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Abstract 

This thesis explores eight decades of social, environmental, and political history of drought in 

Zimbabwe from around 1911, when the first major drought under colonial rule occurred, to 

1992, which saw the worst drought of the post-colonial era and perhaps of the whole twentieth 

century. It argues that the socio-economic capacity, the environmental setting and the political 

structure of a society or country is central in abating or exacerbating the impact of drought 

before, during and after the dearth incidence. The thesis reveals the shifting socio-economic 

responses of both the state and African peasants to drought. It traces how peasants deployed 

various socio-cultural methods, both enduring and novel, to cope with drought from colonial 

to post-colonial period, and the changing efforts of the state towards African peasants during 

drought. The thesis draws on global, regional and local historiographies on drought, the African 

environmental historiography and the Zimbabwean land and agrarian historiography to 

historicize drought, analysing the shifting patterns of occurrence, impact and response by the 

government and African peasantry. This thesis engages with these broad historiographies in 

order to understand the historical processes that created underlying conditions within which 

drought occurred. Thus, it explores the changing social, environmental and political nature of 

drought in Zimbabwe. In doing so, this study localised drought in the land and agricultural 

history of twentieth century Zimbabwe. This interconnectedness of different types of droughts 

will be explored by this thesis, and made visible in the agricultural history of Zimbabwe. 

Moreover, it applied Sen’s model, the entitlement approach, in the Zimbabwean context. Sen’s 

entitlement approach entails the ability of a person to secure enough food within the legal 

framework of a society. Changing peasant-state relations in Zimbabwe, within the context of 

drought, were characterised by the state’s use of food entitlements to either ameliorate or 

worsen the drought survival capacity of the peasantry. In response, the peasants negotiated 

their own survival through engaging private traders, the state and nature to command enough 

food for both human and livestock.   

 

Keywords: Zimbabwe, Rhodesia, Drought, Rain, Rainmaking, Peasants, State, Food, 

Livestock, Environment. 
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Opsomming  

Hierdie tesis ondersoek agt dekades van die sosiale, omgewings- en politieke geskiedenis van 

droogte in Zimbabwe vanaf ongeveer 1911, toe die eerste groot droogte onder koloniale bewind 

plaasgevind het, tot 1992, die ergste droogte van die post-koloniale era en waarskynlik die hele 

twintigste eeu. Dit argumenteer dat die sosio-ekonomiese vermoeë, die omgewingskonteks en 

die politieke struktuur van 'n samelewing of land bepalend is vir die impak wat ̀ n droogte voor, 

tydens of na die hoogtepunt van `n droogte het. Die tesis onthul die wisselende sosio-

ekonomiese reaksies van beide die Staat en Swart kleinboere op droogte. Dit dui aan hoe 

kleinboere verskillende bestaande maar ook nuwe sosio-kulturele metodes tydens die pre-

koloniale en koloniale periodes aangewend het om droogtes te hanteer. Dit belig ook die 

veranderende reaksies van die Staat teenoor kleinboere tydens droogtes. Die tesis maak gebruik 

van globale, streeks- en plaaslike historiografieë oor droogte, die omgewingshistoriografie van 

Afrika en die Zimbabwiese historiografie oor grond en landbou om droogte in sy historiese 

konteks te plaas deur die veranderende patrone in die voorkoms en impak van droogtes asook 

die reaksie van die Staat en Swart kleinboere te analiseer. Die tesis ondersoek hierdie breë 

historiografieë in `n poging om die historiese prosesse wat die onderliggende toestande geskep 

het waarbinne droogte plaasgevind het, te verstaan. Dit ondersoek dus die veranderende sosiale, 

omgewings- en politieke aard van droogte in Zimbabwe. In die proses het die studie hom 

beperk tot droogte in die grond- en landbougeskiedenis van Zimbabwe in die twintigste eeu. 

Die tesis sal dus die onderlinge verwantskap van verskillende soorte droogtes in die 

landbougeskiedenis van Zimbabwe ondersoek en aantoon. Die tesis pas Sen se toe-

eieningsmodel binne die konteks van Zimbabwe toe. Sen se toe-eieningsbenadering behels die 

vermoeë van ̀ n persoon om voldoende voedsel binne die wetlike raamwerk van `n samelewing 

te bekom. Die veranderende verhouding tussen kleinboer en Staat in Zimbabwe, binne die 

konteks van droogte, is gekenmerk deur die Staat se gebruik van voedsel toe-eiening om die 

vermoeë van kleinboere om droogte te oorleef of te verbeter of te verswak. In reaksie hierop 

het die kleinboere hul eie voortbestaan probeer verseker deur privaat handelaars, die Staat en 

die natuur te betrek in hul pogings om genoeg voedsel vir beide mens en dier te verseker. 

 

Sleutelwoorde: Zimbabwe, Rhodesië, Droogte, Reën, Reënmakery, Kleinboere, Staat, 

Voedsel, Vee, Omgewing. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction, literature review and methodology 

 

Yaruma sei nzara hurudza kurarira hute? (How severe is the hunger 

that even master farmers are sleeping on wild plums?) 

Shona Proverb 

 

The defining feature of drought is its impact on human activity. It is 

essentially socially constructed. 

L.C. Botterill, 2003 

 

There are flood and drought over the eyes and in the mouth, dead 

water and dead sand contending for the upper hand. The parched 

eviscerate soil gapes at the vanity of toil, laughs without mirth. This is 

the death of the earth. 

                                                                        T. S. Eliot 

 

Introduction  

Droughts are a global disaster. Their effects cut across societies, ecosystems and economies, 

so deep, yet underestimated and underreported.1 The 2021 United Nations special report on 

drought established that the most vulnerable people in any society or country 

disproportionately suffer the impact of drought. While droughts are a common feature globally, 

Africa has experienced more catastrophic periods of drought as compared to other areas and 

this is largely because of the vulnerability of both the people and their states.2 In understanding 

the occurrence and severity of droughts, one of the best ways to assess the capacity of coping 

in the past and future is through an examination of survival strategies historically from a social, 

political and environmental perspective. Historians like Quinn Dauer have argued that the 

capacity of people to respond to drought depends on their social, political, economic and 

environmental context.3 Social context denotes the cultural beliefs and social practices that 

people develop over time, while environmental context refers to the opportunities and 

limitations provided by the natural environment beyond drought. The political and economic 

context are intertwined and largely determined by the government and broader global 

economy.4 This thesis explores how social, political and environmental factors have shaped the 

 
1 United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, GAR Special Report on Drought 2021: Summary for 

Policymakers, (Geneva, 2021).  
2 Justin Sheffield and Eric Wood, Drought. Past Problems and Future Scenarios, (London: Earthscan Publishers, 

2011), 1. 
3 Quinn Dauer, “State and societal responses to natural hazards in Latin America and Caribbean history”, History 

Campus, Vol. 18 (2020), 1-12. 
4 Ngonidzashe Munemo, Domestic Politics and Drought Relief in Africa. Explaining Choices, (London: First 

Forum Press,2012).  
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occurrence, recurrence and impact of, and responses to, drought in Zimbabwe over a period of 

almost a century. It demonstrates that droughts have historically socio-environmentally 

impacted on communities, yet the socio-economic capacity, environmental milieu and political 

structure of a country or community plays a central role in mitigating or exacerbating the 

impact of the calamity, before, during and after the drought incidence. 

 

Currently Zimbabwe is in a series of drought crises, and droughts have become synonymous 

with food crises in the country. The World Food Programme (WFP) reported that Zimbabwe 

experienced four droughts in a five-year period between 2015 and 2020, which threatened the 

country’s food security.5 In 2015, drought was responsible for a 51% decline in maize (the 

staple crop) production, 16 000 cattle deaths across the country and 2.4 million people, a fifth 

of the total population, were facing food shortages.6 The Afrobarometer 2016 survey reported 

that in the preceding year 48% of Zimbabweans indicated that they spent at least a day without 

food, and 29% had gone hungry “several times, many times or always”.7 By February 2016, 

the condition of the maize crop in the country was disquieting, with reports indicating that 75% 

of the crop was completely written off in Masvingo province and 65% in Matabeleland south 

province.8 In areas like Masvingo, children were dropping out of school either due to hunger 

or failure by desperate parents to pay school fees. Some families were removing the very thatch 

grass from their houses to feed cattle since they were no longer saleable, with prices falling 

from USD$300 to USD$30 per animal.9 The province had recorded the highest cattle deaths of 

6 566 out of the 16 000 recorded in the whole country.10 This prompted the president to declare 

the 2015-2016 agricultural season a national disaster effective from 2 February 2016.11 A 

similarly deplorable situation was experienced again in 2019 with the country producing half 

of its required cereals during the 2018 to 2019 agricultural season.12 The recurrent droughts 

have exacerbated the plight of majority of Zimbabweans who resorted to selling off livestock, 

skipping meals, taking children out of school and falling into cycles of debt.13 In 2019, the 

WFP estimated that 2.3 million Zimbabweans were poverty-stricken and food insecure as a 

 
5 ‘Special Drought Report’, Voice Of America, 29 January 2020. 
6 ‘Zimbabwe: lessons in how not to prepare for climate change’, Climate Home News, 12 February 2016. 
7 Richman Korera and Stephen Ndoma, ‘Facing drought, can Zimbabwe improve on history of food shortage, 

poor management?’, Afrobarometer, Dispatch No. 114, 2 September 2016. 
8 ‘State of disaster declared’, The Herald, 5 February 2016. 
9 ‘Zimbabwe: lessons in how not to prepare for climate change’, Climate Home News, 12 February 2016. 
10 ‘State of disaster declared’, The Herald, 5 February 2016. 
11 ‘State of disaster declared’, The Herald, 5 February 2016. 
12 ‘Special Drought Report’, Voice Of America, 29 January 2020. 
13 ‘Special Drought Report’, Voice Of America, 29 January 2020. 
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result of drought, regarded as the worst in a decade.14 The response to these crises by both the 

government and Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) has been largely through food 

distribution in drought relief programmes. Yet, as this thesis will show, for a very long time, 

state drought relief has been politicised. Today there are reports on partisan distribution of food 

where officials favour the ruling Zimbabwe African National Union- Patriotic Front (ZANU 

PF) supporters and anyone deemed ‘opposition’ supporter or not loyal enough to the ruling 

party is denied food.15  

 

This underlines that drought is more than lack of rain. Drought is much more complex than the 

natural phenomenon. Whereas drought can be a mere natural hazard, the relationship between 

the hazard and people’s experience can either result in a disaster or not. This means the social, 

environmental, economic and political structure of a society shapes the way in which people 

respond to drought. Such complex structure evolves and changes over time, calling for a 

historical inquiry into drought as a complex and constructed phenomenon. State and societal 

responses to drought are embedded in the socio-economic, political and environmental 

structure of a country. The human or societal element to drought is significant in understanding 

the catastrophe. The context within which drought occurs, therefore, is significant in 

responding to it. Dauer notes that the historical context existing before disasters occur shapes 

the response by both the state and society.16 An historical approach to droughts shows the 

political decision-making arrangements, socio-economic structures and cultural contexts that 

developed over time to either combat the natural hazards or to exacerbate vulnerability.17 

Historians, therefore, call for an historical approach to drought, emphasising that an historian 

is trained to trace the roots of current events, revealing the historical structures and contexts 

that create natural disasters.18 This is essential considering how droughts are shaped by human 

activity. Human action is central to understanding how drought unfold, since the interaction 

between drought the natural hazard and human activity is what produces a disaster or curb it. 

Donald Wilhite and Olga Vanyarkho emphasise the role of human action in understanding 

drought, arguing that drought should not be viewed as a mere physical phenomenon but rather 

 
14 ‘How Droughts in Zimbabwe Affect The Hunger Crisis’, The Borgen Project, 14 February 2020. 
15 ‘Visit to Zimbabwe’, Report of the United Nations Special Rapotteur on the right to food, 19 February 2020. 
16 Dauer, “State and societal responses to natural hazards in Latin America and Caribbean history”, 1-12. 
17 Dauer, “State and societal responses to natural hazards in Latin America and Caribbean history”, 1-12. 
18 See, for instance, Mike Davis, Late Victorian Holocausts. El Nino Famins and The Making of The Third World, 

(London: Verso, 2001); James McCann, “Climate and Causation in African History”, The International Journal 

of African Historical Studies, Vol. 32, No. 2-3 (1999), 261-279; and Dauer, “State and societal responses to 

natural hazards in Latin America and Caribbean history”, 1-12. 
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an interplay between a natural disaster and the human demand on water and other resources.19 

Hence human action is key in understanding the occurrence, impact of and responses to drought 

especially in the current Anthropocene era. 

 

The Anthropocene offers a lens into humanity and human impact on changing planetary 

discourse.20 It is considered a geological epoch replacing the Holocene. Libby Robin notes that 

debates about the origin of the Anthropocene have been centred around the northern 

hemisphere history, with some scholars arguing that the Anthropocene started with the 

beginning of the Industrial Revolution between 1750 and 1800, some suggesting that it started 

with the agricultural revolution between 5 000 and 8 000 years ago while others contend it 

started with the extinction of the Pleistocene epoch, so the Holocene is in actual fact the 

Anthropocene. However, Robin argues that human history unfolded differently in the Global 

South, including southern Africa, where “people changed landscapes, habitats and ecological 

relations on large scales much more than 10 000 years ago.”21 Colin Hoag and Jens-Christian 

Svenning make a similar argument stressing that Africa falls at the front in thinking about the 

Anthropocene since it is the place where new social and ecological arrays are forged.22 They 

conclude that from the Pleistocene to the Anthropocene, African environments experienced 

fluctuations that called for adaptive survival strategies, and such previous experiences provide 

lessons on responses to environmental change.23 An historical approach to understanding 

drought in Zimbabwe, therefore, benefits from the Anthropocene conceptual framework.  

 

Droughts are defined as extended periods of precipitation deficiency for a season or more that 

results in water shortages for plants, animals and human beings.24 According to geographers 

Hege Hisdal and Lena Tallaksen, droughts can be classified into four distinct categories: 

meteorological, hydrologic, agricultural and socio-economic droughts.25 A ‘meteorological 

 
19 Donald Wilhite and Olga Vanyarkho, “Drought: Pervasive impact of a creeping phenomenon”, in Donald 

Wilhite (ed), Drought: A Global Assessment, Volume 1, (London: Routledge, 2000), 245-255. 
20 Libby Robin, “Histories for Changing Times: Entering the Antrhopocene?”, Australian Historical Studies, Vol. 

44, No.3 (2013), 329-40. 
21 Robin, “Histories for Changing Times”, 329-40. 
22 Colin Hoag and Jens-Christian Svenning, “African Environmental Change from the Pleistocene to the 

Anthropocene”, Annual Review of Environmental Resources, Vol. 42 (2017), 27-54. 
23 Hoag and  Svenning, “African Environmental Change from the Pleistocene to the Anthropocene”, 27-54. 

   24 U.S. National Weather Service, Drought Fact Sheet, August 2006, 

https://www.esrl.noaa.gov/gmd/obop/mlo/educationcenter/students/brochures%20and%20diagrams/noaa%20

publications/Drought%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf.  
25 Hege Hisdal and Lena Tallaksen, “Classifications” in Hege Gisdal and Lena Tallaksen,(eds), Assessment of the 

regional impacts of drought in Europe. Technical Report No. 6, Technical Report to the ARIDE project No. 6, 

(Department of Geophysics, University of Oslo, Norway, 2000), 7.  
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drought’ refers to a situation in which the amount of rainfall received over some period of time 

is below that which is normally received and so it precedes all other types of droughts.26 What 

follows a meteorological drought is either agricultural or hydrological drought, or both. An 

agricultural drought is a condition in which soil moisture and water availability for a particular 

crop or livestock is deficient and a hydrologic drought is a situation where there is lack of 

adequate surface and sub-surface water supply.27 The fourth category, socio-economic drought, 

takes an anthropogenic perspective to drought – combining the first three categories with 

resource distribution and political and economic power in a society or country.28 More recently, 

a fifth category has been emphasized which relates to the impact of drought on nature, the 

ecological drought. An ecological drought refers to a situation where deficiency in naturally 

available water in both natural and managed water reservoirs affect ecosystems.29 This 

broadens the impact of drought to socio-economic and environmental stresses. Figure 1 below 

demonstrates the types of droughts, their interconnectedness, and impacts. 

Figure 1- The types of droughts and their interconnectedness  

 

Source: ©National Drought Mitigation Center- 2021.30 

 
26 Hisdal and Tallaksen, “Classifications”, 7. 
27 Hisdal and Tallaksen, “Classifications”, 7. 
28 See Muchaparara Musemwa, Water, History, and Politics in Zimbabwe. Bulawayo's struggles with the 

environment, 1894-2008, (New Jersey: Africa World Press, 2014.) 
29 National Drought Mitigation Center, University of Nebraska. https://drought.unl.edu/Education/DroughtIn-

depth/TypesofDrought.aspx#Ecological_Drought , accessed on 2 August 2021.  
30 National Drought Mitigation Center, University of Nebraska. https://drought.unl.edu/Education/DroughtIn-

depth/TypesofDrought.aspx#Ecological_Drought , accessed on 2 August 2021. 
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This interconnectedness of different types of droughts will be explored in this thesis and made 

visible in the agricultural history of Zimbabwe. Since the colonial period, reports of a drought 

concern, by the government or among communities, always start to be published upon noticing 

a meteorological drought. If prolonged, it manifests in hydrological and agricultural drought 

where government officials often report of certain crops being written off or wilting, vegetation 

and pastures depreciating and cattle, among other livestock losing value. From this point, a 

socio-economic drought would be inevitable, and chances of hunger and famine among the 

most vulnerable groups increase. Hence, a socio-economic drought, and in some cases, 

particularly in the Lowveld region of Zimbabwe, an ecological drought follows. At this point, 

the state and communities engage in different survival strategies. This interconnection of the 

different types of droughts, therefore, calls for a multidimensional (social, economic, 

environmental, and political dimensions) history of droughts that divulges the complex nature 

of the natural phenomenon over time.  

 

Closely related to these interconnected droughts is famine. Various academic disciplines such 

as anthropology, history and economics have grappled with the concept of famine. Such 

disciplines agree on the nature of famine but differ on explanation. According to Amrita 

Rangasami, economists consider failure in purchasing power and decline in entitlement as the 

causes of famine, anthropologists base their explanation on the relationship between population 

increase and food supplies and historians examine crop and weather data to provide an 

explanation on large scale mortality.31 Rangasami identifies biological collapse, psycho-social 

collapse and mortality as key indicators of famine.32 These different explanations on the causes 

and nature of famine show a connection between a socio-economic drought and famine. This 

connection, however, is often obscured by lack of adequate evidence of famine and more 

evidence of socio-economic drought, a limitation of the available sources. Archival sources are 

largely silent on the nature of famines, although vulnerability, causes and measures to reduce 

the impact can be observed. Oral interviews, however, provided an insight on famines as 

participants often talked about deaths of livestock due to drought, particularly during the 1947 

and 1992 droughts. Although oral interviews do not reveal biological and psycho-social 

 
31 Amrita Rangasami, “The study of starvation and famine: Some problems”, in Francis Gendreau, Claude 

Meillassoux, Bernard Schlemmer and Martin Verlet (eds), Les Spectres de Malthus: desequilibres alimentaires, 

desequilibres demographiques, (Paris: Editions de I’Altelier, 1991), 43. 
32 Rangasami, “The study of starvation and famine: Some problems”, 42. 
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collapse and mortality in humans, they show collapse and livestock mortality during the two 

droughts which degenerated into famines. As such, as this thesis shows, between 1911 and 

1992 there were about ten drought incidents, but only two degenerated into famines. Therefore, 

this thesis explores droughts more than famines. The difference being that not all droughts led 

to famines, most resulted in hunger and starvation, and responses from both the state and 

African peasants ensured survival during such difficult times.  

 

The agricultural history of Zimbabwe is characterised by droughts over the longue durée, 

which have received very little attention from historians. Certainly, African pre-colonial coping 

strategies had been experimentally and experientially adapted over a long period but this can 

be romanticised. One must be careful of a rosy romanticized view of the pre-colonial past in 

which people ‘lived in harmony with nature’ and were always resilient in the face of drought 

using vernacular knowledge.33 In fact, droughts caused severe famines and social distress in 

the Zambezi valley from at least since the fifteenth century. Matthew Hannaford notes that in 

the early 1590s, people of lower Zambezi valley submitted themselves to the Portuguese for 

enslavement in order to access food during drought years, with some even exchanging their 

children for millet in desperate Faustian bargains driven by need.34 Muchaparara Musemwa 

demonstrates that droughts often caused enduring disruption of the Ndebele people’s 

livelihoods.35 In the last 1 000 years of pre-colonial Africa, droughts and other climatic changes 

impacted on the emergence and collapse of states like Mapungubwe, Great Zimbabwe and 

Mutapa.36  

 

Of course, pre-colonial societies were not passive recipients of the natural hazard as they 

responded in various ways. Coping strategies may have ranged from individual to institutional 

levels and were variously successful. The Mutapa and Manyika people grew sorghum and 

 
33 Such a hyperbolic and romantic claim has been made by T.M Zhou, among others, who thinks that African 

coping stratgies were ‘perfect’. See Takavafira Zhou, “The historiography and politicisation of droughts in 

colonial Africa”, in A. Nhemachena and M. Mawere (eds), Necroclimatism in Spectral World (Dis)Order? Rain 

Petitioning, Climate and Weather Engineering in 21st Century Africa, (Oxford: Africa Books Collective, 2019), 

69. 
34 Matthew Hannaford, “Long-term drivers of vulnerability and resilience to drought in the Zambezi-Save area of 

southern Africa, 1505-1830”, Global Planetary Change, 166, 2018, 94-106. 
35 Musemwa, Water, History, and Politics in Zimbabwe, 13. 
36 An archeological survey of the Shashi-Limpopo basin in southern Zimbabwe by Munyaradzi Manyanga has 

revealed the settlement history of the region in relation to past climates. See Munyaradzi Manyanga, ‘Resilient 

landscapes. Socio-environmental Dynamics in the Shashi-Limpopo basin, southern Zimbabwe, c.AD800 to the 

present’, (PhD thesis: Uppsala University, 2006). 
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millet from as early as the sixteenth century to cope with aridity.37 Institutionally, they used 

the central granary system where grain could be stored at a central granary, in most cases at the 

King’s house.38 This grain was collected in times of good harvest through tribute and the King’s 

granary (Zunde raMambo or Isiphala SeNkosi) system.39 Hannaford notes that millet could last 

for up to three years at the central granary.40 Similarly, the Ndebele people’s coping 

mechanisms included central granary system, barter trade with neighbours, drought-resistant 

crops and appealing to ‘rainmakers'.41 In the Shashi-Limpopo basin, common resilience 

strategies ranged from farming technics to storage. People settled in floodplains of the Shashi 

and Limpopo rivers, which could flood once in a year or two and provide alluvial environments 

conducive for subsistence farming.42 When they have a good harvest, they made use of storage 

facilities such as grain bins located in mountain caves for easy defense in times of raids.43 These 

methods were intended to ensure survival in times of drought. This demonstrates the existence 

of the combined influence of social, economic, environmental and political factors in defining 

the nature and impact of droughts as well as people and authorities’ response to droughts during 

the pre-colonial period, particularly between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries. It is 

difficult to assess empirically the success and failure of such methods due to methodological 

challenges like scant data and conflict over the interpretation of oral sources.44  

 

During the twentieth century, major droughts in Zimbabwe occurred during the years 1911-

1914, 1915-1916, 1921-1922, 1923-1924, 1946-7, 1960-61, 1964-66, 1972-73, 1981-84 and 

1991-1992.  

 
37 Hannaford, “Long-term drivers of vulnerability and resilience to drought in the Zambezi-Save area of southern 

Africa, 1505-1830.”, 94-106. 
38 Hannaford, “Long-term drivers of vulnerability and resilience to drought in the Zambezi-Save area of southern 

Africa, 1505-1830.”, 94-106. 
39 Zunde raMambo was a practice among the shona and Ndebele where people could collectively cultivate a  field, 

store the harvest communally and redistribute in times of scarcity. It was centrally administered by the King. 

For an overview of the concept/practice, see Claude Mararike, Survival Strategies in Rural Zimbabwe: The role 

of Assets, Indigenous Knowledge and Organisations, (Harare: Mond Press, 1999). 
40 Hannaford, “Long-term drivers of vulnerability and resilience to drought in the Zambezi-Save area of southern 

Africa, 1505-1830.”, 94-106. 
41 Musemwa, Water, History and Politics in Zimbabwe, 15. 
42 Munyaradzi Manyanga, ‘Resilient landscapes. Socio-environmental Dynamics in the Shashi-Limpopo basin, 

southern Zimbabwe, c.AD800 to the present’, (PhD Thesis: Uppsala University, 2006), 202. 
43 Manyanga, ‘Resilient landscapes. Socio-environmental Dynamics in the Shashi-Limpopo basin’, 295. 
44 There have been shifting turns on the issue of methods and sources of reconstructing the pre-colonial past. Oral 

sources, epitomising the optmisim in the writing of African history during the 1960s, began to be questioned 

some three decades later, and archeological and historical linguistic sources have received similar backlash, yet 

they remain the key sources of pre-colonial African history. On the challenges of using such methods and 

methodologies, see Richard Reid, “Past and Presentism. The ‘Pre-colonial’ and the Foreshortening of African 

History”, Journal of African History, Vol. 52, No.2 (2011), 135-155. 
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Figure 2 below shows the distribution of meteorological droughts in Zimbabwe between 1911 

and 1992. These droughts have had shifting and varied socio-political, economic and 

environmental impacts on both human lives and nature, as this thesis will discuss.  

 

Figure 2: National Rainfall Averages during 20th Century Droughts in Zimbabwe 

 

Source: Meteorological Department of Zimbabwe.45 

 

This thesis examines the social, environmental and political history of droughts in Zimbabwe, 

focusing on the successive and shifting responses by the state and African communities from 

1911 to 1992. The thesis starts in 1911 when the first major drought under colonial rule 

occurred.46 It ends in 1992 when the worst drought of the twentieth century occurred, making 

it a cutoff point in the study of droughts in twentieth century Zimbabwe. The thesis situates 

droughts within the main agricultural and environmental events as well as the changing socio-

political context of twentieth century Zimbabwe. The study engages with various and shifting 

African and white perceptions about and reactions to drought. This offers a richer 

understanding of the different and converging responses and mitigation measures that have 

been adopted over time. In essence, this study seeks to understand the nature and impact of 

 
45 NAZ, GEN/ZIM, President R.G. Mugabe’s Drought Assessment Tours 1992-93. 
46 Joshua Chigodora, “Famine and Drought: The Question of Food Security in Zimbabwe”, Drought News 

Network (1994-2001), Vol. 9, No.1 (1997), 2-7. 
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drought and the state and African communities’ response to droughts from a social, 

environmental, and political perspective.  

 

Localizing drought in the land and agrarian structure of twentieth century Zimbabwe 

The advent of colonialism in 1890 ushered in a new economic system premised on the demands 

of white settler agriculture and mining. These political and economic changes shaped Africans’ 

agrarian environment, particularly the preparedness to deal with droughts and ensure domestic 

food security. As noted earlier, this is not to romanticize the pre-colonial period nor to suggest 

that the pre-colonial society had a perfect way of responding to droughts. During the pre-

colonial period, political instability following wars of conquest affected the ways of coping 

with droughts, among many other factors.47 This study stretches to 1992 to explore the first 

‘long decade’ of the post-independence period in order to show the new dimensions of drought 

in the early post-independence period characterised by political instability and economic 

decline.  

 

Zimbabwe’s agrarian structure follows the country’s five ecological regions, which are based 

on soil data, length of the farming season and the average rainfall per year.48 Map 1below 

illustrates the distribution of Natural Regions across Zimbabwe.49 Ecological Zones 1 to 3 

receive significant amounts of annual rainfall (over 1000mm in region 1, between 700mm and 

1000mm in region 2 and between 550 and 700mm in region 3) for crop and livestock farming 

but zones 4 and 5 receive less than 600mm annually (450-600mm in region 4 and less than 

500mm in region 5).50 Region 4 and 5 are, therefore, more susceptible to droughts compared 

to regions 1 to 3. The drought-prone regions 4 and 5 cover mostly the outer parts of the country, 

stretching from the top north, west, south and southeastern parts of the country. In the northern 

region, parts of Mashonaland Central fall in the drought-prone region, in the west, 

 
47 Hannaford, “Long-term drivers of vulnerability and resilience to drought in the Zambezi-Save area of southern 

Africa”, 94-106. 
48 Raymond Mugandani, Menas Wuta, Amos Makarau and Barnabas Chipindu, “Re-classification of Agro-

Ecological Regions of Zimbabwe in conformity with Climate variability and change”, African Crop Science 

Journal, Vol. 20, Issue Supplement s2 (2012), 361-369. 
49 United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA): Zimbabwe, Agro-ecological 

Zones Map [With administrative bounderies] (as of 05 October 2009), 

https://reliefweb.int/map/zimbabwe/zimbabwe-agro-ecological-zones-map-administrative-boundaries- 05-oct-

2009. 
50 United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA): Zimbabwe, Agro-ecological 

Zones Map [With administrative bounderies] (as of 05 October 2009), 

https://reliefweb.int/map/zimbabwe/zimbabwe-agro-ecological-zones-map-administrative-boundaries- 05-oct-

2009. 
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Matabeleland North, in the south, Matabeleland south, Masvingo and part of Midlands. The 

southeastern part of the drought-prone region covers parts of Manicaland.  

 

 

Map 1: Map showing Ecological regions in Zimbabwe.51  

 

The agrarian structure of colonial Zimbabwe is important in understanding the occurrence of 

and responses to drought in the country. The colonial land and agrarian policy deprived the 

majority of Africans access to reasonable quantity and quality of farming land through various 

pieces of legislation, the landmark of them being the Land Apportionment Act (LAA) of 1930. 

The LAA finalised the separate settlement of Europeans and Africans, giving Europeans the 

best land in the country in terms of climate and topography, such that they viewed it as “their 

Magna Carta, the corner stone of their society.”52 The opposite was true for the majority of 

Africans. The Act bolstered the dual agrarian structure comprising of Commercial Areas on 

one hand and Native Purchase Areas and African reserves, which became Tribal Trust Lands 

(TTLs) in 1967 and Communal Areas after 1980, on the other. 

 

 
51 Source: United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA): Zimbabwe, Agro-

ecological Zones Map [With administrative bounderies] (as of 05 October 2009). 

https://reliefweb.int/map/zimbabwe/zimbabwe-agro-ecological-zones-map-administrative-boundaries-. 
52 Victor Machingaidze, “Agrarian Change from above: The Southern Rhodesia Native Land Husbandry Act and 

African Response”, The International Journal of African Historical Studies, Vol. 24, N0. 3 (1991), 557-588. 
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By the time of independence in 1980, the Commercial Areas were covering an estimated area 

of 15 million hectares, occupied by about 5 800 white families, while the Native Purchase 

Areas covered 1.5 million hectares occupied by about 8 500 African families and the 

Communal Areas covered an estimated 16.3 million hectares with nearly 4 million Africans.53 

Following this agrarian structure, the main focus of this thesis is the African communities in 

Communal Areas (the Reserves of pre-1967, or TTLs of 1967-1980), who had limited access 

to land, the key factor of agricultural production and their assigned land was often in 

environmentally marginalised areas so they automatically became the most vulnerable to 

drought. As shown by the United Nations 2021 drought report, the most vulnerable group of 

the society disproportionately suffer the impact of drought.54 Hence the choice of this study to 

focus on the liminal, the marginal and the potentially vulnerable.  

 

Colonialism had introduced a new social, economic and political system in terms of both local 

resilience and vulnerability. As William Beinart has shown, scholars commonly agree that 

colonial conservationism was “highly intrusive”.55 This means the role of the colonial state in 

dictating the conservation trajectory in the colonies was a forcible inclusion. There is a 

seemingly endless discussion amongst various scholars on conservation in colonial Zimbabwe. 

The most famous historiographical debate is the Phimister-Beinart conversation. Ian Phimister 

is of the view that until 1940, Southern Rhodesia had no systematic conservation policy.56 He 

further argues that any ideas that existed before then were not compact and implementation 

began in African areas as trial and error before being introduced to settler farmers.57 However, 

Phimister also states that by the 1930s, a quarter of arable land in the settler areas had been 

contour-ridged, compared to a greatly reduced figure in South Africa in the same period, a 

point that has been criticised by Beinart as a self-contradiction.58 Beinart interprets the statistics 

to mean that there was a considerable effort by the settler government to implement 

 
53 Michael Darkoh, “Combating desertification in Zimbabwe”, in Desertification Control Bulletin. A Bulletin of 

World Events in the Control of Deserts, Restoration of Degraded Lands and Reforestation, United Nations 

Environmental Programme, No. 13 (1986), 17-25. 
54 United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, GAR Special Report on Drought 2021: Summary for 

Policymakers, (Geneva, 2021). 
55 William Beinart, “African History and Environmental History”, African Affairs, Vol. 99, No. 395, (2000), 269-

302. 
56 Ian Phimister, “Discourse and Discipline of Historical Context: Conservatism and Ideas About Development in 

Southern Rhodesia, 1930-1950”, Journal of Southern African Studies, Vol. 12, No.2, 1986, 263-275. 
57 Phimister, “Discourse and Discipline of Historical Context”, 263-275. 
58 William Beinart, “The Politics of Colonial Conservation”, Journal of Southern African Studies, Vol.15, No.2, 

1989, 143-162. 
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conservation policies in the colony.59 In Chapter Five, this thesis shows how the conservation 

thinking took a new dimension where colonial officials concentrated a lot on the connection 

between drought and ecological degradation. 

 

Africans reacted differently to different phases of colonial rule that introduced various 

legislation that actually made droughts worse, as this thesis will demonstrate. Colonialism 

brought about a wholescale change to existing indigenous systems of coping with scarcity.60 

This brings in a new dimension to the social, environmental and political complexity of 

responses to drought, that is, the idea of ‘ecological imperialism’.61 This thesis seeks to 

understand how Africans reacted to the new system introduced by colonialism and the 

interaction between Africans, state and the environment over time. This draws on a body of 

literature on Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) or vernacular knowledge/local knowledge. 

Literature on IKS demonstrates the combination of traditional practices and religious beliefs in 

responding to drought62, the deteriorating use of IKS in the modern day due to several factors 

including urbanization, generational knowledge loss, the clash between science and tradition63, 

and lack of documentation in reproducing IKS and often lack of empirical evidence supporting 

IKS resulting in its unpopularity amongst young farmers.64 

 

Despite African communities being the main focus, the central role of the state in the history 

of drought makes the white commercial farmers a constant reference point in this thesis. This 

line of thinking follows J.A. Elliot’s argument that although the governance of Africans in 

Rhodesia was run by separate ministries and departments to those running European affairs, 

the operation of the two sectors was interrelated.65 There are various religious and cultural 

responses entrenched within the social and environmental contexts and different social groups 

 
59 Beinart, “The Politics of Colonial Conservation”,143-162. 
60  Musemwa, Water, History, and Politics in Zimbabwe, 13. 
61 Alfred Crosby. “Ecological Imperialism: The Overseas Migration of Western Europeans as Biological 

Phenomenon” in Donald Worster (ed), The ends of the Earth. Perspectives on modern environmental history, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988.  
62 Vera Roos, Shingirai Chigeza and Dewald van Niekerk, “Coping with Drought. Indigenous Knosledge 

Application in Rural South Africa”, African Journal of Indigenous Knowledge Systems, Vol. 9, No. 1 (2010). 
63 Joseph Rukema and Beatrice S. Umubyeyi, “Indigenous Knowledge approach in maintaining a livelihoof in the 

face of disastrous climate change: Case of drought in Msinga cvillages, KwaZulu-Natal”, Journal of Disaster 

Risk Studies, Vol. 11, No. 1 (2019). 
64 Fumiso Muyambo, Yonas Bahta and Andries Jordan, “The role of Indigenous Knowledge in drought risk 

reduction: A case of communcal farmers in South Africa”, Journal of Disaster Risk Studies, Vol. 9, No. 1 

(2017), 1-6. 
65 Jennifer Elliot, ‘Soil Erosion and Conservation in Zimbabwe: Political Economy and the Environment’, (PhD 

thesis, Loughborough University of Technology, 1989), 54. 
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within the economic and political contexts. Through these lenses, this thesis unpacks the 

various drought intervention methods employed by the state and African communities in 

various Communal Areas, and both the changes and continuities over time in the methods.  

 

The central role played by the state in shaping the history of drought during and after colonial 

rule makes it fundamental to the discussion of the natural hazard. The state as an actor played 

a decisive role in shaping communities’ responses to the catastrophe. In response, the 

communities engaged with the state and the natural environment through societal and cultural 

norms as well as economic means of survival. ‘Resilience’ as a concept is key in examining 

the adaptive capacity of a society to environmental shocks over a long period of time.66 

Resilience can be defined as the ability of a system to retain its fundamental structure and 

functions after experiencing some shocks.67 In their study of the relationship between resilience 

and collapse in the Baringo-Borogia basin of Kenya, historians David Anderson and Michael 

Bollig argue that every aspect of social-ecological system has developed a workable resilience 

over time but that new social and political challenges as well as environmental changes have 

pushed such a system towards collapse.68 This argument is useful to this study, which unpacks 

the influence of social, environmental, economic and political factors in resilience building – 

although it never assumes resilience as a given. The interaction between the state, chiefs and 

African farmers in the colonial and post-colonial period is critical in the discussion of the social, 

economic and political structure of drought.  

 

Religion and drought 

Religion has been a key social source of resilience to drought in Zimbabwe particularly and 

Africa in general. In Zimbabwe, the rainmaking rituals have endured a long history of 

transformation and remained a significant tool of political control and social resilience amongst 

African communities.69 The rituals were performed at various shrines across the country, the 

biggest being the Njelele shrine in Matopos. In the pre-colonial times people travelled from as 

far as Botswana, South Africa, and local provinces in Zimbabwe such as Manicaland, 

 
66 David Anderson and Michael Bollig, “Resilience and Collapse: histories, ecologies, conflicts, and identities in 

the Baringo-Bogoria basin, Kenya”, Journal of Eastern African Studies, (2016), 1-20. 
67 Brian Walker et al, “A Handful of Heuristics and some Propositions for Understanding Resilience in Social-

Ecological Systems”, Ecology and Society, vol 11, No.1 (2006). 
68 Anderson and Bollig, “Resilience and Collapse”, 1-20.  
69 See Joost Fontein, “Rain, Uncertainty, and Power in Southern Zimbabwe”, Critical African Studies, Vol. 8, No. 

1 (2016), 102. 
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Masvingo, and Mashonaland for rainmaking ceremonies at Njelele shrine.70 Among the 

Karanga people, the rainmaking ceremonies were held under instructions from the gods and if 

rains come early, the ceremonies could be forgotten but in times of droughts, they could be 

conducted more than once.71 Cases of conducting the rainmaking ceremony many times during 

drought years are not only unique to the Karanga people. In Botswana, the rainmaking 

ceremony could be repeated up to four times if the rains remain elusive.72 The long history of 

rainmaking rituals as a proactive and reactive response to droughts and a key socio-religious 

aspect of the natural disaster amongst African communities is explored in this thesis. But, as 

Chapter Two shows, it is not only linked to cohesion and resilience but also to a more insidious 

use of power. Chapter Two explores the history of rainmaking rituals, showing how it served 

a socio-political purpose enabling the chiefs to control their subjects. 

 

Entrenched in the rainmaking rituals were various gender and power dynamics examined in 

this study. Both women and men played significant roles during rainmaking ceremonies. Chiefs 

and spirit mediums played complementary roles in planning the ceremony. According to 

Marthinus Daneel, chiefs encouraged their headmen to collect finger millet from villagers in 

preparation of the ceremony whilst the spirit mediums communicated to the people any 

complaints or anger of the ancestors about land use, water pollution or any other environmental 

issues that might have angered the ancestors and could cause droughts.73 To this end, Daneel 

referred to chiefs and mediums as traditional custodians of the land, with religious and 

environmental duties to monitor human-nature interaction.74 Beyond the chiefs and mediums, 

general women and girls' participation in the ceremonies was key. According to B.B. 

Mukamuri, beer for the ceremony was brewed by women of post-menopausal age who then, 

together with young girls, carried it to the ritual site.75 More so, Ranger notes that during the 

rain ceremonies at Matopos, pre-pubertal and post-menopausal women were involved in rain 

dances.76 This was witnessed by a Native Commissioner of Fort Usher in 1913 (during the first 

 
70 The Herald, 15 November 2017. 
71 Billy Mukamuri, “Local Environment Conservation Strategies: Karanga Religion, Politics, and Environmental 

Control”, Environment and History, Vol 1 No. 3, Zimbabwe Special Issue (1995), 297-311. 
72 Jan-Bart Gewald, “El Negro, el Niño, Witchcraft and the absence of rain in Botswana”, African Affairs, Vol. 

