blaming
instead the continued in-migration into Dande. In-migration was a recurrent
theme in the conversations I had with project staff. Resettlement Officers
blamed headmen for continuing to allow people to settle in Dande:
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People are still moving into the valley. They are allowed to come by the headman.
The ROs [Resettlement Officers] asked for a stop. Before 1985 a lot of illegal people
were let in. The VIDCOs said they would sort the problem out but they hadn’t done
so when we arrived. All settlers who have arrived after 1985 will have to return, I
estimate that about 30 per cent of the immigrants came after 1985.

The same Resettlement Officer, however, admitted that perhaps government
contributed to the continuous influx of people:

This is a problem, which is also caused by the government which keeps telling
people that this area is empty. People do not know the right procedure.

Squatters occupying abandoned Commercial Farms on the Plateau had been
loaded on trucks and dropped off in Dande; the same happened to a group of
retrenched mine labourers from Mutorashanga.

Although migrants were believed to be causing problems for the project,
most staff members considered them better farmers than the autochthons. A
remark made by the Project Manager was quite representative of what I often
heard from project staff: :

They bring cattle with them, that is an advantage. They can cultivate the lands
demarcated for agriculture by Agritex. The originals of the area often cultivate by
hand, they cannot manage the new plots.

When I objected by making the point that the survey I had conducted (see
Chapter Three) showed that in many cases the ‘originals’ were more productive,
he nevertheless insisted:

Well ... yes.... some progress has been made, some have learnt from the immi-
grants. But most of the people here are illiterate, how can you expect them to know?

Both Dzingirai (1995) and Nyambara (2001) conclude that autochthonous
Zambezi Valley dwellers suffer from a strong prejudicial bias, and have been
considered backward people, as well as bad farmers. Both authors show in their
articles that government officials in Gokwe - farther west of Dande, situated
under Lake Kariba - were convinced that the migrants in the valley were more
progressive farmers who introduced cash crop farming in the area. In Dande,
many of those who consider themselves autochthons are also convinced that this
is true, and the following statement made by my research assistant was echoed
by many others who considered themselves autochthons:

The people down here were only used to cultivate sorghum, for their own consump-
tion and to brew beer. Then the people from up there came down here, and that is
when it changed. The people from up there were good farmers, they brought ploughs
and started growing cash crops. Now the people from down here also try to grow
cotton and maize, but they are not so good at it.
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I thought it was particularly surprising that my research assistant should be
making this remark, because allegedly his father was among the first who had
started cultivating cotton in Dande. One day when I was visiting my assistant’s
homestead I saw his father sitting under a tree with an elderly man I had not
seen before. The father introduced me to his old friend, Mr. Mutero. Mr. Mutero
told me he was the one of the first Agricultural Demonstrators to work in the
area. He said that he had introduced cotton to Mahuwe in 1967. This was after
the establishment of the two TILCOR (Tribal Development Corporation)*
estates at Mzarabani and Mushumbi Pools. Cotton was grown on those estates,
and the Agricultural Demonstrators were urged to try to persuade local farmers
to cultivate the crop. Mr. Mutero told me that it took some time before people
responded:

You see, at first people distrusted me, they thought I was CID [Central Intelligence
Dept.]. Agricultural Demonstrators were not well known here in those days. But Mr.
M. here was one of the first people who started growing cotton, right here in
Mahuwe. That must have been [in] 1967.

Despite the fact that many ‘autochthons’ believed that the bias of project staff in
favour of migrants was justified, they often complained to me about the attitude
of project staff:

They are always shifting us around, telling us we are farming where we should not.
But do they know this area? No they do not. Look at the plots they have pegged,
some have big rocks in them, others get waterlogged when it rains. These people
from up there (Mugari wechikomo), they do not know this area. The sabhuku does.

The distinction between ‘people from up there’ and the ‘people down here’
(Mugari wepasi or Mugari wemuno) was quite important, it seemed. Wherever
you are in Dande, you can always see the Escarpment. ‘Up there’ was where the
power was, where people had more money, better farming skills. But ‘up there’
was also where wealth from Dande, that is, the money earned from the wildlife
‘down here’, the hunting concessions, went to. The term ‘people from up there’
(Mugari wechikomo, literally those who stay on the hill) could refer to various
groups of people, depending on the context in which it was used. It might
indicate recent migrants, as the citation about the better farming skills showed,
or it could mean the government and party officials, or the RDC Councillors

1 According to Derman (1995: 13), the Tribal Development Corporation (TILCOR)
was established in the late 1960s as a belated response to African grievances in relation to
the implementation of the NLHA, and in an effort to enhance rural development. During
the war the TILCOR estates were closed. After Independence they were re-opened under
the auspices of the Agricultural and Rural Development Authority (ARDA).
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from Upper Guruve. Project staff, with the exception of the temporary hired
hands who assisted in construction works, were all ‘from up there’.

