The Rough Contours
of Land in Zimbabwe

BLAIR RUTHERFORD

During the past five years, Zimbabwe has become a global mass media
icon. It is represented either as a land sinking into quagmire and poverty or as a
land at the forefront of the battle against racist Western imperialism. In both sce-
narios, the emphasis is placed on land and on the government of Zimbabwe, led
by President Robert Mugabe and his Zimbabwean African National Union
(Patriotic Front) (ZANU (PF)) party. These scenarios are powerful narratives that
map the political and social issues surrounding land reform in Zimbabwe.' This
paper argues that these two competing generalizations neglect some of the com-
plexities associated with the current Zimbabwean conflict. What they both tend
to overlook are the overlapping “territorializing projects”—the varied political
attempts being made to control and influence the Zimbabwean people and their
social relations through divisive land resettlement policies. This paper highlights
associated socio-political dynamics, and suggests that these dominant narratives
can themselves contribute to current or future territorializing projects in the form
of land resettlement programs, which may further increase the vulnerability of
many Zimbabweans in rural areas.

ZIMBABWE AS A GLOBALIZED ICON

Current international interest in Zimbabwe started in February 2000 when
black Zimbabweans, led by veterans of the guerrilla armies that fought against the
Rhodesian forces of the Tan Smith regime in the 1970s, began “symbolically” occu-
pying white-owned and white-operated commercial farms across the country. These
occupations were supported by the state as a way to demand land redistribution,
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redressing the racially unequal distribution inherited from the colonial period.
Government support also served to criticize the perceived role of white farmers in
mobilizing farm workers to vote against—and officially defeat—a draft constitu-
tion in a national referendum, held one week before the farm occupations. The
defeat of this referendum was a landmark moment in the country’s history—it was
ZANU (PF)’s first defeat in a national contest since the party gained power in the
1980 independence election. The referendum defeat encouraged the opposition
and garnered more resources for a new party, the Movement for Democratic
Change (MDC).? A parliamentary election had to be called within months.

The violence and intimidation that typically accompany elections in post-
colonial Zimbabwe increased dramatically. ZANU (PF) recognized the strength
of its electoral opponent and its own weakness in the face of a growing economic
crisis. Economic problems were made worse by the government-imposed eco-
nomic structural adjustment program of the 1990s, the government’s costly deci-
sion to remunerate war veterans with a one-time pay-out and monthly
allowances, and the country’s military involvement in the war in the Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC). These state decisions, coupled with a growing
demand for political openness and democracy from civil society, students, and
citizens, led ZANU (PF) to recognize that a
strong opposition party, such as the MDC,
“S_ymbo[ic land OCCUpations  was a grave threat to the ruling party’s hold

became a polz'tz'call - on power.’ Symbolic land occupations
became a politically-initiated violent means

initiated violent means to : o
to enforce ruling party discipline on both

enfo ree mlzng party farmers and their workers, while prohibiting

disczplz'ne on both ﬁzrmers opposition activists and candidates from

and their workers, while entering these rural areas. After the June
pd

bibiti .. 2000 parliamentary election, in which
promioring opposttion ZANU (PF) barely won a majority of seats
activists and candidates ﬁ 0OM  in a contest that many judged to be unfair,

entering these rural areas.” the symbolic demand for land turned into
what the government began to call its “fast-

track land redistribution program.” State
and para-state organizations used hastily-created laws, intimidation, and violence
to chase away white farmers, displace or intimidate tens of thousands of farm
workers, and partition commercial farms into small-scale or medium-scale hold-
ings. In the nomenclature of the state, the former are defined as Al farms, desig-
nated for peasant farmers, while the latter are defined as A2 farms, designated for
indigenous commercial farmers.* Five years later, as a result of these state-led poli-
cies and tactics, only about 300 to 400 of the approximately 4,000 original white
farmers were still farming the land.’
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MAPPING LAND AND POLITICS IN ZIMBABWE

Researchers and journalists not working for state media have had a difficult
time conducting studies and writing reports on rural Zimbabwe because of the
heightened political importance of land in Zimbabwean politics. What limited
research does exist points to great variability in terms of the effects of land inva-
sion and redistribution. For example, there are inconsistencies between provinces
where the majority of the white farmers were displaced almost immediately
through evictions and provinces where it took much longer for displacement to
occur, as negotiated arrangements between land-occupiers and white farmers
emerged. Additionally, there are discrepancies between districts where those farm
workers displaced by the redistribution have been actively excluded, and districts
where former farm workers have received access to land. For example, research
carried out in 2003 suggests that 5.5 percent of 274 farmers resettled on Al
schemes in Chikomba District were former farm workers, while slightly to the
north in Goromonzi District (located near the capital city of Harare), only 1.5
percent of 1,719 resettled farmers were farm workers.® Official numbers, when
made available, have sometimes even been repudiated by government officials.
These disavowals illustrate the government’s uncertainty over the land program,
even as they struggle to project confidence.