100, (2001), 555-580. 
73 Marthinus Daneel, “Environmental Reform. A new venture of Zimbabwe's traditional custodians of the land.” 

Journal of legal pluralism, No. 37-38 (1996), 347-376. 
74 Daneel, “Environmental Reform”, 347-376. 
75 Mukamuri, “Local Environment Conservation Strategies.”, 297-311. 
76 Terence Ranger, Voices from the rocks. Nature, culture, and history in the Matopos Hills f Zimbabwe, (Oxford: 

James and Currey, 1999), 20 
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major drought of the colonial period, 1911-1914) who reported that out of fear of another 

drought, “about 50 women and girls assembled at this office and went through the 

Amazabizana ceremony for rain and similar dances have taken place in many other parts of the 

district.”77 Elsewhere, in a Tswana rainmaking ceremony, a specified animal species were 

slaughtered which men would have hunted.78 Such varying gender roles are analysed in this 

study in Chapter Two to show the gender dynamics involved in rainmaking rituals over time 

in Zimbabwe.   

 

Religious movements are also a key component of the social structure of understanding 

droughts in this thesis as shown in Chapter Two. Rainmaking ceremonies have been the 

common religious response to droughts, land and livestock fertility and hunger among African 

communities until recent times. In the immediate post-independent period, as the rainmaking 

institution was wanning, various religious movements emerged to resuscitate the old tradition. 

Among these movements were the Njelele reform, Juliana Movement and the Manyangwa 

theological reform. The Njelele reform was concerned about the restoration of the Njelele 

shrine at Matopos, calling for a return to cultural and traditional value systems. It was believed 

that the government had angered the gods by not performing rituals after the liberation war in 

1980 and after the infamous Gukurahundi in 1987. So, although rain making ceremonies were 

taking place across the country, without the restoration of the Njelele shrine itself, successive 

droughts would continue to be a common feature in the country.79 Likewise, the Manyangwa 

theological reform was also concerned about returning to traditional systems and mutual 

respect and relationship between Christian churches and traditional believers.80 The movement 

that drew the attention of many and could have possibly played a significant role in resilience 

building was the Juliana movement. The Juliana movement was spearheaded by a middle-aged 

woman known as Mbuya Juliana and it operated intensely in southern Zimbabwe, with its 

highest intensity point being in Mberengwa district.81 According to Terence Ranger, Juliana’s 

professed aim was to “restore the balance of humanity and nature.”82 To this end, she travelled 

around the Masvingo and Midlands provinces as well as visiting the Matopos hills in 

Matabeleland South where her shrine was located. She traveled on foot and claimed that her 

 
77 Ranger, Voices from the rocks, 20 
78 Gewald, “El Negro, el Niño, Witchcraft and the absence of rain in Botswana”, 555-580. 
79 Hezekiel Mafu, “The 1991-1992 Zimbabwean Drought and Some Religious Reactions”, Journal of Religion in 

Africa, Vol. xxv, No.3 (1995), 288-308. 
80 Mafu, “The 1991-1992 Zimbabwean Drought and Some Religious Reactions”, 288-308. 
81 Mafu, “The 1991-1992 Zimbabwean Drought and Some Religious Reactions”, 288-308. 
82 Ranger, Voices from the rocks”, 284 
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calling required her to avoid using modern transport systems.83 The key issues she raised during 

her campaigns were that the government should desist from constructing dams and drilling 

boreholes because the cement used affected spirits and people should not migrate from drought-

stricken areas.84 The social perspective towards an understanding of the history of droughts in 

Zimbabwe is, therefore, broad and encompasses various aspects like social resilience, political 

control, and generational and gender dynamics.   

 

This thesis moves from the premise that the human notions and nature of drought have changed 

over time. Among Africans, droughts have been considered (at certain times, in specific 

locations) to be a misfortune that would occur when the gods are angered. For instance, African 

religious leaders interpreted the 1896/7 droughts to have been caused by European penetration 

which angered the gods. During the colonial period, there were at least two interpretations of 

droughts, the traditional and Eurocentric views. European perceptions of drought were related 

to scientific experiments and influenced conservation ideas, yet African perceptions were 

premised on indigenous knowledge systems that certainly involved notions of conservation. 

Colonial intervention measures such as the Natural Resources Board of 1940 and the Native 

Land Husbandry Act (NLHA) of 1951 were efforts to safeguard the environment, yet they 

generated conflicts with Africans because of the different interpretation of nature. 

Machingaidze argues that Africans resisted the NLHA due to the social, economic and cultural 

disruption it caused and its discriminatory nature.85 This was to dominate conversations about 

drought in the 1960s when serios ecological problems were witnessed in the Lowveld region. 

During the 1970s, droughts were shaped by the Liberation War, which worsened the impact of 

the natural hazard. The political instability of the immediate post independent period ensured 

the continuation of that trajectory at least in the Matabeleland region and parts of Midlands 

province. This thesis unpacks these various conceptions in exploring the nature and impact of 

droughts in Zimbabwe over time in Chapters Two to Six. An examination of these conceptions 

requires a multidimensional analysis based on social, political and environmental dimensions. 

 

 
83 Mafu, “The 1991-1992 Zimbabwean Drought and Some Religious Reactions.”, 288-308. 
84 Abraham Mawere and Ken Wilson, “Socio-Religious Movements, the state and community change: Some 

reflections on the Ambuya Juliana Cult of Southern Zimbabwe”, Journal of Religion in Africa, Vol. xxv, No.3 

(1995), 252-286. 
85 Machingaidze, “Agrarian Change from above”, 557-588. 
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Literature Review 

Global drought literature has explored the nature and impact of this worsening phenomenon 

emphasising the relationship between drought and human activity. This makes essential the 

concept of Anthropocene in understanding drought. As noted earlier, the Anthropocene is a 

proposed geological epoch to replace the Holocene, and is characterised by human domination 

over the environment.86 Yadvinder Mahli notes that the concept of Anthropocene cuts across a 

range of disciplines including earth system sciences, climate change, geology, philosophy, 

history, political economy and social theory as it contextualise and define the relationship 

between the human and the natural.87 As demonstrated by Robin, the Anthropocene emphasises 

humanity as a central force that changes earth systems.88 In exploring the Anthropocene 

concept in African environments, Hoag and Svenning argue that the human impact on African 

environments increased dramatically from about 500 years ago at the beginning of imperialism, 

and Africans came up with adaptive social systems, which endured the imperial world.89 

According to Hoag and Svenning, such systems will have to be tested in the warmer, drier and 

densely populated Africa.90 The past global drought literature, and Africa, southern Africa and 

Zimbabwe past drought studies, all fit into the drought during Anthropocene context, signifying 

the centrality of the Anthropocene in understanding droughts.  

 

The past global drought literature has shown how the natural hazard can relate with the human 

environment to either produce a disaster or avoid it. Wilhite and Vanyarkho establish this 

synthesis noting that drought is more than a mere physical phenomenon but an interplay 

between a natural disaster and the human demand on water and other related resources.91 This 

view is extended by Donald Wilhite and Roger Pulwarty who argue that understanding drought 

requires an understanding of both its natural and social dimensions including the decision-

making arrangements, which determine the nature of responses.92 It is based on this key 

observation that this thesis broadens the scope of understanding droughts into social, 

environmental and political context. I extend this to show that not only do human systems 

 
86 Hoag and  Svenning, “African Environmental Change from the Pleistocene to the Anthropocene”, 27-54. 
87 Yadvinder Mahli, ‘The Concept of Anthropocene’, Annual Review of Environment and Resources, vol. 42 

(2017), 82. 
88 Robin, “Histories for Changing Times”, 329-40. 
89 Hoag and  Svenning, “African Environmental Change from the Pleistocene to the Anthropocene”, 27-54. 
90 Hoag and  Svenning, “African Environmental Change from the Pleistocene to the Anthropocene”, 27-54. 
91 Wilhite and Vanyarkho, “Drought: Pervasive impact of a creeping phenomenon”, 245-255.  
92 Donald Wilhite and Roger Pulwarty, “Drought as Hazard: Understanding the Natural and Social Context”, in 

Donald Wilhite and Roger Pulwarty (eds), Drought and Water Crises. Integrating Science, Management and 

Policy, Second Edition, (Boca Raton: CRC Press, 2018), 4. 
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demand water and other resources due to drought, but also use it for political control or to 

extend political gain. Political factors and power dynamics have been identified by existing 

scholarship as key to understanding vulnerability as they expose certain overlooked aspects 

like institutionalised exploitation and discrimination.93 These two factors are key in 

understanding vulnerability to drought in colonial and post-colonial Zimbabwe as they were 

central to the exploitative and discriminate nature of state’s drought response. 

 

Mark Carey stresses that a better understanding of vulnerability to and coping with climate 

vagaries requires not only studying science but social dynamics too.94 In his climate change 

historiography, he identifies four broad categories; past climate reconstructions, social impacts 

and responses to climate change, uses and abuses of climate knowledge and cultural 

constructions and perceptions of climate. Of these categories, Carey argues that emphasis 

should be put on social history in order to enrich climate change historiography with better 

understanding of race, class and gender dynamics as well as how social relations shape human-

nature interaction.95 He stresses that the social dynamics and religious beliefs are important as 

some communities “might put environmental processes in the hands of gods not people.”96 

Carey’s argument demonstrates the significance of the social landscape in understanding 

droughts, a dimension that is critically engaged in this thesis in Chapter Two. 

 

In exploring the social landscape of droughts, historians have paid attention to the uncertainty 

nature of the natural hazard and the human emotions and perceptions that follow. Linda 

Botterill argues that a drought is defined by its impact on human activity, and, in that sense, it 

is socially constructed.97 This view is extended by Rebecca Jones who observes that historians 

of drought have paid adequate attention to the financial and environmental aspects, but little 

attention has been given to the emotional aspect of drought.98 She argues that drought inflict a 

wide range of emotions largely caused by uncertainty due to its gradual nature. Such emotions 

include anger, fear, hopes, anxiety, despair, shame, envy and disappointment.99 These emotions 

 
93 Wilhite and Pulwarty, “Drought as Hazard: Understanding the Natural and Social Context”, 15 
94 Mark Carey, “Climate and History: A Critical Review of Historical Climatology and Climate Change 

Historiography”, WIREs Climate Change, Vol.3, No.3 (2012), 233-249. 
95 Carey, “Climate and History” 233-249. 
96 Carey, “Climate and History” 233-249. 
97 Linda  Botterill, “Uncertain climate: The recent history of drought policy in Australia”, Australian Journal of 

Politics and History, Vol. 49, No. 1 (2003), 61-74. 
98 Rebecca Jones, “Uncertainty and emotional landscape of drought”, International Review of Environmental 

History, Vol. 4, No.2 (2018), 13-26. 
99 Jones, “Uncertainty and emotional landscape of drought”, 13-26. 
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are attributed to the creeping and usually enduring nature of drought. Jones notes that the 

beginnings and endings of droughts are indistinct.100 The gradual nature of drought, together 

with the physical impact and emotional toll that it takes, qualifies it to be a form of Rob Nixon’s 

‘slow violence’, explored in Chapters Four, Five and Six.101  

 

Historians have also traced state and societal responses to drought in different regions and 

countries of the world. Dauer notes that in the Spanish Caribbean, the economic and military 

significance of the colonies ensured a swift government response to natural hazards through 

tax exemptions, relief aid and reconstruction funds.102 Alvaro Guevara-Murua et al identified 

key societal response in the same region. In their examination of societal responses to extreme 

hydrological events in the cities of Antigua Guatemala and Guatemala City between 1640 and 

1945, Guevara-Murua et al observed that societies in the past resorted to rainmaking rituals 

and second sowings of crops in other areas where climate would have proved to be 

favourable.103 They argue that society was conscious of the impact of natural hazards and 

always came up with largely successful measures.104 Therefore, the social dimension of 

drought remains dominant in the historical literature. 

 

African drought historiography has explored pre-colonial and colonial drought. James McCann 

notes that the African historical scholarship on climate and history emerged from contemporary 

crises of drought in the Sahel (1968-1972), Ethiopian twin famines of 1972-74 and 1984-86 

and extended droughts in southern Africa in the 1980s.105 He argues that the study of climate 

history in Africa was stimulated by food crises and resource degradation. To that end, he 

concludes that the study of African environmental history evolved in the 1980s and 1990s to 

include “social and political institutions of local peoples and regional social formations.”106 

This indicates a similar path with the dominant global literature that emphasises social and 

 
100 Jones, “Uncertainty and emotional landscape of drought”, 13-26. 
101 Rob Nixon defines ‘slow violence’ as gradual, out of sight violence with delayed destruction and is typically 

not seen as violence at all. See  Rob Nixon, Slow violence and the environmentalism of the poor, (Cambridge: 

Havard University Press, 2011). 
102 Dauer, “State and societal responses to natural hazards in Latin America and Caribbean history”, 1-12. 
103 Alvaro Guevara-Murua, Caroline A. Williams, Erica J. Hendy and Pablo Imbach, “300 years of hydrological 

records and societal responses to droughts and floods on the Pacific coast of Central America”, Climate of the 

Past, Vol. 14, (2018), 175-191. 
104 Guevara-Murua, et al “300 years of hydrological records and societal responses to droughts and floods on the 

Pacific coast of Central America”, 175-191. 
105 James McCann, “Climate and Causation in African History”, The International Journal of African Historical 

Studies, Vol. 32, No. 2-3 (1999), 261-279. 
106 McCann, “Climate and Causation in African History”, 261-279. 
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political aspects of environmental history in order to understand droughts. A more generalised 

approach to colonial droughts in Africa is given by Takavafira Zhou. Zhou notes that blaming 

African farmers for land degradation was a colonial method of politicising droughts, as a 

justification for colonial rule, dispossession and central planning and control of resources.107 

He further argue that droughts in pre-colonial Africa had minimal effects because of Africans’ 

effective coping mechanism that had been solidified over many years.108 In this argument, Zhou 

falls into the trap of romanticing pre-colonial indigenous approaches. Pre-colonial droughts 

often became disastrous due to conflicts and war, and IKS were not perfect. Chapters Two, 

Three and Four challenge the romantic view of IKS showing how the practices were at times 

friable, fragile and could not resist environmental shocks.  

 

The African scholarship on pre-colonial droughts historicizes the climate-human-ecosystem 

interaction beyond the 1970s drought crises. In East Africa, William Adams and David 

Anderson have shown the existence of some form of irrigation systems in the pre-colonial times 

as a way of coping with aridity.109 According to Adams and Anderson, floodplain cultivation 

and furrow-based irrigation were the two major irrigation practices in pre-colonial Kenya and 

Tanzania where crops like rice, sorghum were grown.110 Based on that evidence, they argue 

that indigenous irrigation systems are key to coping with aridity, yet there was lack of planning 

and research on such systems. Colonial regimes implemented large-scale irrigation schemes 

such as Gezira irrigation scheme in Sudan, many of which failed, leading to a shift towards 

small-scale schemes towards the late colonial period and early post-colonial times in East 

Africa. Adams and Anderson, therefore, conclude that combining the knowledge of indigenous 

irrigation schemes and small-scale modern irrigation schemes can contribute to creating a 

better resilience base.111 In a different study, Anderson and Bollig explore the relationship 

between resilience and collapse in Africa from over the past 200 years.112 They argue that 

despite the existence of resilience in African socio-ecological systems, social and political 

 
107 Takavafira Zhou, “The historiography and politicisation of droughts in colonial Africa”, in A. Nhemachena 

and M. Mawere (eds), Necroclimatism in Spectral World (Dis)Order? Rain Petitioning, Climate and Weather 

Engineering in 21st Century Africa, (Oxford: Africa Books Collective, 2019), 69. 
108 Zhou, “The historiography and politicisation of droughts in colonial Africa”, 69. 
109 William Adams and David Anderson, “Irrigation before development: Indigenous and induced change in 

agricultural water manamement in East Africa”, African Affairs, Vol. 87, No. 349(1988), 519-535. 
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112 Anderson and Bollig, “Resillience and collapse” 1-20. 
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changes over time as well as environmental degradation have accelerated the collapse of such 

system.113  

 

Drought in the southern African context 

Despite being a recurrent phenomenon and closely linked to the country’s agrarian history, 

droughts have received little attention in Zimbabwean historiography. Yet global literature on 

the natural hazard is voluminous. There is considerable scholarship on drought in pre-colonial 

and colonial southern Africa. Scholars such as Stan Mudenge have noted how droughts played 

a role in changing historical patterns of southern Africa.114 The fall and rise of states such as 

Great Zimbabwe and Mutapa state, respectively, was influenced by droughts. According to 

Matthew Hannaford et al, climate variability predetermined state formation and disintegration 

in two distinct periods of southern Africa's history: from eleventh to the thirteenth century115 

and the early nineteenth century characterised by Mfecane.116 Historical changes like the 

disintegration of Nguni state and the rise of Zulu kingdom under Tshaka117 took place in a 

period of “severe and prolonged drought.”118 Scholars do not all agree on the causal 

relationship between climate and human activity. Scholars like Charles Ballard, Matthew 

Hannaford et al and Michael Garstang et al conform to the causal relationship between climate 

variability and human activity.119 Ballard argues that recurrent droughts and deteriorating 

climate played a role in the formation of the Zulu kingdom.120 Garstang et al support this view 

arguing that Mfecane was characterised by “pervasive cycles of drought and cold periods…”121 

However, other scholars have downplayed the role of climate deterioration in human activities 

in pre-colonial southern Africa. Astrid Meier argues that food systems in pre-colonial Africa 

were better prepared to cope with climate stress than political violence that characterised 

 
113 Anderson and Bollig, “Resillience and collapse”, 1-20. 
114 Stan Mudenge, A political history of Munhumutapa c1400-1902, (London: Currey, 1988). 
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116 Matthew  Hannaford et al, “Climate variability and societal dynamics in Pre-colonial southern African history 
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118 Charles Ballard, “Drought and Economic Distress: South Africa in the 1800s”, The Journal of Interdisciplinary 

History, Vol. 17, No. 2 (1986), 359-378. 
119 See Ballard, “Drought and Economic Distress: South Africa in the 1800s”, 359-378., Matthew Hannaford et 
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Sudanic states since the beginning of the sixteenth century.122 Meier suggests that political 

violence was more disruptive than climate stress.123 More so, McCann challenges the causal 

relationship between climate deterioration and human activity and conforms to the call for a 

“more sophisticated methodology to account for such a relationship.”124 These conversations 

provide a necessary structural context on climate-society discourse that is largely silent in 

Zimbabwean historiography from the onset of colonial rule. I challenge the environmental 

determinism perspective espoused by Ellen Semple, which over-emphasises the role of 

environment in socio-economic development.125 Chapter Five of this thesis demonstrates how 

the combination of drought and human activity contributed to massive environmental 

degradation. Furthermore, on the causal relationship between climate and political violence, 

Chapter Six shows how the ZANU PF government took advantage of climate stress in 

executing the Gukurahundi genocide as well as extending the politics of patronage.  

 

One of the pioneering works on colonial droughts in Zimbabwe is John Iliffe’s Famine in 

Zimbabwe, which covers nine major drought induced food shortages between 1890 and 1960. 

Iliffe examines famines in three distinct phases: 1890 to 1922, 1923 to late 1940s and 1950 to 

1960. He postulates that during the first phase, there was high mortality rate that reached its 

peak during 1896 to 1897.126 According to Iliffe, the beginning of the 20th century was 

characterised by increased scarcity, a continuation of traditional techniques of famine control 

as well as government’s relief programs witnessed and reduced mortality.127 Iliffe claims that 

the second phase witnessed a full blown white agricultural capitalism where famine control 

came under the Maize Control Board, establishing a capitalist system of famine control that 

replaced the traditional system and significantly reduced the impact of drought, whereas the 

third phase had a different pattern because scarcity became severe due to agrarian crisis in the 

African reserves.128 Iliffe’s work is important in providing sketches of drought induced-famine 

up to 1960, which help trace the critical drought years during the period. This thesis challenges 

Iliffe’s claim that white agricultural capitalism helped to reduce drought induced scarcity by 

showing how it actually negatively affected African agriculture and rendered the majority of 

 
122 Astrid Meier, “Natural Disasters? Droughts and Epidemics in Pre-colonial Sudanic Africa”, The Medieval 
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Africans vulnerable to drought as evidenced by the 1947 drought. This extends the 

historiographical challenge posed to Iliffe, including Leslie Bessant’s questioning of Iliffe’s 

failure to fully explore the relationship between discriminatory agricultural structure and 

famine where Africans rarely sold their produce at equal prices with Europeans, a factor that 

disadvantaged them when they had to buy grain during drought periods.129 It takes up Megan 

Vaughan’s concern over Iliffe’s implication that the histories of famine and population growth 

are closely linked and have a causal relationship.130 This thesis shows how white agricultural 

capitalism, which Iliffe contends helped alleviate the impact of drought, was built at the 

expense of African agriculture on various areas like land, labour and funding thereby 

contributing to the impact of drought. 

 

Perhaps the seminal work on droughts in colonial Zimbabwe is Muchaparara Musemwa’s 

recent publication that situates the 1964-1966 drought within the broader climate-society 

discourse and colonial policies.131 Musemwa briefly explore the interaction between African 

and European agriculture and their varying responses to changing climatic conditions.132 

Significantly, Musemwa observes a huge historical literature gape on the interaction between 

climate and society and how droughts have been historically produced in Zimbabwe, hence he 

calls for more historical works on the “…interplay between climate variability and ongoing 

colonially driven landscape transformation…”133 In accordance with Musemwa’s call, this 

thesis traces the social, political and environmental history in Zimbabwe between 1911 and 

1992 exuding the human-nature interaction within the context of both the human and natural 

environment. Beyond Musemwa’s influential work, Joshua Chigodora transiently traced 

drought years from colonial and reviewed varying state responses.134 Other studies on droughts 

in colonial Zimbabwe have focused on the role of the state in saving white agriculture from 

particular drought incidences such as the 1947 drought135 and 1960 drought.136 These provide 

 
129 Leslie Bessant, “Famine in Zimbabwe 1890-1960 by John Iliffe (Review)”, The International Journal of 

African Historical Studies, Vol. 23, No. 3 (1990), 551-553.  
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131 Muchaparara Musemwa, “Climate and Societal Interaction in Southern Matabeleland, Colonial Zimbabwe: 

The Drought of 1964-66 and its Antecedents”, Human Geography, Vol. 12, No. 1 (2019), 5-18.  
132 Musemwa, “Climate and Societal Interaction in Southern Matabeleland”, 5-18.  
133 Musemwa, “Climate and Societal Interaction in Southern Matabeleland”, 5-18. 
134 Chigodora, “Famine and Drought” 2-7. 
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insights into the interaction between the state and European agriculture. A growing body of 

non-historical literature on post-2000 droughts has also emerged.137 Such literature, despite not 

being historical, provides an interdisciplinary lens to droughts. These inter-disciplinary 

challenges are taken up in Chapter Six of this thesis. 

 

This thesis draws on Amartya Sen’s ‘entitlement approach’ in understanding the complex 

nature of droughts in Zimbabwe. The entitlement approach focuses on people’s ability to secure 

enough food within the legal parameters of a society that include the use of “production 

possibilities, trade opportunities, entitlements vis-à-vis the state, and other methods of 

acquiring food.”138 The approach primarily focuses on the framework provided by a 

government to allow a person to acquire enough food and ignores the potential inability of a 

person to acquire food even when the government has provided a favourable framework.139 

Therefore, the approach provides a framework for analysing the social, political and 

environmental history of droughts in Zimbabwe where the most vulnerable communities often 

had limited ability to command enough food during drought, with limitations ranging from lack 

of enough land to boost production, lack of trading power to command better prices on markets 

as well as lack of political power to determine the distribution of food and other resources. 

Rolando Garcia and Jose Escudero’s study, “Drought and Man” draws significantly from this 

approach, arguing for a shift of emphasis from analysing the actual drought to structural 

arrangements preceding and succeeding drought which shape vulnerability.140 Garcia and 

Escudero argue that not only drought or other climatic misfortunes had to be studied but also 

the underlying social conditions since the effects of natural disasters are magnified more 

through social structures and political processes than the natural calamity itself, both at national 

and global level.141 Garcia and Escudero encourage scholarship on drought to focus on “the 
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Ward 12 in Mberengwa District Zimbabwe, International Journal of Social Science Studies, Vol. 2, No. 1 
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pre-drought marginal conditions which render the society highly vulnerable when a drought 

situation arises.”142 A similar call is made by McCann who applauds historians who link 

environmental events to historical context. McCann argues that “the real value of linking 

environment to historical process may lie in a more subtle, nuanced view of how environmental 

conditions set a context for social and historical interaction.”143 Therefore, this study gains 

much from pragmatic use of the entitlement approach and expands the analysis of drought as a 

natural phenomenon to the social, economic and political parameters of the time. By so doing, 

it tests Sen’s model in an African context, especially in Chapters Three, Four and Six.  

 

The historical processes that provide underlying social, economic, political and environmental 

conditions in analysing drought in Zimbabwe lie in the land and agrarian history of the country. 

The two interlinked themes have attracted much scholarly attention since the late twentieth 

century. Scholars like Robin Palmer, Neil Parsons and Henry Moyana have written extensively 

on land, and others like Anna Weinrich, Machingaidze, Montague Yudelman and Mandivamba 

Rukuni et al have dedicated much attention on the country’s agrarian history. Recent theses 

have further provided detailed historical accounts of various aspects of agrarian history.144 

Literature on land has emphasised the key role of land appropriation in ensuring European 

economic and political dominancy in colonial Zimbabwe.145 This devastated African 

Agriculture, rendering the majority of Africans small peasant farmers and proletariats. In the 

same vein, Agrarian literature demonstrates how the same pattern of land appropriation worked 

in favour of white agriculture at the expense of African agriculture throughout the colonial rule 

and indeed immediately after 1980.146 This voluminous literature on the land and agrarian 
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farmers and dairy farming in colonial Zimbabwe (Southern Rhodesia), c.1890-1951, (PhD Thesis: Stellenbosch 

University, 2015), Sibanengi Ncube, ‘Colonial Zimbabwe’s Tobacco Industry: Global, Regional and Local 

Relations, 1947-1979’, (PhD Thesis: University of The Free State, 2018), Elijah Doro, ‘A socio-environmental 

history of commercial tobacco farming in Southern Rhodesia and Zimbabwe, c.1893-2000s’ (PhD Thesis, 

Stellenbosch University, 2020). 
145 See, for example, Robin Palmer, Land and Racial Domination in Rhodesia, (London: Heinemman, 1977). 
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Political Economy of Land in Zimbabwe, (Gweru: Mambo Press, 1984); Mandivamba Rukuni, Patrick 

Tawonezvi and Carl Eicher, Zimbabwe’s agricultural revolution revisited, (Harare: University of Zimbabwe 

Publication, 2006); Mark Nyandoro, “Zimbabwe’s land struggles and land rights in historical perspective: The 

case of Gowe-Sanyati irrigation (1950-2000)”, Historia, Vol. 57, No. 2 (2012), 298-349. 
146 See Machingaidze, “Agrarian Change from above”, 557-588; Montague Yudelman, Africans on the Land: 

Economic Problems of African Development in Southern, Central and East Africa, with Special Reference to 
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history provides the main historical context for this study, thus helping in localising droughts 

in the twentieth century agrarian history of Zimbabwe. This thesis fits into this land and 

agrarian literature engaging with debates on the role of land alienation in the development and 

underdevelopment of agriculture in the country.  

 

Drought and Environmental history in Africa 

African environmental history is now a well-entrenched sub-discipline, with literature 

increasing considerably from the late 1980s.147 So far, the dominant narrative in the 

environmental historiography of the continent is the process and impact of colonisation.148 In 

many cases, colonial officials blamed Africans for environmental degradation, and used that as 

justification for colonisation. As such, most of the policies implemented by the colonial states 

were drafted without consultation with Africans.149 In settler states such as Zimbabwe, Kenya 

and South Africa, this often led to resistance and revolts by Africans, and as a result the 

dominant literature on African environmental history often focus on the African experiences 

and responses to colonialism. An examination of African perceptions of the environment is, 

thus, an academic way of reconstructing their histories and analysing their voice regarding 

droughts.  

 

African environmental history is characterised by regional differences as a result of each 

region’s colonial experiences. According to Vimbai Kwashirai, west Africa’s environmental 

history literature is dominated by investigations on indigenous knowledge systems in 

historicising drought and famine surviving strategies because the region was least affected by 

settler colonialism. East African literature is dominated demography and diseases because of 

the dominance of trypanosomiasis and decline in population at the end of the nineteenth century 

and beginning of twentieth century. North African literature focus on themes like trade, 

urbanisation and land disputes because of the region’s longest history of imperial rule that dates 

to the times of the Roman Empire. Southern Africa environmental historians have tended to 

focus – perhaps more narrowly – on wildlife conservation, and environmental and land policies 

 
Southern Rhodesia, (Cambridge: Havard University Press, 1964). Anna K.H. Weinrich, African Farmers in 

Rhodeisa. Old and New peasant communities in Karangaland, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975). 
147 See Beinart, “African History and Environmental History”, 269-302 and Sandra Swart, “South Africa’s 

Environmental History: A Historiography”, In S. Ravi Rajan and Lise Sedrez  (eds), The Great Convergence 

Environmental Histories of BRICS, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 319-348.    
148 Karen Brown, “Trees, Forests and Communities: Some Historiographical Approaches to Environmental 

History on Africa”, Area, Vol. 35, No. 4 (2003), 343-356. 
149 Brown, “Trees, Forests and Communities”, 343-356. 
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pursues by the colonial states.150 As Kwashirai argues, “a common thread and shared emphasis 

in African environmental historiography is African resistance to a wide range of unpopular 

outside environmental interventions, whether by the state or other actors.”151 In the case of 

southern Africa, the dominant themes in environmental historiography (wildlife conservation 

and land policies) have been shaped by the idea of exploring people’s experiences of the state’s 

environmental interventions.152 This thesis draws on this body of literature, extending the 

themes of southern Africa’s environmental historiography beyond wildlife conservation and 

land policies to include drought in Zimbabwe. 

 

Melissa Leach and Robin Mearns challenged the alarmist explanation of environmental 

degradation in colonial and post-colonial Africa that was often blamed on Africans’ way of 

production. Their seminal suite of essays in The lie of the land: Challenging received wisdom 

in African environment demonstrate that the popular fears of environmental decline were 

poorly grounded and the colonial-era degradationist narratives must be questioned.153 Yet, in 

interrogating the alarmist and apocalyptic perspective on the African environment, some 

Africanist scholars overstated the traditional practices. For instance, Polycarp Ikuenobe, 

writing on Traditional African environmental ethics and colonial legacy, simply blames 

colonialism for all environmental problems in Africa. Ikuenobe argues that the environmental 

problems faced by Africans today did not exist prior to colonialism because “traditional 

 
150 Vimbai Kwashirai, “Environmental History of Africa”, Encyclopaedia of Life Support Systems, (2012). 
151 Kwashirai, “Environmental History of Africa”. 
152 Other works on drought include Susanna Maria Elizabeth Van der Watt, ‘‘It is drought, Locusts and 

Depression…And the Lord knows what else’: A socio-environmental history of White Agriculture in the Union 

of South Africa, With Reference to the Orange Free State, c.1920-1950’, (Masters Dissertation, Stellenbosch 

University, 2009”; Stefan Grab and Tizian Zumthurm, “‘Everything is schotched by the burning sun’: Missionary 

perspectives and experiences of 19th and early 20th Century in semi-arid central Namibia”, Climate of the Past, 

Vol. 16 (2020), 679-697; Georgina Endfield and David Nash, “Missionaries and Morals: Climatic Discorse in 

Nineteenth-Century Central Southern Africa”, Annals of the Association of American Geographers, Vol. 92, No. 

4(2002), 727-742; N. Kruger, ‘A socio-environmental History of Water in the Karoo c.1762-2012 with specific 

focus on Prince Albert and Williston’, (Masters Dissertation: Stellenbosch University, 2013); Frikkie Mare, Yonas 

Bahta and Walter Van Niekerk, “The impact of drought on commercial livestock farmers in South Africa”, 

Development in Practice, Vol. 28, No. 7 (2018), 884-898; David Nash and Georgina Endfield, “ ‘Splendid rains 

have fallen’, links between El Nino and rainfall variabilty in the Kalahari, 1840-1900”, Climate Change, Vol. 86 

(2008), 257-290; Malyn Newitt, “Drought in Mozambique 1823-1831”, Journal of Southern African Studies, Vol. 

15, No. 1 (1988), 15-35; Daniel Rademan, ‘The socio-economic impact of drought in the period 1924-1934 on 

the magisterial district of Vanrhynsdorp’, (Masters dissertation, Stellenbosch University, 2020); and Lance Van 

Sittert, “The supernatural state: water divining and the Cape underground water rush, 1891-1910”, Journal of 

Social History, Vol. 37, No. 4 (2004), 915-937. 
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Africans had conservationist values, moral attitude, practices and ways of life.”154 This thinking 

has been viewed as a reaction and over-correction to the old perspective of African 

environmental history that perceived Africans as “incorrigible, creatures of nature, exhibiting 

tropically induced indolence or subject to primitive impulses born of a non-technology 

society.”155 As a result, critiques treated as them as ‘masters’ of environments, not as ‘passive 

captions in need of external redemption’, so they emphasised indigenous knowledge systems 

built by Africans to mitigate the impact of famines, droughts, diseases and other disasters.156 

The perception here is that African traditional ways of coping with the environment and the 

colonial states’ scientific ways are always distinct and should be considered separately. This 

idea is dismantled by William Beinart and JoAnn McGregor who argue that separating 

indigenous and scientific, African and settler ideas is a weakness of past writings.157 Engaging 

both schools of thought, this thesis demonstrates how at times colonial officials tried to engage 

indigenous methods, for instance in establishing grain storage bins during the 1920s, and in 

many other cases they imposed scientific methods without adequate engagement, for instance 

at the peak of the destocking drive from the 1930s to early 1960s.  Beinart and McGregor 

further argue that new questions must be asked about environmental change and environmental 

knowledge in the colonial period.158 Chapter Five of this study joins the robust body of 

literature that challenges the old alarmist perspective of environmental change by 

demonstrating how colonial officials wrongly predicted a desert in the lowveld region due to 

recurrent droughts and human activity. 

 

Dominant literature from the 1970s to early 1990s focused on Africans’ response to colonial 

policies and the impact of colonialism on the environment. Ground-breaking works in 

challenging “official colonial doctrine”159 such as John Ford’s “The Role of Trypanosomiases 

in African Ecology: A study of the Tsetse Fly Problem”, influenced several environmental and 

medical historians who dominated 1970s-1990s narrative.160 According to Helen Tilley, Ford 

 
154 Polycarp Ikuenobe, “Traditional African Environmental Ethics and Colonia Legacy”, International Journal of 

Philosophy and Theology, Vol. 2, No. 4 (2014), 1-21. 
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156 Kwashirai, “Environmental History of Africa”. 
157 William Beinart and JoAnn McGregor (eds), Social History and African Environments, (Oxford: James Curry, 

2003), 3. 
158 Beinart and McGregor (eds), Social History and African Environments, 4. 
159 Helen Tilley, Africa as a living laboratory. Empire, Development and the problem of scientific knowledge, 

1870-1950, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2011), 118. 
160 Such scholars include Helge Kjekshus, Ecology Control and Economic Development in East Africa, (London: 

Heinemann, 1977); Paul Richards, Indigenous Agricultural Revolution: Ecology and Food Production in West 
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had worked for various British colonial states between 1938 and 1965, so his work was based 

on hands-on experience.161 The idea was no longer to support colonial states but such studies 

focused of African agency and the effects of colonialism.162 However, such literature has, of 

late, faced criticism for “over-romanticing the past, having an anti-science bias and viewing 

environmental change only as African responses to capitalist penetration rather than the 

environment being dynamic itself.”163 A critical analysis of droughts in the context of 

colonialism and post-colonialism, therefore, has to pay attention to the limitations of IKS 

without first assuming they all disappeared with the advent of colonialism, second, that they 

were ever homogenous or static, third, assuming they were all good ideas or successful. 

Moreover, not all the environmental ills were precipitated by colonialism or capitalism – as the 

environment is itself dynamic. Chapters Two, Three and Four of this thesis demonstrates how 

IKS continued to be practiced throughout the colonial period with changes over time and space 

but not always working towards the intended goal. 

 

One of the most prominent works on the divergencies between Africans and colonial states in 

perceiving the environment is by James Fairhead and Melissa Leach. Their ground-breaking 

work, Misreading the African landscape. Society and ecology in Forest- savanna mosaic has 

been cited by many scholars to support the argument that colonial and post-colonial states have 

imposed policies without consultation with local people who are often experts of their 

environment.164 Fairhead and Leach’s book focuses on the Kissidougue landscape in Guinea, 

which is made of grassy savanna patches.165 According to Fairhead and Leach, colonial and 

post-colonial administrators, since 1893, have interpreted the patches as “the last relics of an 

original dense humid forest which once fully covered the landscape”, when in fact landscape 
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was “half-filled and filling with forest” and not “emptied” with inhabitants “emptying it” as 

administrators and policy makers had suggested.166 The people had actually contributed 

positively in making the forest dense. The two authors arrived at this conclusion after 

consultations with the villagers in the area who suggested that the forest islands were “not relics 

of destruction but were formed by themselves, or their ancestors in savanna.”167 It is from this 

informed standpoint that Fairhead and Leach accused administrators and policy makers of 

misreading the African landscape. The climate-society interaction discourse, therefore, is as 

far more complex and requires linking environmental events to historical processes. This thesis 

makes such a linkage particularly in Chapter Five where the ecological degradation discussion, 

which became topical in the 1960s, is situated in the historical context within which drought 

and human activity interacted.  

 

Theoretical points of departure and research questions 

There is a large lacuna in the literature on colonial and post-colonial droughts in Zimbabwe. 

Little attention has been paid to pre-colonial droughts and some social scientists have produced 

isolated examinations of post-colonial drought. Yet Musemwa still thinks that “despite the 

occurrence of many droughts and other ecological disasters in Zimbabwe, there have not been, 

any historical studies dedicated to understading these calamities, let alone studies that 

interrogate the ways in which climate and society have interacted to determine how they 

(disasters) have been historically produced.”168 This study attempts to fill this historiograpical 

omission by producing an historical account of droughts in Zimbabwe paying attenton to 

underlying and ensuing social, environmental and political processes. In doing so, the study 

engages Amartya Sen’s entitlement aproach to famine and starvation, as explained earlier, 

which provides a framework for analysing the social, environmental and political history of 

droughts. This approach is key to an historical understanding of droughts in Zimbabwe as it 

challenges scholars on drought to examine critically the human-nature relations as well as 

human interactions within the broader historical context of the time. Sen’s approach has been 

applied before in famines (induced by droughts, floods and colonial deprivations) in colonial 

India making useful to test it comparatively in the Zimbabwean context. 

 

 
166 Fairhead and Leach, Misreading the African landscape, 2.  
167 Fairhead and Leach, Misreading the African landscape, 2. 
168 Musemwa, “Climate and societal interaction in Southwestern Matabeleland, Colonial Zimbabwe”, 5-18.  
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The study also engages Jesse Ribot and Nancy Peluso’s theory of access in trying to reconstruct 

the history of droughts in Zimbabwe. In their version of the theory of access, Ribot and Peluso 

define access as the ability to extract benefit from something.169 The theory of access broadens 

the term access from the original meaning centred on property rights to include the ways, 

networks and process that enable different people to extract benefits from resources.170 It is, 

therefore, an important theoretical point of departure in interrogating the interactions between 

different communities, communities and the state, and communities with nature before, during 

and after drought incidence. People’s ability to access resources from nature has always been 

guided by the social, economic and political environment. These factors, therefore, give a 

context of how people have responded to droughts and the challenges they have faced. The 

thesis makes use of agency as conceptual tool and engage it beyond an argument to engage 

multiple, shifting and intersecting forces171 that help in unpacking drought. As alluded to by 

W. Johnson, in social history agency has been used to refer to “self-directed action.”172 By 

engaging agency as a concept, this study explores the history of drought both from up to bottom 

and from bottom up. According to Sandra Swart, environmental historians focus on “that which 

is literally trampled underfoot: the small organisms, the soil, water and biophysical 

surroundings.”173 This, therefore, necessitates a socio-environmental approach to drought that 

depicts the experiences of both nature and vulnerable communities. The detailed, historical 

account of drought contributes to the (so far meager) literature on droughts in Zimbabwe and 

southern Africa. In exploring this, the study is guided by the following aims and objectives, 

and answers the below questions:  

 

Key Research Aims 

• To unpack the social, environmental and political structure within which drought 

occurred. 

• To explore the varied and shifting responses by both the state and African communities 

to drought. 