The distinction between ‘down here’ and ‘up there’ became politically acute
in 1993/1994. After the Council elections and the amalgamation, for the first
time a Ward Councillor from Lower Guruve was elected Chairman of the RDC.
This boosted the morale of Lower Guruve Ward Councillors and in early 1994 a
majority of them decided to establish the Lower Guruve Councillors Coordina-
tion Committee. This move was not appreciated by the government officials
serving on the RDC, and neither by the Central Intelligence Officers attending
RDC meetings. Soon after the establishment of the Committee, the Chief
Executive Officer (CEO) addressed the ‘problem’ at an RDC meeting. Accord-
ing to one of the Councillors from Lower Guruve the CEO said that the forma-
tion of the Committee had ‘sent waves of shock in many quarters’. The CEO
apparently said the establishment of the Committee had been taken to be a
secessionist act and an act of political dissent. The Ward Councillors defended
themselves by saying that the Committee was established only to co-ordinate
action towards donor organisations and was not meant to be a gesture against
Upper Guruve or the government. They decided however to disband the
committee*.

According to many valley residents, waterlogged plots were not the only
consequence of the project staff’s unfamiliarity with Dande; this unfamiliarity
was also believed to have caused the land shortage created by the project. As
the person cited above argued:

The sabhuku also knows his people. Some people are strong, they can cultivate
many acres, so they will be allocated many acres by the sabhuku. Other people can
just cultivate one or two acres. It is not good to give people twelve acres and then
tell them that if they cannot manage they will lose their fields. With our traditional
system everybody can have a field, some small ones, some bigger ones.

Whether the Mid-Zambezi Project contributed to or even created land
shortage in Dande was an issue that divided project staff and valley residents,
but as was shown above, project staff was not unanimous in their opinions and
some staff members recognised the problems associated with the introduction of
the Mid-Zambezi Project.

Another contested issue was that of riverine cultivation. Here project staff
members seemed to agree with each other, whereas the Agritex personnel were
more divided on the subject, as will be shown below.

The Project Manager and the Resettlement Officers I spoke with all
condemned the practice. They all claimed it was causing erosion and siltation.

2 The motion to do so was put forward by the new Ward Councillor for Ward 5 who
was pro-Mid-Zambezi Project (see Chapter Six).
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When they talked of people ‘who were farming where they should not’, they
often meant people who were farming mudimba. When I asked them why they
were so against riverine cultivation when the ban on the practice had been lifted
for Commercial Farmers, they would either say that they were following the
advice provided by Agritex, or would refer to the lack of education among the
‘originals’ of Dande. Reference was also made to the Natural Resource
Management Board officer at Guruve who was claiming that the rivers in Dande
were drying up because of riverine cultivation. My objections that following a
series of droughts the Commercial Farmers on the Plateau had significantly
increased the number of dams in the rivers that flow into the valley, and that,
since farmers in Communal Areas did not have water rights, Commercial
Farmers were not obliged to let water go through to the valley, did not seem to
impress anyone®.

The Veterinary Officer was also convinced that streambank cultivation and
gardening in the riverbeds would cause serious damage. He volunteered this
information when I was asking him where the best grazing areas were in his
opinion:

The best grazing areas are in the north. The areas close to the rivers are now
designated as grazing areas. We have a lot of problems with people who have their
gardens in the river in wintertime, that causes a lot of erosion. The people know that,
but they do not want to listen. [M.S.. But do cattle not cause damage to the riverine
areas?] No, not if you control them well. [M.S.: But can you control them?] Yes,
people are not allowed more than two oxen, they know that, we have taught them.

Elsewhere it has been concluded that the Mid-Zambezi Project has not at all
been successful in controlling the number of cattle. Why this particular
Veterinary Officer was so adamant about being able to control cattle keeping
when some of his colleagues freely admitted that control was almost impossi-
ble, I do not know.

The actual land-use planning exercise was conducted by the Agritex
Planning Branch at the Provincial level. I have not been able to interview any of
the staff members involved, but I did have access to the plan drawn up for
Matsiwo A in 1993. This plan did not include the village of Mburuma, Fungai
VIDCO, since the land-use planning for that VIDCO had been done when the
village was still under Matsiwo B, and it was the only VIDCO in that area that

* One of the Commercial Farmers who had joined the RDC after the amalgamation of
Rural and District Councils had been effectively implemented, confirmed my
observation about the dams. He would later make an attempt to persuade farmers in
Dande to form corporations so they would be able to apply for water rights. The
exclusion of Communal Farmers from of water rights later led to an adaptation of the
Water Rights Act. Derman and Ferguson (2000) have written extensively on the issue of
water rights for Communal Farmers in Zimbabwe.
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had been pegged before the Agritex Planning Branch proposal for Matsiwo A
was published.

The report starts with a description of the current situation. Population
figures are presented, based on data provided by VIDCO secretaries, but no
mention is made of the fact that these clearly indicate that the population
numbers mentioned in the overall project proposal - which are repeated in this
document - could not have been accurate. The Agritex document mentio<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>