Recently, John Nkomo, Minister of Special Affairs in the President’s Office
Responsible for Lands, Land Reform, and Resettlement, declared that since
2000, a total of 5,890 farms, measuring 7.8 million hectares, were compulsorily
acquired for resettlement purposes. Minister Nkomo says 140,866 families on A1
schemes have been resettled on 2,611 farms measuring 4.2 million hectares; and
14,500 farmers on A2 schemes have been resettled on 2,331 farms measuring 2.3
million hectares. Momentarily disregarding the fact that government figures have
been faulty in the past,’ it is important to note that not only does Nkomo admit
that 948 farms, measuring some 1.2 million hectares, have not been resettled, he
also boastfully declares that 800 farms, measuring 1.3 million hectares, have been
“confirmed,”—which refers to land that legally becomes property of the govern-
ment.® In other words, 5,090 farms, or over 86 percent of the total farms acquired
for the resettlement scheme, are not yet “confirmed,” indicating how unsettled
the fast-track land resettlement program actually is.

It is here that the mapping of the socio-political contours of the land
reform has been so important. Many see two dominant narratives characterizing
the crisis in Zimbabwe. At the center of these divergent accounts lie the differing
explanations of the reasons for and the resulting effects of land distribution.’
Critics of the land redistribution strategy argue that these events are fundamen-
tal to understanding Zimbabwe’s “deep, seemingly irreversible decay.”*® For exam-
ple, Samantha Power, a Harvard professor, suggests that “destroying the engine of
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productivity” is the first of the “10 steps” by which President Mugabe has gone
about “killing” Zimbabwe." Detractors argue that by cynically playing the “race
and land card,” Mugabe shores up his reputation as an anti-colonial, anti-impe-
rialist leader, while simultaneously undercutting the linchpin to the national
economy—commercial agriculture.

Between independence and the 2000 land redistribution, commercial agri-
culture was largely controlled by Zimbabweans of European descent, a legacy of
racial segregation imposed by the British government in colonial Zimbabwe.
However, as a result of the “fast-track” redistribution of commercial farmland, the
production of food crops and other agricultural commodities dropped tremen-
dously, and macroeconomic indicators such as inflation and unemployment
levels skyrocketed. Foreshadowing Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice’s inclusion
of Zimbabwe along with North Korea, Iran, and three other nations as an “out-
post of tyranny” in January 2005,” Power lumps Mugabe in a category with
Stalin, Amin, and Hitler while observing that “[w]hatever spikes in popularity
these moves generated, the economic damage was profound, and the dictators
had to exert great effort to mask it.”"” Like Amin’s discriminatory policies towards
Asians (in 1972, he expelled Indians from Uganda in order to “nationalize” the
country), and the destructive corruption that pervaded Mobutu’s regime,
Mugabe’s land policy has become another demonstration of ignominious African
policy. ' It raises questions about the commitment to home-grown African efforts
to promote democracy and neo-liberalism, such as the New African Partnership
for Development (NEPAD)," and leads to (mis)characterization of land redistri-
bution efforts elsewhere.'*

Alongside these dire warnings and harsh condemnations, one also finds
uncritical celebrations of Mugabe’s land policies. Mugabe has been lionized in
public events in Johannesburg and Geneva, and invited by radicals to the New
York City Council and indigenous rights conferences. Some see in Mugabe a man
unafraid to challenge the powers that be by redistributing land to the formerly
colonized, against the wishes of the colonizers."” As Coltrane Chimurenga, of the
U.S.-based December 12 Movement, declared at a Harare conference: “We are
one community when it comes to the question of national liberation and sover-
eignty.”® This was echoed by Michael Anderson, a founder of the Sovereign
Union of Aboriginal Nations and People of Australia, who proclaimed that
indigenous peoples around the world—like Zimbabweans—“want self-determi-

nation; they want return of the lands [and] control of their natural resources.””