• To examine shifting and evolving social dynamics of rainmaking rituals 

• To explore the role of the colonial state in shaping the impact of droughts 

 
169 Jesse Ribot and Nancy  Peluso, “A Theory of Access”, Rural Sociology, Vol. 68, No.2 (2003), 153-181. 
170 Ribot and Peluso, “A Theory of Access”, 153-181. 
171 Lynn Thomas, “Historicizing Agency”, Gender and History, Vol. 28, No. 2 (2016), 324-339. 
172 Walter Johnson, “On Agency”, Journal of Social History, Vol 37, 2003, 113-124. 
173 Sandra Swart, Riding High. Horses, Humans and History in South Africa, (Johannesburg: Wits University 

Press: 2010), 7.  
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• To examine the interactions of Africans with both the state and environment in the 

context of drought. 

 

Research questions  

• What has been the attitude Africans towards drought over time, accepting that these 

changed over time and were fractured by geographical location, status, ethnicity, 

gender, and generation? 

• What was the role of religion in coping with drought? 

• What impact did the advent of colonialism have on the pre-existing strategies of coping 

with drought?  

• How did the colonial state deal with droughts and how was this affected by its changing 

relationship with African communities and national goals? 

• What was the impact of drought during the liberation struggle? 

• How have drought survival perceptions and mitigation strategies changed over time? 

• What expectations did Africans have from the post-colonial state in their quest to 

survive from drought effects?  

• How do people in drought-stricken areas perceive the environment they live in? 

• Did and (if so) how did, chiefs use their political power to control their subjects through 

the rainmaking rituals?  

• Did and (if so) how did the post-colonial government use droughts to consolidate 

political power? 

 

Research Design and Methodology 

The study employs a qualitative research strategy that is embedded firmly in conventional 

empirical and archival historical research. This approach has been chosen in order to produce 

a detailed analytical account of drought within the social, economic, environmental and 

political context of the time. Qualitative data collection enabled the researcher to capture the 

narratives of droughts from both written records and oral sources. The National Archives of 

Zimbabwe (NAZ) was the centre of archival information where various archival documents 

were accessed. Among the important documents accessed at NAZ were Native 

Commissioners’ reports, correspondence, letters, policy papers, memoranda, newspapers and 

various pieces of legislation. These were important in providing the historical context within 

which droughts occurred as well as the varied responses from the state and different 
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communities. Periodicals such as The Herald, The Chronicle, The Rhodesia Agricultural 

Journal among other bulletins were also utilised. 

 

These sources of information were used with caution considering their strengths and 

weaknesses. Discourse analysis was applied to the information accessed from various sources. 

in other words, the sources were analysed taking note of the language or rhetoric used, the 

underlying ideology and context. Archival information requires one to consider the ideology 

and context in which it was compiled. Most of the information relating to Indigenous Africans 

in colonial Zimbabwe is found in the Native Commissioners’ and Chief Native 

Commissioners’ reports. These commissioners represented the state and not necessarily the 

Africans – although there are exceptions. As such, their reports were influenced by the ideology 

and context of colonialism. Since the NAZ is a colonial institution, in many cases colonial 

discourse “masked and distorted social realities…”174 The colonial archive, therefore, 

represents the interests of the administration. Through a critical consideration of ideological 

underpinnings and context, it is possible to write an undistorted history using archival sources. 

 

Archival information was used together with oral interviews which not only confirmed but also 

challenged archival records. Oral interviews were conducted in two drought-prone districts: 

Mberengwa in Midlands province and Gwanda in Matabeleland South province. The 

interviews went deeper than the official record, revealing people’s perceptions, challenges, 

attitude, hopes and success in coping with droughts. The earliest drought experienced by most 

interviewees is that of 1947. This made it possible to avoid overreliance on archival data. 

Interviews took the life histories approach to tap into the memory of a long history of droughts 

in the country. Life histories have been applied and found useful in understanding “how, why 

and when people move through periods of vulnerability and resilience.175 They were, therefore, 

the most appropriate to use in the reconstruction of past droughts. 

 

Structure and Layout 

The thesis is divided into seven chapters. This chapter has provided the introduction and a 

literature review of the thesis. It introduces the dominant questions that have been raised by 

 
174 Allen Isaacman, “Peasants and Rural Social Protest in Africa”, African Studies Review, Vol. 33, No.2 (1990), 

1.120. 
175 Julia Davies et al, “Conducting life history interviews. A how-to guide”, Adaptation at Scale in Semi-Arid 

Regions, http://www.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/crossregion/How-

to_Guide_Conducting_Life_History_Interviews.pdf  
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scholarship on how to understand drought. It also discusses the theoretical underpinnings of 

this thesis and the methodology employed. Chapter Two addresses the questions of the socio-

cultural structure of indigenous Africans in relation to drought. It answers questions like; what 

has been the attitude Africans towards drought over time, accepting that these changed over 

time and were fractured by geographical location, status, ethnicity, gender, and generation? 

What was the role of culture and religion in coping with drought? The chapter stretches from 

1890 to 1992 to trace the history of the socio-cultural and religious aspect of rainmaking rituals, 

based on archival and oral sources. 

 

Chapter Three covers the period of the British South Africa Company rule, exploring the 

occurrence and responses to drought during the time. It answers questions like what impact did 

the advent of colonialism have on the pre-existing strategies of coping with drought? What was 

the role of a Company government in the drought history of the country? How did the nature 

of the government (a mercenary, business-oriented organisation) shape the occurrence and 

responses to drought? The chapter relies heavily on archival sources during this early phase of 

colonial rule. 

 

Chapter Four traces the social, environmental and political structures within which drought 

occurred between 1924 and 1950s during the Responsible Government period. It addresses the 

big question of How the colonial state delt with droughts and how this was affected by its 

changing relationship with African communities and national goals. It also answers questions 

like how the growth of European capitalist agriculture affect African agriculture and eventually 

ways of coping with aridity? The chapter relies on both archival material and oral interviews. 

 

Chapter Five stretches from 1960 to 1980 addressing the environmental and political context 

of drought in the last twenty years of colonialism in the country. It discusses how communities 

in the lowveld region perceived their environment, how they responded to reccurrent drought 

and how the state viewed their survival strategies. It also explores ways in which the state 

responded to the environmental degradation problem in the region. The chapter ends with a 

section on drought and the liberation war, addressing the drought-war relationship question. 

 

Chapter Six explores the social and political context of drought in the immediate post-

independence period, covering the period 1980 to 1992. It addresses questions like what was 

the relationship between drought and the Gukurahundi genocide? What were the experiences 
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of Gukurahundi victimes during drought? How did the economic collapse towards the end of 

the first decade of independence shape the drought narrative? How did the state and 

communities respond to the worst drought of the century in 1992 amidst the Economic 

Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP)? Chapter Seven concludes the thesis, highlighting 

the main arguments presented in the chapters and connecting the chapters together.
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Chapter Two 

‘Rains Come from the Gods!’: Anthropocene and the History of Rainmaking 

Rituals in Zimbabwe with Reference to Mberengwa district, c.1890–2000. 

 

The rains had gone for many years. When this new dispensation came, we said what should we 

do? I summoned all the chiefs to come together and told them to go to their homes and conduct 

rituals, which they may have forgotten. I told them to go and do those rituals and pray so that 

we get rains. I also asked those from churches, ‘go and pray from your churches for the rains’, 

and the rains came. I thank you for the work that you did. 

- E. D. Mnangagwa, President of Zimbabwe, 2021.1 

 

Introduction  

The world is getting hotter, Zimbabwe is getting drier, its farmers are increasingly desperate. 

Today rainmaking is resurgent across the country.2 The reliance on rain is a fundamental part 

of the human experience and the desire to have control over it is evident, cross temporally and 

geographically.3 An imminent drought in Mberengwa in January 2020 reminded communal 

farmers in the Mapiravana area to revisit their rainmaking tradition. The headman of the area, 

Mr. Vasengi (aged 85), was able to recall how the rainmaking rituals used to be conducted in 

the Chenda mountains (named after their ancestors) whenever there was a threatening drought. 

As the oldest living descendant of his kinship group, the Chenda clan, he was asked by the 

family to lead the rituals since the drought was threatening the whole community.4 He gathered 

an elite group of elderly women and men of the clan and visited Chenda Mountain where their 

ancestors lie buried to conduct a private rainmaking ritual.5 They conducted the rituals by 

pouring traditional beer in the cave, at the graves of their ancestors, and prayed to their 

 
* This chapter was published in the South African Historical Journal. See, Tinashe Takuva, “‘Rains Come from 

the Gods!’: Anthropocene and the History of Rainmaking Rituals in Zimbabwe with Reference to Mberengwa 

district, c.1890-2000”, South African Historical Journal, Vol. 73, No. 1 (2021), 138-161. 
1 ‘Mnangagwa claims credit for good rainy season’, The standard, May 21 to May 29, 2021. 
2 There have been recent media reports on re-emerging rainmaking rituals across the country. See Andrew 

Mambondiyani, ‘Traditional Rainmaking Ceremonies Resurge in Parched Zimbabwe’, Reuters, 21 December 

2016;  ‘Killing Rain-Making with Ill-Thought Modernity’, Sunday Mail, 21 January 2018; and New Zimbabwe, 

‘Councillors Call for Return to Rainmaking Rituals for Waterless Bulawayo’, 3 April 2020. 
3 Beyond Zimbabwe, the culture of rain control and rainmaking rituals is widespread, as, for example, amongst 

the Zulu, Xhosa, Venda, and Tsonga ethnic groups in South Africa; the Lozi, Bemba, and Tonga in Zambia; 

and the Chewa, Yao, and Sena in Malawi. 
4 Interview with Headman Vasengi, aged 85, 7 January 2020, Vasengi village, Mberengwa. 
5 Joshua Akong’a, “Rainmaking Rituals: A Comparative Study of Two Kenyan Societies”, African Study 

Monographs, Vol. 8, No. 2 (1987), 71. Akong’a argues that there are private and public rainmaking rituals. 

Private rainmaking rituals are secretive, conducted and controlled by an elite group of experts for the benefit of 

the whole society. 
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ancestors for rain.6 They then confidently expected the rains to come and, true to their hopes, 

rain began falling within a week of the rituals. This vignette opens my analysis of rainmaking 

rituals within the context of the complex world of human-nature entanglement.7  

 

A popular perception of rainmaking rituals in the past and present is that they were part of a 

religious tradition that certainly worked – that produced rains and good harvests. A more 

academic way of understanding it is to consider rainmaking as serving a socio-political 

purpose, enabling chieftainships to control their subjects throughout the year since the ritual 

took place in an annual cycle. This chapter explores the concept of rainmaking amongst African 

societies in what is now Zimbabwe, from the advent of colonisation in 1890 up to 2000. It 

builds on the work of social anthropologists such as Jan Matthew Schoffeleers, who has shown 

that Central African territorial cults8 had ecological, communal, political, and religious 

dimensions.9 It draws on the work of Joost Fontein, who analysed the 2005/2006 national biras 

(rite of passage) in Zimbabwe, demonstrating that rain is ‘an index of power’.10 My chapter 

analyses evidence of a century of rainmaking in Zimbabwe and, more particularly, in 

Mberengwa, at the southern end of Midlands province. The primary sources were gathered 

through oral interviews, archival material from the National Archives of Zimbabwe, 

newspapers, and secondary sources. Most oral interviews were conducted in Mberengwa and 

a few in Gwanda, Matabeleland South province, in December 2019 and January 2020. 

Participants were generally elderly men and women who were selected through convenience 

sampling in consultation with knowledgeable people in the community, particularly local 

school teachers and ‘headmen’.  

 

This chapter argues that, historically, rainmaking was a powerful religious tool used by the 

chieftaincy of a society to control their subjects and at the same time attempt to control nature 

itself. Whereas this argument applies to the Mberengwa communities explored in this chapter, 

 
6 Interview with Headman Vasengi. 
7 I took the notion of a complex world of human and nature in enduring ‘entanglement’ from Yadvinder Mahli, 

“The Concept of Anthropocene”, Annual Review of Environment and Resources, Vol.42 (2017), 82. Mahli 

argues that, if put in a title, the phrase ‘in the Anthropocene’ can have a variety of meanings, amongst them ‘in 

a complex world of human and natural entanglement’. 
8 The word cult is used in this thesis without any deregetory connotation, as part of the ever-shifting religio-

cosmological doxa.  
9 Jan Matthew. Schoffeleers, ed, Guardians of the Land: Essays on Central African Territorial Cults (Gweru: 

Mambo Press, 1979), 2–8. 
10 Joost Fontein, “Rain, Uncertainty, and Power in Southern Zimbabwe”, Critical African Studies, Vol.8, No.1 

(2016), 102. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



39 
 

it must not be generalised in all societies. Historian Admire Mseba has shown, in his study of 

power in pre-colonial Shona societies in North-eastern Zimbabwe, that in societies where ritual 

power existed outside the royal family, chiefs had to cooperate with their subjects to ensure 

political stability, land fertility and collective well-being.11 In southern Zimbabwe, however, 

Gerald Mazarire demonstrates that between 18th and 19th centuries, the Karanga converted the 

‘supra-territorial’ Mwari cult into local relevance, linking it to the ancestral worshiping of 

ruling lineages.12 This ensured control of rituals by the ruling families. As shown in this 

chapter, a case of rainmaking power existing outside the royal family did not essentially lead 

to negotiated power as the chieftaincy continued to send messengers to the Mwari cult, revere 

local rituals centres and engage local rainmakers. As such, although rainmaking rituals gave 

power to different social groups such as women, messengers and rainmakers, the chieftaincy 

in Mberengwa and other cases around Zimbabwe referred to in this chapter retained and gained 

political power from the rituals to control their subjects. 

 

Between 1890 and 2000, rainmaking acquired a new taste, shape, and, to some extent, ideology, 

as influenced by colonialism.13 At the same time it retained its purpose of propitiating the 

ancestors and allowing chieftaincy to control its subjects. It shows how the perceived control 

of rainfall through rituals arguably benefitted not only the chieftaincy but the greater part of 

the community by providing reassurance and a sense of comfort. Of course, the mechanism of 

control of people changed from the pre-colonial to post-colonial period. During the former, the 

political hierarchy was strongly associated with rainmaking institutions, such that the 

institution became one of the tools for political control across the state.14 During the colonial 

period the institution remained in the hands of chiefs, but it was no longer a direct tool to 

control people. Instead, it was a social institution used by chiefs to cling to power. This use 

 
11 Admire Mseba, “Narratives, Rituals and Political Imaginations: The Social and Political World of the Vashona 

of North-Eastern Zimbabwe from the 16th to the 19th Centuries”, Journal of Southern African Studies, Vol. 46, 

No. 3 (2020), 435-454. 
12 Gerald Chikozho Mazarire, “The gadzingo: towards a Karanga expansion matrix in 18th- and 19th century 

southern Zimbabwe”, Critical African Studies, Vol 5, No. 1 (2013), 4-16. 
13 During the colonial period, the Mwari cult attributed the cause for drought to colonialism and discouraged 

Africans from trading with whites or going to the river with utensils brought by whites, amongst other things. 

The role of native commissioners in the selection of chiefs meant that colonialism gave a new shape to 

rainmaking as it determined the chief rainmaker in those societies. The attack by post-colonial religious 

movements on this colonial legacy shows changes within these continuities. 
14 Maria Schoeman, “Imagining Rain Places: Rain-Control and Changing Ritual Landscapes in the Shashe-

Limpopo Confluence Area, South Africa”, South African Archaeological Bulletin, Vol.61, No.184 (2006), 152–

165. 
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continued into the post-colonial period, with the rainmaking institution remaining localised in 

the hands of chiefs who used it to maintain their social status and power amongst their subjects. 

The political elite manipulated rainmaking to control the behaviour of their people: the way 

they planted and harvested crops and their relationship with nature in general. Tracing the idea 

of rainmaking from 1890 to 2000, over more than a century, highlights the changes occurring 

over time, from the colonial to post-colonial. The leaders of each community were responsible 

for the organisation and functioning of the institution of rainmaking and putting into practice 

the messages from the gods. It is because the ritual’s power over people and nature that – even 

today – some people hope to resuscitate the tradition, to use it as a solution for the intensifying 

and unpredictable droughts. This desire to control nature helps us understand the Anthropocene 

in a different way from the usual approach, by exploring a little-examined cultural 

phenomenon. Through it we can locate the Anthropocene in the Global South and think about 

vernacular reactions, especially to climate change. 

 

The Anthropocene is a contested and controversial geological epoch, succeeding the Holocene. 

There are three dimensions of human influence on the environment through which the concept 

of Anthropocene can be defined: the first is when the first discernible influence of human 

activity became discernible on a local scale; the second when human activity began to be 

noticeable on a global scale (such as the greenhouse gas concentration); and the third when 

there was ‘disruptive human domination of the global environment’,15 characterised by carbon 

dioxide emissions, rising sea levels, significant weather modifications, and acidification. The 

concept arose in the natural sciences and ‘has had influence on cultural debates and movements, 

including as a cultural zeitgeist, as an ideological provocation and as a new ontology’.16 This 

chapter embraces this use of the concept of the Anthropocene beyond the natural sciences to 

examine a cultural practice (the rainmaking ritual) which is premised on an ideology of 

controlling nature. Within this context, this chapter contends, rainmaking rituals are a social 

interpretation of science and a ‘science’ based on socio-political control. 

An historiography of rainmaking rituals 

African rainmaking rituals provide an interesting insight into culture–nature relationships in 

Africa. This historical practice has received much attention from anthropologists, a few 

archaeologists, and historians with lately ecologists, theologians, and other scholars joining the 

 
15 Mahli, “The Concept of Anthropocene”, 93. 
16 Mahli, “The Concept of Anthropocene”, 93.  
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conversation. Much of the existing literature on rainmaking rituals is both country and region 

specific. There is abundant literature across sub-Saharan Africa where such rituals are 

commonly practiced.17 While much of the existing literature has focused on describing the 

rituals, this chapter intends to analyse the element of coercive control in culture–nature 

relationship and the political power ingrained in the practice.  

 

Ethnographic accounts from missionaries offer us fairly dismissive and indeed disparaging 

accounts of rainmaking rituals. David Carnegie noted that, amongst the Ndebele, rainmaking 

rituals were centred on the king, whom he described as the great rain-maker.18 Carnegie posited 

that ‘if the chief studies anything, it is the weather’, thus acknowledging the king’s knowledge 

about the rainmaking ritual process.19 However, Carnegie did not see this as any form of 

relationship Africans had with nature. In a scathing attack on this relationship, he argued that 

[t]he eyes of a heathen tribe are holden, for they see no beauty or variety in earth 

or sky. The book of nature is shut up and sealed; there is no music in the 

moaning of the wind, rustling among the trees, nor loveliness in the golden-

tinted sunsets. Nature’s messengers only inspire fear and distrust. The only 

natural objects they admire are in their gardens at the time when they contain a 

rich crop of Kaffir corn and mealies, pumpkins, and beans.20 

 

This description of Africans’ relations with nature is contradictory. On the one hand, Carnegie 

condemned them for their inability to understand nature’s dynamics, but on the other he noted 

their appreciation of the impending good harvest. Such contradiction reflects the biases of 

many missionary observations. A similar narrative was offered by missionary J. Cooper-

Chadwick who observed rainmaking ingredients but did not record the role of the king in his 

account.21 Both of these publications from 1894 neglected the gendered dynamics of 

rainmaking rituals in the Ndebele kingdom where both men and women participated at different 

levels, a point later observed by public historian Pathisa Nyathi.22 While the missionaries saw 

rainmaking rituals as ‘heathen’ rites that would be replaced by Christianity and tended to offer 

 
17 For an overview, see anthropologist Mokua Ombati’s “Rainmaking Rituals: Song and Dance for Climate 

Change in the Making of Livelihoods in Africa”, International Journal of Modern Anthropology, Vol.10 (2017), 

81–88. 
18 David Carnegie, Among the Matabele: For the Ten Years Resident at Hope Fountain, Twelve Miles from 

Bulawayo (London: Religious Tract Society, 1894), 36. 
19 Carnegie, Among the Matabele, 40. 
20 Carnegie, Among the Matabele, 43. 
21 John Cooper-Chadwick, Three Years with Lobengula and Experiences in South Africa (London: Casswell, 

1894), 98–106. 
22 Pathisa Nyathi, Traditional Ceremonies of Amandebele (Gweru: Mambo Press, 2001). See also Schoffeleers, 

Guardians of the Land. 
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contorted accounts of what they observed, these nevertheless offer eyewitness testimony that 

holds insightful details on how rainmaking rituals were conducted. 

 

Interpretations and misinterpretations of rainmaking rituals did not end with missionary works 

that focused on pre-colonial practices. Anthropologists published numerous works on African 

culture during the colonial period. Samuel Dornan’s 1927 article describes an incident of 

‘human sacrifice’ captures the colonial view of rainmaking rituals and explains the reasons 

behind the rainmaking conceptions as fiction.23 Human sacrifices have been one of the major 

reasons why missionaries and other colonial officials and writers condemned rainmaking 

rituals. The case used by Dornan is debatable but significant in highlighting the rainmaking 

philosophy, as is shown in this chapter. Dornan thinks that ‘probably if we are able to go far 

back enough, we should find that human sacrifice was the fountainhead from which all other 

sacrifices for rain came’.24 This chapter engages with and challenges Dornan’s view to explore 

the relationship between the colonial government and rainmaking in colonial Southern 

Rhodesia. This is important in tracing how colonialism shaped the African culture–nature 

relationship and how Africans negotiated colonial constraints to shape their relations with 

nature.  

 

Post-colonial literature25 on rainmaking has focused on several significant issues about the 

ritual. These include the relationship between rituals and control of resources, the role of 

women in the rainmaking rituals,26 the position of chiefs and spirit mediums in carrying out the 

rituals,27 and the popular shrines at the Matopos.28 Writing on the relationship between Karanga 

religion, politics, and environmental control, ecologist Billy Mukamuri argues that Karanga 

rituals do not resemble ritual control of the ecosystem since the conserved resources were used 

by the ruling lineage and not outsiders who form the greater part of the community, leading to 

a politicisation of resource management.29 This is an interesting observation on how the ruling 

 
23 Samuel Dornan, “Rainmaking in South Africa”, Bantu Studies, Vol.3, No.1 (1927), 185–195. 
24 Dornan, “Rainmaking in South Africa”, 185–195. 
25 I consider as ‘post-colonial’ any literature on rainmaking in Zimbabwe that was published after independence 

in1980. A similar characteristic of this literature is the revisionist approach to colonial and pre-colonial 

literature.  
26 Billy Mukamuri, “Local Environment Conservation Strategies: Karanga Religion, Politics, and Environmental 

Control”, Environment and History, Vol.1, No.3 (1995), 297–311. 
27 Marthinus Daneel, “Environmental Reform: A New Venture of Zimbabwe’s Traditional Custodians of the 

Land”, Journal of Legal Pluralism, Vol.37–38 (1996), 347–376. 
28 Terence Ranger, Voices from the Rocks: Nature, Culture, and History in the Matopos Hills of Zimbabwe 

(Oxford: James Currey, 1999). 
29 Mukamuri, “Local Environment Conservation Strategies”, 297–311 
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elite used rituals to control their subjects. Mukamuri further argues that the popular rain-god 

Zame of the Matopos Hills30 does not control natural resources but is more concerned with 

settling political rituals.31 This chapter challenges Mukamuri’s arguments about the 

relationship between rituals and nature, showing how the perceived control of rainfall through 

rainmaking rituals benefitted not only the chieftaincy but perhaps the greater part of the 

communities in Zimbabwe through re-assurance and providing a sense of social cohesion, 

hence building social resilience to the vicissitudes of drought.  

 

The process of conducting rainmaking rituals involved different instruments, ingredients, and 

people, depending on the cultural beliefs of a community. Various scholars have emphasised 

the role of chiefs and spirit mediums as being the most prominent. Theologian Marthinus 

Daneel argues that the chiefs and senior spirit mediums have always been the traditional 

custodians of the land with environmental duties to keep the land as directed by ancestors.32 

Daneel further explores the changing roles of chiefs from the colonial to post-colonial period, 

noting that the colonial boundaries curtailed the chiefs’ spheres of influence, while the 

immediate post-colonial government stripped off chiefs’ judiciary powers, leaving them only 

powers to arbitrate domestic disputes.33 The changing roles of chiefs in the colonial and post-

colonial period provides an interesting avenue for examining their role in rainmaking rituals. 

 

Post-colonial religious movements that sought to restore the rainmaking institution have also 

received considerable attention from scholars.  The most popular movements in southern and 

western Zimbabwe were Njelele reform, the Juliana movement, and the Manyangwa 

theological reform. These movements were a spiritual response to droughts in the post-colonial 

period.34 The movements were anchored on the need to settle disputes that arose at the shrines 

in Matopos hills, to perform cleansing rituals to appease the spirits for the bloodshed during 

the liberation war and post-independence political disturbances in the Matabeleland region, and 

to return to cultural and traditional value systems.35 Mawere and Wilson argue that religious 

movements represent “rural mobilisations for change but have proven little capable of 

 
30 Matopos Hills is a range of balancing rocks in Matobo District, Matabeleland South province, where popular 

shrines are located.  
31 Mukamuri, “Local Environment Conservation Strategies”, 298. 
32 Daneel, “Environmental reform, A new venture of Zimbabwe’s traditional custodians of the land”, 347-376. 
33 Daneel, “Environmental reform, A new venture of Zimbabwe’s traditional custodians of the land”,347-376. 
34 Hezekiel. Mafu, “The 1991-1992 Zimbabwean drought and some religious reactions”, Journal of Religion in 

Africa, Vol.xxv, (1995), 288-308. 
35 Mafu, “The 1991-1992 Zimbabwean drought and some religious reactions”, 288-308. 
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systematic articulation with wider society, and most are short-lived due to their lack of capacity 

to generate and manage the necessary logistics to sustain their organisation.”36 There are also 

interesting gender dynamics within these movements, particularly the Juliana movement as is 

explored in this chapter.  

 

Beyond Zimbabwe, rainmaking rituals were a common feature in southern Africa. 

Archaeologist Maria Schoeman notes that there are various key themes in rainmaking rituals 

in different farming communities of southern Africa. These include the annual nature of the 

rituals, the rain controllers, the places where rituals took place, the tools used to conduct the 

rituals, and gender issues.37 The rainmaking rituals were not a once-off practice but were part 

of the annual cycle of asking, receiving, and thanking for rain across southern Africa. The 

question of who controlled the ritual vary depending on communities, in parts of Zimbabwe, 

among the Tswana, Swazi, and Zulu the ritual was controlled by the royal family, among the 

Venda, Tsonga, and some Shona cultures, there could be outsiders who were specialists in the 

act and were allowed to control the ceremony.38 Popular tools or ingredients used in conducting 

the rituals across the region were snakes, snake skins, crocodile parts and skins, beer, and 

hippopotamus parts and skins.39 Schoeman further notes that common places where rain rituals 

were conducted include caves which were burial places for chiefs (common among the 

Ndebele, Tswana, Pedi, and Swazi), hills (common amongst the Zulu, Pedi, Tswana, and 

Venda), and Pools or water bodies (used by Cape Nguni and the Zulu).40 Schoeman argues that 

the reason why people at Mapungubwe could have chosen hills as places for conducting 

rainmaking rituals is to get natural powers from nature.  

 

In East Africa, the Kenyan case of rainmaking rituals provides significant insights. 

Anthropologist Akong’a notes that there are private and public rainmaking rituals in Kenya. 

Akong’a defines public rainmaking rituals as those that have public processions as their major 

 
36 Abraham Mawere and Ken Wilson, “Socio-religious movements, the state and community change: some 

reflections on the Ambuya Juliana cult of southern Zimbabwe”, Journal of religion in Africa”, Vol.xxv, (1995), 

252-286. 
37 Maria Schoeman, ‘Cloud Power? Rain-control, space, landscape, and ideology in Shashe-Limpopo state 

formation’, (Ph.D. Thesis, Faculty of Humanities, University of Witwatersrand, 2006), 77-81. 
38 Schoeman, ‘Cloud Power? Rain-control, space, landscape, and ideology in Shashe-Limpopo state formation’, 

78.  
39 Schoeman, ‘Cloud Power? Rain-control, space, landscape, and ideology in Shashe-Limpopo state formation’, 

79.  
40 Schoeman, “Imagining rain places: rain-control and changing ritual landscapes in the Shashe-Limpopo 

Confluence Area, South Africa”, 152-165.  
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component, with an elite group of experts leading the processions while a large group of the 

society participates.41 Private rain rituals are that are secret and are controlled and led by an 

elite group of experts who are entitled to diagnose drought for the benefit of the entire society.42 

Akong’a’s observations provide a framework to examine shifting positions and conditions for 

the rainmaking institution from the eve of colonisation to post-independence in Zimbabwe. 

more importantly, the oral nature of the knowledge on rainmaking rituals makes it susceptible 

to changes over time, with some knowledge lost and some misinterpreted. As such, the private 

versus public rainmaking framework guides the shifting dynamics of the institution.  

 

Rainmaking rituals were not unique to Africa. The ritual was at some point practiced by Asians, 

Indigenous Americans, and the Great Sandy desert dwellers of Australia. Ilhan Basgoz records 

the rainmaking rituals of ancient Turkey.  He argues that rainmaking rituals were related to 

ancient seasonal festivals, which were conducted to restore the god who would have 

disappeared temporarily or killed.43 It was believed that "until they have been restored, the 

vegetation stopped growing, the ground became arid and parched and even the passion of love 

ceased to operate on earth.”44 The pattern of these rituals in Turkey was also similar to that of 

Middle East countries like Ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, the Hittite Kingdom, Greece, and 

Rome, where the essence of the rituals was to summon rain, promote fertility and ensure a good 

crop.45 The institution of rainmaking, therefore, is arguably as old as human history.  

 

The Mwari (God) cult at Matopos Hills is a key location in the history of rainmaking in 

Zimbabwe. Historian Terence Ranger notes the two divergent perspectives of the Matopos by 

Africans and Europeans upon colonisation. Many white Rhodesians viewed the Matopos as ‘a 

place of meditation and communion with nature, symbolising a special relationship with the 

landscape’, with missionaries thinking of the place as ‘delightful, but immorally “natural”, 

literally in a state of original sin’.46 To many Africans, however, the Matopos was a centre of 

religion where rainmaking rituals had been taking place for hundreds of years.47 Ranger’s 

argument bears resemblance to missiologist Marthinus Daneel’s observation that the Mwari 

 
41 Akong’a, “Rainmaking rituals: A comparative study of two Kenyan societies”, 71-85.  
42 Akong’a, “Rainmaking rituals: A comparative study of two Kenyan societies”, 71-85. 
43 IIhan Basgoz, “Rainmaking ceremonies in Turkey and Seasonal Festivals”, Journal of the American Oriental 

Society, Vol.87, 3 (1967), 304-306. 
44 Basgoz, “Rainmaking ceremonies in Turkey and Seasonal Festivals”, 303-306.  
45 Basgoz, “Rainmaking ceremonies in Turkey and Seasonal Festivals”, 303-306. 
46 Ranger, Voices from the Rocks, 11. 
47 Ranger, Voices from the Rocks, 11–15. 
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cult ran an efficient and effective information and communication service for Africans in 

Rhodesia.48 The centrality of this cult in rainmaking rituals is key in understanding their social 

significance. The bias towards the Mwari cult in this chapter, therefore, is due to its prominent 

role in Zimbabwe and beyond, as well as its close relationship with rainmaking and rainmakers 

in Mberengwa.  

A social contract with nature: Rainmaking on the cusp of colonisation 

Rainmaking rituals were evident in different pre-colonial states, dynasties, and kingdoms 

including Mapungubwe (c.1000–1220), Great Zimbabwe (c.1000–1450), Mutapa (1430–

1760), Rozvi (c.1660–1866), Ndebele (1837–1893), and various other states in the territory 

that later formed Southern Rhodesia. A shared cosmology arose, between the eleventh and 

nineteenth centuries, reconstructed through archaeological and historical evidence: diverse 

farming communities in dominant states perceived rain as a ‘blessing from the gods’. They 

seemed to have held a remarkably consistent view over 800 years that if the gods were angered, 

the rains would not fall.49 This could be the result of the centralisation of rainmaking rituals by 

the elite in earlier states like Mapungubwe.50 Schoeman argues that the political centralisation 

of rainmaking might have been part of the new ideology, which entailed ‘central royal control 

of all spheres of life from economic to ritual’.51 Amongst these different communities across 

several states at various times, rainmaking was not a constant idea. The belief was represented 

in and carried from one generation to the other through folktales, fables, proverbs, and idioms.52  

Territorial and lineage cults have been the centre of rainmaking rituals across Zimbabwe since 

the fourteenth century. The cults were perceived as the guardians of the land, responsible for 

the rains and fertility of the land.53 Territorial cults were an institution ‘of spirit veneration 

which relates to a land area, or territory, rather than to kinship or lineage groupings’.54 Lineage 

cults, on the other hand, were local shrines influencing the well-being of a particular clan, in 

 
48 Marthinus Daneel, The God of the Matopo Hills: An Essay on the Mwari Cult in Rhodesia (The Hague: Mouton, 

1970), 86.  
49 See David Beach, The Shona and Zimbabwe 900–1850: An Outline of Shona History (Gweru: Mambo Press, 

1980); Ranger, Voices from the Rocks; Ngwabi Bhebe, Christianity and Traditional Religion in Western 

Zimbabwe, 1859–1923, (London: Longman, 1979).  
50 Schoeman, “Imagining Rain Places”, 163. 
51 Schoeman, “Imagining Rain Places”, 163.  
52 Nyathi, Traditional Ceremonies of Amandebele, 3. 
53 Michael Bourdillon, “The Cults of Dzivaguru and Karuva amongst the North-Eastern Shona Peoples”, in J.M. 

Schoffeleers, ed, Guardians of the Land: Essays on Central African Territorial Cults (Gweru: Mambo Press, 

1979), 236.  
54 Terence Ranger, “Territorial Cults in the History of Central Africa”, Journal of African History, Vol.14, No.4 

(1973), 581–597.  
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most cases the ruling clan.55 Lineage cults were dotted around the country, with ruling elites at 

all levels consulting their clan cult for smaller and immediate problems such as illnesses and 

initial rainmaking rituals. Ranger outlines the function of territorial cults as ‘to ensure the moral 

well-being of the population of that land area […] especially concerned with rainmaking or the 

control of floods, with the fertility of the soil for agriculture or the success of fishing or 

hunting’.56 Territorial cults differ amongst themselves, with some exalting a High God, for 

example, the Mwari cult in the Matopos, Southern Zimbabwe, and the Chisumphi cult of the 

Chewa in Malawi, some revering nature spirits, such as the Miao spirit shrines of Lake 

Tanganyika, with others venerating ‘divinized human beings’, like the M’bona cult of southern 

Malawi or the Dzivaguru cult of Northern Zimbabwe. In Zimbabwe, the dominant territorial 

cults in 1890 were the Dzivaguru (great pool) and Karuva cults amongst the Korekore people 

in the north, the Musikavanhu (the creator of human beings) cult amongst the Manyika people 

in the east, and the Mwari (God) cult in the southern parts of the country. These cults worked 

as the socio-environmental infrastructure of the rainmaking institution.  

 

The most dominant territorial cult was the Mwari cult, which had influence beyond the borders 

with visitors travelling from as far as South Africa and Botswana since pre-colonial times.57 

The Mwari cult was first introduced around the fourteenth century by the Mbire ethnic group, 

the founder of the Mutapa and Rozvi states, making it an originally Shona cult.58 It was 

syncretised with other forms of beliefs as settlement patterns changed between the fourteen and 

the twentieth centuries. The close association of the cult with the Rozvi confederacy brings out 

the correlation between the rainmaking institution and political control. The Mwari cult’s 

political significance grew, and affiliated Shona chiefs would consult the cult through 

messengers on succession issues and to plead for rain. In a way, Mwari became ‘the God of 

the priests and chiefs’.59 This is the same practice that was recurrent during the colonial period 

when chiefs from across the country, but mostly from the southern and western parts, sent 

messengers to the cult to thank the gods for previous harvests and plead for rain for that 

particular year. 

  

 
55 Ranger, “Territorial Cults in the History of Central Africa”, 581-597.  
56 Ranger, “Territorial Cults in the History of Central Africa”, 582.  
57 ‘November, the month of refreshing rains’, The Herald, 15 November 2017. 
58 Daneel, The God of the Matopo Hills, 15. 
59 Daneel, The God of the Matopo Hills, 26.  
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Rain making powers could be a source of unity in an ethnic group or cause conflict and factions 

in some communities. Between 1840 and 1870, when the Vadondo people of the Musikavanhu 

chieftaincy settled in Melsetter60, a series of conflict over ownership of the rain charm occurred. 

Upon settlement around 1840, one of the disgruntled sub-chiefs, Shiriyedenga broke away and 

took the rain making charm him. This was followed by a drought from 1845-1847 which the 

Vadondo people attributed to the theft of the rain charm.61 The Vadondo people sent an army 

to fight the break-away faction which had settled in Gutu, along the Save River, in pursuit of 

the rain charm. The army killed the leader of the breakaway faction but failed to bring home 

the rain charm after they found Save river flooded and they all perished in the water, except for 

the chief’s aunt, an incident that was interpreted to be a result of the rain god’s anger for 

murdering Shiriyedenga. Afterwards, the chiefs who ruled never had peace as conflicts over 

the control of the rain charm continued. It was not until the neighbouring chief Mapungwana, 

moved with his army in 1865 to settle the continuous conflict that peace was restored. 

Mapungwana united the two conflicting groups and, with the assistance of the ethnic group’s 

spirit mediums, appointed the rightful heir to the throne, Nyakanja. The clan believed that he 

was possessed by the spirit of the great Mabota Murangadzwa, a founding ancestor of the ethnic 

group and he became the most famous rain makers, his reputation spread far and wide, and 

during his lifetime it was believed that his ethnic group did not experience droughts or famine.62 

The belief that the chief was possessed by the spirit and became the great rain maker had a 

soothing effect to the clan. It shows the psychological impact of rain making as well as the 

political power engrained in the rituals, where participants or followers believed in their effort 

to control the environment, at the same time submitting to their chiefs.  

 

The procedure of the rainmaking ritual varied across time and space. Prominent German 

explorer and geographer Carl Mauch observed how the Karanga at Great Zimbabwe conducted 

the ritual in 1872. He noted that the ritual started soon after the harvest, during the month of 

May, with people gathering at the foot of the mountain.63 The high priest appeared with two 

young women and a man and climbed to the top of the mountain where a black heifer was 

sacrificed by burning it alive.64 An ox was slaughtered and consumed as sacrifice and another 

 
60 Melsetter, now Chimanimani district in Manicaland, is one of the most drought-stricken areas in Zimbabwe. 
61 L. C Meredith, “The rain making spirit of Mabota Murangadzwa, Melsetter District”, Native Affairs Department 

Affairs (hereafter referred to as NADA), Vol.20–26 (1943–1949).  
62 Meredith, “The Rainmaking Spirit of Mabota Murangadzwa.” 
63 Eric Burke, ed, The Journals of Carl Mauch: His travels in the Transvaal and Rhodesia 1869–1872 (Salisbury: 

National Archives of Rhodesia, 1969), 216. 
64 Burke, ed, The Journals of Carl Mauch, 216. 
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slaughtered and placed at a distance from the mountain for the vultures to consume.65 The priest 

then entered a cave at the mountain and sprinkled beer everywhere, praying to the ancestors 

for rain.66 The ceremony lasted three days with people feasting, singing, and dancing. At the 

Mwari cult, the rainmaking ritual procedure was captured by Ranger who noted that ‘in every 

district in which the influence of the cult was dominant there were Wosana or Manyusa, 

messengers to Mwari from the chiefs and people of the district and from Mwari back to them 

again’.67 The messengers would visit the cult at least once every year and offer gifts in the form 

of cattle and crops for rain or fertility.68 The messengers would not visit the cult alone but were 

accompanied by shrine keepers, who controlled the shrine, and their assistants. The assistants 

were prepubescent girls and postmenopausal women who were responsible for brewing beer 

and bringing it up the mountain to the shrine.69 At the shrine, in the presence of the female 

assistants and the messengers from the districts, the shrine priests would invoke the gods by 

clapping hands, praising the gods, and sprinkling beer to ask for rain. After a while a voice 

would be heard from within the rock giving a message to the messengers and the priests about 

rain, fertility, and the crops to be grown.70 It is significant to note that women were active 

participants in all the varied forms of rainmaking rituals. Not only would they prepare beer, but 

young girls assisted officiating priests in conducting the cattle sacrifices and both men and 

women could be spirit mediums communicating with their ancestors. The gender composition 

of the rainmaking institution is an equivalence of what Jan Bender Shelter calls ‘interdependent 

mutuality between genders’.71 Women had autonomy over certain aspects of the ritual process 

and men had theirs, yet both worked together to fulfil the obligation towards the ancestors and 

the people.  

 

Elsewhere in the region, two ancient gods were pitted against each other in a clash between 

African and western religion to produce rain. The clash between these two religions, as 

recorded by Richard Grove in the confrontation between Robert Moffat and a Tswana rain 

 
65 Perhaps ‘explorers’ and missionaries were exasperated by such practices which they observed, hence their 

scathing critique of Africans’ relations with nature. They obviously had a different perception of nature and 

were annoyed by burnt offerings.  
66 Burke, The Journals of Carl Mauch, 216. 
67 Terence Ranger, Revolt in Southern Rhodesia, 1896–1897: A Study in African Resistance (London: Heinemann 

Educational Books, 1967), 22. 
68 Ranger, Revolt in Southern Rhodesia, 22. 
69 Simon Makuvaza, “Why Njelele, a Rainmaking Shrine in the Matobo World Heritage Area, Zimbabwe, Has 

Not been Proclaimed a National Monument”, Heritage Management, Vol.1, No.2 (2008), 163–180. 
70 Makuvaza, “Why Njelele”, 166. 
71 Jan Bender Shelter, Imagining Serengeti: A History of Landscape Memory in Tanzania from Earliest Times 

Present (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2007), 57.  
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maker resembles how missionaries perceived rainmaking rituals in many parts of the region. 

Grove notes that there were a series of confrontations between the two, beginning in October 

1821, where Moffat denied that the rainmaker could make rain, and the rain maker insisted he 

was capable.72 It is interesting to note that the two, representing different religions, interpreted 

droughts spiritually. The Tswana rain maker accused Moffat and the European incursions who 

brought an alien religion for causing droughts, whilst Moffat thought “the sinful transgressions 

of black Africans” was causing droughts.73 Grove describes Moffat’s standpoint as an 

evangelical mentality towards rain making and the African religious environment. This 

evangelical mentality shaped the colonial perspective of African religion and beliefs. 

Missionaries who came after Moffat, particularly in Zimbabwe, observed various aspects of 

the rain making institution and castigated them as heathen practices.  

 

Since the rainmaking institution ideologically promoted the political control of subjects, it was 

prone to political contests. Fontein notes that ‘the Matopos shrines themselves have long been 

embroiled in complex localized contests between competing clans, shrines and shrine 

keepers’.74 Ranger also notes that a few years into the colonial period there was conflict 

between the Chikoto and Nkala clans over control of the shrine.75 At the outset of colonisation 

in 1890, however, rainmaking was flourishing, enabling the ruling elites to control their 

subjects and causing the latter to believe that the elite was in control of nature itself.  

 

Changes and continuities in rainmaking practices during the colonial period, 1890–1980 

With the establishment of colonialism in 1890, Africans were dispossessed of their land, which 

was made the property of the British Crown.76 The creation of reserves77 had an effect on 

 
72 Richard Grove, “Scottish Missionaries, Evangelical discourses and the origins of conversation thinking in 

Southern Africa, 1820-1900”, Journal of Southern African Studies, Vol. 15, No.2 (1989), 163-187. 
73 Grove, “Scottish Missionaries, Evangelical discourses and the origins of conversation thinking in Southern 

Africa, 1820-1900”, 163-187. 
74 Fontein, “Rain, Uncertainty, and Power in Southern Zimbabwe”, 80. 
75 Ranger, “Territorial Cults in the History of Central Africa.” 
76 Barry Floyd, “Land Apportionment in Southern Rhodesia”, Geographical Review, Vol.52, No.4 (1962), 566–

582. See also Victor Machingaidze, “Agrarian Change from Above: The Southern Rhodesia Native Land 

Husbandry Act and African Response”, International Journal of African Historical Studies, Vol.24, No.3 

(1991), 557–588, Henry  Moyana, “Land and Race in Rhodesia”, African Review, Vol.5, No.1 (1975), 17–41; 

Ian Phimister, “Peasant Production and Underdevelopment in Southern Rhodesia, 1890–1914”, African Affairs, 

Vol.73, No.291 (1974), 217–228; Ian. Phimister, An Economic and Social History of Zimbabwe, 1890–1948: 

Capital Accumulation and Class Struggle (London: Longman, 1988). 
77 Reserves were areas of settlement designed exclusively for black Africans. They were often located in areas of 

poor quality soils, low rainfall and at times tsetsefly infested. For and overview, See Floyd, “Land 

Apportionment in Southern Rhodesia”, 566-582. 
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Africans’ relationship with nature. This was seen in the grievances raised by Africans during 

their first uprisings against the colonial government (1896–1897). The Africans blamed the 

deadly natural disasters that affected the country between 1894 and 1896 on the invasion of the 

land by Europeans. According to historian Ngwabi Bhebe, ‘the rinderpest that mercilessly slew 

cattle, the drought and the locusts and the resulting famine, […] could all be blamed on the 

presence of Europeans, who were disregarding the established beliefs and institutions of the 

country’.78 Africans thought that after forcibly taking away their ancestral land, Europeans 

were ignorant of rainmaking rituals, hence they could not appease the spirits.79 The uprisings 

were thought to be led and guided by the gods, hence the crucial role of spirit mediums. 

According to Ranger, one spirit medium from the Mwari cult declared that Europeans had sent 

diseases to African cattle and had bewitched the clouds so that no rain could fall.80 The 

influence of colonialism on the rainmaking institution is, therefore, significant.  

 

The role of native commissioners in appointing chiefs had an influence on the rainmaking 

tradition. One such case was the so-called ‘Melsetter incident’ that took place in 1896 in eastern 

Zimbabwe. After the death of chief Musikavanhu, the native commissioner appointed a man 

called Neseni as chief, against the incumbent Munotswa who was next in line according to 

custom. Chief Neseni was supposed to occupy the position only until Munotswa was officially 

appointed according to the customs of the society. However, when the time for official 

appointment of the rightful heir came, Neseni refused to step down – and did so with the 

backing of the native commissioner. Munotswa was assisted by neighbouring chiefs to claim 

his position, but the native commissioner sent the police to arrest him, upon which he fled to 

Mozambique. The native commissioner reinstalled Neseni, who remained in this position until 

his death in 1942. Discontent amongst Chief Neseni’s subjects over his (in)ability to make rain 

were recorded in different years of drought, such as 1912 and 1916.81 After Neseni’s death, the 

Musikavanhu ethnic group demanded the return of Munotswa to occupy the throne, an appeal 

that the native commissioner at the time, L.C. Meredith, could not resist.82 On the day of 

Munotswa’s installation as chief, the community gathered and celebrated as their usual signs 

of rainmaking were fulfilled. It was a common belief amongst various cultures, such as the 

 
78 Bhebe, Christianity, and Traditional Religion, 95.  
79 Bhebe, Christianity, and Traditional Religion, 95.   
80 Ranger, Revolt in Southern Rhodesia, 148.  
81 National Archives of Zimbabwe (hereafter NAZ), T2/29/64/6, famine relief, Letter from the Chief Native 

Commissioner, 4 March 1916. 
82 Meredith, “The Rainmaking Spirit of Mabota Murangadzwa.” 
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Zezuru, Karanga, Manyika, Ndebele, and Korekore, that on the day a chief is installed, or 

buried, there must be a heavy downpour. Meredith recorded that on the day of Munotswa’s 

installation,  

[t]here was a big crowd of natives waiting for him at Chipinga, and as he came 

in sight with a large escort of some hundreds of natives, a heavy rainstorm was 

passing over and to the north-west of the village. There was a lot of thunder and 

lightning accompanying the storm, which, after reaching a point north-west of 

the village and about two miles away, became a great waterspout, a fine sight, 

which attracted the attention of everyone who saw it. The natives became very 

enthusiastic, and of course the new chief got the credit. The heavy rains of last 

season are attributed to the clemency of the rain spirit, which showed its 

appreciation of the recalling of Munotswa to be chief of Dondo and the 

Musikavanhu.83 

 

Rainmaking was, therefore, under the control of chiefs who themselves were, in turn, controlled 

by the colonial state. The first major drought of the twentieth century in Southern Rhodesia, 

which occurred between 1911 and 1914, saw the emergence of various ‘admonitions and 

prohibitions’ coming from the Mwari cult.84 Mwari’s voice in times like these was valued and 

listened to. It was sought after and regarded as the solution. As observed in Ndanga District at 

the peak of the 1912 drought, Africans had “a great desire to consult their old rain makers … 

and would do so with alacrity should the government acquiesce.”85 Economic Historian I.R. 

Phimister notes that as the 1912–1913 drought deepened, messengers to and from the Mwari 

cult ‘crisscrossed the districts of Chibi, Ndanga and Victoria’.86 The message from the cult was 

anti-colonial in nature, discouraging Africans from trading their grain with white traders and 

from buying western goods like blankets and pots.87 One messenger is reported to have warned 

that those using enamelled dishes risked being struck by lightning.88 Phimister argues that this 

message was informed by the ‘peasant tactic of withdrawing crops from unfavourable markets’, 

something that was done ‘for specific periods only’.89 However, considering that native 

commissioners constantly discouraged Africans from selling grain, the message from the 

Mwari cult can also be interpreted in terms of power – as an instrument for controlling people. 

 
83 Meredith, “The Rainmaking Spirit of Mabota Murangadzwa.”  
84 Phimister, An Economic and Social History of Zimbabwe, 81. 
85 NAZ, N9/4/25/3, Native Commissioner Monthly, Native Commissioner’s Report for the Month Ended 31st 

October 1912, Charter District. 
86 Phimister, An Economic and Social History of Zimbabwe, 81.  
87 NAZ, N9/4/25/3, Native Commissioner Monthly, Native Commissioner’s Report for the Month Ended 31st 

October 1912, Charter District. 
88 NAZ, N9/4/25/3, Native Commissioner Monthly, Native Commissioner’s Report for the Month Ended 31st 

October 1912, Charter District. 
89 Phimister, An Economic and Social History of Zimbabwe, 81. 
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In 1922, after a series of droughts since 1912, the native commissioner for Hartley 

acknowledged that ‘I have done my utmost to prevent them selling grain to Traders when there 

has been likelihood of shortage’.90 The message from the Mwari cult, therefore, might have 

been influenced by the native commissioners through chiefs who were central to the 

ceremonies.  

 

The influence of colonialism on rainmaking is further manifested in legal aspects. A 

conspicuous case that occurred in 1923 in the Mount Darwin district in northern Zimbabwe 

reveals these different legal positions. In 1923 the rains were delayed, and there were clear 

signs of an impending drought, in Chief Chigango’s constituency near the Mavuradonha 

Mountains. Chief Chigango’s Watawara people believed that the drought had been caused by 

moral decadence and breaches against the rainmaking institution. A tale of their belief in the 

rainmaking rituals discloses that they had always believed in the power of their founding 

ancestral spirit, Karuwa, whom they believed would always bring rain in time. Karuwa was 

believed to have been a great rainmaker in his lifetime and had become a headman in the 

community, before marrying the chief’s daughter Nochiswa and living on a hill for reasons of 

jealousy. When he died his wife inherited his rainmaking powers, due to which she was 

supposed to stay at the hill and not marry again, something which would be tantamount to 

adultery. When the rains were delayed in 1923, the Watawara people pressured their chief to 

find out whether Karuwa had been angered. Chief Chigango questioned Nochiswa who 

revealed that she had been out collecting firewood one day when she met Mutekede,91 the 

chief’s son, and a companion. The two men ‘defiled her’. Chigango consulted Chimayongo, a 

spirit medium, who instructed him to burn the ‘culprits’ to death, or else the drought would 

persist. The chief’s son was burnt to death while his companion was able to escape and reported 

the case to the colonial police. Chigango was arrested, charged for murder, and sentenced to 

death.92 Commenting on the results of the incident, anthropologist S. Dornan noted that ‘the 

sacrifice was successful, and rain fell heavily that night’.93 The chief justified the murder, 

saying he was merely observing customary law as had been communicated by the spirit 

 
90 NAZ, N3/11/3, Native Commissioner, Hartley to Superintendent of Natives Salisbury, 10th December 1922 – 

Prevention of famines. 
91 The Outpost recorded the name as Mutekede, but some literature records it as Manduza; see for instance, 

Dornan, ‘Rainmaking in South Africa’, 185–195; and Maria H. Schoeman, ‘Cloud Power? Rain-Control, Space, 

Landscape, and Ideology in Shashe-Limpopo State Formation’ (PhD thesis, University of the Witwatersrand, 

Johannesburg, 2006), 56.  
92 NAZ, S/OU 68, ‘Rain! (Being the Natives’ Explanation of the Recent Excessive Rains)’, Outpost, 16 (1939), 

29–30.  
93 Dornan, “Rainmaking in South Africa”, 193. 
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medium.94 The case shows the difference between colonial law and customary law. In this case, 

the reasons behind the murder were more important to the chief and the community at large 

than the execution of the culprit, yet colonial law considered the verdict in the customary law 

case as an unworthy death penalty.  

 

Chigango’s murder case caught the attention of some scholars who have used it as an example 

to prove that rainmaking rituals promoted human sacrifice. Thus, Dornan dismissed the 

accusation that the chief’s son had seduced Nochiswa as fiction, arguing that the accused was 

simply sacrificed by the high priest. He further challenged the agentic capacity of the murdered 

Mutekede, arguing that the victim had been of weak intellect and unable to resist.95 Dornan’s 

interpretation has been reproduced by other scholars such as Schoeman who used this particular 

case to argue that in some areas certain forms of human sacrifice were made to end severe 

droughts.96 In Karanga culture, human sacrifices are also believed to have taken place some 

indefinite years back. One rainmaker in Mberengwa narrated how his great grandfather escaped 

death after his mother ran away with him when he was next in line to be sacrificed.97 Perhaps 

what is missing in these cases is the fact that human sacrifice was rare and not a routine practice. 

In as much as human sacrifices occurred, they were not a usual occurrence and cannot be 

referred to as a ‘normal’ component of the rainmaking institution. It needs to be noted that 

Chigango was charged for murder and sentenced to death, which is arguably just a different 

form of human sacrifice in the form of capital punishment.  

 

Beyond human sacrifice, Chigango’s murder case shows how rain and drought were implicated 

in power consolidation. A report of the investigations around the murder case revealed that 

traditionally, when Nechiswa was allegedly seduced, the victim for sacrifice was always an 

outsider and not a relative of the royal family.98 However, as time went on, those from outside 

royal family began to escape when facing the danger of being sacrificed. Many chose to escape 

to the then Portuguese territory (Mozambique).99 Suddenly, victims changed from outsiders to 

relatives. Under Chief Chigango, between 1900 and 1923, four people related to his family 

 
94 NAZ, S/OU 68, ‘Rain! (Being the Natives’ Explanation of the Recent Excessive Rains)’, Outpost, 16 (1939), 

29–30. 
95 Dornan, “Rainmaking in South Africa”, 192. 
96 Schoeman, ‘Cloud Power?’, 56. 
97 Interview with Henry Siziba, aged 65, 7 January 2020, Vasengi village, Mberengwa.  
98 NAZ, N3/31/2, Darwin murders. 
99 NAZ, N3/31/2, Darwin murders. 
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were burnt.100 Interestingly, two of them were potential successors to the throne.101  Bourdillon, 

therefore, concludes that there was a political motive behind some burnings or choice of 

victims.102 More than that, the ritual burnings, and choice of victims demonstrate how chiefs 

manipulated rainmaking rituals to control their subjects and consolidate power. 

 

Mysterious issues surrounding Chief Chigango’s trial show how his subjects believed in the 

reasons that led to the sacrifice of his son. It was noted in the Outpost, the colonial police’s 

monthly magazine, that the court case aroused much interest and became known as ‘the case 

of the rain goddess’. At the time of the trial, his subjects ‘attached great significance to the 

vagaries of weather which coincided with the main events in the trial’. For example, when 

Chief Chigango was detained, the drought again threatened; when he was released and sent 

home as he was dying, a downpour occurred.103 The coincidence between the chief’s trial and 

the weather proved to his subjects their belief that their chief was innocent. It is an interesting 

case where nature played a part in keeping African beliefs alive. 

 

Droughts and rainmaking rituals in Mberengwa, 1947–1980 

Throughout the colonial period, Africans continued to practice their rainmaking ritual, 

especially during the severe droughts of 1947, 1960, and 1970–1972. Interviewees from 

Mberengwa and Gwanda, who respectively are largely Karanga and Ndebele, recounted how 

in the colonial past they used to gather and clear foreign substances in the forests as a way of 

appealing for rain.104 The average age of all the interviewees is 76. This means that even though 

they could not remember the exact years of certain events, most of the events narrated occurred 

after 1947. The act of clearing foreign objects from the bush is a tradition that was carried over 

from the pre-colonial past. During the colonial period, however, foreign objects included those 

that were largely products of colonial occupation, like plastics and metal objects, in addition to 

natural ones like the bones of dead animals.105 The distaste towards products of European origin 

 
100 NAZ, N3/31/2, Darwin murders. 
101 Michael Bourdillon, “Cults of Dzivaguru and Karuva amongst the North-Eastern Shona People”, 246. 
102 Michael Bourdillon, “Cults of Dzivaguru and Karuva amongst the North-Eastern Shona People”, 246. 
103 NAZ, S/OU 68, ‘Rain! (Being the Natives’ Explanation of the Recent Excessive Rains)’, Outpost, 16 (1939), 

29–30. 
104 Interviewees from Mberengwa preferred to be referred to by their full names, while those from Gwanda 

preferred the use of only their surnames. Therefore, the latter are referred to with their title. All quotes were 

translated by the author.  
105 Interview with Emily Sehla, aged 95, 7 January 2020, Vasengi village, Mberengwa. The knowledge of this 

practise was shared amongst all interviewees in both Mberengwa and Gwanda districts. 
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can be attributed to the belief that the very presence of colonial officials in the country 

precipitated misfortune. It shows how the tradition of clearing the forests in anticipation of rain 

changed with time and was shaped by the social environment created by colonialism. However, 

it remains unknown why the tradition of clearing even natural things like bones existed in pre-

colonial times. Perhaps it showed an awareness of the human effect on the environment and 

was an anti-pollution mechanism. 

 

A grandson of a rainmaker in Mberengwa, Henry Siziba, recalls how his grandfather Masocha 

was well known for rainmaking and his ability to pray for ‘calm’, prolonged rains, an ability 

he controlled until his death in the 1960s. Although Masocha would visit the Matopos shrines 

annually, he did not need to go there to make rain. Upon request by villagers, he would do 

something unexpected, such as wrapping himself with his cloth, taking his hand staff and 

pointing northwards, and praying for rain, and this would fall within thirty minutes.106 

Masocha’s daughter-in-law, Emily Sehla, remembers that Masocha’s rainmaking prowess 

stretched from Mberengwa to Gwanda; he was the most prominent rainmaker she knew.107 The 

sub-chief, Headman Vasengi, recounts that when he grew up, the villagers would look up to 

Masocha for rain: ‘If rains delay, some women were sent to Masocha and would cut some 

pieces of cloth and cover him. They would pour some soil on him till it rains’.108 Rainmaker 

Mukosi Ruzvidzo vouched for Masocha’s greatness by saying: ‘When things got hard, people 

would go to Masocha and ululate, pour him soil, after that Masocha would now possess the 

ancestral spirit of rainmaking. Then he would tell us: “Be strong, I have seen it”. Thereafter, 

we would certainly receive incessant rains’.109 A significant observation to note about Masocha 

was his social contract with the community. He earned respect from the community to an extent 

that they would approach him whenever they felt threatened by drought.  

 

When Masocha died, a conflict erupted over who would inherit his powers. Such conflict was 

common across various cultures at the death of a rainmaker or a chief. Henry Siziba believes 

that his father was supposed to inherit the rainmaking powers, but a greedy uncle visited the 

Matopos shrine to seek endorsement over Siziba’s father.110 It is believed that the uncle was 

never possessed by the deceased’s spirit, yet he claimed to have inherited the powers. Siziba’s 

 
106 Interview with Henry Siziba. 
107 Interview with Emily Sehla. 
108 Interview with Headman Vasengi. 
109 Interview with Mukosi Ruzvidzo, aged 88, 9 January 2020, Paulosi village, Mberengwa. 
110 Interview with Henry Siziba. 
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father, whom many described as humble, did not wrestle to claim the inheritance of the powers, 

yet many consider him the rightful successor. Henry Siziba claims that his father did so to avoid 

a possible conflict that would anger the gods and result in drought, as conflict over the control 

of rain shrines or the rainmaking rituals were believed to cause drought. In 1976 there was a 

case in Mapiravana, Mberengwa district, where a middle-aged woman purportedly pretended 

to be a rainmaker, yet the community came to believe that she was not possessed by the 

rainmaking spirit. This led to divisions within the community with some following the claimant 

and some castigating her.111 The matter was settled at the chief’s court and on that very day 

there was a heavy downpour, ending a near drought. One eyewitness, Mr. Maidza, expressed 

an interesting ambiguity about the incident: ‘By then, some of us had already been exposed to 

science at school and knew the science of cloud formation leading to rainfall, but what 

happened that day was spiritual’.112  

 

The conflict that arose after Masocha’s death raises the significant question of how rainmaking 

powers were passed on from one generation to the other. Rainmaking powers were either 

entrenched in an ordinary member of a community, like Masocha, or in a royal family. At both 

levels the powers were hereditary. In the case of an ordinary member of the society, the powers 

could be inherited by the surviving spouse113 or any of the remaining children, both male and 

female. On the death of a rainmaker in Mberengwa, the remaining children were supposed to 

visit the Njelele shrine for one to be anointed the successor.114 In the case of royal families, the 

powers were controlled by the lineage cults. Usually the chief was the rainmaker, and his 

successor retained the powers.115 The power and social status accorded to the rainmaker often 

led to conflict over inheritance of these powers, showing how rainmaking acted not only as a 

source of hope for desperate farmers but as a symbol of power for the rainmakers.  

 

Masocha’s prominence did not mean he was the centre of the rainmaking institution in 

Mberengwa. He surely commanded a huge influence, but the Mwari cult continued to be 

accessed through the Matopos shrines for annual rainmaking rituals. Daneel noted that although 

political issues are amongst the reasons why delegates visited the Matopos shrines, the 

 
111 Conversation with Mr. Maidza, lecturer at the University of Zimbabwe, Department of Linguistics, 4 January 

2020, University of Zimbabwe, Harare. 
112 Conversation with Mr. Maidza. 
113 The case of Nochiswa who inherited her husband’s rainmaking powers is a good example. See Dornan, 

“Rainmaking in South Africa.” 
114 Interview with Henry Siziba. 
115 Interview with Headman Vasengi. 
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messengers who carry the words between home and the shrines regard the petition for rain as 

their major assignment.116 In Mberengwa, and in particular for people from Mapiravana, 

Mudavanhu, Chenda, and Cheshangwe areas, the crucial visit to the Matopos would take place 

in the month of August. The messengers (vadhinda) were respected, elderly people in 

society.117 They were selected by the chief and his sub chiefs and gained societal respect 

because of their role in the community.118 The fact that they were selected by the ruling elite 

shows an extension of political control. The messengers would visit the Matopos with gifts in 

the form of money and seeds to ask for fertility. The money was collected from every member 

of the village through the village heads, who would send it to the headmen. Initially the 

messengers were selected from every headman’s area, but later the chiefs selected a few in an 

attempt to keep the institution more centralised. Some villagers in Mapiravana, Mberengwa, 

think that the 1992 drought was a result of the chief’s decision to change the selection of the 

messengers from being identified by the headmen to being chosen by chief alone. Such 

villagers argue that since then the rains tend to be limited to the villages close to the chief’s 

homestead.119 The argument is based on the idea that if the seeds and gifts are collected from 

the whole kraal and sent to the chief first, then to the Matopos, the gods will assume that only 

the chief, and those villages close to his place, have appreciated the previous harvest. One 

participant in Mberengwa in January 2020 pointed out that, ‘as we speak, the area surrounding 

the chief’s homestead is receiving rains whilst we are not’.120  

 

The Mwari cult was not only in command of rain but also integral to agricultural fertility. As a 

result, when the messengers visited the shrines to petition for rain, they also asked for 

agricultural fecundity. This was because people believed they could still experience poor 

harvests even if there was adequate rain due to pests, disease, and misfortune. Thus, when 

 
116 Daneel, The God of the Matopo Hills, 16.  
117 Interview with Headman Vasengi.  
118 Interviewees generally used the term vadhinda (sing. mudhinda) to refer to rainmakers who were the elderly 

people of the society, who were appointed by the chief to intercede for rain at the Matopos. The messengers are 

also rainmakers, the only difference being that some rainmakers are not the chief’s messengers to the Mwari 

cult, for example Masocha. Such people were also possessed by the spirits. Vadhinda is plural, in singular form 

the person is called Mudhinda. The term is prominent in the Mberengwa area, Midlands Province. One 

interviewee who was met in Mberengwa but originally from Mwenezi, Masvingo province, referred to them as 

nyusi. 
119 When I was conducting interviews in January 2020, there were instances when there were signs of rain but it 

failed to come, and the villagers affected would argue that the rains were pouring at villages close to the chief’s 

place. This reveals the two major purposes of the rainmaking ceremonies: the chief’s control over the people, 

and people’s resilience to drought built by the belief in rainmaking. Centralisation of the selection of messengers 

could have been done to further the control of the people; at the same time people believed that drought or 

periods of dryness are a result of the chief’s actions.  
120 Interview with Jefious Mupfeka, aged 78, 7 January 2020, Vasengi village, Mberengwa. 
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villagers contributed money for gifts, they would also contribute a small portion of every crop’s 

seed. Upon their return home from the shrine, the messengers would deliver the seeds to the 

chief or the headmen together with the message they had received from Zame. Every village 

head would collect a portion of the seed from the chief and distribute at village level so that 

every villager would receive a portion to mix with their seeds. This was based on the belief that 

the seeds from Zame would protect all other seeds from drought, pests, and disease. Such seeds 

had mativisi (sing. divisi), a term used to refer to the charm connected with good agricultural 

harvest. It is from this background that the shrines or the gods have been referred to by scholars 

as the gods of crop fertility121 and the guardians in control of agriculture.122  

 

On their return, the messengers would blow trumpets in ululation as they approached the 

villages. There was always beer brewed to celebrate their return. Upon hearing the trumpets, 

the villagers would start celebrating and welcome the rainmakers. It is when the crowds gather 

for this celebration that the messengers deliver Zame’s message. They tell the people the 

amount of rain to expect that season and the most appropriate time to plant, and remind them 

to revere sacred days and sacred places.123 Common messages that would be delivered were 

that people should obey the holy day (Chisi), not to go to the river with kitchen utensils (such 

as pots) that have been used to boil water on a fireplace, and not to make use of electrical 

appliances when it is raining.124 The inclusion of western consumables amongst the ‘rules’ is 

clear evidence of how colonialism influenced Africans’ perception of nature. Perhaps what was 

most significant about this day was that rains would fall. Whether a heavy or light storm, rains 

were supposed to fall to ‘erase the footprints of the messengers, a sign that their prayers had 

been answered’.125 

 

From the 1950s, the Mwari cult and rainmaking institution experienced some conceptual 

changes, and conflicts arose. By then the Mwari cult had become syncretised with mission and 

independent Christian churches. In translating the Bible into Shona, missionaries had found the 

name Mwari (for Mwari cult) to be the direct translation for God and that meant that the Mwari 

cult gained a Christian meaning.126 Daneel records a case of conflict between the mission 

 
121 Daneel, The God of the Matopo Hills, 16. 
122 Ranger, Voices from the Rocks, 23. 
123 Interview with Headman Vasengi. 
124 Interview with Jefious Mupfeka. 
125 Interview with Jefious Mupfeka.  
126 Daneel, The God of the Matopo Hills, 37.  
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churches and the Mwari cult around the case of an African woman who was exorcised at a 

Protestant church. The woman was possessed by three different spirits: an ‘evil’ spirit, a Zionist 

spirit, and a Mwari cult spirit. The first two were cast out but the third persisted. The case led 

to a confrontation with representatives of the Mwari cult who castigated the mission church for 

attacking their belief. However, most missionary churches, like the Roman Catholic Church, 

allowed Africans to attend church while taking part in their cultural rites, and that allowed some 

fusion of the two beliefs to take place. Unlike the Roman Catholic Church, independent 

churches like Samuel Mutendi’s Zion Christian Church were uncompromising and did not give 

room for cooperation. Mutendi attacked the Mwari cult as ‘devilish’ in his sermons during the 

1965 Passover festival and encouraged his membership to cast away ‘all that was practised by 

their forebears’.127 Interestingly Mutendi himself was seen as a rainmaker by his followers. He 

was regarded as a mediator between God and the people, responsible for blessing seeds to 

ensure good harvests and mediating for rain. His ability to ‘make rain’ convinced some chiefs 

to convert to his church.128 This religious syncretism has weakened the traditional rainmaking 

rituals in post-independence Zimbabwe, and attempts have been made to revive the institution. 

 

Towards restoring the Mwari cult in post-independence Zimbabwe, 1980–2000 

The last decade of white rule, 1970–1980, and the first two decades of independence are an 

interesting space for discussing the rainmaking institution. During the 1970s, the rainmaking 

institution waned across the country because of various factors, chief amongst them the 

influence of independent Christian churches and internal conflicts at the Matopos shrines. The 

first two decades after independence saw a strong focus on restoring reverence for the 

institution. This led to the rise of various religious movements fighting for the same cause, the 

most popular one being the Juliana movement. It is important to note that during the 1970s, 

when the deterioration of the rainmaking institution occurred, only few droughts took place as 

compared to the immediate post-independence period. The need to reform the rainmaking 

institution was, therefore, anchored on lived experiences of severe droughts that were attributed 

to the weakening of the rainmaking institution.  

 

 
127 Daneel, The God of the Matopo Hills, 65. 
128 Chiefs in parts of southern Zimbabwe such as Gutu, Bikita, Masvingo (district), Ndanga, and Buhera joined 

Mutendi’s church in the late 1960s after witnessing the church leader’s miracles.  
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In the 1970s and 1980s, the way messengers travelled to the Matopos changed. Where they 

used to go to the shrines on foot, despite the long distances, by the 1980s they had begun to use 

public transport. Villagers were asked to contribute to the transport money, in addition to the 

usual collection of money for gifts.129 The change was not unique to Mberengwa but also 

occurred elsewhere in the country. In Gwanda, the 1970s saw a change in the mode of transport 

to buses. This change could, however, have been influenced by the intensity of the war at this 

time of the liberation struggle, which made it insecure to travel long distances on foot. Unhappy 

by the change, disgruntled villagers refused to contribute money for transport in Chenda, 

Mberengwa, in the 1980s. As a result, a series of droughts between 1980 and 1986 and the 

most severe drought, of 1992, were perceived to be a result of how both messengers and general 

citizens had angered the gods.130 One participant in Mberengwa bemoaned: 

We are in perpetual droughts due to our disobedience to the Gods. The 1992 

drought was so tragic. It might have been a punishment from Zame because our 

messengers were travelling to the shrines on buses. Zame does not want the 

messengers to travel on buses. When they travel on buses, they could be 

drinking beer on the way. Who knows, maybe they also engage in sex in the 

bars along the way? Zame would not be happy about it.131  

 

The early years of independence were marked by hostility between chiefs and the government. 

According to social historian Lotti Nkomo, in the early years of independence the government 

dismissed the chiefs as ‘backward, unproductive and undemocratic’ and the very institution of 

chieftaincy as a sell-out because it had sided with the colonial state during the liberation 

struggle.132 This change of position by the government towards the chiefs had the effect of 

transferring more power and privilege to the chiefs in relation to their control over the 

rainmaking institution. Chiefs began to be considered as ‘the real representatives of the people, 

supporters of the liberation struggle, custodians of Zimbabwe’s land, cultures and values’.133 

Chiefs and their administrative hierarchy were increasingly able to augment their privilege to 

administer the rainmaking institution and have control over people. By the post-2000 period, 

it was the government that needed to work closely with the chiefs to organise the national 

biras.134 

 

 
129 Interview with Msaigwa Samson Hove, aged 84, Joni village, Mberengwa. 
130 Interview with Headman Vasengi. 
131 Interview with Emily Sehla. 
132 Lotti Nkomo, “Winds of Small Change: Chiefs, Chiefly Powers, Evolving Politics and the State in Zimbabwe, 

1985 to 1999”, Southern Journal for Contemporary History, Vol.45, No.2 (2020), 152. 
133 Nkomo, “Winds of Small Change”, 153. 
134 Fontein, “Rain, Uncertainty, and Power in Southern Zimbabwe”, 89–94. 
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By the late 1980s, religious movements had emerged to address the issue of the waning 

rainmaking institution. These included the Njelele Reform, the Juliana Movement, and the 

Manyangwa Theological Reform. The Njelele Reform was concerned with the restoration of 

the Njelele shrine at the Matopos and called for a return to cultural and traditional value 

systems. It argued that government had angered the gods by not performing rituals after the 

end of the liberation war in 1980 and after the infamous Gukurahundi genocide in 1987. In its 

view, even if rainmaking ceremonies were taking place across the country, droughts would 

continue unabated if the Njelele shrine was not restored.135 The Manyangwa Theological 

Reform, based in Plumtree, was also concerned about returning to traditional systems and 

mutual respect in the relationships between Christian churches and traditional believers.136 The 

most popular movement to emerge, however, was one led by a middle-aged Karanga woman 

named Juliana. The Juliana Movement, as it became known, found strong support in southern 

Zimbabwe, concentrated in particular in the Mberengwa district. Juliana’s professed aim was 

to ‘re-establish the balance of humanity and nature’.137 To this end, she travelled around the 

Masvingo and Midlands provinces and visited the Matopos Hills in Matabeleland South where 

her shrine was located. She travelled on foot, claiming that her calling required her to avoid 

using modern transport systems.138 

 

During her campaign, Juliana raised a series of issues that were supposed to be addressed to 

restore the traditional rainmaking institution. Amongst these issues were: stopping the hunting 

of sacred animals; uniting churches and traditionalists towards the one goal of appealing for 

rain; desisting from growing sunflower and cotton crops that were frightening the ancestral 

spirits; ensuring that government officials visited the Matopos shrine to give thanks for winning 

the liberation war and to ask for forgiveness for shedding blood during and after the war.139 

She even went as far as claim that the government should desist from constructing dams and 

drilling boreholes because the smell of cement affected the njuzu spirits, central in delivering 

drinking water; and that people should not migrate from drought-stricken areas.140 Ranger 

concluded that Juliana blamed drought on the state’s top-down developmental plans that were 

 
135 Hezekiel Mafu, “The 1991–1992 Zimbabwean Drought and Some Religious Reactions”, Journal of Religion 

in Africa, Vol.25, No.3 (1995), 298. 
136 Mafu, “The 1991–1992 Zimbabwean Drought and Some Religious Reactions”, 298.  
137 Ranger, Voices from the Rocks, 284.  
138 Mafu, “The 1991–1992 Zimbabwean Drought”, 293.  
139 Abraham Mawere and Ken Wilson, “Socio-Religious Movements, the State and Community Change: Some 

Reflections on the Ambuya Juliana Cult of Southern Zimbabwe”, Journal of Religion in Africa, Vol.25, No.3 

(1995), 252–286. 
140 Mawere and Wilson, ‘Socio-Religious Movements’, 256.  
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implemented without prior consultation with the local people.141 This resonates with historian 

Gerald Mazarire’s argument that, from the colonial times to date, chiefs have always been 

suspicious of development programmes initiated by the government because such projects 

signify the enduring ‘contest between “traditionalism” and “modernity”, and, often, a 

justification for the compulsory implementation of experiments with their resources, for which 

their opinions are never sought’.142 The grievances raised by Juliana, therefore, were largely a 

challenge to the colonial legacy but one posed to the post-colonial state.  

 

The Juliana Movement emerged at a time when female priesthood was dominating the rituals 

in a patriarchal society. In fact, the 1990s saw had an impressive record of female priesthood 

at the Matopos, with women such as Minye controlling the Bembe shrine, Nhlangiso at 

Ntunjambili, and Ngcathu at the senior shrine of Njelele.143 Yet, it must be remembered that 

the participation of women in rainmaking is as old as the ritual itself. As noted by Ranger, 

‘women occupied public religious roles either within the patriarchal system, or in the cult of 

the Creator God, Mwali, which operated above patriarchy’.144 Women had always been key 

participants in the rituals but were rarely leaders. What made Juliana different was her claim 

that she was the newly appointed Mwari cult rainmaker,145 thus placing her movement above 

patriarchy. Indeed, her visits to areas in southern Zimbabwe, particularly Mberengwa, were 

exceptional in the history of rainmaking. The normal, known procedure was for the chief’s 

messengers to travel to the Mwari cult and not for the Mwari cult messengers to visit 

Mberengwa. The Juliana Movement, therefore, was a unique development in the history of 

rainmaking in Mberengwa.  

 

The Juliana Movement’s message was twofold. Drought was attributed to actions by both the 

state and society. The state was blamed for the trappings of modernity and failing to take the 

lead in rainmaking rituals as per the old, pre-colonial tradition.146 In this regard, Juliana 

mounted what might be understood as a ‘community opposition to social, political, and 

 
141 Terence Ranger, ‘Women and Environment in African Religion: The Case of Zimbabwe’, in William Beinart 

and JoAnn McGregor, eds, Social History and African Environments (Oxford: James Currey, 2003), 86. 
142 Gerald Mazarire, ‘“The Chishanga Waters have their Owners”: Water, Politics and Development in Southern 

Zimbabwe’, Journal of Southern African Studies, Vol.34, No.4 (2008), 757.  
143 Ranger, “Women and Environment in African Religion”, 85.  
144 Ranger, “Women and Environment in African Religion”, 72. 
145 Mawere and Wilson, “Socio-Religious Movements”, 254. 
146 Collis Machokoto, “Water Spirits and the Conservation of the Natural Environment: A Case Study from 

Zimbabwe”, International Journal of Sociology and Anthropology, Vol.5, No.8 (2013), 292.  
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development projects’.147 Regarding society, the key feature of Juliana’s message, as argued 

by Mawere and Wilson, was its syncretic nature: it combined traditional belief and 

Christianity.148 This confirms Fontein’s position that Juliana’s rapid rise and sudden fall show 

the close link between politics, religion, and meteorology.149 She sought to reconcile the rift on 

ecological matters between politics, on the one hand, and Christianity and traditional religion 

on the other.  

 

In Mberengwa, the Juliana Movement provided a source of lost hope after the worst drought 

in living memory occurred in 1992. In as much as people still believed in rainmaking rituals, 

they became increasingly worried about the continuous decline of the institution. Headman 

Vasengi described what the Juliana Movement entailed in his area when she visited in 1993:  

When she arrived here, she said she wanted to go to our mountains, and we 

accompanied her. She never entered anyone’s house; she did not stay at 

anyone’s home. Upon arrival at the mountains, she instructed us to construct 

three camping sites, one for her and two for the gods. She sent for Chief 

Mapiravana who came with two other neighbouring chiefs to attend the ritual. 

The chief donated an ox that was slaughtered. Juliana led people in singing and 

dancing, whilst eating meat and drinking traditional beer. On that day, we 

received heavy rains.150  

 

This account shows that Juliana performed the traditional rainmaking ceremony that was 

waning in the community, hence her popularity amongst people. However, the fact that she 

visited the area in 1993, just when rains were experienced in most parts of the country and the 

drought was coming to an end, also discredited her and undermined the belief by her 

participants that she was responsible for the heavy downpour on the day. The Juliana 

Movement spread across southern Zimbabwe, reaching Gutu, Bikita, and Masvingo districts 

between 1992 and 1998. It left a legacy that is remembered to this date. In Mberengwa, peasant 

farmers who came across her in 1993 perceive her movement as the last serious attempt made 

to restore the old tradition.151  

 

 
147 Penny Bernard, “Ecological Implications of Water Spirit Beliefs in Southern Africa: The Need to Protect 

Knowledge, Nature and Resource Rights”, in Alan Watson and Janet Sproull, comp, Science and Stewardship 

to Protect and Sustain Wilderness Values: Seventh World Wilderness Congress Symposium, 2001 November 2–

8; Port Elizabeth, South Africa. Proc. RMRS-P-27 (Ogden, UT: US Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, 

Rocky Mountain Research Station, 2003), 151. 
148 Mawere and Wilson, “Socio-Religious Movements”, 270. 
149 Fontein, “Rain, Uncertainty, and Power in Southern Zimbabwe”, 80.  
150 Interview with Headman Vasengi. 
151 Interview with Msaigwa Samson Hove. 
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The private rainmaking ceremony conducted by Headman Vasengi and a few elite men and 

women in January 2020 took place on the same mountain where Juliana had pitched her 

camping site. The ceremony sought to renovate the three huts that Juliana had left in 1993, to 

ensure that they could still operate as a way of propitiating the ancestors.152 The legacy of the 

Juliana Movement, therefore, is that of providing hope and self-solace to ordinary people 

coping with the desperate uncertainties of drought – a purpose enduringly served by rainmaking 

itself. 