LAND AND TERRITORIALIZATION PROJECTS

These sorts of mass media(ted) portraits are deeply problematic.”” Such
oversimplified notions of how land intersects with politics in Zimbabwe cannot
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hope to do justice to the depth or complexity of the racial, class, ethno-regional,
and gender-based institutional and political arrangements that have shaped social
relations on and off farms in rural Zimbabwe, both during and after coloniza-
tion.” Moreover, these mapping exercises reinforce a state-centric view of rural
Zimbabwe that leads to a naive faith in the government’s current ability or future
possibility to (re)order rural life for the betterment of all.”? Given the checkered
history of state policies toward land in colonial and post-colonial Zimbabwe,
such faith inspires more concern than relief.”

Framing national politics in Zimbabwe so starkly and narrowly simplifies
more than it illuminates. In her critical overview of the historical and social sci-

ence literature concerning land struggles in
Zimbabwe, Jocelyn Alexander observes:

“Land cannot be reduced to playing a single YErrztorzalzzmg projects

role in a single narrative.” Ironically, narra- 7 6.7%7 to ‘the attempt b}’ an

tives explicitly engaged in debates about the  individual or group to

politics of Zimbabwe tend to gloss over the dﬁ ct, inﬂu ence, or control

land in Zimbabwe. Projects that speak to peop le, P henomena, and
varying territorializing efforts at different relatz'ons/n'ps by delimiting

scales of action are often intertwined with 4,/ asserting control over a
livelihood and accumulation ambitions.

diverse political projects involved around

geographical area.””

Territorializing projects refer to “the

attempt by an individual or group to affect,
influence, or control people, phenomena, and relationships by delimiting and
asserting control over a geographical area.”” They occur on different and some-
times overlapping scales of action, at national, local, regional, and global levels.”
It is extremely important to pay attention to what occurs at the scale of the
nation-state. However, to understand what is happening on the ground in rural
Zimbabwe, and to inform future development, reconstruction, or other types of
policy interventions, it is also imperative to examine how these state efforts sanc-
tion, force, intersect, or are undermined by, actions concerning land and power
at different scales of action.

To illustrate this argument, it is useful to examine how some of the land
struggles and activities are predicated on competing strategies of, and responses
to, territorializing power. To use David Hughes' term, the contours of these
“cadastral politics” can be violent, or at the very least can be tinged with the threat
of violence, as they are arenas for competing and overlapping attempts to make
routine one’s control over land and labor, leadership projects, and accumulation
possibilities.” As in pre-2000, this is the scene of rural class politics; still tied to
the national scale and to international networks, but now more precarious, des-
perate, and subject to greater violence. Three factors in particular subject rural
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class politics to greater violence and instability these days. First, the intense
national stakes involved as ZANU (PF) attempts to suppress the MDC and to
consolidate its hold over state and society tend to amplify the situation in the
countryside. Second are the alluring new land-accumulation possibilities: The
displacement of white farmers has led to access—for an unpredictable length of
time—to prime land, homes, agriculture, and agro-industrial processing infra-
structure. Finally, deepening food insecurity, arising from the great upheaval in
agricultural practices and employment possibilities over the last five years, has
created an atmosphere of desperation and instability.

STATE PROJECTS AND THE LAND

In order to focus attention on the politics, ambitions, and livelihoods of
rural Zimbabweans—all of which are intertwined with access to and control over
land—it is crucial to look at land reform through the framework of territorial-
ization. The framework provides depth to the otherwise superficial media(ted)
narratives of the events since 2000. Specifically, there are three territorializing
projects concerning current (and historical) land politics in Zimbabwe that
should be noted.

The most powerful territorializing thrust is, of course, that of state and
ZANU (PF) officials trying to gain ever-greater control over the rural areas.
Massive and violent land distribution efforts are not merely a way to “take back”
land from white Zimbabweans; they also allow the state and ruling party to con-
trol this land and its inhabitants more tightly than they have in the past. Since
the 1900s, both colonial and post-colonial government officials and white farm-
ers saw commercial farms as islands of quasi-sovereignty in and of themselves.
Both parties were generally satisfied to have farmers carry out general governance
activities for farm workers (also referred to as “domestic government;” i.e. health
care, education, food security, and labor relations).” However, from the mid-
1990s onwards, many activists, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and
unions—as well as some government officials and the occasional white farmer—
began to increasingly criticize the neglect of farm workers. This limited state (and
party) presence took on greater political importance with the emergence of the
MDC, particularly in light of the opposition party’s support among white farm-
ers.”” As mentioned earlier, the government’s resettlement plan represents an
attempt to extend its control over the farmland and the people on it. The grand
ambition of this territorializing project is evident in Minister John Nkomo's
public suggestion in June 2004 that the government should convert the freehold
title of all former commercial farmland into state land that would then be leased
to black commercial farmers for 99 years—a policy statement that the govern-
ment quickly retracted.®
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ACCUMULATION AND THE LAND

Two other territorializing projects intersect the wider state program. The
first refers to individual accumulation plans, whereby people seek to gain control
over part or all of a farm, to lay claim to the land, and to influence people living
on it. This scenario is principally carried out on A2 farms, via state institutional
authority and power (such as government documents, the courts, and the police)
and resources (such as agricultural input schemes and state credit and loans).