 

Conclusion  

The history of rainmaking rituals is not unique to Africa, but it has been part of African ways 

of life for centuries. The institution of rainmaking in Zimbabwe from 1890 to 2000 has been 

characterised by fear of foreign intervention and the indigenous elite’s ability to control its 

subjects. During the last three decades before colonisation the states that became Southern 

Rhodesia experienced an influx of missionaries from various mission societies. These 

missionaries sought to convert Africans to Christianity, thus castigating aspects of African 

traditional religion, including rainmaking. They dismissed it as an insignificant and heathen 

practice. Yet even after converting, many Africans continued to practice the ritual, which they 

believed brought rain.  

 

The advent of colonialism in 1890 consolidated missionary efforts to demonise the institution. 

However, Africans in Southern Rhodesia resisted settler influence and attributed the 1894–

1896 rinderpest pandemic, drought, and pest disasters to the settler invasion. This marked the 

beginning of the ideological clash between the two religions during colonial rule. Such clashes 

were a characteristic of the colonial period and manifested slightly differently in the immediate 

post-independence period, as in the murder case brought against Chief Chigango in 1923 where 

colonial law differed in its interpretation of murder from customary law. More evidence can be 

seen in the case of the installation of Chief Munotswa in 1942, who was denied the throne by 

through manipulations by the native commissioner and the whole situation had religious 

connotations regarding rainmaking rituals.  

 

 
152 Interview with Headman Vasengi. 
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The first decade of independence was characterised by attempts to restore the institution of 

rainmaking through religious movements. The three main movements – the Njelele Reform, 

the Manyangwa Theological Reform, and the Juliana Movement – all aimed at restoring the 

so-called traditional values of pre-colonial societies. Their efforts to restore rainmaking as an 

institution were also critiques of colonialism, forging a direct link between the pre-colonial 

past and post-independence society. Before colonisation, the rituals were controlled by leaders, 

or at least leadership actively participated in them. In the colonial and post-colonial period, the 

government did not form an active participant in the rituals. Indeed, during the colonial period, 

the state’s position was clear: it ignored the rituals but allowed them to happen. This was to 

ensure that the chiefs appointed by the state kept their status and power. In the post-colonial 

period, however, the government’s position was more complicated. During the first five years 

of independence, there was no formal recognition of chiefs, but then the post-colonial state 

recognised their utility and allowed them to perform rainmaking rituals (though the top 

echelons of the state still ostensibly ignored these) – in a manner that paralleled the approach 

adopted by the colonial state. 

 

This chapter argues that rainmaking rituals were a religious way of the chieftaincy to control 

its subjects, at the same time serving as an indigenous source of psycho-social soothing, of 

restoring a measure of calm and comfort in the face of nature’s vicissitudes. The waning 

condition of the rainmaking institution and recurring droughts in the twenty-first century has 

led to calls by traditionalists to revert to the traditional practice. The Anthropocene, with its 

rapid climate change and an increased intensity and unpredictability of droughts, will probably 

precipitate more calls like this. It highlights the enduring power of mutable rituals like 

rainmaking, which rely on desperation, uncertainty, loss of faith in state intervention, and loss 

of faith in ‘science’, as on the ostensible control of the one thing completely beyond the control 

of ordinary people: nature.
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Chapter Three 

Negotiating Survival? The British South Africa Company and African 

peasants’ responses to drought in African areas c.1911-1923.  

 

The Shangani Reserve is a wild forest. I cannot live on the Gwaai Reserve. The Gwaai 

Reserve is waterless, and wells would not supply enough water for cattle…All we want 

is for the Government to say, this is a tract of land for Lobengula’s people…Our 

grievances come from land congestion and the many white owners where we live, who 

keep on turning us away and prevent our cultivating (sic) land. The native reserves are 

in the wilds, they are full of mosquitoes and wild beasts. 

        - Chief Nyamanda, 1920.1

  

 

Most of these natives are well off in cattle, and while anxious to barter grain for cattle, 

have so far refused to accept advances of grain for the maintenance of their families 

while the able-bodied men go to work and pay for the grain with money earned. 

 

-Native Commissioner, Chibi District, 1912.2 

 

Introduction 

This chapter examines how African peasants negotiated survival during drought under the 

British South Africa Company (BSAC) rule. It shows the various ways within which African 

peasants engaged both the Company government and private traders as well as inventing their 

own ways to survive drought. The chapter also highlight the role played by the BSAC 

government in the changing socio-economic and political position of African communities in 

responding to drought.  The state is expected to intervene and save citizens in times of natural 

disasters. In the modern day, governments have moved from being reactive to a proactive 

approach to disasters like droughts. Some have enacted laws and drought policies, which 

provide a framework of mitigating the disaster.3 In colonial economies, the role of the state in 

drought response was shaped by colonial interests, therefore, it followed the colonial ideology. 

For instance, in the Spanish Caribbean the economic and military significance of the colonies 

ensured a swift government response to natural hazards through tax exemptions, relief aid and 

 
1 NAZ, N9/5/3, Interview with Chief Nyamanda and other Matabele Chiefs held at Scott’s Building, Bulawayo, 

19th April 1920. 
2 NAZ, Report on Scarcity of Food Supplies Among Natives in The Victoria Circle, Chibi District, 14th June 1912.  
3 For instance, the National Drought Policy Act, 1998 which led to the establishment of the National Drought 

Policy Commission in the United States of America and the Australian Drought Policy. See Report of the 

National Drought Policy Commission, Preparing for drought in the 21st Century, U.S. Department of 

Agriculture, May 2000, https://govinfo.library.unt.edu/drought/finalreport/fullreport/pdf/reportfull.pdf.  and 

Donald Wilhite, “Drought Policy in the U.S and Australia: A comparative analysis”, Water Resources Bulletin, 

Vol.22, No. 3(1986), 425-438.  
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reconstruction funds.4 Throughout the thirty-three years of its rule over Southern Rhodesia, the 

BSAC administration was faced with four major droughts at different times: 1896-7, 1911-14, 

1916 and 1922. The 1896-7 drought struck when the young government was still anticipating 

a ‘second’ rand south of the Zambezi and north of Limpopo. The three twentieth century 

droughts occurred when the Company government was now concerned about both the mining 

industry and white settler agriculture as two pillars of the economy. At this point, the Company 

government, settler farmers and miners were all facing acute labour shortages. This chapter 

explores the measures put in place by the Company government to ensure that the reservoir of 

cheap labour, as African peasants were viewed, would survive droughts. Equally important, as 

demonstrated in this chapter, is how the Africans reacted to the options made available by the 

government as well as inventing new ways of survival. Instead of opting for wage labour, which 

the state encouraged, African peasants embraced capitalism by engaging the government and 

private traders in commercial transactions to survive drought. 

 

This chapter will demonstrate how the first major drought of the twentieth century in Southern 

Rhodesia between 1911 and 1914 shaped the BSAC administration’s general responses to 

droughts towards Africans until the election of new government in November 1923. Since its 

onset in 1890, the BSAC government had established “a society designed to preserve their 

(whites) own power and privilege.”5 For economic and ideological purposes, the Company 

administration was against the idea of strengthening local African institutions. The Company’s 

General Manager, Henry Wilson Fox was optimistic that the settler economy would prosper 

quickly, and he thought that would happen when the African economic system was quickly 

liquidated.6 To this end, the Company government made various efforts through land alienation 

and the introduction of various taxes to reduce Africans “to a subservient role.”7 This was done 

through the passing of various legislation centred on land alienation and taxation.8 This led to 

planned separate development in white areas and African areas. As the first major drought hit 

the country in the 1911 to 1912 agricultural season, the situation in which Africans found 

themselves in by 1910 is aptly captured by the historian Ian Phimister: “By 1910, a number of 

features were evident; a collapse of the grain trade left local Africans with two alternatives, 

 
4 Dauer, “State and societal responses to natural hazards in Latin America and Caribbean history”, 1-12. 
5 Martin Meredith, The past is another country. Rhodesia 1890-1979, (London: Andre Deutsch, 1979), 19.  
6 Lewis Gann, A History of Southern Rhodesia. Early days to 1934, (London: Chatto and Windus, 1965), 149.  
7 Meredith, The past is another country, 21.  
8 See Gann, A History of Southern Rhodesia; Giovanni Arrighi, “Labour Supplies in historical perspective: A 

study of the proletarianization of the African peasantry in Rhodesia”, Journal of Development Studies, Vol. 6, 

No. 3, 1970, 177-234 and Meredith, The past is another country.  
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migrant wage labour on the mines and settler farms, or continued sale of livestock.”9 Indeed, 

the Company government, white grain traders, settler farmers and miners had all succeeded in 

reducing Africans into their aides.  

 

This chapter demonstrates that between 1911 and 1923, the BSAC government (in its efforts 

to establish European agriculture to compensate for the failure to find satisfactory mining 

claims), deprived African peasants of their land and livelihoods, thereby making them more 

vulnerable to disasters such as droughts. Droughts became an avenue for the government and 

white settlers to ensure the availability of cheap African labour through grain advances and 

contracting. Africans initially were reluctant to get grain in advance and sign contracts for wage 

labour, hence they continued to sell cattle to secure grain, despite the high prices charged by 

the white traders. Recurrent droughts meant Africans would not always have enough cattle to 

secure grain both for consumption and beer brewing for labour. As a result, they ended up 

taking the options provided by the Company government. However, they only accepted 

providing labour in exchange of grain as a last resort. This chapter advances the argument that 

during droughts, the BSAC used grain advances to lure Africans to provide the much-needed 

cheap labour, but Africans only accepted the offer as a last resort. The Company 

administration’s cost minimization and profit maximisation ideology, together with primitive 

accumulation, could not allow it to incur any ‘unnecessary’ expenditures towards Africans. 

Despite having been dispossessed of their land and reduced to subordinates, Africans were still 

supposed to assist the concession in its profit maximisation agenda. This chapter engages the 

work of Ian Phimister, Giovanni Arrighi and Lewis Gann who have written on the experiences 

of African communities during this early phase of colonial rule.10 

 

Setting the stage: defining African peasants and the shift from pre-colonial to colonial 

economy. 

In both the pre-colonial and colonial period, Africans were not a homogenous group. They 

were stratified along class, ethnicity, geographic regions and gender. These divisions shaped 

their way of responding to natural hazards like drought in both the pre-colonial and colonial 

period. During the pre-colonial period, several ways of coping with aridity depict the 

 
9 Ian Phimister, “Peasant Production and Underdevelopment in Southern Rhodesia, 1890-1914, with Particular 

Reference to the Victoria District.” In Robin Palmer and Neil Parsons (eds), The root of rural poverty in Central 

and Southern Africa, (London: Heinemann, 1977), 262.  
10 See Gann, A History of Southern Rhodesia., I. Phimister, “Peasant Production and Underdevelopment in 

Southern Rhodesia, 1890-1914, and Arrighi, “Labour Supplies in historical perspective”, 177-234.  
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heterogenous nature of the society. Muchaparara Musemwa notes that among the Ndebele, 

popular ways of coping with drought included migrating to areas not much affected by drought, 

trading cattle for grain with neighbouring chiefdoms who could have had better harvests, 

foraging and plundering food and livestock from vanquished groups.11 Matthew Hannaford 

shows how the Mutapa and Manyika people between 1500 and 1900 employed various 

traditional coping mechanisms ranging from non-food livelihoods alternatives to institutional 

responses.12 According to Hannaford, the Mutapa and Manyika people survived by non-food 

livelihood approaches such as enslavement, exchange of family members for grain, trading 

gold, iron and copper with neighbouring polities for grain and cotton production and 

manufacturing of cotton cloth to for trade to acquire foodstuffs. Institutional responses such as 

the central granary system and grain bins located in caves and other hideous places were also 

common. Social networks such as beer parties also played a significant role in boosting 

production and coping with disasters.13 These drought response strategies show a pre-colonial 

African society comprising the rich and the poor, the different geographical locations resulting 

in different harvests at different times, the politically powerful and the weak, among other 

classifications. When colonialism was ushered in 1890, these Africans found themselves in 

different economic and social positions, with some owning land and even employing black 

labour, some becoming squatters in alienated land while some were landless and pushed to the 

reserves where they kept being discouraged to participate in the cash economy through selling 

surplus thereby becoming more vulnerable to droughts. However, this does not mean there was 

no land scarcities and inequalities during the pre-colonial times. Admire Mseba demonstrates 

how land inequalities were common prior to 1890.14 This means by the time of colonisation in 

1890, Africans existed in various socio-economic strata or classes. Despite their different 

positions, the colonial government viewed all of them as “natives” – a trap historians must 

abjure. Writing on the history of the African poor, Iliffe notes that colonialism preserved 

existing forms of poverty and created new ones too.15 It is this shift from “agriculturalists” in 

the pre-colonial period to “natives” in the colonial period that brings the contentious term, 

African peasants. 

 
11 Muchaparara Musemwa, “Climate and Societal Interaction in Southern Matabeleland, Colonial Zimbabwe: The 

Drought of 1964-66 and its Antecedents”, Human Geography, Vol. 12, No. 1 (2019), 5-18. 
12  Matthew Hannaford, “Long-term drivers of vulnerability and resilience to drought in the Zambezi-Save area 

of southern Africa, 1505-1830”, Global Planetary Change, 166, 2018, 94-106. 
13 Hannaford, “Long-term drivers of vulnerability and resilience to drought in the Zambezi-Save area of southern 

Africa, 1505-1830.”, 94-106. 
14 Admire Mseba, ‘Land, power and social relations in northeastern Zimbabwe from pre-colonial times to the 

1950s’, (PhD Thesis: University of Iowa, 2015), 7. 
15 John Iliffe, The African Poor. A History, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 148. 
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Gary Blank engages the two schools of thought, underdevelopment and modernization, 

influencing the position of the African peasants in colonial Zimbabwe. He notes that the 

underdevelopment school of thought, with scholars like Arrighi16, Phimister17 and Palmer18 

emphasize the role of colonial government in decimating African agriculture thereby 

impoverishing Africans, whereas modernisation scholarship, with scholars like Paul Mosley19 

and William Barber20, while acknowledging the discriminatory colonial government policies, 

suggest that African peasant agriculture did not follow a linear path but responded well to 

population pressure such that it was performing relatively well by the 1950s.21 Yet both 

categories of scholarship do not offer a substantive definition of the African peasant. Due to 

the existence of various shifting definitions of the peasant, mainly influenced by the school of 

thought to which a scholar subscribes, Blank suggest that a working definition of the African 

peasant in colonial Zimbabwe must separate the peasantry based on regional, ethnic and class 

lines.22 In this thesis, the working definition of the African peasantry, the main focus of the 

study, if informed by the major sources of information for the study, the archives. The African 

peasants examined in this study are those African farmers disposed of their land and pushed to 

the reserves. These too had different experiences with the colonial state. For instance, whereas 

Terence Ranger demonstrates that African peasants in Makoni District, Manicaland province 

where normal to above normal rains could be received, escaped wage labour as they managed 

to exercise a “peasant option” of producing agricultural commodities for the market23, David 

Lan shows how peasants in Dande, a hot, drought-prone district in Mashonaland west could 

not do the same.24 These peasants’ differing ethnicity and geographic location make them 

heterogenous, but land alienation and government discrimination policies towards them makes 

them a unit. The Native Commissioners responsible for the administration of the reserves 

produced various monthly and annual reports that document the experiences of these people, 

albeit sometimes distorted. Furthermore, correspondence amongst government officials 

regarding this class of Africans is abundant in the archives. In this study, therefore, the African 

 
16 Arrighi, “Labour Supplies in historical perspective”, 177-234. 
17 Phimister, “Peasant Production and Underdevelopment in Southern Rhodesia, 1890-1914. 
18 Robin Palmer, Land and Racial Domination in Rhodesia, (London: Heinemann, 1977). 
19 Paul Mosley, The settler economies. Studies in the economic history of Kenya and Southern Rhodesia, 1900-

1963, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983). 
20 William Barber, The economy of British Central Africa, (London: Oxford University Press, 1961).  
21 Gary Blank, “Prosperity, penury and polarization: disaggregating the peasantry in the historiography of colonial 

Zimbabwe”, African Journal of History and Culture, Vol. 7, No. 1 (2015), 1-7. 
22 Blank, “Prosperity, penury and polarization”, 1-7.  
23 Terence Ranger, Peasant Consciousness and the Guerrilla War in Zimbabwe. A Comparative Study, (London: 

James Currey, 1985), 30. 
24 David Lan, Guns and Rain. Guerrillas and Spirit mediums in Zimbabwe, (London: James Currey, 1985). 
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peasants refer to indigenous Africans who lost their land to the colonial government and settled 

in the reserves. This focus excludes other indigenous Africans who either purchased land or 

became squatters in settler farms. 

 

State-peasant relations under the governance of BSAC: An historiography. 

Scholarship on the early days of Southern Rhodesia under the governance of BSAC has 

emphasized the establishment of a colonial economy based on the exploitation of both natural 

resources and the African people. The scholars, who include historians, economic historians, 

and economists, have focused on the separate development of African and European 

agriculture25, rise and fall of the peasantry26, proletarianisation of the peasantry27, settler 

identity28 and socio-economic relations between the state and settlers on one hand and African 

peasantry29 on the other- among other themes.  

 

It is not surprising that the segregationist colonial policies, meant to subordinate Africans, have 

received much scholarly attention. The policies were key to the establishment of a colonial 

economy desired by the colonial state and the settlers. As observed by M. Meredith, “Left on 

their own devices, the whites by stages established a society designed to preserve their own 

power and privilege.”30 Writing on the economic history of two settler economies, Kenya and 

Southern Rhodesia, economist Mosley notes that  the Rhodesian maize and cattle marketing 

policies in the first thirty-five years of colonial rule worked against Africans, such that “…any 

move by him (The African) towards greater commercialisation of his farm operations would 

be met by a counter-move on the part of the policy authorities, designed to restrict his land 

holdings, or his market outlets, or both.”31 This was done for obvious reasons: that African 

agriculture would not compete with European agriculture, like in any other sector of the 

economy. African agriculture, therefore, had to pave way for the inefficient and under-

capitalised white farmer who had to rely on state subsidies, restraints on competition and 

African labour.32 Having been stripped off the fertile lands and restrained from performing 

 
25 Mosley, The settler economies. 
26 Phimister, “Peasant production and underdevelopment in Southern Rhodesia, 1890-1914.”  
27 Arrighi, “Labour Supplies in historical perspective”, 177-234. 
28 Julie Bonello, “The development of early settler identity in Southern Rhodesia: 1890-1914”, The International 

Journal of African Historical Studies, Vol. 43, No.2, 2010, 341-367.  
29 Ian Phimister, An Economic and Social History of Zimbabwe, 1890-1948. Capital Accumulation and Class 

Struggle, (London: Longman, 1988).  
30 Meredith, The past is another country, 19.  
31 Mosley, The settler economies, 85.  
32 Mosley, The settler economies, 170.  
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competitively with settler agriculture, the way in which Africans survived during periods of 

droughts is worth exploring.  

 

The first thirty-three years of colonial rule in Southern Rhodesia, governed by the BSAC were 

not only characterised by the decimation of African peasant agriculture, but initially a rise in 

the African peasantry too. The arrival of the pioneer column in 1890, immediate occupation of 

Mashonaland and later Matabeleland initially provided a ready market for peasants. Historian 

Ian Phimister notes that by September and October 1890 the Shona were selling various 

agricultural produce such as grain and groundnuts to the early white settlers.33 This ready 

market even led to a double cropping season in 1891 when the Shona planted twice in a season 

to meet the demand created by the settlers.34 At the height of ‘peasant prosperity’, the number 

of cattle owned by Africans increased from 63 564 in 1902 to 204 000 in 1908, and during the 

same period, the area under cultivation rose from 556 974 acres to 736 265 acres and yield 

increased from 1 273 027 bags of 200lb (pound) to 2 175 367 bags.35 Africans were able to pay 

taxes imposed by the colonial regime from these proceeds. As a result, the state and settlers 

could not get the cheap labour they expected from Africans. They had to implement forced 

labour instead. 

 

The boom in African production and marketing invited European traders who started working 

as middlemen between black producers and consumers. The traders played a key role in the 

exploitation of African peasants. As Phimister notes, traders in Victoria district would buy a 

bag of grain from peasants at 12/- (Shillings) and sell it at 25/- in the township and between 

50/- and 60/- at Selukwe mine.36 At times, traders would reject buying from peasants in cash 

and instead offer western goods.  Although peasants resisted this, in many instances they were 

left without an option. Barter trade with traders did not save African peasants from working for 

the settler state, miners or farmers. Peasants preferred trading in cash so that they could meet 

the state’s tax demands and without getting it from selling produce, they had to work for the 

settler state, farmer, or miner to get cash.37 It is in this context that Phimister argues that “traders 

represented institutionalised raiding of the peasant produce for the ultimate benefit of the 

 
33 Phimister, “Peasant production and underdevelopment in Southern Rhodesia, 1890-1914.” 
34 Phimister, “Peasant production and underdevelopment in Southern Rhodesia, 1890-1914.” 
35 Gann, A History of Southern Rhodesia, 149.  
36 Phimister, “Peasant production and underdevelopment in Southern Rhodesia, 1890-1914.” 
37 Arrighi, “Labour Supplies in historical perspective”, 177-234. 
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capitalist sector.”38 These traders were to play a similar role during the droughts between 1911 

and 1923 as shall be discussed in this chapter.  

 

The BSAC administration was quick to observe that the high demand of grain, especially in 

the mines, which was being met by peasants, was placing the peasants “on a high road of 

prosperity”39 and had to be solved. The construction of railway lines played a role in 

dismantling peasant prosperity, particularly in Victoria district where peasants close to 

Selukwe mine had developed a monopoly of the market. The Gwelo-Salisbury railway line, 

completed in 1902, ensured the transportation of grain to mines in the southern parts of the 

colony from the northern and eastern parts where peasants had large grain surplus. This had a 

huge impact on the price of grain in Selukwe and Gwelo, which, by 1907, had fallen by fifty 

percent.40 The immediate alternative for the African peasants was selling livestock, which in 

any case would not be a long-term solution as Capitalist agriculture was fast developing. By 

the time of the first major drought of the twentieth century in 1912, Africans were, by and 

large, deprived and reduced “to a subservient role.”41 At the same time, white farmers were 

demanding the removal of African peasants from expropriated land to infertile and waterless 

reserves, away from both the railway and the market so that even traders would not easily 

access produce from African producers.42 

 

Proletarianisation of the African peasantry was a significant factor in the establishment of the 

early colonial economy. The process, however, took a much longer period than the Company 

administration expected. Throughout the period of Company administration, the colony faced 

acute labour shortages. Arrighi attributes these shortages to a general delay in African uptake 

of job opportunities to increase their income.43 He further notes that the participation of 

Africans in the cash economy was “discretionary in the sense that it was not essential to the 

satisfaction of the subsistence requirements of the African population.”44 This is why even after 

the imposition of various taxes and land alienation labour shortages remained acute. Droughts 

became a blessing in disguise for the troubled state and white private sector that intended to 

advance grain to the African peasants on condition that they agreed to be contracted for work 

 
38 Phimister, “Peasant production and underdevelopment in Southern Rhodesia, 1890-1914.” 
39 Phimister, “Peasant production and underdevelopment in Southern Rhodesia, 1890-1914.” 
40 Phimister, “Peasant production and underdevelopment in Southern Rhodesia, 1890-1914.” 
41 Meredith, The past is another country. Rhodesia 1890-1979, 21.  
42 Phimister, An Economic and Social History of Zimbabwe, 1890-1948, 65. 
43 Arrighi, “Labour Supplies in historical perspective”, 177-234. 
44 Arrighi, “Labour Supplies in historical perspective”, 177-234. 
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as demonstrated in this chapter. The Company government considered the African peasant an 

unnecessary competitor who would make great profit if left to work for themselves and was 

most likely to avoid working for the settlers for wages.45 According to Arrighi, there were two 

major tools used by the state to coerce Africans into wage labour, without much success. The 

first was taxation, initially introduced in the form of hut tax in 1894. Hut tax was pegged at 

10/- for every male adult and an extra 10/- for every other wife more than one, and it later 

changed to Poll tax, pegged at £1 for every adult male above the age of 16 and an extra 10s for 

wives exceeding one.46 The design of this tax system, targeting adult males and polygamous 

families who were expected to have a bigger population, shows how it was meant to increase 

both revenue and labour supply. However, Africans managed to manoeuvre this by increasing 

the scale and intensity of cultivation for a ready market.47 They employed the same strategy on 

the second tool of labour recruitment, land alienation. When the Company government 

expropriated three-quarters of the country’s land from Africans by 1902, there were not enough 

settlers to occupy it. As a result, Africans rented the land in a semi-feudal manner from settler 

farmers. Consequently, such Africans, managed to produce enough and meet the state’s 

demands.48 However, with the development of settler capitalist agriculture, Europeans 

demanded the removal of Africans from expropriated land such that by the end of BSAC rule 

in 1923, sixty four percent of the African population was residing in the reserves as compared 

to fifty four percent in 1909.49  

 

The development of settler agriculture from 1900 was a major blow to the African peasantry. 

Godfrey Hove notes that from 1900 the state put much focus on establishing institutions sorely 

for the support of the white farmer, such as experimental farms.50 Settler farmers engaged in 

both livestock and crop farming. Maize and tobacco received much attention from early 

farmers. As noted by Elijah Doro, when the settlers failed to discover the second rand, they 

turned to tobacco cultivation, which became a different kind of gold, becoming a key pillar of 

the economy by 1928.51 It became more intense beginning in 1908. Between 1908, when the 

white agricultural policy was drawn, and by 1911 when the first major drought of the twentieth 

 
45 Phimister, An Economic and Social History of Zimbabwe, 1890-1948, 64.  
46 Arrighi, “Labour Supplies in historical perspective”, 177-234. 
47 Arrighi, “Labour Supplies in historical perspective”, 177-234. 
48 Phimister, “Peasant production and underdevelopment in Southern Rhodesia, 1890-1914.” 
49 Arrighi, “Labour Supplies in historical perspective”, 177-234. 
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century hit African agriculture, European agriculture became hugely mechanised.52 Production 

increased sharply from 45 000 bags of maize in 1904 to 634 000bags in 191453, a time when 

African agriculture was extremely weak having been hit by a prolonged drought or 1911-1914 

especially in most parts of the southern and western parts of the colony. The increase in white 

agriculture output at a time African agriculture was slumbering made Africans more vulnerable 

to drought. The development of settler agriculture, therefore, marked the full penetration of 

white capital into the African economic system. Phimister notes that traditional industries 

quicky succumbed to the pressures and opportunities induced by capital penetration.54 Alluvial 

gold trade, blacksmithing and manufacturing which were practiced in most areas of 

Mashonaland and Matabeleland had vanished by 1911. This chapter explores how the majority 

of Africans responded to a series of droughts from 1911, when they were in a precarious socio-

economic position. 

 

The establishment of a colonial economy based on social, political, and economic distinctions 

led to the formation of different social identities between the two races, which both the 

Company government and the settlers desired. Brian Raftopolous and Alois Mlambo note that 

after occupying both Mashonaland and Matabeleland and brutally suppressing the 1895-97 

revolts, capitalism started to change the social and economic relations on the land, leading to 

the emergence of new forms of struggles and identities.55 Bonello argues that the new identity, 

which was premised on socio-economy discrepancies, positioned the minority whites as the 

ruling class and forced the majority black population into a group that was economic 

dependency.56 The labour relations between settlers and Africans proved how the former were 

eager to control the later. As Bonello observed, the connection made by the white minority 

between labour and “civilisation” of the indigenous Africans reveals the great desire to, socially 

and economically, control the black majority.57 This chapter challenges the view that Africans 

became economically dependent on the white minority group by showing how Africans 

resisted the wage labour approach to drought relief by the state and opted for several other 

means of survival. Engaging into labour contracts in order to get grain advances to survival 

drought was the last alternative chosen by majority Africans. 

 
52 Phimister, An Economic and Social History of Zimbabwe, 1890-1948, 60. 
53 Phimister, An Economic and Social History of Zimbabwe, 1890-1948, 60. 
54 Phimister, An Economic and Social History of Zimbabwe, 1890-1948, 69. 
55 Brian Raftopoulos and Alois S. Mlambo (eds), Becoming Zimbabwe. A history from pre-colonial period to 

2008, (Harare: Weaver Press, 2009), xix. 
56 Bonello, “The development of early settler identity in Southern Rhodesia”, 341-367. 
57 Bonello, “The development of early settler identity in Southern Rhodesia”, 341-367. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



77 
 

A study on famines in colonial Zimbabwe by John Iliffe speaks directly to droughts during the 

BSAC rule. According to Iliffe, between 1890 and 1922, there was high mortality rate as a 

result of famine, wherein the ‘chief mortality’ was experienced in 1896-7.58 Iliffe further states 

that the beginning of the 20th century witnessed increased scarcity but reduced mortality, and 

he credits this on both the continuation of traditional techniques of famine control by Africans 

and government’s relief programs.59 This chapter challenges Iliffe’s generalised claim that 

survival during drought owe much to continued traditional coping mechanisms and 

government’s relief programmes by showing the complex system of survival. The chapter 

demonstrates that African peasants embraced capitalism as evidenced by their increasing 

performance in the cash economy through trade. It further illustrates that some traditional 

coping mechanisms collapsed due to insecurity of tenure, such as the central granary system 

and household storage facilities like grain bins, which were located in pits under cattle kraals 

and in caves, while new forms of coping also emerged in the form of wage labour and 

participation in the cash economy. African peasants, therefore, negotiated their survival by both 

maintaining some old traditions as well as inventing new methods.  

 

Elsewhere, in Zambia (Northern Rhodesia then), the BSAC rule maintained its profit 

maximisation and cost minimisation agenda. This could not be avoided since the company was 

a commercial entity, despite having been entrusted in the administration of a country. Slinn 

argues that the BSAC’s administration in Northern Rhodesia until 1924 must be seen within 

the context of “endemic financial strain” it was facing.60 Unlike in Southern Rhodesia where 

the company was making comparatively better profits, largely due to primitive accumulative 

enabled by the availability of more white settlers, in the north of Zambezi the Company was 

not doing better. Slinn notes that in 1905 for instance, the company made a net profit of less 

than 100 per annum and describes the adventures of the company between 1895 and 1924 as a 

“commercial failure.”61 It was for this reason in Northern Rhodesia that the company sought a 

“favourable environment for the mineral prospecting…(expected to) bring in the longed-for 

commercial revenue”62 by making sure that the administration of the colony would not come 

at a cost. As a result, the Company followed the same principle as in Southern Rhodesia, of 
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59 Iliffe, Famines in Zimbabwe, 1890-1960. 
60 Peter Slinn, “Commercial Concessions and Politics during the Colonial Period: The Role of the British South 

Africa Company’s administration in Northern Rhodesia 1890-1964”, African Affairs, Vol. 70, No. 281, 1971, 

365-384.  
61 Slinn, “Commercial Concessions and Politics during the Colonial Period”, 365-384. 
62 Slinn, “Commercial Concessions and Politics during the Colonial Period”, 365-384. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



78 
 

keeping administrative costs particularly on African affairs, minimum. Through engaging this 

literature, this chapter contends that the BSAC government established a colonial social, 

economic and political structure for understanding drought. The chapter demonstrates that the 

Company government was keen to recruit Africans for labour through drought relief 

programmes, yet Africans were reluctant to engage in labour contracts and survived by selling 

cattle and bartering, only to resort to wage labour as the last alternative. 

 

Reactionary not proactive: The BSAC administration’s response and Africans’ reaction 

to drought, 1911- 1915. 

The prolonged 1911-1914 drought began to have a serious impact on Africans around May 

1912. The agricultural and socio-economic drought started with the poor harvests of the 1911-

1912 season. The drought mostly affected grain production (maize, sorghum and millet) and 

livestock in the African areas across the country. In areas hard-hit by the drought, such as Chibi, 

Ndanga, Gutu, Victoria, Gwanda, Belingwe, Chilimanzi, Africans resisted being contracted for 

work by the Company government or settlers in exchange of grain and only took it as the last 

option. 

 

In May 1912, the creeping impact of drought began to be experienced in various communities, 

forcing the government to formulate a drought response policy. Three methods of drought relief 

were designed by the state to cater for three groups of the African population. The first method 

gave Native Commissioners the authority to conclude working contracts with Africans in need 

of food before giving them grain in advance.63 The grain advances were supposed to be 

proportionate to the length of time for which a person would be engaged for work and be 

recoverable from wages. This was supposed to apply to all those who would get into contracts 

with the government, and the private sector was encouraged to make a similar arrangement. 

The state might have expected a high turnout for employment since peasants were experiencing 

grain shortages and still had tax obligations to pay. The second method targeted potential 

workers who could not provide labour due to severe hunger. Native Commissioners were 

encouraged to use their own discretion to determine such people and advance grain to them on 

condition that they sign work contracts and turnup for work as soon as they recover so that they 

 
63 NAZ, N3/11/1-3, Report on scarcity of food supplies among natives in the Victoria Circle, 14 June 1912, Letter 

from the Chief Native Commissioner to the Native Commissioner, Ndanga, 23 May 1912.  
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would refund the advances through wages.64 Again this was meant to secure labour by ensuring 

that even if a person was not fit for work, they must be committed to providing labour when 

capable through signing a contract. The third and last method was designed for the “old and 

decrepit”65 people, both male and female, and children, who could not work and lacked support 

from anyone. This was the only case in which the Native Commissioner could issue free grain, 

using his own discretion. Despite the Chief Native Commissioner’s recommendation that this 

policy was supposed to be applied to Ndanga district alone before surveys are carried out in 

other districts, the policy was adopted countrywide by Native Commissioners until 1916.66 

This approach shows that the colonial government tried to use food entitlement to recruit 

African peasants into wage labour. 

 

Such an approach was not unique to Southern Rhodesia. In neighbouring South Africa, during 

the 1912-1913 drought, Africans approached their local government in Transkei complaining 

about the high prices of grain charged by private traders.67 Such Africans expected a relief from 

the government. However, the government stated its position on the matter with the Chief 

Magistrate of the Transkeian territories declaring that  

government has no intention of supplying grain to Natives but looks to the 

people to help themselves by earning money to purchase their requirements. 

There is a large field of labour open to them and it is for them to avail themselves 

of this means of supplying their needs.68 

 

The similarity in government intervention measures can be interpreted in terms of shared 

colonial interests. Drought during this period was not only a southern Africa phenomenon but 

actually began in the Sahelian region, extending eastwards to Ethiopia and East Africa as well 

as southwards to southern Africa.69 Colonial responses, obviously, were shaped by the agenda 

of colonialism. 

 

 
64 NAZ, N3/11/1-3, Report on scarcity of food supplies among natives in the Victoria Circle, 14 June 1912, Letter 
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66 NAZ, N3/11/1-3, Report on scarcity of food supplies among natives in the Victoria Circle, 14 June 1912, Letter 

from the Chief Native Commissioner to the Native Commissioner, Ndanga, 23 May 1912. 
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Magistrate, Transkeian Territories, Umtata, 18 December 1912. 
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In Southern Rhodesia, Native Commissioners in all districts were given the responsibility to 

inquire and report on the condition of Africans during drought. This was part of their local 

administrative duties, which ranged from collecting tax, assisting in labour recruitment, and 

dealing with criminal cases particularly those where the African was the accused.70 In the 

Victoria Circle, southern parts of the colony, Chibi and Ndanga districts were experiencing 

severe grain shortages by June 1912. According to the Native Commissioner’s reports, 39 000 

Africans were in need of assistance in the two districts, while other districts such as 

Chirumanzi, Gutu and Bikita were in a better condition.71 Despite being ready to exchange 

cattle for grain, Africans faced challenges such as the Government Notice No. 50 of 1910 that 

banned the movement of cattle and sledges.72 Such regulations had been out in place for soil 

conservation purposes and they are a good example of how colonialism changed African ways 

of relating with the environment. Traders appealed for the suspension of such regulations since 

they were affecting their capitalist agenda. One trader in Chibi district, Mr Carbutt 

recommended to the Chief Native Commissioner that the regulation prohibiting the use of cattle 

and sledges be suspended to allow Africans to collect grain from traders in 1912.73 The traders, 

therefore, were ready to close the gap between Africans and the government in which the 

government expected Africans to work for relief aid, and Africans were reluctant, opting for 

barter trade to secure food. Since the traders represented the capitalist agenda, they could 

negotiate better trading conditions with both the Africans and the government, even if it means 

suspension of regulations. 

 

Like in any other similar situation where demand is higher than supply, traders took advantage 

of the drought to hike grain prices. In Chibi, they were charging as high as four bags of grain 

per cow in June 1912, and £2 per bag of grain if its cash.74 This was at a time the cost was as 

low as 30/-(shillings) per bag in Ndanga district and 25/- to 40/- in Gwanda where the situation 

was still comparatively better.75  At this early stage, traders were not yet taking such advantage 

 
70 Gann, A History of Southern Rhodesia, 148. 
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of the situation in the Ndanga district, as they were doing in Chibi. Despite the high price of 

grain in Chibi, supplies could be finished before reaching other areas in the district where the 

condition was more severe. This was because Africans shunned government’s wage labour-

based drought relief policy and relied on trading their livestock for grain. The Native 

Commissioner, who expected Africans to take the government position of signing contracts for 

work in exchange for grain observed that “most of these natives are well off in cattle, and while 

anxious to barter grain for cattle, have so far refused to accept advances of grain for the 

maintenance of their families while the able-bodied men go to work and pay for the grain with 

money earned.”76 A Native Commissioner in Ndanga explained the resistance by Africans to 

sign up for work calling the idea that all the able-bodied men go to work in return for advances 

of grain for their families was “an innovation from the natives’ point of view, and like all new 

ideas, is regarded with distrust by them.”77 What the government officials were missing was 

that Africans could resist working for the colonial government or settlers as long as they had 

an alternative, not because of distrust but unwillingness. Arrighi argues that “The 

comparatively small effort-price of cash income earnable through the sale of produce was in 

fact the main factor restraining African participation in the labour market.”78 

 

In some parts of the south-eastern region where famine was severe in early 1912, African 

communities did not prioritize both trading cattle for grain and participating in the labour 

market. Africans in the Sabi Valley opted to go into Portuguese East Africa (Mozambique) in 

search of grain, avoiding selling their cattle.79 This was common in the borderland communities 

across the Eastern parts of Zimbabwe. In Umtali, a victim of the 1912 drought, Herbert Dzvairo 

attested that 

we went to the Portuguese territory (Mozambique) in search of food. It was just 

a famine that was caused by the failure of rains. There was no rain, that was 

that. But in those areas (Mozambique) there was rain, and they were able to till 

their lands. There was very little food here.80 
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79 NAZ, N3/11/1-3, Report on scarcity of food supplies among natives in the Victoria Circle, 14th June 1912, 

Ndanga district. 
80 NAZ, AOH/47- Herbert Dzvairo, born around 1905, Interviewed On 30 January 1979, No. 92 Fourth Avenue, 

Harare by Dawson Munjeri. 
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This was a continuation of their pre-colonial survival methods where people could migrate or 

adopt new more extensive patterns of mobility to seek relief. It could also have been due to the 

Africans’ distrust of white traders, causing them to opt to trade with people they used to 

network with before. Perhaps the fact that they had an advantage of a better climate that allowed 

winter planting made them restrain from parting ways with their stock, despite the severity of 

the famine. Africans located in the Sabi valley could receive some rains in winter, which 

enabled them to grow early varieties of maize.81 For this reason, the government considered 

them “independent from relief.”82 

 

By August 1912, the drought-induced famine was being experienced in many other parts of the 

country. In the Ndanga district where traders were not visible earlier, both Africans and 

European traders were now negotiating for survival. A private trader, Mr Robinson, was selling 

grain initially accepting only breeding stock and not bulls, yet Africans preferred to barter bulls 

for grain.83 The desire to retain breeding stock by Africans was informed by the need to sustain 

their means of survival by continuously breeding more cattle. Having faced resistance from 

Africans who were unwilling to let go their breeding stock, the private trader had to accept the 

bulls and add a herding fee on top. This would mean if one was buying grain using bulls, the 

quantity could be less than one using cows. In Bikita district, several traders were doing 

business with Africans. Some like Mr Martin came from as far as Melsetter in the Eastern parts 

of the country to sell grain in the southern region. This was despite Chimanimani being one of 

the areas affected by drought in the eastern parts of the colony. Selling grain in the southern 

region was more profitable since the drought was more severe. Mr Martin, for instance, was 

recorded to have one hundred and thirty bags of grain being sold at £2/ bag or four bags per 

cow, at a time in Umtali, where traders in Melsetter obtained grain from, the cost was 60/- per 

bag.84 More so, in Melsetter, Africans were demanding as much as 10 bags of grain per cow.85 

Without travel restrictions that required passes, Africans could have been able to procure grain 

for themselves from distant places where it was cheaper. The involvement of traders who could 

 
81 NAZ, N3/11/1-3, Report on scarcity of food supplies among natives in the Victoria Circle, 14th June 1912, 

Ndanga district. 
82 NAZ, N3/11/1-3, Report on scarcity of food supplies among natives in the Victoria Circle, 14th June 1912, 

Ndanga district. 
83 NAZ, N3/11/1-3, Famine in Nyajena and Maregere Districts, letter from the Assistant Native Commissioner, 

Victoria to Native Commissioner, Ndanga.  
84 NAZ, N3/11/1-3, scarcity of grain in the vicinity of Mount Silinda, Melsetter and Umtli, 21 October 1912. 

Letter from Superintendent of Natives to Chief Native Commissioner, 30 August 1912.   
85 NAZ, N3/11/1-3, scarcity of grain in the vicinity of Mount Silinda, Melsetter and Umtli, 21 October 1912. 

Letter from Superintendent of Natives to Chief Native Commissioner, 30 August 1912.   

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



83 
 

travel and sell to Africans, therefore, proves Phimister’s argument that traders represented an 

institutionalised raiding of Africans for the benefit of capitalism.86 

 

This institutionalized raiding predictably affected the new agricultural season. In the last 

quarter of 1912, beginning in September, cattle reserves began to diminish in certain parts of 

the southern region. In Victoria district, for instance, it was observed that there was a noticeable 

absence of young bulls and oxen as peasants began preparation for a new farming season. These 

had been slaughtered as food or bartered with grain. Further south, in the Tokwe valley, herds 

were also being reduced by the exchange of cattle for grain.87 In Gutu, the Native 

Commissioner stated that at least four hundred cattle had been slaughtered or sold in three 

months from August 1912.88 Further west, in Gwanda, about 2 500 cattle and 2 000 sheep and 

goats had been traded for grain between May and December 1912.89 At the same time, grain 

had become more expensive, with one large beast being equivalent to two or three bags, and 

one or less bag for a small beast.90 Traders made the situation worse by reducing the size of the 

grain bags in some instances, from the normal 200lb to 150lb or 100lb.91 The traders were no 

longer preferring to trade grain for cattle since they were beginning to experience losses of 

cattle due to drought. Therefore, ultimately the drought also affected cattle trade as a means of 

paying for grain.  

 

Africans were suffering the consequences of barter trade as they could not easily adjust the 

quantities from their side. With a new season approaching, Africans began to prepare their 

fields to counter the severe drought. Where land permitted, Africans could be seen cultivating 

as much acreage as they had, to ensure a bumper harvest.92  As part of preparations for the new 

season, Africans even bought more grain for beer brewing with which they could secure labour 

for working in the fields.93 The idea of securing labour through traditional beer brewing worked 

in two ways. The first and most common was through nhimbe, a practice where a farmer would 

 
86 Phimister, “Peasant production and underdevelopment in Southern Rhodesia, 1890-1914.” 
87 NAZ, N9/4/25/3, Native Commissioner Monthly, Victoria district. Report for the month of September 1912. 
88 NAZ, N9/4/25/3, Native Commissioner Monthly, Native Commissioner Report For the Month Ended 31st 

October 1912, Gutu district.  
89 NAZ, NBD2/1/1, Report of The Native Commissioner, Gwanda-Tuli District, For The Year Ended 31st 

December 1912. 
90 NAZ, N9/4/25/3, Native Commissioner Monthly, Victoria district. Report for the month of September 1912. 
91 NAZ, N9/4/25/3, Native Commissioner Monthly, Victoria district. Report for the month of September 1912. 
92 NAZ, N9/4/25/3, Native Commissioner Monthly. 
93 NAZ, N9/4/25/3, Native Commissioner Monthly, Native Commissioner Report For the Month Ended 31st 

October 1912, Victoria district.  
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invite other farmers in the area to work in the fields and have a party afterwards drinking the 

beverage.94 This was done rotationally, such that every farmer would have their fields worked 

on by the end of the season. The second was a system where a farmer would brew beer and sell 

it in exchange for labour. People would come work in the fields, individually, in exchange of 

beer. Government officials considered these methods a waste because of grain scarcity, yet the 

strategy had worked well for Africans to increase production over time. 

 

The little rains received during the 1912-1913 season made the better part of 1913 less severe. 

By the end of 1914, the Company government had taken it as a lesson that the needs of Africans 

in various areas like south-west and west of Matabeleland and in Victoria Circle had been met 

through trade.95 It was also observed that several white farmers seized the opportunity to trade 

grain for cattle and made huge profits from the drought.96 In cases where Africans had opted 

to work, either for the government or settlers, the government celebrated that the drought had 

forced Africans to seek wage labour, “thereby benefitting not only the farmers, who get labour, 

but also the country, by retaining in it the wages which otherwise go to aliens, who take their 

savings elsewhere.”97  

 

The poor harvest during the 1913-1914 season, coupled with the outbreak of the First World 

War in July 1914, brought insecurity to the Company government. The government was 

worried that retailers were hiking prices because of the war and the Africans who were 

experiencing drought would revolt when living conditions become worse, like they had done 

in 1895-1897. The government ordered Native Commissioners to strictly monitor retailers and 

threatened to cancel licenses for those hiking prices unnecessarily. All Native Commissioners 

were ordered to:  

keep careful watch for rumours of this nature (price increases) and dispel them 

at once. It appears desirable natives should be informed that some rise in prices 

is inevitable owing to uncertainty when fresh supplies coming forward should 

you hear rumour of this nature you at once investigate and report by telegraph. 

If storekeepers are leaseholders under Company or permitted to trade in 

reserves, they should be warned that their actions now will be considered in 

connection with many requests they may make for renewal of leases their 

 
94 For an overview of the Nhimbe practice, see P.M. Sithole, ‘Community-based development: A study of Nhimbe 

in Zimbabwe’, (PhD Thesis, Witwatersrand University, 2014). 
95 Eric Nobbs, “Lessons of drought”, Rhodesia Agricultural Journal, Vol. 11, 1913-1914. 
96 Nobbs, “Lessons of drought.” 
97 Nobbs, “Lessons of drought.” 
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attention is drawn to section 11 Ordinance 16, 1910 by which license is liable 

to cancellation.98 

 

Reports from Native Commissioners across the country aimed at giving confidence to the 

Company government that Africans would not revolt. One Native Commissioner in Umtali 

reported that he did not inform Africans that there was a war in Europe because it was 

“impossible to make them understand what a European war means.”99 It was also reported that 

in some areas, Africans were keen to know much about the war as soon as they started knowing 

that it was the reason behind the price increases. However, government officials often 

highlighted that they anticipated no trouble with Africans.100 In the southern region, drought 

was still severe in 1914 and 1915. The situation had become worse because poor harvests had 

prolonged from 1912. In Ndanga, it was reported that all the cattle had been sold or killed 

during the 1912 drought and “the older man are paupers, while the younger men are away at 

work, mostly in the Transvaal.”101 Further south, in Chiredzi and Umtilikwe, many villages 

were reported to be without grain and cattle too. The same situation was observed by Phimister 

in Chibi where the 1912-1913 drought had led to the sale or slaughter of all cattle and hundreds 

of people had to “pour out of the district in search of employment.”102 Africans in the drought 

prone southern and western parts of Southern Rhodesia, therefore, were no longer able to 

secure food through trade and had to seek employment. Most of them preferred traveling to 

South Africa for better wages in the mines. 

 

“Undoubtedly the worst famine in the memory of the oldest Africans.”103 The 1916 

Drought: State, private capital, and peasant reaction, 1916-1923. 

Another major drought hit the colony during the 1915-1916 season. The shortage of grain in 

the southern and western parts was more severe compared to the rest of the country. In 

Matabeleland, chiefs in Matobo district were, by March 1916, communicating that people in 

their constituencies had exhausted food supplies since the previous harvest had not produced 

enough surplus.104Despite that, the chiefs insisted that the people were not willing to sacrifice 

 
98 NAZ, N3/11/1-3, Copy of telegram sent to all Native Commissioners, 12th August 1914. 
99 NAZ, N3/11/1-3, Effect of War on natives, Umtali, 20th August 1914, Scouts. Inyanga to Supercircle, Umtali. 
100 NAZ, N3/11/1-3, Effect of War on natives, Umtali, 20th August 1914, 
101 NAZ, N3/11/1-3, Grain supply Ndanga district, 21st August 1915. 
102 Phimister, An Economic and Social History of Zimbabwe, 1890-1948, 80.  
103 NAZ, N3/11/4-6, Report on famine operations, H.N. Watters, Assistant Native Commissioner, Bikita, 16 

November 1916 
104 NAZ, T 2/29/64/6, Drought, Matobo district, Report of an interview between the Superintendent Commissioner 

and Chiefs Nyangazonke, Maqina and Nzula, Letter from Superintendent of Natives, Bulawayo To Chief Native 

Commissioner, Salisbury, 10 March 1916. 
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their cattle at low prices to obtain grain. People were demanding as much as ten bags per beast, 

failure to get that they “would die with their cattle.”105 This determination was a result of 

lessons learnt from the previous drought where traders profited from trading with Africans.  

Table 1 shows the situation as of April 1916. By this time, the colony was divided into two 

provinces for administrative purpose, Matabeleland and Mashonaland, and several districts. 

 

Table 1: Drought and food shortage situation in Southern Rhodesia as of April 1916 

District Estimated 

population 

(1914) 

Remarks 

Matabeleland 

Province 

  

Bubi  22 500 Famine or general need of relief not anticipated, fair stocks 

held, and shortage could be supplemented by local 

purchase.  

Gwanda 15 920 Africans in Tuli and Shangani portions now buying grain, 

traders had 500 bags of grain for disposal. Africans were 

estimated to have grain enough to last for four months. 

Bulalima-Mangwe 48 867 Generally, there was crop failure in the district, supplies at 

hand were considered insufficient to last until next season.  

Matobo 17 013 Food supplies were expected to be exhausted by July. 

Wankie  5 856 Africans had sufficient grain to last three months and 

needed emergency relief. 

Umzingwani 8 000 With some exceptions hold good stocks which can carry 

them over the winter. One third population (2 700) already 

purchasing grain 

Bulawayo 5 658 Chiefs Mazwi’s section (about 2 500) had been purchasing 

grain. Mkombos section had grain which could last them 

several months 

Nyamandhlovu 12 150 Approximately one third of population had grain to last two 

months, many were buying grain.  

Belingwe 33 995 Some Africans had supplies, majority had not and were 

already purchasing grain. Famine equal to 1911-1912 was 

anticipated 

Insiza 12 386 No reserve stock, Africans were already purchasing, 

standing crops were beyond recovery 

Selukwe  15 970 Very little grain in reserve. 

Gwelo 14 600 Africans in the northern part of district had been purchasing 

grain for months, in other parts there were small reserves 

of stocks. 

Sebungwe 26 309 Africans in north-western part of the district were short of 

food, in other parts there was anticipated shortage of food 

supplies unless rain fells early 

 
105 NAZ, T 2/29/64/6, Drought, Matobo district, Report of an interview between the Superintendent Commissioner 

and Chiefs Nyangazonke, Maqina and Nzula, Letter from Superintendent of Natives, Bulawayo To Chief Native 

Commissioner, Salisbury, 10 March 1916. 
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Mashonaland province   

Melsetter  27 700 In North Melsetter, sufficient grain for two months when 

local supplies could probably be available, in south 

Melsetter Africans needed grain immediately.  

Inyanga  17 000 Africans had sufficient food to last two or three months. 

Makoni 22 230 Supplies of food were nearing exhaustion, cattle being 

traded for grain in various localities. 

Umtali 22 250 Majority of Africans had no reserve grain, and already 

purchasing and trading stock for grain 

Hartley 19 012 Average supplies of food sufficient for four months.  

Lomagundi 33 137 Early plated mealie crop likely to be fair. Kaffir corn could 

be saved by early rains. Every probability of early shortage 

Goromonzi  19 915 Probable supplies on hand sufficient for 4 to 6 months. 

Current crops suffering drought. 

Mrewa  26 245 Fair stocks on hand but not sufficient to carry on till next 

harvest. If rains fell there would possibly be no shortage 

Marandellas  19 848 Average grain supply sufficient for 3 to 4 months. If good 

rains come at once there might be sufficient till next 

harvest. Africans have a good herd.  

Victoria circle 165 992 Stocks on hand probably sufficient to last for some little 

time. No cattle for trade having sold or slaughtered many 

in 1914. 

Source: NAZ, T 2/29/64/6, Famine Relief Report 18th April 1916. 

 

 

As shown in the table, the 1916 drought affected the country in different ways and on different 

levels. Greater parts of northern Mashonaland in areas such as Marandellas and Mrewa, 

Africans had either some grain supplies or cattle to trade for grain. In southern parts, such 

particularly the Victoria Circle, Africans had little grain and not enough cattle for trade. The 

same situation in the Victoria Circle applied in large parts of Matabeleland province. Africans 

in the southern and western parts of the colony, therefore, were hit by the 1916 drought at a 

time they had not recovered from the previous 1911-1914 drought. The table also shows that 

by April 1916, 597 243 Africans were food insecure. By May 1916, it had become clear that 

Africans in the Victoria Circle, and parts of Bulawayo Circle – especially Wankie and 

Nyamandlovu districts – needed grain more than the rest of the country.106 

 

Faced with this situation, the Company government amended the previous drought response 

policy to allow Native Commissioners to engage in trade with Africans, unlike during the 

previous droughts where private enterprise played a major role. Similarly, in South Africa, the 

 
106 NAZ, T 2/29/64/6, Particulars of crops, Chief Native Commissioner, Salisbury, to the Administrator, 11th May 

1916. 
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government was becoming more involved in engaging Africans in drought response. The Prime 

Minister stated the position of the government saying 

In case of drought – as the General Council has already been advised, if special 

circumstances should arise when relief is necessary, such cases will invariably 

receive the immediate and careful attention of the Government. It is for the 

people to make representations to the Government through their Magistrates 

when distress becomes as such to call for assistance from the Government. Full 

inquiry can then be made as to the extent of relief that may be necessary in order 

that the position may be suitably dealt with.107  

 

In Southern Rhodesia, the new method was designed with expectations of gaining revenue from 

Africans through the sale of grain, having seen that private capital profited from the previous 

droughts. The Chief Native Commissioner proposed that the government was to distribute grain 

to superintendents of Natives in bulk, where Native Commissioners would collect it at the end 

of every month with a statement containing full details of every issue of grain, such as name 

of the person and whether the transaction was cash or credit sale.108 The grain was supposed to 

be sold to Africans on two conditions. Firstly, cash issues were to be prioritized and a 

‘reasonable’ time to refund the cost to government was to be allowed. Secondly, when grain 

was exchanged for stock, attention was to be paid to the current price of African cattle, and 

stock was to be left with the responsible head of Kraal, Headman or chief after being 

branded.109 More so, the African buyer was supposed to incur the cost of transporting and 

handling the grain at a sum of 2/- or 3/- per bag.110 This proposal was accepted by the treasury, 

and the Secretary to the Treasury wrote to the Chief Native Commissioner to confirm the 

acceptance saying, “I concur in the proposed procedure but suggest that the Native 

Commissioners be required to keep stock registers of cattle in charge of Chiefs.”111  

 

At the end of 1916, the state and private capital had thrived from the plight of African peasants. 

Although the Company government’s policy in response to the 1916 droughts did not include 

the role of private capital, it was later realized that private enterprise had a stake in the business 

 
107 CA/ CMT, 3/902/ 728, Extract from the Prime Minister’s replies to representations Western Pondoland 

deputation 1916. 
108 NAZ, T 2/29/64/6, Famine Relief, 5th April 1916, Letter from Chief Native Commissioner to Secretary to the 

Treasury 
109 NAZ, T 2/29/64/6, Famine Relief, 5th April 1916, Letter from Chief Native Commissioner to Secretary to the 

Treasury 
110 NAZ, T 2/29/64/6, Famine Relief, 5th April 1916, Letter from Chief Native Commissioner to Secretary to the 

Treasury 
111 NAZ, T 2/29/64/6, Famine Relief, 5th April 1916, Letter from the Secretary to the Treasury to the Chief Native 

Commissioner, 7 April 1916.  
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of trading grain to Africans. Instead of competing with the private sector, the government 

allowed private capital to take a leading role. The government focused in areas where there 

were not many traders. In Bikita for instance, the government sold 15 050 bags of grain from 

May to November 1916, for a value of £17 242.14.0.112 Of this, £261.16.6 was paid as cash, 

the remainder being loans.113 In Ndanga, Africans’ cattle herd had been seriously reduced in 

number and quality due to previous droughts hence there was very little demand for them from 

private traders.114 The government sold 14 107 bags of grain, 13 877 bags on credit and 230 

cash, making a total value of £15 814, £15 541 credit and £273 cash.115 In some areas such as 

Bulawayo district, the sale of grain to Africans was left almost entirely to the private sector, 

which was meeting the demand. In such cases, the government relegated itself to a relief agent 

who loaned grain to ‘desperate’ people that could not engage in trade, in the hope of 

repayment.116 As noted by the Chief Native Commissioner, “private enterprise satisfactorily 

met most of the ‘natives’ wants in many districts.”117 Giving the private sector a priority might 

have been informed by the reality that administering grain sales across the drought prone areas 

would be costly, or competing with the private sector might cause the undesirable animosity 

between the state and private enterprise especially during wartime. In the end, the government 

took credit for playing a huge role in ‘saving’ Africans from the “worst drought experienced 

since occupation”, claiming that had it not been for its intervention, “literally thousands of 

natives would have died of starvation.”118 However, the fact that settler farmers and the 

government had enough grain to supply Africans without importing clearly shows that the 

impact of drought on Africans was induced by the colonial government itself. The alienation 

of Africans from rich soils to infertile and waterless reserves, together with separate 

development purposefully followed by the Company government meant that Africans would 

suffer the most in times of droughts. As demonstrated by John Iliffe, colonialism in Africa 

 
112 NAZ, N3/11/4-6, Report on famine operations, H.N. Watters, Assistant Native Commissioner, Bikita, 16 

November 1916. 
113 NAZ, N3/11/4-6, Report on famine operations, H.N. Watters, Assistant Native Commissioner, Bikita, 16 

November 1916. 
114 NAZ, N3/11/4-6, Report on famine Operations, Ndanga District, Native Commissioner W.S. Bazeley, 25th 

November 1916. 
115 NAZ, N3/11/4-6, Report on famine Operations, Ndanga District, Native Commissioner W.S. Bazeley, 25th 

November 1916. 
116 NAZ, N3/11/4-6, Famine Relief, letter from Superintendent of Natives, Bulawayo to Chief Native 

Commissioner, Salisbury, 24th August 1916 
117 NAZ, T 2/29/64/6, Famine Relief Operations, 1916, Chief Native Commissioner to the Secretary, Department 

of Administration, 11th December 1916. 
118 NAZ, T 2/29/64/6, Famine Relief Operations, 1916, Chief Native Commissioner to the Secretary, Department 

of Administration, 11th December 1916. 
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created new forms of poverty through land alienation especially in southern and eastern 

Africa.119 

 

Despite having planned to prioritize issuing grain for cash wherever possible, the government 

could not pursue this option for the rest of 1916. It was later realized that, for revenue purposes, 

it would be better that Africans be able to pay their taxes in cash first, since they did not have 

sufficient money to pay both tax and buy grain. Where the state traded with Africans, cash was 

always asked for first, but Africans “hoarded (the cash they had) for tax purposes.”120 Had the 

state insisted that Africans pay for grain in cash, “revenue would have been seriously depleted 

owing to the non-payment of tax.”121 By the end of 1916, therefore, Native Commissioners 

were ordered to start collecting debts accrued by Africans through grain loans, after realizing 

that Africans no longer had meaningful outstanding tax dues. Since Africans could pay back 

grain loans in either cash or stock, most still preferred stock. The state, by end of 1916, 

considered the price of African stock too low and it decided that Africans would retain their 

cattle until prices are better, and they could sell to pay their debts. The strategy followed by the 

Company government was meant to ensure profit maximization.  

 

The state continued to coerce Africans into wage labour during the 1916 drought. It was felt 

that the drought had adverse impact on labour supply since Africans could only seek wage 

labour as the last resort. In Bikita district for instance, the Assistant Native Commissioner, H. 

W Watters complained that Africans refused to be recruited for wage labour, arguing that “if 

our relatives are going to die, we will stay and die with them.”122 The government’s view of 

Africans regarding wage labour can best be described by the Chief Native Commissioner’s 

utterances that: “If the natives had been left to themselves hardly any would have gone out to 

work. Their natural and irradicable instinct is to remain at home during times of famine and 

forage for their dependents.”123 It is important to note that Africans did not resist wage labour 

because of the reasons posited by the state. It is the state in the first place which had introduced 

an economic system designed to push Africans into wage labour. African resistance to seek 

 
119 Iliffe, The African Poor, 148. 
120 NAZ, N3/11/4-6, Report on famine Operations, Ndanga District, Native Commissioner W.S. Bazeley, 25th 

November 1916. 
121 NAZ, T 2/29/64/6, Famine Relief Operations, 1916, Chief Native Commissioner to the Secretary, Department 

of Administration, 11th December 1916. 
122 NAZ, N3/11/4-6, Report on famine operations, H.N. Watters, Assistant Native Commissioner, Bikita, 16 
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123 NAZ, T 2/29/64/6, Famine Relief Operations, 1916, Chief Native Commissioner to the Secretary, Department 
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wage labour, therefore, was a way of protesting against proletarianization. In areas where 

hunger was severe, many Africans signed contracts for work so that they could get grain 

advances. Some were coerced, as confirmed by the Native Commissioner for Ndanga district 

that “all able-bodied natives being within 25 miles of this station were sent for and urged to go 

to work.”124 Between June and July 1916, 500 to 1 000 were estimated to have been recruited 

for wage labour, a number which the Native Commissioner, W. S Bazeley attributed to his 

ability to “urge and send”125 them to work. In total, an estimated 3 000 Africans signed such 

contracts in Ndanga in 1916.126 During the 1916 drought, therefore, more Africans participated 

in the labour market than before. Although the priority was to negotiate trade, either with 

private enterprise or the state, in some districts the only available option for the majority was 

to seek for wage labour. The state faced a huge problem in recollecting debt from Africans 

after selling grain to them on credit. This had an influence in the way it handled the 1922 

drought.  

 

Having suffered from bad debts in the previous droughts, the state sought to devise a more 

comprehensive system of dealing with Africans during the 1922 drought. Several suggestions 

were put in place, all taking into consideration African resistance. One government official, 

Claud Radcliffe noted that the Native Department had, in 1916, sold grain for a considerable 

amount on credit and later faced a big problem in payment, making it unwilling to undertake a 

similar initiative in 1922.127 As such, he suggested that the government should procure grain 

early when prices were still low, and appoint an agent to act between the state and Africans to 

distribute grain through sub-distributors at fixed, lowest possible prices to Africans. The 

renumeration of the agent(s) would not be the government’s burden but payable by Africans.128 

Traders and white farmers would be given an option to purchase grain at fixed price from the 

state on condition that they retail to Africans across the country at a price fixed by the state. 

This, he thought, would be acceptable to all retailers and purchasers and stop “an undue 

 
124 NAZ, N3/11/4-6, Report on famine Operations, Ndanga District, Native Commissioner W.S. Bazeley, 25th 

November 1916. 
125 NAZ, N3/11/4-6, Report on famine Operations, Ndanga District, Native Commissioner W.S. Bazeley, 25th 

November 1916. 
126 NAZ, T 2/29/64/6, Famine Relief Operations, 1916, Chief Native Commissioner to the Secretary, Department 

of Administration, 11th December 1916. 
127 NAZ, N3/11/7, Famine amongst Natives, Letter from Claud F. Radcliffe to Superintendent of Natives, Fort 

Victoria, 4th March 1922. 
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speculation and fleecing of the ‘native.’”129 He further suggested that all able-bodied Africans 

should be induced to sign labour contracts and present them to sub-distributors as cash sales 

and receive grain. Labour contracts were to be signed at prevailing wage rates in the country 

and Africans would pay a portion of their earnings to the government until the full cost of grain 

advanced was recovered. 130 In forwarding this suggestion to the Chief Native Commissioner, 

the Superintendent of Natives in Fort Victoria, C. L Carbutt endorsed Radcliffe’s scheme  and 

further suggested that “to prevent the exploitation of the native, I propose that Native 

Commissioners should, by agreement, have the right to see traders’ invoices showing the cost 

to them of grain, and that the grain should be sold at a fixed sum over cost, the penalty for 

breach of the agreement being that the Government would reserve to itself the right to step in 

and undersell the trader if his charges were exorbitant.”131 The Chief Native Commissioner 

reacted to Radcliffe’s proposed scheme, expressing his fears of making Africans to sign labour 

contracts in exchange for grain advances. He argued that, on the background of bad debts from 

previous operations, a better system would be one that reduces bad debts to a possible 

minimum. This had to be done in consideration of the fact that Africans often objected to 

participate in the labour market to pay for grain. Previous experience had shown that Africans 

were unwilling to accept “the obligation to work for grain, or any other reward, which he has 

received, and consumed, a long while prior to his work commencing.”132 More so, it was 

observed that Africans were not performing satisfactory work when recruited to compensate 

for grain they would have consumed, than when they had to receive their wages after work. 

There were often cases of disputes between such workers and their employers.133 This scheme, 

therefore, was not accepted. The various actions employed by Africans in response to the 

state’s drought relief methods can be interpreted as their own ways of resistance to the colonial 

system. These Africans had been fleeced of their land; thus, they could not produce enough to 

survive drought at time European farmers were getting surplus. Furthermore, the discussion on 

the actions of Africans shows how the government was profit oriented in its endeavor to assist 

 
129 NAZ, N3/11/7, Famine amongst Natives, Letter from Claud F. Radcliffe to Superintendent of Natives, Fort 

Victoria, 4th March 1922. 
130 NAZ, N3/11/7, Famine amongst Natives, Letter from Claud F. Radcliffe to Superintendent of Natives, Fort 

Victoria, 4th March 1922. 
131 NAZ, N3/11/7, letter from C.L Carbutt, Superintendent of Natives, Fort Victoria, to Chief Native 

Commissioner, Salisbury, Re: Shortage of Native Food Supplies, 7 March 1922. 
132 NAZ, N3/11/7, letter from C.L Carbutt, Superintendent of Natives, Fort Victoria, to Chief Native 

Commissioner, Salisbury, Re: Shortage of Native Food Supplies, 7 March 1922.  
133 NAZ, N3/11/7, letter from C.L Carbutt, Superintendent of Natives, Fort Victoria, to Chief Native 

Commissioner, Salisbury, Re: Shortage of Native Food Supplies, 7 March 1922. 
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African peasants during droughts. Like in 1916 and before, private capital continued to exploit 

the African peasant through grain trade during drought. 

 

Preventing famines: Lessons for the Company government 

In an endeavour to prevent serious famines in future, the government sought to understand 

African storage methods and how they could be encouraged to store grain in times of good 

harvest. The Superintendent of Natives, Bulawayo, observed that in Western parts of the 

colony, Bulilima district was once regarded as “the granary to which recourse was when crops 

in other localities failed.”134 Africans in the area, before European occupation, used to dig large 

pits under cattle kraals and put grain. These pits were kept full and intact until the following 

harvest.135 This was a popular storage method in the Matabeleland region. The pits were always 

dug under cattle kraals where manure, constantly trampled by cattle, would form a waterproof 

covering the pits.136 However, this method had become unpopular among Africans, and many 

discontinued it because of insecurity of tenure.137 Africans feared continued displacement and 

land alienation. At this point, Africans were feeling unsettled after being displaced from their 

places of settlement and many were looking for suitable land to settle. The situation in various 

communities across the country can best be explained by Chief Nyamanda’s expressions in 

1920 when he said 

The Shangani Reserve is a wild forest. I cannot live on the Gwaai Reserve. The 

Gwaai Reserve is waterless, and wells would not supply enough water for 

cattle…All we want is for the Government to say, this is a tract of land for 

Lobengula’s people…Our grievances come from land congestion and the many 

white owners where we live, who keep on turning us away and prevent our 

cultivating (sic) land. The native reserves are in the wilds, they are full of 

mosquitoes and wild beasts.138 

 

Moreover, the African peasant’s financial obligations to the state could not allow storage of 

grain for a long time since the grain had to be traded to get cash. They sold grain to pay tax, 

dipping fees among other financial responsibilities. Since the state wanted Africans to earn a 

 
134 NAZ, N3/11/7, Superintendent of Natives Bulawayo To Chief Native Commissioner, Salisbury, 11 December 

1922. 
135 NAZ, N3/11/7, Superintendent of Natives Bulawayo To Chief Native Commissioner, Salisbury, 11 December 

1922.  
136 NAZ, N3/11/7, Prevention of Famines, Superintendent of Natives, Gwelo To Chief Native Commissioner, 

Salisbury, 8th January 1923. 
137 NAZ, N3/11/7, Prevention of Famines, Superintendent of Natives, Gwelo To Chief Native Commissioner, 

Salisbury, 8th January 1923. 
138 NAZ, N9/5/3, Interview with Chief Nyamanda and other Matabele Chiefs held at Scott’s Building, Bulawayo, 

19th April 1920. 
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living out of wage labour, trading grain for survival was considered recklessness. For instance, 

the Native Commissioner for Hartley complained that “women, who should realise the 

importance of economy, are the greatest offenders, being always ready to sell all the grain they 

have in order to gratify their desire for meat and articles of adornment.”139 This castigation of 

women reveals how they were perceived by the society as custodians of food at household 

level. This was mainly because most of the man were recruited for labour leaving women as 

housekeepers. G.H. Maddox has shown how, in Central Tanzania, colonialism forced women 

into a cult of domesticity where they were limited to controlling resources within the 

homestead.140  

 

As a result of this colonial officials’ view of African way of life, it was suggested that to prevent 

drought induced famines, Africans could be forced to hand over to government much of their 

grain to be stored on their behalf and distributed during famine.141 This was because settlers 

viewed Africans as improvident, unable to save and living on a principle of “eat, drink and be 

merry.”142 The settlers’ view of Africans was best described by a Native Commissioner for 

Chilimanzi district who stated that, “a Mashona143 never thinks about tomorrow, the present is 

all he thinks about and not a single bag would be handed in unless they were compelled to do 

so. A Mashona will do nothing in the way of assisting but will take everything that is given to 

him.”144 The Chilimanzi Native Commissioner thought that this can only be changed by 

‘assisting’ Africans “only at the very last moment when they cannot possibly hold out any 

longer and then charge them double the price for grain.”145 It was envisaged, however, that a 

legislation to allow government to store grain on behalf of Africans would be difficult, if not 

impossible to implement. Challenges could be faced in both the cost of administration and 

compliance on the side of Africans. One skeptical Native Commissioner argued that “I 

presume, legislate to force them to do this, and to offer any advice to these people whose 

 
139 NAZ, N3/11/7, Prevention of Famines, Native Commissioner, Hartley to Superintendent of Natives Salisbury, 

10th December 1922. 
140 Gregory Maddox, “Gender and Famine in Central Tanzania, 1916-1961”, African Studies Review, Vol. 39, No. 

1 (1996), 83-101. 
141 NAZ, N3/11/7, Native Commissioner, Chilimanzi to Superintendent of Natives, Fort Victoria, 22 November 

1922. 
142 NAZ, N3/11/7, Famine Prevention Assistant Native Commissioner, Mtetengwe, To Native Commissioner, 

Gwanda, 9 November 1922. 
143 Mashona was used to refer to Shona people. 
144 NAZ, N3/11/7, Native Commissioner, Chilimanzi to Superintendent of Natives, Fort Victoria, 22 November 

1922. 
145 NAZ, N3/11/7, Native Commissioner, Chilimanzi to Superintendent of Natives, Fort Victoria, 22 November 

1922. 
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intelligence is only a little above that of the ape, is so much wasted effort.”146 Colonial officials, 

therefore, lacked understanding of IKS and perceived African way of life as wasteful. This was 

influenced the colonial ideology which justified colonialism on account of spreading western 

civilization. 

 

Some Native Commissioners proposed the cultivation of substitute crops as a way of 

preventing future famines amongst Africans. Cassava was one of the suggested crops to 

substitute staple grain crops grown by Africans. In Bikita, a Native Commissioner had 

distributed cassava shootings and encouraged Africans to grow it. He admitted that very few 

Africans took the offer, but those who did had strong and healthy plants, hoping that they might 

be used when food was scarce.147 The Native Commissioner for Ndanga shared the same 

sentiments, suggesting that since cassava is a drought resistant crop, every Native 

Commissioner in drought prone districts be required to cultivate two or three acres of the root 

crop with the assistance of convicts and when the plantation is mature, cuttings be distributed 

to Africans through chiefs.148 In Gwelo, the superintendent of Natives suggested that cassava, 

potatoes, bananas, plantains and paw paws be forced on Africans to ensure crop variety and 

survival during famine.149 These views gave a picture that most of these crops were unknown 

to Africans, yet Africans had known these crops before. Where they were not cultivating them, 

it was probably due to climate conditions. In Bikita, it was the Africans themselves who had 

started growing cassava as noted by the Native Commissioner that several villages had one or 

more cassava plants, though the peasants had no adequate information about the origins of the 

crop, and they did not consider it food.150  

 

By the end of the BSAC rule in 1923, the Company government had opted for preaching the 

gospel of providence to Africans in trying to prevent future famines. In some districts, Native 

Commissioners suggested that Africans be restricted from brewing beer to save grain. Beer 

 
146 NAZ, N3/11/7, The Cassava plant as a substitute for ordinary native foods during years of famine, Native 

Commissioner, Ndanga, 15 November 1922. 
147 NAZ, N3/11/7, Famine Prevention Assistant Native Commissioner, Mtetengwe, To Native Commissioner, 

Gwanda, 9 November 1922. 
148 NAZ, N3/11/7, The Cassava plant as a substitute for ordinary native foods during years of famine, Native 

Commissioner, Ndanga, 15 November 1922. 
149 NAZ, N3/11/7, Prevention of famines, Superintendent of Natives, Gwelo To Chief Native Commissioner, 

Salisbury, 8th January 1923. 
150 NAZ, N3/11/7, Famine Prevention Assistant Native Commissioner, Mtetengwe, To Native Commissioner, 

Gwanda, 9 November 1922. 
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was thought to be constituting an insignificant part of the African’s life.151 Some suggested that 

in a long term, constantly talking to Africans about the causes and prevention of famine would 

solve the problem.152 In the short term, the Superintendent of Natives for Victoria suggested 

that Inspectors be appointed to closely monitor Africans, “advising them on matters in 

connection with Agriculture, the care of stock, the storage and economic use of grain and the 

harmfulness of excessive beer drinking.”153 This was rejected by the Chief Native 

Commissioner on the grounds that it would increase administrative costs by separating the 

Native Commissioners from close contact with Africans.154 In all this, the African was viewed 

as an irrational being and not a homo economicus who had the ability to make sound economic 

decisions. 

 

Conclusion 

The chapter explored the BSAC administration’s response to the agricultural and socio-

economic droughts experienced by Africans between 1911 and 1923 and Africans’ reaction. It 

showed that the Chartered Company government’s response to droughts towards Africans was 

not a social service but strictly business. The state allowed the exploitative traders to trade grain 

with Africans. It also engaged in trade with Africans in areas where private traders were not 

visible. Throughout the period under study, the state’s main policy of addressing Africans 

facing drought was to encourage them to sign labour contracts with both the government and 

private employers and get grain advances, which they would pay back through wage labour. 

However, Africans resisted to seek wage labour and opted to purchase grain from both the state 

and private traders. Although the state and private enterprise demanded cash first and stock 

where cash was not available, Africans preferred buying grain with stock so that they could use 

cash for other financial obligations such as tax and dipping fees. Between 1911 and 1915, 

Africans sold large numbers of cattle to purchase grain and avoid signing labour contracts. 

When the 1916 drought hit, however, peasants in areas like Ndanga, Victoria and 

Nyamandlovu had sold their prime stock and the remaining had not fully recovered from the 

previous drought. As a result, many of them opted to sign labour contracts. However, since the 

 
151  NAZ, N3/11/7, Famine Prevention, Native Commissioner, Selukwe To Superintendent of Natives, Gwelo, 4th 

January 1923. 
152 NAZ, N3/11/3, Prevention of famines, Circular Letter from Superintendent of Natives Victoria To Chief Native 

Commissioner, Salisbury, 12th January 1923. 
153 NAZ, N3/11/3, Prevention of famines, Circular Letter from Superintendent of Natives Victoria To Chief Native 

Commissioner, Salisbury, 12th January 1923. 
154 NAZ, N3/11/3, Prevention of Famine, Chief Native Commissioner’s response to Superintendent of Natives 

Victoria, 16 January 1923. 
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government implemented the deferred payment system where it could advance grain to 

Africans on credit, a good number of Africans opted for that. The result was that in 1917, the 

state suffered bad debts. These bad debts shaped the state’s response to droughts towards 

Africans in the last drought under Company rule in 1922. Overall, Africans took up labour 

contracts as the last resort, and where possible, the young Africans preferred seeking wage 

labour in the mines in Transvaal, South Africa than in Southern Rhodesia. This was the case 

with many youths in Chiredzi in the southern region beginning in 1915. The chapter, therefore, 

demonstrated the contestation between the state and Africans in negotiating survival during 

drought. 

 

This chapter has delineated and discussed the relationship that existed between a Company 

government and African peasants in peasants’ response to drought. It demonstrated how the 

Company government, with its business agenda attempt to use food entitlement to recruit 

Africans into wage labour during periods of drought. In the process, the government, either 

intentionally or through collateral damage, exposed African peasants to exploitative private 

traders. The peasants engaged traders in commercial transitions to negotiate their survival 

during drought. They also engaged the government in wage labour as the last resort and 

employed other methods of survival like foraging and migrating to neighbouring countries 

either for trade, as the case in Mozambique or for wage labour in South Africa. The chapter, 

therefore, sets groundwork for an analysis of drought in colonial Zimbabwe. The following 

chapter explores the drought problem under Responsible Government.
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Chapter Four 

‘The drought conundrum’: The colonial state, white farmers and African 

peasants, c.1923-1953.1 

 

Introduction 

Between 1923 and 1946, Southern Rhodesia experienced a prolonged period of relatively good 

rainfall. Mean annual rainfall averaged about 25 inches out of the normal 28 inches.2 In some 

areas such as Insiza, Victoria and Ntabazinduna, there were localized, minor dry spells between 

1923-1924, 1932-1933 and 1935-1936. These did not threaten agricultural output for either 

African or white farmers. During the period of relatively good rainfall, the responsible 

government, which succeeded the British South Africa Company (BSAC) administration in 

October 1923, embarked on a more interventionist approach in African agriculture than ever 

before. There were two different official approaches for African and European Agriculture. 

From the 1920s, the colonial state instituted various conservation-orientated land centralisation 

measures in African areas under Emory Delmont Alvord3 who was employed as an 

Agriculturist for the Instruction of Natives in 1926.4 For white areas, the state intervention 

measures involved the control of marketing through the setting up of control boards. In all these 

different interventions in agriculture there was no designed drought response plan besides 

efforts to increase agricultural output separately, with the hope of ensuring food security even 

in times of drought. For white agriculture, the approach meant ensuring commercial 

agricultural productivity whereas in African agriculture this approach, initially targeted at 

preventing future famines through increased output and conservation of food supplies, turned 

 
1 The phrase ‘the drought conundrum’ is taken from a Development Studies Masters thesis by Mukundi Mutasa 

who assesses people’s vulnerability to droughts and their coping and survival strategies in post-colonial Buhera 

and Chikomba districts, Zimbabwe. See M. Mukundi, ‘Zimbabwe’s drought conundrum: Vulnerability and 

coping in Buhera and Chikomba Districts’ (Masters thesis, Norwegian University of Life Sciences, 2010). 
2 The different volumes of the Rhodesia Agricultural Journal covering this period indicate the annual rainfall 

patterns. 
3 Alvord (1899-1959) was the first agricultural missionary in Africa. He trained as an agronomist in America and 

attained his Master’s degree in 1918 before joining Mount Silinda Mission in Southern Rhodesia as a volunteer. 

At Mount Silinda, he popularised new farming methods such as crop rotation, irrigation schemes and use of 

fertilisers. This earned him the post of Agriculturist for the Instruction of Natives under the Southern Rhodesia 

government in 1926. In that position, he is credited with popularising the plough amongst African farmers 

through what he called ‘the gospel of the plough and the introduction of Extension Workers and various other 

conservation measures in African agriculture. After retiring from the Southern Rhodesia government in 1950, 

he established his own school of agriculture at Chikore Mission named Alvord Agricultural School. See Alan 

Davis, “The work of E.D. Alvord in the Mazowe Valley”, Zambezia, Vol X1X, No. 1 (1992). 
4 Frederic Baudron et al, “Failing to yield? Ploughs, Conservation Agriculture and the Problem of Agricultural 

Intensification: An example from the Zambezi Valley, Zimbabwe”, Journal of Development Studies, (2011), 1-

24. 
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out to be a way of controlling competition from African peasantry. The outbreak of the worst 

drought in colonial Zimbabwe in 1947 exposed the state’s failure to include drought in its 

development plan based on the knowledge that drought was recurrent. 