Recent media reports suggest that virtually

il of the government money allocated to a “Since the 19005, both

nd to provide resources for newly resettled

farmers went to senior government and ¢ olonial and post-colonial
ZANU (PF) officials.” There have also been government qﬂicia[; and
several non-state avenues to acquire or to

) ‘ white farmers saw
invoke such authority and power, such as ‘

the church, ZANU (PF), and traditional ¢077€r cz'alfarms as islands
leadership positions.”” There have been a of quasi-sovereignty in and
number of clashes and conflicts concerning of themselves.”

these competing territorial claims, with

accompanying means of persuasion, threat,

and violence, particularly through the use of “youths.”® Such claims have
occurred on three different fronts: between different claimants to land; between
claimants and people already living on the land, be they already-resettled Al fam-
ilies or former farm workers continuing to reside at their old place of employ-
ment; and between the abovementioned groups and state bureaucrats and
ministers, seeking to create some normalcy and order (and potential favoritism of
one claimant over another).* These territorialization tactics are especially appar-
ent in the case of displaced farm workers whose labor new settler farmers try to
secure for themselves through several means—by forcing them to pay rent for
their homes in the farm’s labor compound (or “farm village”), by providing sub-
sidized food on condition of working on the farms, or by using force and the
police to displace people from informal settlements.”

LEADERSHIP AND LAND

The second ovetlapping territorializing project is tied to rural leadership.
Distributing land has been a major source of authority in Zimbabwe since the
colonial period. For the last century or so, there has always been competition
between leadership claimants and authorities about who has power, direct or del-
egated, to distribute territory—chiefs, headmen, Araalheads (village leaders),
mhondoros (royal spirits), family heads, village development committee (VIDCO)
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chairs, counselors, state officials, politicians, or war veterans.® Leadership has
entailed not only the distribution of land and settling of disputes but also, at times,
making demands upon those living on the land (e.g. to provide labor for public
works or development projects).” The politicization of the civil service and local
government authorities over the last five years® and general upheaval regarding
land politics have created an environment in which preexisting land-giving author-
ities and aspirant leaders (business people and war veterans) have been trying to
stake out territorializing claims and to more openly contest those of others.”

LAND AND LIVELIHOODS

Finally, it is important to underscore that these territorializing strategies
not only shape the strategies for governance, accumulation, and leadership ambi-
tions of elite Zimbabweans, they also intimately condition the livelihood strate-
gies of most Zimbabweans. Land-based livelihoods have always been integral to
most Zimbabweans, including many of those who live and work in urban areas.*
During the past four years, there has been an even higher worker retrenchment
rate. The main causes for this increase are twofold: first, as industries and com-
mercial farms shut down due to political compulsion or economic reasons, work-
ers are let go with no alternative employment options. Secondly, the HIV/AIDS
pandemic renders more productive adults unable to work because of illness or
responsibilities to care for sick and dying family members. As a result, land-based
livelihoods are even more important for the majority of Zimbabweans, in spite of
the increasing personal insecurity that comes from the growing scarcities of agri-
cultural inputs, capital, and labor, as well as the usual uncertainty over rainfall
and other weather patterns. Land attainment strategies include acquiring land as
settlers or finding work on newly-resettled farms or other land holdings. Such
livelihood dependence on land means that many people in rural Zimbabwe are
subjecting themselves, willingly or unwillingly, to the territorializing strategies of
state officials, farm entrepreneurs, and rural leaders. It also often means that rural
Zimbabweans are directly involved in the violence tied to these strategies as either
victims or as participants.®

TECHNOCRATIC SOLUTIONS TO THE LAND CRISIS?