 

According to public administrator Padmakar Dubhashi, “if drought is accepted as a recurrent 

and normal phenomenon, it should be taken care of through a ‘compensatory plan’ built into 

the development plan with a provision for augmenting it when required.”5 The 1947 drought, 

therefore, laid bare the government’s unpreparedness in mitigating future unforeseen 

occurrences of drought in both African peasant and white commercial agriculture. As this 

chapter will demonstrate, the most striking feature of the state’s drought management was a 

two-pronged drought response. The state instituted a swift action to help white agriculture 

through the National Drought Relief Committee (NDRC) that covered essential needs for 

settler farmers from food to livestock feed. It further suspended tax payment for white farmers 

to ensure their survival during drought. This excluded African peasants who had to negotiate 

their survival through engagement with the Native Department, traders and increased 

dependency on enduring Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS). Using archival sources, 

interviews and secondary literature, this chapter examines the drought problem in Southern 

Rhodesia during the era of the Responsible Government from 1923 to 1953, paying particular 

attention to the state’s white supremacist approach to the drought peril. The colonial 

governance system in Southern Rhodesia during this thirty-year period has been described by 

David Murray as predominantly a “single formal structure of government”6, and this 

description offers an ideal socio-political framework for analysing the role of the state towards 

drought alleviation in the colony. Murray’s description meant that despite changing leadership, 

the ideology underlying the governance of the colony remained more or less the same. The 

chapter demonstrates how the 1947 drought exposed the state of both settler and African 

agriculture, compelling the settler state to employ a stratified method of drought relief aimed 

at ameliorating the plight if white farmers at largely neglecting the African black peasantry. It 

shows how the government did little to ameliorate the conditions of the peasant farmer during 

drought, yet much effort was made to save white agriculture.  

 

 
5 Padmakar Dubhashi, “Drought and Development”, Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 27, No. 13 (1992), 

A27-A36. 
6 David Murray, The governmental system in Southern Rhodesia, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970), 1.  
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Justin Sheffield and Eric Wood have signposted the twentieth droughts across all the continents 

of the world. The twentieth century droughts are a mirror of the twenty-first century climatic 

conditions across the globe. They occurred within the context of wider topical issues such as 

conservation, climate change and global warming which have been fully embraced by states in 

the twenty-first century. Examining the past and future scenarios of droughts, Sheffield and 

Wood explore “how and why drought has occurred over the past millennia, and the prospects 

for changes in drought occurrence under future climate change.”7 They argue that drought is 

the most problematic natural disaster that damages the society, economy and ecology, yet it is 

“one of the most underrated and least understood disasters.”8 As such, Sheffield and Wood 

conclude that the “occurrence and severity of 20th century drought must form the basis of an 

assessment of how we can cope with large-scale drought events and thus our capacity for 

coping in the future.”9 In their coverage of droughts across the world, they established that the 

most severe droughts of the century based on longevity and severity. The droughts of 1920-

1922 in Europe, 1928-1930 in Australia, 1944-45 in Central Asia, 1950-52 in Central Asia, 

1954-57 in North America, 1963-64 in North America and South America, 1967-68 in South 

America, 1975-77 in Europe, 1982-83 in Asia and Africa, 1992-93 in Africa, 1995 in South 

America and 1997-98 in Asia are identified as the severest droughts of the century.10 Sheffield 

and Wood’s extensive investigation oddly only identifies post-1970 droughts in Africa. 

Moreover, it covers droughts at continental level and therefore leaves gaps to be filled in terms 

of certain droughts in specific countries.  

 

The chapter builds on the works of Dubhashi, economist Amartya Sen and historian Megan 

Vaughan who explore the social and political factors that shape perspectives on droughts and 

famines.  Dubhashi notes that in India, the colonial approach to drought can be described as a 

“policy of masterly inactivity based on the laissez-fair approach.”11 Dubhashi castigates the 

colonial state in India for its “prejudice against the provision of gratuitous relief which was 

given only to those who could not work, on the basis of strict discretionary selection.”12 The 

Southern Rhodesia story, as this chapter will demonstrate, was that of a stratified response 

where the state was active in drought relief towards settler agriculture and farmers, and inactive 

 
7 Justin Sheffield and Eric Wood , Drought. Past Problems and Future Scenarios, (London: Earthscan, 2011), xi.  
8 Sheffield and Wood, Drought. Past Problems and Future Scenarios, xi. 
9 Sheffield and Wood, Drought. Past Problems and Future Scenarios, 99. 
10 Sheffield and Wood, Drought. Past Problems and Future Scenarios, 155.  
11 Dubhashi, “Drought and Development”, A27-A36. 
12 Dubhashi, “Drought and Development”, A27-A36. 
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towards peasant agriculture. In slightly different vein, Sen uses the entitlement approach to 

unpack the causes of starvation during a famine, whether drought induced or not.13 Using the 

entitlement approach, he asks and answers the significant questions: “If some people starve, 

they clearly didn’t have enough food, but the question is why didn’t they have food? What 

allows one group rather than another to get hold of the food that is there?”14 Building on that, 

Vaughan analyses the 1949 famine in Malawi locating it in time and space, stressing the 

significance of social, economic and political structures in understanding the famine.15 

Vaughan’s analysis is crucial in examining a similar experience in Southern Rhodesia where 

the socio-economic capacity of both white farmers and African peasantry was exposed by the 

1947 drought. This chapter, therefore, explains the socio-economic structure within which 

drought occurred between 1923 and 1953 and the economic, social and environmental means 

of survival implemented by the state, white farmers and African peasants. This chapter argues 

that the socio-economic structure that prevailed in the country between 1923 and 1953 

disadvantaged the African peasantry in coping with drought, and the peasants, being conscious 

of the recurrent droughts, relied on their IKS and the services provided by both private traders 

and the Native Department when convenient. 

 

 
13 Amartya Sen, Poverty and Famines. An Essay on Entitlement and Deprivation, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1981). 154. 
14 Sen, Poverty and Famines, 154. 
15 Megan Vaughan, The story of an African famine. Gender and famine in twentieth-century Malawi, (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1987), 2.  
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Figure 3: Rainfall patterns in Southern Rhodesia, 1922-1946.16 

 

Figure 3 shows that the period 1923-1947 was characterised by fairly regular and good rainfall 

patterns. The drought periods as shown in the graph were 1922, 1924 and the worst, 1947. 

However, the socio-economic structure leading to the worst drought of the colonial period in 

1947 was created during the period of better rainfall patterns between 1923 and 1946. 

 

State intervention in African Agriculture in the 20th Century: An Historiography. 

There are two main events that evoked colonial concerns over agriculture and drought in Africa 

and the nature of responses during the period covered in this chapter, the South African drought 

investigation committee report of 1923 and the Dust Bowl Disaster in the United States of 

America. In South Africa, the intensity of early twentieth century droughts resulted in the 

setting up of a Drought Investigation Commission, which presented its results in 1923. Having 

incurred a huge financial cost of £16 million due to the 1919 drought, there was an urgent need 

for planning to reduce risk and vulnerability in future droughts.17 This necessitated the setting 

up of the commission, chaired by du Toit, in 1923. The commission focused more on “soil 

erosion, denudation, and loss of livestock” than on rainfall.18 It established that the major 

problem leading to dryness was the “veld overstocked, tramped out, semi-proof, hard-baked 

by sun and veld fires” which, if not resolved would create “the Great South African Desert 

uninhabitable by man.” It, therefore, recommended the abolition of transhumance and kraaling, 

introduction of fenced camps. In essence, the commission established that “dryness was not so 

much due to a lack of rainfall but to the inability of the ground to absorb it.”19 It is interesting 

to note that Southern Rhodesia followed the investigations and results of the Drought 

Investigation Commission of South Africa with a keen interest. The Rhodesia Agricultural 

Journal, a mouthpiece of the Ministry of Agriculture, published snippets of the commission’s 

results in two of its volumes, volume 22 of 192520 and volume 23 of 1926.21 

 

 
16 The graph was plotted using statistics obtained from different volumes of the Rhodesia Agricultural Journal 

covering the stated period. 
17 William Beinart, The Rise of Conservation in South Africa. Settlers, Livestock, and the Environment 1770-1950, 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 251.  
18 Beinart, The Rise of Conservation in South Africa, 235. 
19 Beinart, The Rise of Conservation in South Africa, 254. 
20 Rhodesia Agricultural Journal, Vol 23, (1925), 770-773 and 862-865. 
21 Rhodesia Agricultural Journal, Volume 23, (1925), 47-51.  
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In the international context, one of the greatest natural disasters to affect humanity, the Dust 

Bowl disaster of the 1930s also shaped colonial thinking about drought and the environment. 

A 1936 report submitted by the drought committee to the US president, Franklin Roosevelt, 

highlighted the dependency of Great Plains agriculture on overgrazing and excessive ploughing 

– exposing loose soil to wind erosion – as the causes of the disaster. The report established that 

an attempt to “impose farming practices suitable for humid regions on the semi-arid Great 

Plains” was the basic problem that caused the Dust Bowl.”22 According to Doro, the dominant 

scholarship on the Dust Bowl concurs that the underlying cause of the disaster was human 

activity, yet a minority scholarship argues that farmers in the Great Plains were a victim of the 

vagaries of nature- a position which failed to attract significant scholarly attention because of 

“… fatalism and failure to connect the impact of anthropogenic activity on nature.”23 Being the 

first global environmental problem24, the Dust Bowl provided a lesson for better understanding 

of the interactions between climate and agriculture and land management to reduce erosion.25  

 

Lessons from the Dust Bowl disaster were exported outside America. The disaster gave a stern 

warning to other countries far from the United States of America on the vagaries of nature. 

Beinart notes that “as the dust storms blew in from Nebraska to New York, and broken farmers 

trudged and trucked to California erosion and conservation were catapulted into the 

international arena.”26 The images of the Dust Bowl served as a warning across the African 

continent against soil erosion.27 Anderson shows that in East Africa, pamphlets and books 

predominantly from America alerting people about the dangers of soil erosion had arrived in 

the region before the 1930s and images of the Dust Bowl served a purpose of providing 

evidence of what had been preached before.28 In Southern Africa, according to Beinart, official 

concern about conservation “was infused with a new urgency by the ideology and practice of 

American conservationist who rose to power again in the Depression.”29 In as much as it may 

have caused the world to panic, the influence of the Dust Bowl was not uniform across the 

 
22 Roland L Baumhardt, “Dust Bowl Era”, Encyclopedia of Water Science, 187-191.  
23 Doro, ‘A socio-environmental history of commercial tobacco farming in Southern Rhodesia and Zimbabwe”, 

69-70.  
24 David Anderson, “Depression, Dust Bowl, Demography and Drought: The colonial state and soil conservation 

in East Africa During the 1930s”, African Affairs”, Vol 83, No. 332 (1984), 321-343. 
25 Sheffield and Wood, Drought. Past Problems and Future Scenarios, 125.  
26 William Beinart, “Soil erosion, Conservationism and Ideas about Development: A southern African exploration, 

1900-1960”, Journal of Southern African Studies”, Vol 11, No.1 (1984), 52-83.  
27 Anderson, “Depression, Dust Bowl, Demography and Drought”, 321-343.  
28 Anderson, “Depression, Dust Bowl, Demography and Drought”, 321-343. 
29 Beinart, “Soil erosion, Conservationism and Ideas about Development”, 52-83.  
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globe. In fact, Simeon Maravanyika dismisses the influence of the Dust Bowl in Southern 

Rhodesia. He argues that the path taken by Southern Rhodesia in the 1930s was a result of local 

agricultural problems emanating partly from poor farming methods and international marketing 

challenges.30 The Dust Bowl disaster, therefore, had varying influence on conservation 

thinking across African colonies.  

 

The 1920s and 1930s in Southern Rhodesian agricultural history were characterised by direct 

state intervention. Such intervention calls for an examination of the nature and role of the 

colonial state in order to understand its motives. Beluce Bellucci provides an apt description of 

the colonial states noting that they were systems designed by European states to serve Europe 

economically but also engendering a feeling of belonging to the colonised.31 This description 

captures the features and motives of the colonial state. Building on this description, this chapter 

explores how and why the state directly intervened in African agriculture from 1924, and how 

it handled the terrible 1947 and 1951 droughts. Since the colonial state in Africa was designed 

to benefit the metropole, colonial states across the continent aimed at minimising 

administration costs and maximising profits32 The burden of minimising administration cost 

was put on the shoulders of the colonised. To do so, the colonial states “rested upon complex 

structures of power.”33  

 

Ian Phimister, Eira Kramer and Eira Punt all agree in their individual works that the state’s 

direct intervention in peasant agriculture was necessitated by political and economic reasons 

more than environmental. Phimister argues that the flagging situation in the reserves during the 

1920s amplified by the “post-war slump in grain and livestock prices and by the severe drought 

in 1922, sufficiently alarmed the state for ‘developmental’ polices to be introduced.”34 

Phimister expands his argument in another study by noting how the desire to control peasant 

production emanated from “overcrowding, declining yields and soil erosion (which) 

overshadowed the state’s conservation and extension advise programme”, as well as the 

development of secondary industries that demanded a steady supply of labour and bigger 

 
30 Simeon Maravanyika, ‘Conservation and White Agrarian Environment in colonial Zimbabwe, c.1908- 1980’ 

(PhD thesis, University of Pretoria, 2013), 147.  
31 Beluce Bellucci, “The State in Africa”, The Perspective of the World Review, Vol 2, No. 3 (2010), 9-42.  
32 Heather Sharkey, “African Colonial States”, in J. Parker and R. Reid (Eds), The Oxford Handbook of Modern 

African History, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 151-170.   
33 Sharkey, “African Colonial States”, 151-170.   
34 Ian Phimister, “Zimbabwe: the path to capitalist development”, in D. Birmingham and P. M. Martin (eds), 

History of Central Africa Volume Two, (London: Longman, 1983), 271. 
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internal market.35 Kramer notes that government was only interested in expanding the holding 

capacity of the reserves so that it would reduce the financial expenditure, yet it was against the 

emergence of a “competent and competitive” peasant farmer.36 She further argues that the 

development policies were not intended to benefit the peasant but to allow the peasant to be 

self-sufficient in the reserve, “…and hopefully reduce the necessity for government support in 

the form of famine relief in times of drought and crop failure.”37 Wesley Mwatwara, on the 

other hand, positions the reasons behind intervention squarely between environmental and 

economic reasons, arguing that “it was much about the perception by colonial officials that 

‘primitive’ African farming methods were causing environmental degradation in the reserves, 

as it was an attempt to revise the position of the African reserves in the fledgling economy.”38 

Among the various social, economic, political and environmental factors that led to state 

intervention in African agriculture, therefore, drought played a significant role. The financial 

costs of previous droughts and the threat they posed to labour had provided tough lessons for 

the state.  

 

The state’s intervention in African Agriculture, 1924-1930s. 

In 1924, the Chief Native Commissioner reported that the cost incurred by the state in drought 

relief in African areas was “unbearable” and recommended that action be taken to ensure the 

African is self-sufficient in future droughts.39 In consideration of this, the responsible 

government decided to take an interventionist approach towards agriculture. This was to boost 

white commercial agriculture, stifle African competition and ostensibly ensure food security 

in the reserves, while promoting environmental conservation. The new administration 

proffered a couple of solutions to curtail drought and food shortages in African areas. These 

included new farming techniques to boost production, grain conservation through 

establishment of grain bins, introducing cassava as a new drought-resistant food crop, and 

‘introducing’ white maize which in any case was already part of the several crops grown by 

Africans. The suggested grain bins were essentially the various traditional grain storage 

 
35 Ian Phimister, “Discourse and the Discipline of Historical Context: Conservationism and Ideas about 

Development in Southern Rhodesia, 1930-1950”, Journal of Southern African Studies, Vol 12, No. 2 (1986), 

263-275.  
36 Eira Kramer, “The Early years: Extension Services in Peasant Agriculture in Colonial Zimbabwe, 1925-1929”, 

Zambezia, Vol xxiv, No. ii (1997), 159-179. 
37 Kramer, “The Early years: Extension Services in Peasant Agriculture in Colonial Zimbabwe, 1925-1929”, 159-

179. 
38 Wesley Mwatwara, “A history of state veterinary services and African livestock regimes in colonial Zimbabwe. 

C.1896-1980”, (PhD Thesis: Stellenbosch University, 2014), 157. 
39 NAZ, Southern Rhodesia, Report of the Chief Native Commissioner, 1923. 
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facilities used by African peasants such as granaries and pits dug under cattle kraals. The main 

characteristic of these new suggestions was the denial of the real problem of lack of African 

farming lands. Instead, during the same period Africans were further alienated to reserves.  

 

Charles Coghlan, who led the so-called Responsible Government from 1923, inherited from 

the British South Africa Company administration a “care and maintenance” approach that 

administered African affairs in an “unruffled and thoroughly pragmatic manner.”40 Murray 

Steele observes that in the decade leading to 1933, the new administration made social, 

economic and political changes designed to make the reserves the permanent home for the 

majority of Africans.41 Kramer argues that the Coghlan Government’s policy was, 

paradoxically, that of developing and not augmenting reserves.42 The paradox was that, as 

Kramer puts it, the state was moving towards fuller segregation, at the same time attempting to 

‘develop’ the reserves. This was done through several changes to existing policies, including 

land alienation, establishment of Native Boards in reserves, recognition of some African 

associations and separatist churches, attempts to increase crop yields and development of health 

facilities.43 Such interest in the administration of Africans has attracted much scholarly 

attention. This section contends that drought, particularly the burden incurred by the state in 

extending drought relief to black peasants, is one of the major factors that necessitated state 

intervention in peasant agriculture.  

 

Agrarian historians of Southern Rhodesia agree that the 1928 tobacco slump, caused by over-

production and lack of markets, and, two years later, the Great Depression of 1930 necessitated 

state intervention in white agriculture.44 However, the case of African agriculture was different. 

Direct state intervention under the Responsible Government had begun earlier in African areas. 

It entailed direct control of the black peasants’ production patterns. The idea of attaining fuller 

segregation required that Africans be evicted from Crown Land and removed from white-

 
40 Murray Steele, ‘The Foundations of a ‘Native Policy’: Southern Rhodesia, 1923-1933’ (PhD Thesis, Simon 

Fraser University, 1972), iii-iv.  
41 Steele, ‘The Foundations of a ‘Native Policy’’, iv. 
42 Kramer, “The Early years: Extension Services in Peasant Agriculture in Colonial Zimbabwe, 1925-1929”, 159-

179. 
43 Steele, ‘The Foundations of a ‘Native Policy’’, iv. 
44 See Mandivamba Rukuni, ‘The Evolution of Agricultural Policy, 1890-1980’, in Mandivamba Rukuni and Carl 

Eicher (eds), Zimbabwe’s Agricultural Revolution, (Harare: University of Zimbabwe Publications, 1993), 

Victor Machingaidze, ‘The Development of Settler Agriculture in Southern Rhodesia with particular Reference 

to the Role of the State, 1908-1939’, (PhD Thesis, University of London, 1980), Doro, ‘A socio-environmental 

history of commercial tobacco farming in Southern Rhodesia and Zimbabwe, c.1893-2000s’. 
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owned farms. Admire Mseba demonstrated that the idea of broader segregation in terms of land 

ownership is routed in the intra-settler land conflicts among settlers themselves and between 

settlers and the BSAC government between 1890 and 1923.45 Mseba showed that settler 

farmers perceived the BSAC government as incapacitated to make sound policies concerning 

land due to its profit-orientation. Thus, they campaigned for a settler government, which came 

in 1923 and pursued land policies in their favour.46 In explaining how the state sought to 

achieve fuller segregation, Eira Punt argues that in order to render segregation feasible, the 

state sought to develop reserves to a point where they could accommodate many Africans who 

had to be forced from white owned farmers to reserves.47 This approach avoided the obvious 

solution, which lay in African access to land. As noted by Kramer, colonial land policy was 

responsible for low yields and conditions in reserves not poor farming techniques.48 She argues 

that low agricultural output in peasant agriculture was caused by land inequalities and Africans’ 

mistrust of colonial state policy.49 The zeal to control peasant production, therefore, can be best 

explained in terms of the need to attain fuller segregation and make the peasant self-sufficient 

in the reserve but without competing with the white farmer. 

 

State interventions which sought to mitigate the effects of droughts ranged from production to 

post-harvest grain supplies conservations. Post-harvest grain conservation was centred on the 

assumption that Africans were improvident and could not conserve grain until the next harvest, 

hence they were always hard hit by droughts. However, as shown in Chapter Three, Africans 

had long used various methods to store grain but due to their distrust of the colonial 

government, exacerbated by land alienation, they no longer considered storing grain for longer 

period as before a viable strategy. Despite that, the Responsible Government sought to 

implement the recommendations by Native Commissioners following the 1922 drought-

induced famine. It was recommended in 1922 that: 

they (Africans) be persuaded to dig large pits at the kraals of their chiefs and 

headmen, either providing their own labour or by way of subscription and make 

a common pool of all surplus grain each season. The chief or headman 

responsible for the pits would keep records of the number of bags contributed 

 
45 Admire Mseba, “Law, expertise and settler conflicts over land in early colonial Zimbabwe, 1890-1923”, 

Environment and Planning, Vol. 48, No. 4 (2016), 665-680. 
46 Mseba, “Law, expertise and settler conflicts over land in early colonial Zimbabwe”, 665-680. 
47 Eira Punt, ‘The Development of African Agriculture in Southern Rhodesia with particular reference to the 

interwar years’ (Masters thesis, University of Natal, 1979), 89.  
48 Kramer, “The Early years: Extension Services in Peasant Agriculture in Colonial Zimbabwe, 1925-1929”, 159-

179.  
49 Kramer, “The Early years: Extension Services in Peasant Agriculture in Colonial Zimbabwe, 1925-1929”, 159-

179. 
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by each individual, and, as pits are filled, seal them up until such a time as the 

new crops were reaped, when the pit grain could be replaced by the fresh grain, 

or as grain was required.50 

 

Working on such recommendations, some grain stores were built in some reserves in the semi-

arid southern and western Southern Rhodesia. In 1926, the Chief Native Commissioner 

reported that in Insiza reserve a grain store had been built with funding from the trustees of the 

Native Trust Fund51 with the objective of inducing Africans to conserve grain.52 Similar reports 

were made in Bikita where the Chief Native Commissioner noted that there were reports of 

Africans conserving grain until the next harvest is assured.53 As noted earlier, these storage 

methods and facilities existed before but were abandoned due to Africans’ fear of being forced 

off their land. The reports show a government that was very much concerned about the financial 

cost of famine in African areas yet unwilling to resolve the major challenge of access to means 

of production that Africans faced. 

 

Beyond the introduction technical extension services54, the state also contemplated introducing 

cassava and white maize to peasants. The idea of introducing the cassava plant was already 

there by the end of the BSAC administration, with Native Commissioners from different 

districts suggesting it as an alternative in 1922.55 By January 1923 (still under the BSAC rule) 

the Chief Native Commissioner made the decision to consider the cultivation of cassava on the 

basis of reports submitted to him by District Native Commissioners. In his letter to the 

Administrator in 1923, the Chief Native Commissioner pointed out that it was desirable to 

cultivate cassava as one of the only available steps “for now” to prevent famine in the future.56 

Responsible Government continued efforts to introduce the cassava plant to African 

 
50 N3/11/3, Prevention of Famines, letter from Native Commissioner Fort Rixon to Superintended of Natives 

Gwelo, 15 November 1922. 
51 The Native Trust Fund was established in 1924 with the aim of improving African livestock and crop farming. 

It was supported mainly from dipping fees. See I. Phimister, “Zimbabwe: the path to capitalist development”, 

271. 
52 NAZ, 1095/07 Southern Rhodesia, Report of the Chief Native Commissioner, 1926. 
53 NAZ, 1095/07 Southern Rhodesia, Report of the Chief Native Commissioner, 1926. 
54 When E.D. Alvord assumed the position of Agriculturist for the Instruction of Natives in 1926, he introduced 

extension services centred on crop rotation, use of Demonstrators (Extension workers) and spreading the ‘gospel 

of the plough. Much have been written about his initiatives, see Frederic Baudron et al, “Failing to yield? 

Ploughs, Conservation Agriculture and the Problem of Agricultural Intensification: An example from the 

Zambezi Valley, Zimbabwe”, Journal of Development Studies, (2011), 1-24, Fuller Masuku, “Agricultural 

Change in the Ntabazinduna Reserve with Particular Reference to the Colonial Period, 1923-1939”, Master of 

Arts Dissertation (History), University of Cape Town, 1989; Punt, “The Development of African Agriculture 

in Southern Rhodesia with particular reference to the interwar years”; Kramer, “The Early years: Extension 

Services in Peasant Agriculture in Colonial Zimbabwe, 1925-1929”, 159-179. 
55 See Chapter Three of this thesis. 
56 NAZ, N3/11/3 Letter from Chief Native Commissioner to the Administrator, 13 January 1923. 
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agriculture. In 1926, the Chief Native Commissioner reported that “considerable efforts had 

been made to establish cassava as a means of preventing famine.”57 The idea of introducing 

cassava as a drought-induced famine prevention measure was well-intentioned. The crop can 

grow well in challenging conditions like dry soils with low fertility (a common feature of the 

reserves where Africans stayed) and can be harvested any time before end of the growing 

season.58 To this end, Anna Burns et al refer to the crop as the “drought, war and famine crop 

in a changing world.”59 However, the introduction of cassava as a food crop for Africans failed, 

as reported by the Chief Native Commissioner, due to “Native apathy” and “natural causes.”60 

Africans’ lack of enthusiasm in the proposed crop can best be understood within the context of 

land alienation, which instilled automatic distrust of any government project, even benevolent 

ones. The natural conditions that hindered the success of cassava are not documented in 

colonial archives, leaving one to surmise that there might not have been adequate research and 

extension concerning the crop by the colonial state.  

 

Another crop that the colonial state proposed to introduce was ‘white maize.’ In 1926, the Chief 

Native Commissioner reported that “a result of the 1922 famine was to introduce white maize 

seed over a wide area.”61 This was at a time when white maize production was rising “explicitly 

in southern Africa.”62 Melinda Smale and Thomas Jayne attribute the rise in maize production 

in African agriculture between 1900 and 1965 to four key factors: maize’s agronomic 

suitability; the availability of British starch market; introduction of hammer mills; integration 

of Africans into the settler wage economy and the market and trade policies promoted by settler 

farm lobbies.63 However, maize production was not new to Africans and the colonial 

government did not introduce it but rather promoted a particular variety of maize over others. 

As noted by Paul Mosley, in 1900, African agriculture had been characterised by the growing 

of a multiplicity of crops which included “every kind of kaffir [sic] grain” – sorghum, millet, 

maize and rice as well as sweet potatoes.64 Africans had been growing maize as part of their 

 
57 NAZ, 1095/07 Southern Rhodesia, Report of the Chief Native Commissioner, 1926.  
58 Gorm E. Shackelford et al, “Cassava farming practices and their agricultural and environmental impacts: a 

systematic map control”, Environmental Evidence, Vol 7, No. 30 (2018), 1-7. 
59 Anna Burns et al, “Cassava: The Drought, War and Famine Crop in a Changing World”, Sustainability, Vol. 2, 

(2010), 3 752- 3 606.  
60 NAZ, 1095/07 Southern Rhodesia, Report of the Chief Native Commissioner, 1926. 
61 NAZ, 1095/07 Southern Rhodesia, Report of the Chief Native Commissioner, 1926. 
62 James McCann, Maize and Grace. Africa’s encounter with a New World Crop, 1500-2000, (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2005), 115. 
63 Melinda Smale and Thomas Jayne, “Maize in Eastern and Southern Africa: “Seeds” of success in retrospect”, 

Environmental and Production Technology Division (EPTD) Discussion Paper No. 97, 2003, 8-9. 
64 Mosley, The settler economies, 76.  
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food crops since the 16th century.65 What the settler government did was to turn the African 

maize ‘white’, literally and figuratively, by introducing a series of measures based on both local 

and international market for maize.66 Michael Drinkwater observed that one of the changes that 

occurred during the 1920s was a “switchover from indigenous, multi-coloured, dwarf maize 

varieties, to white maize varieties producing larger-sized grains.”67 To this end, McCann argues 

that “African consumers accepted white as the colour of their staple crop only beginning in the 

1920s and 1930s.”68 The use of demonstrators ensured that Africans could be persuaded to 

grow maize more than traditional small grains. Demonstrators criss-crossed the reserves 

beginning in the mid-1920s, distributing white maize seeds and advising peasants on “good” 

intensified farming methods.69 Given enough land and abundance of rainfall, Africans were 

already producing good crops. The Native Commissioner for Makoni admitted in 1926 that “so 

long as the European farmers continue to fail to produce good crops while natives regularly 

reap ample harvests, the natives can hardly be expected to change much (in terms of farming 

methods).”70 This was mainly because in some areas, peasants exercised what Terence Ranger 

calls the “peasant option” whereby they successfully produced commodities for the market.71 

The good rains that characterised the late 1920s ensured good harvests in African areas. In fact, 

maize production significantly increased, threatening settler agriculture to a point that the state 

had to put on measures to curtail the competition. In 1929, an estimated 727 885 bags of maize 

were harvested in African areas and 197 000bags were sold to traders together with over 100 

000bags of other grain and products.72 As a result, the Chief Native Commissioner lamented 

that “the production and marketing of maize by natives in a Colony which annually exports a 

considerable quantity – grown by European farmers – threatens to become a serious 

problem.”73 This marked a declaration of war against Africans’ agricultural competition, a war 

that characterised the 1930s decade.  

 
65 Smale and Jayne, “Maize in Eastern and Southern Africa: “Seeds” of success in retrospect”, 8. 
66 McCann, Maize and Grace. 112. 
67 Michael Drinkwater, The State and Agrarian Change in Zimbabwe’s Communal Areas, (New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 1991), 54. 
68 McCann, Maize and Grace, 115-116. McCann notes that Africa’s maize turned white due to two key factors: 

The demand for food in urban centres and mines which was met largely by maize and the demand of white 

maize by the British starch and distilling market. The export demand caused the commercial farmers to put 

pressure on the state to adopt white maize as the only type of maize grown since growing other types such as 

yellow maize would affect uniformity through pollination. 
69 Mosley, The settler economies, 83. 
70 NAZ, 1095/07 Southern Rhodesia, Report of the Chief Native Commissioner, 1926. 
71 Terence Ranger, Peasant Consciousness and the Guerrilla War in Zimbabwe. A Comparative Study, (London: 

James Currey, 1985), 30. 
72 Rhodesia Agricultural Journal, Vol. 27, 1930, 630. 
73 NAZ, 1095/07 Southern Rhodesia, Report of the Chief Native Commissioner, 1929. 
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Although official conservation policy in Southern Rhodesia was introduced in 193974, some 

conservation policies had been introduced a decade earlier in 1929 through the centralisation 

policy. Mwatwara argues that the centralisation policy aimed at both conservation and 

thwarting the emerging “reserve entrepreneurs.”75 Beyond this, the policy also aimed at 

intensifying African agriculture in drought-prone areas. The Chief Native Commissioner 

reported just after the launch of the policy in 1929 that “some reserves in Matabeleland are 

overcrowded or semi-arid, or both, and in their case intensive cultivation has become a 

necessity.”76 The policy hinged on the separation of land suitable for arable farming from that 

suitable for grazing, “with ‘village lines’ and roads ‘centralised’ between the two.”77 It was 

implemented initially by persuasion and later by coercion. Mwatwara argues that it was 

arguably the dominating colonial feature in the reserves during the 1930s78 Centralisation 

policy and discriminatory policies meant to curtail African agricultural competition, therefore, 

characterised the 1930s decade. Such laws had a huge impact on the colony’s food production 

and Africans’ survival in the 1947 drought. 

 

Discriminatory laws and food insecurity, 1930-1945. 

The 1930s were characterised by stringent discriminatory laws that suppressed African 

agricultural competition, while enabling and protecting white settler farmers’ interests. The 

decade opened with the enactment of the Land Apportionment Act (LAA) 1930 which was a 

result of the Morris Carter Commissioner established in 1925 and was followed by the Maize 

Control Act of 1931 which was amended five times during the decade.79 Beyond such laws, 

control boards such as Maize Board (1931), were established to boost the agricultural and 

marketing advantage of white produce. This created a food security disaster for the young 

colony. An unintended outcome of the 1930s initiatives was the boom in commercial crops 

 
74 Tapiwa Madimu, “Farmers, Miners and the State in Colonial Zimbabwe (Southern Rhodesia), c.1895-1961”, 

(PhD thesis: Stellenbosch University, 2017), 135. Madimu argues that the year 1939 was a watershed in the 

Southern Rhodesian history because of two major events: the war-inspired economic growth and the 

introduction of official conservation policy.  
75 Mwatwara, “A history of state veterinary services and African livestock regimes in colonial Zimbabwe. C.1896-

1980”, 159.  
76 Rhodesia Agricultural Journal, Vol.27, 1930, 467.  
77 Drinkwater, The State and Agrarian Change in Zimbabwe’s Communal Areas, 55. 
78 Mwatwara, “A history of state veterinary services and African livestock regimes in colonial Zimbabwe. C.1896-

1980”, 158. 
79 The Act was amended in 1933, 1934, 1935, 1936 and 1937. Of these 5, the 1934 amendment was the most 
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production at the expense of food crops. So, when the 1947 drought struck, the food security 

situation in the country was already precarious.  

 

The LAA is a significant aspect of an analysis of the colonial state’s drought response because 

of its role in both the ecological disaster and food insecurity in the reserves. The Act 

apportioned the country’s land into exclusively African and European areas. According to 

Victor Machingaidze, the Act, which was regarded as the settler state’s Magna Carta – the 

cornerstone charter of the political dispensation. It divided the country’s 96 million acres of 

land into 49 million acres for the minority whites and 29 million acres for the black majority, 

with the remainder remaining unassigned or designated for game.80 In this distribution, as 

observed by Robin Palmer, Europeans got the lion’s share of the land both in quantity and in 

quality.81 Ecologically, the land reserved for Africans was not only small in size but far less 

suitable for intensive farming. Yudelman summarised the issue of land quality stating that 70 

percent of suitable farming land had been alienated for settler use.82 

 

The ecological effect of the LAA was that the majority black peasants overpopulated the 

reserves causing inevitable environmental degradation as they tried to increase productivity to 

survive the harsh, discriminatory laws such as the Maize Control Act of 1931. This was despite 

the fact that when the Morris Carter Commission83 was gathering evidence, majority of 

Africans had suggested that to them, “the amount of land to be given was of far greater 

significance than the pros and cons of segregation.” The majority of peasants could not afford 

to buy land in the proposed Native Purchase Areas and their concern was the enlargement of 

reserves. This concern is best captured in the evidence provided to the commission by one 

peasant, N. Sinyanga who said “as far as the reserves are concerned they are a matter of 

disappointment to us in so far as the soil is poor and some of them have no water, and I feel 

that if separate areas were set aside for purely native purchase the same thing may happen in 

regard to those areas as had happened in regard to the Reserves.”84 The deteriorating ecological 

 
80 Victor Machingaidze, “Agrarian Change from above: The Southern Rhodesia Native Land Husbandry Act and 

African Response”, The International Journal of African Historical Studies, Vol. 24, N0. 3 (1991), 557-588. 
81 Robin Palmer, Land and Racial Domination in Rhodesia, (London: Heinemann, 1977), 186. 
82 Montague Yudelman, Africans on the Land: Economic Problems of African Development in Southern, Central 

and East Africa, with Special Reference to Southern Rhodesia, cited in Machingaidze, “Agrarian Change from 

above.”, 557-588. 
83 The Morris Carter Commission was set up in 1925 to inquire into the possibility of separating African areas 

from European areas in the colony. The recommendations of the commission gave birth to the Land 

Apportionment Act, 1930.  
84 Sinyanga, cited in Palmer, Land and Racial Domination in Rhodesia, 193. 
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conditions that followed the LAA were, therefore, not a result of the peasants’ failure to adopt 

new farming methods as the state alleged but rather the “poor and crowded land assigned to 

them, grossly inadequate technical services, and the total lack of credit facilities.”85 This is the 

reason why the Act had a different meaning to the two different races involved. According to 

Palmer, the Act guaranteed “the preservation of their way of life against encroachment from 

the black hordes, whereas for Africans the Act is seen as blatantly discriminatory and palpably 

unjust.”86 

 

The economic slump precipitated by the Great Depression from 1929 necessitated further 

stringent measures to keep settler farmers afloat. The Depression and the foot and mouth 

disease of 1931 to 1932 created a desperate situation for the colony, forcing the “tepid 

leadership” of H. U. Moffat to respond through Maize Control Act 1931 and Cattle Levy Act 

1931.87 The Maize Control Act of 1931 instituted compulsory control of all maize produced in 

the colony except in Native Districts of Inyanga, Umtali and Melsetter, a portion of the 

Sebungwe Native District and Native Districts of Wankie, Nyamandlovu, Bulawayo, Insiza, 

Umzingwane, Matobo, Bulalima-Mangwe, Gwanda and Chibi.88 The fact that these exempted 

districts were part of the most semi-arid areas of the colony suggest that exemption could have 

been to encourage peasants store their maize for consumption. The same exemptions were 

maintained by the 1933 amendment of the Act. However, the government of Godfrey Huggins 

that ascended to power in September 1933 considered the Maize Control Act a half-hearted 

measure by the previous government and was “willing to take certain measures in support of 

settler interests.”89 As a result, the Act was amended in 1934 to favour small-scale white 

farmers against peasant producers and, interestingly, also against large-scale white farmers. 

Arguably, stemmed from the Huggins’ government ideology, which was pro-small white 

capital as opposed to the BSAC government’s pro-big capital agenda. The 1934 amendment 

abolished the exemptions of certain peasant areas and extended the control to the whole 

colony.90 
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The general immediate impact of maize control was twofold. It stabilized settler maize 

production and cushioned majority white farmers from the devastating effects of the 

Depression. The survival of white farmers was at the expense of African farmers, particularly 

peasants. Bryan Kauma states that maize control continued beyond the intended three years 

because white farmers failed to increase their production output even after the depression as 

compared to what Africans were achieving.91  Beyond maize control, there were various other 

levies meant to control Africans production in different farming sectors too. Phimister notes 

that these various controls and levy acts ensured the manipulation and taxing of African cattle 

and maize producers to subsidize the white livestock and crop farmers’ earnings.92 To the 

peasant farmer, maize control had the effect of stifling the ability to gain revenue from selling 

maize and pay taxes. Phimister notes the confessions of the Native Commissioner of Insiza that 

Africans in the district were used to “obtain revenue for taxes from the sale of mealies and this 

undoubtedly (is) going to hit them hard.”93 Maize control reduced prices paid to Africans in 

order to subsidize white farmers’ returns. As a result, Africans had to create their own 

initiatives to survive. Peasants in some areas of good rainfall increased production and 

competition to survive. Production increased from about 750 000 bags of maize in 1930 to a 

million in 1936.94 However, peasants in largely semi-arid areas of southern and western 

Zimbabwe could not copy the same way and many were “forced into the labour market if they 

could not diversify their crops.”95 The effects of the LAA and Maize Control Act, therefore, 

affected peasants in semi-arid areas most.  

 

During this decade of crisis, a stratified response to the drought problem emerged. The previous 

drought had not affected the average settler farmer to the point of needing direct assistance 

from the state. Yet the dispossessed peasant had survived through both the limited state drought 

relief and the ability to engage in commercial trade to get food. When the sub-normal rains of 

1933 resulted in grain scarcity in districts such as Victoria Bikita and Melsetter, peasants 

survived through trade, buying grain from traders either from the proceeds of livestock sales 

or their own wage labour. In Victoria district, where crops, “if not a complete failure, were 

 
91 Bryan Kauma, “ ‘Small Grains, Small Gains’: African Peasant Small Grains Production and Marketing in 
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to capitalist development”, 278. 
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generally extremely poor throughout the district”96, peasants resorted to the labour market to 

survive. In Bikita, the sale of livestock, particularly cattle, to secure grain was common. In 

some areas of Melsetter, however, the government supplied grain to extremely destitute cases 

through the Native Department, either at cost price or on credit.97 The Chief Native 

Commissioner emphasized that this was only for a very few people and was not supposed to 

spread across all the affected people. The justification for this policy was “dictated by the spirit 

of improvidence which had become common: ‘Why worry? The government will feed us’ not 

withstanding constant exhortations to conserve their grain in years of plenty.”98 The state, 

therefore, was reluctant to bail out the peasantry from drought, yet it ironically did so for the 

settler farmers. 