What does this quick sketch of the socio-political contours suggest about
the preexisting dominant mapping exercises, which either condemn or laud
President Mugabe? Both attempt to normalize the national territorializing strate-
gies, bureaucratic or political, in terms of ensuring government control over the
land and people while overestimating the government’s capability of using land
to control people. Yet, Bill Kinsey, who has studied Zimbabwe’s land resettlement
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programs since the early 1980s, emphasizes that state capacity was already very
limited in directing the governments land resettlement schemes, which were
implemented between 1980 and 1997.® Given the reduced resources and
increased politicization of the civil service, it is highly improbable that the state
apparatus has the capacity to do so now or in the immediate future. Nonetheless,
both mapping exercises are inspired by technocratic dreams of “seeing like the
state,” whereby it is assumed that the “high modernist” state apparatus that
emerged in the nineteenth century, and which spread globally through European
colonialism, can be used to reorder social life and nature in a progressive
manner.” This technocratic faith that better planning can improve land resettle-
ment crosses party lines.

The MDC and others decry the illegal violation of property rights (and
human rights), and characterize the “fast-track land resettlement” as having more
to do with ensuring political victory for ZANU (PF) and with helping achieve

land consolidation for a few at the expense

of farm workers, among others.” 3 o
Zimbabwean business commentator Erich Such livelihood
Bloch noted that legalized land redistribu- dependence on land means

tion geared towards “viable, commercial that m any peop le in rural

operations” is necessary.* The MDC recom-

mends that the redistribution be imple- Zimbabwe are Sub] ecing

mented “through a democratic and t/%’mfeh}e& willingly or

participatory process that seeks to achieve unwz'/lingly, to the

itable, t , just, lawful, and eco- e e qe . ]
equ1 aple ransparcnt JUSI'. awrlul, and €co terrltorlﬂllzzng Sﬂateglef

land.”¥ In the same vein, others such as of state oﬁcmk’ far m
Michael Roth, of the Land Tenure Center of entrepreneurs, and
the University of Wisconsin-Madison, rural leaders.”

nomically efficient distribution and use of

advocate for stakeholder-driven dialogues

within a policy framework that reestablishes
the rule of law, enables land markets to reemerge, and allows for NGOs to play
a role in working with land reform beneficiaries to guarantee success of the
reforms. Yet Roth’s thoroughly calculated planning exercise is predicated on the
assumption that an “institutional void” has been created due to “a breakdown in
law and order, in property institutions, and in the functioning of agrarian con-
tracts, caused by or connected with loss in trust and the ethical foundations for
market transactions.”*

However, it should be no surprise that such technocratic neo-liberal
models towards land are not only proposed by the MDC or by critics of the cur-
rent “fast-track land resettlement” exercises;” they are also supported by officials
and individuals involved in the land redistribution exercise itself.” For example,
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the Zimbabwean Reserve Bank Governor, Gideon Gono, recently claimed that
the ZANU (PF) government would (now) respect property rights and interna-
tional trade agreements concerning the rights of foreign-owned agricultural
estates. He called upon the international financial and donor community to “sup-
port this gesture in good faith and not continue to judge us on the basis of a tran-
sitory episode of our history designed to redress historical imbalances.”
Although an emphasis on planning and law would be welcomed by most
Zimbabweans, who have been experiencing increased economic insecurity over
the last five years, it does neglect the fact that such technocratic solutions have
been caught up in territorializing projects in the past that have not necessarily
benefited the majority of rural Zimbabweans.

CONCLUSION

Reducing land to a single narrative overlooks competing politics operating
at different, overlapping scales. Promoting the singular narrative concerning the
crisis in Zimbabwe is inherently political—not just in terms of contesting narra-
tives, but also in terms of mapping the contours of the national territory, in an
attempt to control people and their social relations. The proscriptions feed into
territorializing projects of government officials, donors, NGOs, and others at
overlapping scales of action. As governments discovered—including ZANU (PF)
in its first 20 years of rule, and especially during the last five—such mapping
exercises are unlikely to succeed fully, given competing and overlapping territori-
alizing projects. Rather, it is important to see such mapping exercises as part of
the political contestation of particular territorializing projects, which, if imple-
mented, get (re)translated into a variety of practices at the national scale and
other projects and routines at different scales of action.”

In order to achieve security and sustainability, it is crucial to find ways
through which Zimbabweans can participate in forging policies that meet histor-
ically resonant, economically essential social justice demands within the country.
Such demands ought to include issues such as secure access to land and remu-
nerative farm jobs with safe working conditions. These require fuller engagement
with the rough contours of land politics in Zimbabwe today, and in the past,
rather than an attempt to paint them over with a thin veneer of simple, trite
images of “chaos” and “decay,” or hollow appeals to “national sovereignty.” m
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