 

The below-normal rainfall of 1937 affected maize production across the country, pushing white 

farmers to call for state intervention. As the peasants continued their previous survival 

strategies, the state subsidized relief maize to settler farmers through a maize purchase and loan 

scheme. Unlike peasants who were accused of improvidence when faced with drought induced 

food shortages, settler farmers were considered real victims of drought and the state intervened 

swiftly to cushion them. This can be shown by the terms and conditions of applying for maize 

relief. Both the purchase and loan scheme for 1938 were guided by four key conditions. Firstly, 

there was supposed to be local committees consisting of a senior government officer will be 

set to approve all applications before forwarding to the Maize Control Board for execution.99 

The second condition was that a beneficiary would meet the four requirements of (a) not being 

normally in a habit of purchasing grain to feed his cattle or African employees, (b) that the 

necessity to be the subsidized maize was sorely due to drought conditions, (c) that the farmer 

had planted adequate maize during the 1937-1938 crop which later failed and (d) that the farmer 

had not sold maize for that season to the Control Board or disposed any of the harvested 

maize.100 The third condition was that every approved applicant would sign an agreement that 

they would not re-sale the maize or use it for any other purpose than to feed livestock and 

African employees. Fourth, the maximum quantity a farmer would receive was set at 150 

 
96 NAZ, S1050, Report of the Native Commissioner, Victoria District, 1933.  
97 NAZ, S1050, Report of the Native Commissioner, Melsetter District, 1933. 
98 NAZ, 1095/07, Southern Rhodesia, Report of the Chief Native Commissioner, 1933. 
99 Rhodesia Agricultural Journal, Vol. 35, 1938. 
100 Rhodesia Agricultural Journal, Vol. 35, 1938. 
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bags.101 Given these favourable conditions, affected settler farmers were cushioned from the 

devastating effects of drought, unlike the majority peasants.  

 

The conditions created by the state during the 1930s decade created a calamitous food situation 

in the country. The deteriorating environment in the reserves and the focus on commercial non-

food crops over food crops threatened the country’s food security. The state employed a 

gradualist approach in dealing with conservation, as Phimister contends, and was only forced 

to abandon the approach in 1942 when the country produced the smallest maize output in 

sixteen years. 102 At that time, the situation in the reserves was appalling. Out of 98 reserves 

across the country, 62 were overpopulated – with 19 of them being 100% overpopulated – and 

50 were overstocked.103 However, beyond environmental degradation, the 1942 food shortages 

were also a result of drought. The country received 22.1 inches mean annual rainfall, some 

6inches below the 28inches normal rainfall.104 The deteriorating environment across settler and 

African agriculture and the economic position of majority of the Africans meant the peasantry 

were the least prepared for drought again in 1947. By 1947, when other agricultural sectors 

like tobacco were experiencing a post-war boom105, the maize and beef sector were 

experiencing a slump that was exacerbated by what became the worst drought in colonial 

Zimbabwe. The precarious condition of the agricultural food industry was due to a multiplicity 

of reasons ranging from environmental, to economic and political. 

  

“The colony would be fortunate if it receives fifty percent yield”106: The state and white 

agriculture’s response to the 1947 drought. 

The intensity of the 1947 drought, coupled with the pre-existing food shortages in the country 

and the position of white farmers in the politics of Southern Rhodesia called for a wholesome 

response to save white agriculture from decimation. Farmers as a group were one of the key 

organisations in Southern Rhodesian electoral politics and had played decisive roles in previous 

elections like in 1923 when the Responsible Government took control and in 1933 and 1934 

 
101 Rhodesia Agricultural Journal, Vol. 35, 1938. 
102 Phimister, “Discourse and the Discipline of Historical Context.”, 263-275.  
103 Phimister, “Discourse and the Discipline of Historical Context.”, 263-275. 
104 Rhodesia Agricultural Journal, Vol. 38, 1942. 
105 See Doro, ‘A socio-environmental history of commercial tobacco farming in Southern Rhodesia and 

Zimbabwe, c.1893-2000s’, Sibanengi Ncube, ‘Colonial Zimbabwe’s Tobacco Industry: Global, Regional and 

Local Relations, 1947-1979’, (PhD Thesis: University of The Free State, 2018) and Phimister, “Discourse and 

the Discipline of Historical Context”. 
106 NAZ, S1215/1080/3/49, J. Caldicott, President, Rhodesia National Farmers Union, 25 February 1947. 
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when Godfrey Huggins came to power.107 As such, both the agricultural sector and the farmers 

as a pressure group, had to be strategically handled. To this end, the government employed a 

drought relief programme towards agriculture that kept commercial white farmers afloat. The 

economically unsustainable relief programme ensured that settler farmers weathered the impact 

of the drought.  

 

In order to facilitate the alleviation of drought, a crucial instrument in steering drought relief, 

the National Drought Relief Committee (NDRC) was established on 17 February 1947.108 The 

NDRC was a steering committee responsible for recommending to the Minister of Agriculture 

and Lands “the steps that should be taken to alleviate the drought conditions and to coordinate 

all activities in connection therewith.”109 Considering the pre-existing food shortages and the 

impact of drought on all the food-producing sectors of agriculture, such a task required an 

inclusive committee that would cover all aspects essential to the industry. As such, the NDRC’s 

Executive comprised of the Secretaries to the Treasury, Agriculture and Lands, Native Affairs, 

Commerce and Industries, the Chairpersons of the Irrigation Department, Natural Resource 

Board and Food Advisory Committee, with the president of the National Farmers’ Union and 

the Food Controller being appointed to the committee later, all under the Chairmanship of the 

Irrigation Engineer, C. L. Robertson.110 The inclusion of Natural Resources Board in the 

Committee shows awareness and concern about the relationship between environmental 

degradation and drought. In South Africa, the Drought Commission of 1923 had established 

that drought was not necessarily a result of lack of rainfall but the ground’s inability to absorb 

it.111 The Commission clearly articulated how environmental degradation had contributed to 

drought (in particular the inability of soil to absorb rain), arguing that the ground had become 

“veld overstocked, tramped out, semi-waterproofed, hard-backed by sun and veld fires.”112 It 

was of importance, therefore, for the NDRC to consider soil conservation as a sustainable way 

of overcoming drought.  

 

The comprehensive NDRC further identified three significant aspects crucial in ensuring 

stability during drought: Food regulation, water supplies and livestock. These were further 

 
107 See Murray, The governmental system in Southern Rhodesia, 242-270. 
108 NAZ, S968/45, National Drought Relief Committee. 
109 NAZ, S968/45, National Drought Relief Committee.  
110 NAZ, S968/45, National Drought Relief Committee. 
111 Beinart, The Rise of Conservation in South Africa, 254. 
112 Beinart, The Rise of Conservation in South Africa, 254. 
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represented by sub-committees like the Food Control and Distribution Committee, Water 

Supplies Committee and Livestock Committee.113 Local Drought Committees were also set up 

in various white agricultural areas to smoothen consultation and coordination. It is important 

at this point, to highlight the fact that this framework of drought relief explicitly excluded the 

black peasantry. The role of indigenous Africans in this grand plan was to provide labour.114 

Having laid this strong foundation to protect settler agriculture from the devastating effects of 

the 1947 drought, the NDRC sought to position its operations within a legal framework to 

secure validation from the Colonial Office in Britain. As such, the NDRC recommended on its 

first meeting “That a Drought Relief Act be drafted conferring on the Governor the power to 

make regulations in regard to all matters alleviating drought conditions.”115 

 

The state embraced the NDRC’s recommendation to enact a Drought Relief Committee, and 

as a result, The Emergency Powers (Drought Relief) Act came into effect by March 1947.116 

The Act gave the Governor authority to make necessary regulations, through Parliament, for 

public interest to tackle the effects of drought. To ensure that the Governor, who was there to 

facilitate and ensure Southern Rhodesia’s subordination to Britain117, acted in the interest of 

white agriculture, the Act emphasized the role of parliament in the regulation of drought relief. 

It stated that “If a resolution is passed by Parliament disapproving of any such regulation, that 

regulation shall lapse as from a date to be specified in that resolution and no regulation having 

a similar import shall thereafter be made under this Act except with due regard to the terms of 

such resolution or of any subsequent resolution rescinding or modifying such resolution.”118 

This was meant to safeguard the interest of farmers’ groups.119 The Act was set to expire on 31 

December 1947.  

 

At this point, the food situation in the country was dire. Maize reserves were almost exhausted. 

As of 27 February 1947, the Maize Control Board held 152 000 bags of white maize.120 For 

 
113 NAZ, S2500/1080/3/8, Drought Relief, 1949.  
114 NAZ, S2998/1, Chief Native Commissioner’s Office, 22 February 1947, Circular minute No. 12 of 1947: 

Labour for Handling Cattle, Drought Areas. 
115 NAZ, S968/45, National Drought Relief Committee, 1947. 
116 NAZ, S968/45, Government Notice No. 4, 1947, Southern Rhodesia, Act. 
117 Murray, The governmental system in Southern Rhodesia, 2. 
118 NAZ, S968/45, Government Notice No. 4, 1947, Southern Rhodesia, Act. 
119 The phrase “organisations of importance in the society” is borrowed from Murray who classify farmers’ 

associations such as Rhodesia National Farmers Union, Rhodesia Agricultural Union and Rhodesia Tobacco 

Association as such important organisations. See Murray, The governmental system in Southern Rhodesia, 348. 
120 NAZ, S1215/1080/3/49, Drought relief, minutes of meetings.  
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the first notable time in the history of the colony, drought forced the state to import maize for 

food. The major source from which the state imported maize was Argentina, where in February 

1947 two ships carrying 95 000 to 100 000 bags each were navigating towards Beira port in 

Mozambique.121 A third shipment from Argentina was yet to be paid for, and it was planned 

that it would take the Union of South Africa route to arrive early.122 Another option was to 

import from the United States of America, but up to March 1947 there were still a lot of 

uncertainties.123 The secured quantities remained insufficient, forcing the government to 

further tighten Maize Rationing Orders whilst waiting for other possible option of importing 

maize. This alarming situation was unfolding when the country was expecting less than 50% 

yield for the 1947 season.124 The situation, therefore, called for drastic measures from the state.  

Settler farmers required huge amounts of money to survive drought. The financial requirements 

were worsened by the fact that majority of the farmers were already struggling to pay back 

loans. In the Victoria district for instance, farmers lamented that the amount of assistance to be 

applied for if government avails loans would be affected by their existing loans at Land and 

Agricultural Bank and Farmers’ Debt Adjustment Board as well as the Income Tax burden.125 

Yet these farmers required a comprehensive package of assistance to survive drought. The key 

requirements were the relief services of the removal of cattle from drought-stricken areas to 

areas with grazing pastures for cattle, the provision of veld hay and legume hay for dairy in the 

livestock industry and provision of financial relief to the most affected farmers to enable them 

to stay in production for the next season.126 A sustainable requirement recommended by the 

NDRC to the government beyond relief was to improve permanently the semi-arid areas 

through the construction of water conservation works.127 As such, the assistance need was 

supposed to be of generous terms. Representing the farmers’ demands, the NDRC 

recommended that,  

drought relief loans be provided free of interest for a period of two years and 

after that period to carry a nominal rate of interest, and that when the results of 

the drought can be fully assessed, the Government be prepared to consider 

writing off the whole or a part of all loans where the incidence of the drought 

has seriously impaired the ability of a farmer to meet the obligations of such 

loan.128 

 
121 NAZ, S1215/1080/3, 1947 Drought. 
122 NAZ, S1215/1080/3/49, Drought relief, minutes of meetings.  
123 NAZ, S1215/1080/3/49, Drought relief, minutes of meetings. 
124 NAZ, S1215/1080/3/49, Drought relief, minutes of meetings. 
125 NAZ, S968/95, Financial Relief, Existing Indebtedness to the Government, 1947. 
126 NAZ, S968/45, National Drought Relief Committee, 1947. 
127 NAZ, S968/45, National Drought Relief Committee, 1947. 
128 NAZ, S968/95, Financial Relief, Drought Loan Fund, 1947. 
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This recommendation was made after negotiations with farmers who were demanding loans 

that would be interest free for two years and thereafter accrue two and half percent interest. 

The farmers were of the view that “the Government was making no contribution in meeting 

the portion of the financial burden falling on farmers in coping with what was a national 

emergency.”129 

 

Consequently, a Drought Loan Fund accessible through the Land and Agricultural Bank was 

established in March 1947. The interest rate of the loans was three and a half percent and 

“repayment during an initial period up to a maximum of four years need(ed) not to be called 

for.”130 The loan fund sought to cover all the necessities of settler farmers in drought-stricken 

areas. As such, it was stated that the purposes which the loan could be used for were: to pay 

African labour, to pay the farmer’s living expenses, to purchase cattle feeding stuffs, to 

purchase cattle for restocking, to hire mechanical units for the construction of water 

conservation works, and in special cases for the payment of creditors.131 Having laid this 

smooth framework, the white farmers survived the 1947 drought with the strong support of the 

state.  

 

The survival of white farmers was not only at the financial cost of the government but also at 

the sweat of African labour. As early as February 1947, the Minister of Agriculture and Lands 

asked the Native Affairs Department to “use all the means at its disposal to provide the 

necessary Native Labour for the purpose of handling the movement of cattle in the drought 

areas.”132 The Rhodesia National Farmers Union also recommended labour gangs to maintain 

normal level production in the 1947-1948 farming season.133 The Native Affairs Department 

justified compulsory labour arguing that “sub-section (d) of Article 2 of an International Labour 

Convention dealing with forced or compulsory labour expressly excludes from the definition 

of “forced labour” any work or service exacted in cases of emergency and famine is listed as 

an emergency in the relevant section.”134 The department further cited Section 50 of the Native 

Affairs Act, which required all Africans “to cooperate in any measure undertaken in matters of 

 
129 NAZ, S968/95, Financial Relief, Drought Loan Fund, 1947. 
130 NAZ, S968/45, National Drought Relief Committee, 1947. 
131 NAZ, S968/95, Financial Relief, Drought Loan Fund, 1947. 
132 NAZ, S2998/1, Chief Native Commissioner’s Office, 22 February 1947, Circular minute No. 12 of 1947: 

Labour for Handling Cattle, Drought Areas. 
133 Stephen Hahlani, ‘The role of State in drought management in Southern Rhodesia: A case of White agriculture 

during the 1947 drought’, (Masters Dissertation, University of Zimbabwe, 2016), 51. 
134 NAZ, S2998/1, Chief Native Commissioner’s Office, 22 February 1947, Circular minute No. 12 of 1947: 

Labour for Handling Cattle, Drought Areas. 
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public urgency.”135 The state, therefore, forced Africans into wage labour whenever the need 

arose under the guise of national emergency. African labour became a significant component 

of white survival during the 1947 drought.  

 

By August 1947, the NDRC boasted of having excelled in six key different areas to alleviate 

drought. The first of these was the disposal of surplus stock in the drought-affected areas 

through either slaughter or removal to areas where grazing pastures were available. This was 

coordinated by the Livestock Drought Relief Committee, a subcommittee of the NDRC, with 

the cooperation of Cold Storage Commission, the Railways Administration and local 

committees.136 The second key area was the provision of loan funds which enabled affected 

farmers to stay on the land and maintain production in the next season, as well as those in better 

off areas to purchase the surplus stock disposed.137 The other areas were in the construction of 

water conservation supplies, provision of veld hay and legume hay for dairy, the control of 

sales of fencing and piping material and the promulgation of Drought Relief Regulations to 

legalise all such operations.138 

 

The framework established in 1947 set a precedence that was followed in alleviating white 

agriculture in succeeding droughts. After the expiry of the Drought Relief Act, 1947 on 31 

December 1947, farmers demanded further assistance to meet their financial obligations in 

1948. As a result, the Drought Relief (Tax), No.37, 1948 was promulgated on 24 December 

1948. The Act, which sought to grant relief of income tax payment to farmers, led to the 

establishment of a Tax Relief Committee to facilitate the applications.139 The Act was yet 

another regulation designed to cushion white farmers as an interest group from the effects of 

the previous drought. Section 5 (1) of the Act stipulated that tax relief was available to: 

Any farmer who has paid or is called upon to pay tax under the Income Tax Act 

(Chapter 134) or the Income Tax Consolidation Act, 1948 or the Supertax Act, 

1948 or the Gold Industry Contribution Act, 1948, in respect of the years of 

assessment ended or ending, as the case maybe, on 31 March 1947, 31st March 

1948, or 31st March 1949 may take written application to the Committee to be 

repaid or relieved of the obligation to pay so much of such tax as results from 

 
135 NAZ, S2998/1, Chief Native Commissioner’s Office, 22 February 1947, Circular minute No. 12 of 1947. 
136 NAZ, S968/45, Letter from the NDRC Chairman to the Minister of Agriculture and Lands, 6 August 1947.  
137 NAZ, S968/45, Letter from the NDRC Chairman to the Minister of Agriculture and Lands, 6 August 1947. 
138 NAZ, S968/45, Letter from the NDRC Chairman to the Minister of Agriculture and Lands, 6 August 1947. 
139 The Committee was a representative of the Departments of Agriculture and Taxes as well as the financier, the 

Land and Agricultural Bank. It was chaired by the Secretary of the Department of Agriculture and Lands, and 

the members were the Commissioner of Taxes, the Chief Animal Husbandry Officer, the Manager of the Land 

and Agricultural Bank of Southern Rhodesia and the Assistant Director of Research and Specialist Services. 
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the inclusion in his taxable income for any of those years of assessment of any 

amount received from sales of livestock forced upon the applicant as the result 

of drought conditions.140 

 

This tax relief was meant to allow farmers to focus on production in the immediate post-drought 

period. Section 10 of the Act clearly stated that “… any farmer who is granted such a remission 

or reduction shall expend within a reasonable time a sum of money, equal to the amount of tax 

remitted or reduced on restocking his farm or on effecting improvements to his farm, such 

improvements to be approved by the Minister of Agriculture and Lands, or on both such 

restocking and improvements.”141 Subsequent droughts which followed the 1947 disaster were 

carried through the infrastructure designed in 1947-1948. White commercial farmers in 

Gwanda and Victoria who faced drought during the 1949-1950 and 1950-1951 drought 

engaged the government and were assisted using the channels and arrangements established in 

1947.142 

 

“Traversing adversities” State manipulation and Africans’ survival of the 1947 drought. 

If the situation of white farmers and white agriculture that called for the state’s drought 

response was alarming, then that of the African peasantry was more frightening. By the end of 

1946 and beginning of 1947, there were already reports of increased consumption levels which, 

by December 1946, had exceeded that of previous year by 175 000 bags.143 Yet maize 

deliveries by the African peasantry to the Maize Control Board had fallen short of the previous 

season by 203 000 bags.144 The Native Affairs Department immediately implemented rationing 

where Africans willing to purchase maize from the state as well as employers paying African 

employees in form of maize had to abide to the given scale of rations.145 The scale of rations 

was stated that a male adult should consume 1½ lb (pounds) of maize a day, a female adult 

should consume 1lb per day and a child ½lb a day.146 This breakdown of the scale of rations 

assumed that male and female adults consume different quantities of food probably due to the 

nature of their work. However, since women toiled the soil in many rural communities whilst 

 
140 NAZ, The Statute of Law of Southern Rhodesia from 1st January 1939- 31st December 1949, Volume 111, 

Drought Relief (Tax) No. 37, 1948. 
141 NAZ, The Statute of Law of Southern Rhodesia from 1st January 1939- 31st December 1949, Volume 111, 

Drought Relief (Tax) No. 37, 1948. 
142 NAZ, S2500/3, Drought Relief, Letter from the Secretary, Department of Agriculture and Lands to the Civil 

Commissioner, Fort Victoria, 24 February 1950. 
143 NAZ, S2998/1, Chief Native Commissioner’s Circular No.2 of 1947, 22 January 1947. 
144 Bantu Mirror, Vol 11, No. 43, Bulawayo, Saturday, January 18, 1947. 
145 Bantu Mirror, Vol 11, No. 43, Bulawayo, Saturday, January 18, 1947. 
146 Bantu Mirror, Vol 11, No. 43, Bulawayo, Saturday, January 18, 1947. 
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men were recruited for wage labour in farms, mines and industries, their energy requirements 

could not be easily differentiated from that of men. Rationing was expected to bring down 

consumption levels to 100 000 bags a month.147 After enforcing rationing and calculating the 

expected output of grain from peasantry agriculture, the Native Affairs Department concluded 

that 318 000 bags were required by the African peasantry in drought-stricken areas to survive 

until June 1947.148 The state expected to import maize for drought relief by June 1947 so that 

it would either lift or scale up rations.  

 

To meet the Africans’ food requirements for the entire drought period, the state designed a 

policy in which traders would act as the supplying link between itself and Africans. The state 

would only focus on procuring maize through imports or other means, and traders would 

purchase the maize from the Maize Control Board and resale to Africans “on the basis of one 

pound of maize or maize meal per day for adults and half a pound per day for children under 

14 years of age.”149 On one hand, the idea behind this policy shows lessons drawn from the 

1911-1922 droughts where Africans negotiated their survival more by purchasing grain from 

Traders than engaging the state.150 On the other, the state’s reluctance to deal directly with the 

peasants shows how little concerned it was in addressing the drought problem in African 

agriculture beyond basic famine relief. Unlike in the case of white agriculture and white 

farmers where the state, through the NDRC carried out a well-coordinated drought 

management programme, peasant farmers were left to struggle for their own survival. 

 

The most generous gesture by the state towards Africans was the provision of a credit facility. 

The credit facility, which was only available for extreme cases, was meant to secure labour 

from Africans. Credit was available for the purchase of only one full bag of maize which the 

African concerned was “to be informed of the period that the given supply should last.”151 The 

credit allowed a peasant to purchase maize from a Trader through a Native Commissioner who 

assessed the credit-worthy of an individual. Purchases on credit were charged the cost of grain 

plus an extra 1/3d per bag to cover administration costs.152 Beneficiaries of the credit were 

directed to suitable employment with arrangements to collect the debt being made instantly. 

 
147 NAZ, S2998/1, Chief Native Commissioner’s Circular No.2 of 1947, 22 January 1947. 
148 Hahlani, ‘The role of State in drought management in Southern Rhodesia: A case of White agriculture during 

the 1947 drought’, 51. 
149 NAZ, S2998/1, Chief Native Commissioner’s Circular No. 58 of 1947, 26 February 1947. 
150 See Chapter Three of this thesis. 
151 NAZ, S2998/1, Chief Native Commissioner’s Circular No. 58 of 1947, 26 February 1947. 
152 NAZ, S2998/1, Chief Native Commissioner’s Circular No. 58 of 1947, 26 February 1947. 
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The Chief Native Commissioner admitted that “this was an opportunity by the government to 

meet the labour demand in respect of soil conservation, dams and other works where suitable 

employment was available.”153 Whereas the government secured grazing pastures, livestock 

fodder, low interest loan funds and newly-constructed water supplies for white farmers, the 

same government only secured the availability of yellow maize (imported from Argentina) for 

peasants to purchase through the Native Department and traders and a wage labour trap that 

they termed a credit facility. 

 

In areas like Lupane where Africans survived largely on livestock than crop farming, drought 

was a huge setback as it killed the major source of income and survival. The intensity of the 

1947 drought in Lupane can be measured in the fact that one of the natural water bodies in the 

rea, the Jiba pond (now Alice dam or Lake Alice) dried up for first time in history, as known 

by the villagers in the area.154 The Jiba pond was a natural water reservoir that conserved 

enough water each year to sustain to sustain livestock in the surrounding communities like 

Luhumbe, Deka, Sonanka Mthuphane, Jumbika, Ndwane, Kheswa and Manansa.155 The pond’s 

perennial nature was surrounded by myths and beliefs. Villagers believed that the pond was 

protected by “super-human beings” who watched over it and protected it from drying. It was 

regarded as a sacred place where strange things occurred. This idea of taking the water body 

as a sacred place is a good example of how Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) played a 

role in environmental conservation. According to Mapira and Mazambara, IKS played a role 

in keeping sacred places “in their natural state for centuries without being degraded by human 

interference.”156 That the pond dried up in 1947, therefore, put the villagers in the area in a 

vulnerable state both physically and mentally.  

 

Drought not only threatened the African peasantry’s food security but had deleterious health 

effects as well. In Insiza, increasing cases of dysentery among Africans were reported. The 

Member of Parliament for the area, R. Todd admitted that this was because “the only drinking 

water came from stagnant pools.”157 In such areas like Insiza, reserves were already generally 

 
153 NAZ, S2998/1, Chief Native Commissioner’s Circular No. 58 of 1947, 26 February 1947. 
154 Richard Mpofu, ‘An Oral History of Droughts and Livestock Production in Lupane District Council, 1940 to 

early 1990s’, (Honours Dissertation: University of Zimbabwe, 1995), 7.  
155 Mpofu, ‘An Oral History of Droughts and Livestock Production in Lupane District Council’, 7. 
156 Jemitias Mapira and Philip Mazambara, “Indigenous Knowledge Systems and their Implications for 

Sustainable Development in Zimbabwe, Journal of Sustainable Development in Africa, Vol. 15, No.5 (2013), 

90-106. 
157 Bantu Mirror, Vol 11, No. 49, Bulawayo, Saturday, March 1, 1947. 
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dry, and the combination of drought and the general condition of the reserves put the peasants 

in a difficult state. Besides water issues, Argentinian maize imported by the government was 

not ideal for food. One Member of Parliament, J.L. Smit reported in June 1947 that Africans 

do not like Argentine maize because it makes them feel sick.158 He noted that Africans were 

pleading to get at least half their white maize and half yellow (Argentinian). Oral sources echo 

the same sentiments on the undesirability of Argentinian maize. In Mberengwa, those who 

experienced the 1947 drought remember the yellow maize meal as Chikondamoyo,159 which 

was undesirable but the only means of survival. To that end, the 1947 drought-induced famine 

is popularly known as Nzara yeChikondamoyo (The Chikondamoyo famine). It appears this 

term (Chikondamoyo) was more popular in Mberengwa in 1947 and later spread to other areas 

like Gwanda during the 1992 drought when Government offered yellow maize again for relief. 

Meals from this maize were known to make one feel so dizzy and tired160, yet one only required 

a little portion to feel full.161 Despite undesirability, the yellow maize meal, when secured, had 

to be saved. Msaigwa Hove remembers how they prepared their meal by adding two cups of 

the maize meal to a huge pot of cooked rudhe (a green vegetable that grows naturally when it 

rains) and stir to make a porridge.162 Argentinian maize, therefore, was largely undesirable, yet 

it played a crucial role in ensuring food security amongst Africans during the 1947 drought. 

 

The survival of the African peasantry was both within the limits of what the state provided and 

the peasants’ own survival skills. Families started sharing responsibilities in sourcing food. A 

survivor of the 1947 drought in Mberengwa, Mnyamana Hove, remembers that during the time 

they were still young and walked in groups with fellow young men in the society foraging for 

food.163 At the same time, their elder brothers and parents worked in the mines and public 

works (constructing roads in the village) to get money to purchase food.164 Fortunately in areas 

like Mberengwa the drought largely spared livestock, giving livestock owners a better 

opportunity to alleviate drought. A couple, Josphat and Ellena Muzondiwa, echoed that the 

1947 drought did not kill livestock since pastures in the area were fairly better and their parents 

 
158 Bantu Mirror, Vol 12, No. 13, Bulawayo, Saturday, June 21, 1947. 
159 Loosely translated, Chikondamoyo means something that hits you so hard or something that hits your heart so 

hard. 
160 Interview with Mukosi Ruzvidzo (Jiko), aged 87, 8 January 2020, Paulosi Village, Mberengwa. 
161 Interview with Mercy Mativino, aged 79, 8 January 2020, Dhaka Village, Mberengwa. 
162 Interview with Msaigwa Hove, aged 83, 7 January 2020, Joni Village, Mberengwa. 
163 Interview with Myamana Hove, aged 92, 7 January 2020, Joni Village, Mberengwa. 
164 Interview with Myamana Hove, aged 92, 7 January 2020, Joni Village, Mberengwa. 
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used to sale cattle to buy maize.165 The availability of cattle was also crucial in terming the 

harsh yellow maize meal. Mercy Mativano remembers that the yellow maize meal tasted better 

when consumed with milk as relish.166 Msaigwa Hove observed that cows produced lots of 

milk in 1947 when the late rains provided good grazing pastures.167  

 

In Gwanda, the story of surviving the 1947 drought is more centred on IKS than imported 

maize. Unlike in Mberengwa, in Gwanda the 1947 drought decimated cattle168, just like it did 

in Victoria, Bubi and Insiza in the southern and western region of the country.169 Without much 

livestock at their disposal, the peasantry in Gwanda survived the 1947 drought owing much to 

their knowledge of a special root, the root of Motopi (Boscia albitrunca) tree. The root was dug 

in the forests, ground up and left to dry for some hours.170 Once dried, the ground powder 

would be used as mealie-meal to make porridge. The Motopi porridge, as it became known, 

became the most common dish amongst peasants in Gwanda during the 1947 drought. 

 

Conclusion 

The chapter has shown that the state extended its white supremacist agenda to drought 

management by employing a stratified drought response to the 1947 drought relief. During the 

late 1920s and 1930s when no severe drought occurred, the state directly intervened in African 

agriculture to control production. Initially, the memories of the costly 1922 drought influenced 

the state to encourage the African peasants to increase production and try new crops such as 

cassava. Also new crops failed, maize production increased owing to good rains and the 

peasantry’s response to the Great Depression, among other factors. Increased production in 

peasantry agriculture became a threat to white agriculture and had to be curtailed. A series of 

measures were employed between 1930 and the 1947 drought to control African agriculture. 

The measures sought to ensure that African had enough maize for production and not huge 

quantities for commercial purposes. This control affected African agriculture, setting a bad 

precedence for the 1947 drought. 

 

 
165 Interview with Josphat Muzondiwa (aged 86) and wife Ellena, aged 77, 8 January 2019, Paulosi Village, 

Mberengwa. 
166 Interview with Mercy Mativino, aged 79, 8 January 2020, Dhaka Village, Mberengwa. 
167 Interview with Msaigwa Hove, aged 83, 7 January 2020, Joni Village, Mberengwa. 
168 Interview with Mr. Mathe, aged 72, 20 December 2019. Gungwe village, Gwanda. 
169 NAZ, S968/90, Famine relief requirements. 
170 Interview with Gogo Banda, aged 82, 19 December 2019, Gungwe Village, Gwanda. 
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When the 1947 drought hit, the state intervened swiftly to protect both white agriculture and 

white farmers. The NDRC was set up and it coordinated an efficient response to drought in 

four keys areas of livestock management, provision of hay, provision of loan fund and 

construction of water supplies. On the other hand, the state’s hand in saving the peasantry was 

look-warm. Whereas the state intervened in to ensure white farmers would stay on the land and 

continue production at all costs, in the case of African peasant farmers it was only concerned 

with basic famine relief at a price: the price was literally for the maize but also figuratively, the 

price of leaving the land –the availability of maize for purchase and the recruitment of Africans 

for labour.
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Chapter Five 

Creating the “Rhodesian Lowveld Desert”: Drought, ecological degradation 

and the Liberation War in the Lowveld, c.1960-1980. 

 

The damage to vegetation and the widespread erosion are correlated and the end can only be 

the creation of the Rhodesian Lowveld Desert. 

         - D.A. Robinson, Director of Native Agriculture, 1960. 

 

Introduction  

The 1960s and 1970s saw a rise in concerns over environmental degradation across Africa. The 

situation was exacerbated by 1968 to 1972 drought in the Sahel, which exposed the connection 

between drought and environmental degradation. In Southern Rhodesia, such concerns were 

localised in the Lowveld region where colonial officials feared that desert conditions were 

looming. The Lowveld region of Zimbabwe stretches from the north-western to the south-

eastern corners of the country. The Rhodesian government defined this region in terms of its 

physical features comprising hot temperatures, low rainfall, and low vegetation of scrubs and 

grass.1 Two types of vegetation dominate the region, the riverine forest along riverbanks and 

alluvial flood plains and dry savanna in the rest of the area, with the Mopane tree 

(Colophospermum mopane) being a main specie.2 The grassland comprise of annual and 

perennial grass species often referred to as sweet veld due to its ability to sustain cattle grazing.3 

Beyond physical features, the region was also characterised by ‘overstocking’ and a high rate 

of land degradation.4 The region covers places like the Sabi valley in the southeastern parts of 

the country, Nuanetsi and Ndanga districts in the southern parts, down to Beitbridge and 

Matobo, Gwanda, and Plumtree districts towards the north-western parts of the country. This 

is a stretch covering parts of the three provinces of Manicaland, Masvingo, and Matabeleland 

South. The region has an altitude of 500m and receives annual rainfall below 500mm. The area 

was characterised Under normal conditions, the vegetation in the lowveld could sustain 

livestock husbandry providing browsing and grazing pastures. Yet by 1961, there were reports 

 
1 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Report on Native Areas in Lowveld.  
2 Oliver West, “The possibility of using irrigated pastures for the rehabilitation of denuded grazing areas in the 

Rhodesian lowveld”, Proceedings of the Annual Congress of the Grassland Society of Southern Africa, Vol. 3, 

No. 1 (1968), 95-99. 
3 West, “The possibility of using irrigated pastures for the rehabilitation of denuded grazing areas in the Rhodesian 

lowveld”, 95-99. 
4 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Report on Native Areas in Lowveld. 
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of massive soil erosion that had reached donga stage. This prompted the colonial officials to 

engage ecologists who then, after investigations, reported that grass and browse species were 

deteriorating at an alarming rate due to over grazing and over browsing, leading colonial 

officials to think that “the end can only be the creation of the Rhodesian Lowveld Desert.”5 A 

combination of erratic rainfall and human activities in crop farming and livestock husbandry 

was at the core of this environmental situation, hence the connection between drought and 

ecological degradation. 

 

This chapter provides an historical analysis of drought and ecological degradation in the 

livestock-dominated and drought-prone Lowveld region between 1960 and 1980. It explores 

the state’s interpretation of the drought-ecological degradation problem and the intervention 

measures suggested and those actually deployed in the Lowveld. The drought-ecological 

degradation nexus dominated the environmental discourse in the colony during this period. The 

government was concerned with the continuous deterioration of the environment in the 

Lowveld by 1961 and dissatisfied with the previous attempted measures such as the Native 

Land Husbandry Act, which yielded little success mainly due to African resistance. 

Reinforcing the rhetoric of ‘primitive agriculture’, the state identified African peasants’ 

farming methods as the major problem causing ecological degradation and aggravated the 

impact of droughts in the Lowveld region. Ecological experts, both local and international, 

were hired in the early 1960s to explore the nature of the problem and come up with solutions. 

Some of the solutions proposed by ecologists included forced destocking and removal of 

peasants from certain areas. Yet colonial officials were not ready to take up such suggestions 

fearing African resistance that had characterised the implementation of the Native Land 

Husbandry Act (NLHA) since 1951.6 The rising African nationalism in the early 1960s 

influenced the state’s fear of increased African resistance to colonial policies.7 This chapter 

fills a void in the conversation discourse by exploring the colonial state and ecologists’ 

narratives on drought and ecological degradation in the Lowveld. By so doing, it extends the 

Phimister-Beinart conservation debate by bringing in drought as another environmental theme 

 
5 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Report on Native Areas in Lowveld. 
6 The NLHA sought to reorganize land use in the reserves, separating pastures and cropping lands and forcing 

Africans to destock. For an overview, see Machingaidze, “Agrarian Change from above”, 557-588., and Wesley 

Mwatwara, 'A history of State veterinary services and African livestock regimes in colonial Zimbabwe, c.1896-

1980', (Ph.D. thesis, Stellenbosch University, 2014). 
7 In 1960, African politicians and labour leaders had heightened protests, forcing the government to ban African 

political parties. Jocelyn Alexander notes that the most violent protest since conquest occurred in 1960. See 

Jocelyn Alexander, “‘Hooligans, Spivs and Loafers’?: The politics of Vagrancy in 1960s Southern Rhodesia”, 

The Journal of African History, Vol. 53, No. 3 (2012), 345-366. 
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in the conservation discourse. It contends that the measures put in place by the state to curb the 

continuous deterioration of the environment in the Lowveld were inadequate and focused more 

on controlling African people than the environment. It will show how a combination of 

ecological degradation and the ongoing Liberation War rendered Africans in the livestock-

dominated Lowveld region vulnerable to drought, and how government drought relief excluded 

these major victims of nature. 

 

Central to this chapter is the role of the state in discerning the Lowveld ecological problem, the 

proposed solutions to the problem, and hunger that continues to hit the region especially in 

times of severe droughts and war. The chapter also brings out the racial approach in attempting 

to solve the Lowveld ecological problem where initiatives in commercial farming areas were 

more solid and differed from those in African areas. To fully appreciate the political, social, 

and economic dynamics of the Lowveld ecological problem, the chapter gains influence from 

the political ecology theory, borrowing from Raphael Mthevet et al and Paul Robins’ 

interpretation. In their examination of wetlands in southern France, Mthevet et al argue that 

history is central to understanding political ecology, and political ecology is a historical 

approach “because contemporary political-ecological configurations need to be understood as 

constructed in and through past processes, transformations, and dynamics."8  Robins’ appraisal 

of various definitions of political ecology is key to this chapter. Robins notes that among the 

various definitions, some emphasise political economy, while some focus on formal political 

institutions, and some emphasise environmental change while others focus on the stories or 

narratives about the change.9 Central to this chapter are the narratives by different experts, 

government officials, and departments about ecological degradation in the Lowveld from 1960 

to 1980. This follows Maravanyika’s observation that limited conservation works were carried 

out during the Unilateral Declaration of Independence (UDI) period.10  

 

Historiography 

The chapter contributes to the literature on drought in Southern Rhodesia during these key last 

two decades of colonial rule. It joins broader historiography on the UDI, sanctions and 

 
8 Raphael Mathevet et al, “Using historical political ecology to understand the present: water, reeds, and 

biodiversity in Carmargue Biosphere Reserve, southern France”, Ecology and Society, Vol. 20, No. 4 (2015), 

1-13. 
9 Paul Robins, Political ecology, (West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 14. 
10Simeon Maravanyika, ‘Soil Conservation and the White Agrarian environment in Colonial Zimbabwe, c.1908-

1980’, (Ph.D. thesis, University of Pretoria, 2013), 313. 
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conservation issues that have been the main focus of historical discussions among many 

scholars who write the history of Rhodesia during this time.11 This chapter aims to show how 

ecological degradation and drought narratives in the Lowveld were equally topical during the 

time and deserve historical attention for their contribution towards helping understand the 

shifting black-white relations over the colonial years.  

 

Various scholars have written on the Lowveld as a landscape, focusing on irrigation in the area, 

peasantry responses to colonial policies, and the land use patterns in the region. In his study of 

wildlife management and land invasions in the Lowveld, William Wolmer argues that 

Zimbabwe’s encounter with colonialism created a legacy that the Lowveld was a wilderness.12 

According to Wolmer, such perception of the Lowveld as wilderness shaped the colonial 

government’s idea of rehabilitating parts of the landscape, such as Gonarezhou National Park, 

as national heritage.13 In a follow-up book to his 2005 article, Wolmer demonstrates how 

different actors have “shaped. Reshaped, imagined, reimagined, represented and defined”14 the 

lowveld landscape. The multiple players involved in this interpretation of the Lowveld 

landscape, as Wolmer demonstrated, included the Department of National Parks and Wildlife, 

Shona and Ndebele in-migrants to the area (southeast lowveld), the Shangaan small holder 

farmers indigenous to the area, the state- colonial and post-colonial, war veterans and 

Veterinary Department.15 According to Wolmer, these different actors manufactured the 

Lowveld landscape, physically and imaginatively.16 Wolmer’s works provide insightful ideas 

on the perception and interpretation of the Lowveld landscape as well as the colonial state’s 

role and position in defining it. His book documents well the colonial officials’ and indigenous 

Africans’ interpretation of the landscape as well as the effect of land alienation to African 

agriculture in the region. However, he misses the topical issue of drought and ecological 

degradation, which dominated colonial state thinking in the region since the 1960s, an area 

explored by this chapter. 

 
11 The UDI has attracted much scholarly attention, with historians focusing on different themes such as Sanctions, 

International relations, the Liberation War, and Decolonisation. For an historiography of the UDI, see Tinashe 

Nyamunda, “‘More a Cause than a Country’: Historiography, UDI and the Crisis of Decolonisation in 

Rhodesia”, Journal of Southern African Studies, Vol. 42, No. 5 (2016), 1005-1019.  
12 William Wolmer, “Wilderness gained, Wilderness lost: Wildlife management and land occupations in 

Zimbabwe’s southeast lowveld”, Journal of Historical Geography, Vol. 31 (2005), 261. 
13 Wolmer, “Wilderness gained, Wilderness lost”, 261. 
14 William Wolmer, From Wilderness Vision to Farm Invasions. Conservation and Development in Zimbabwe’s 

South-East Lowveld, (Oxford: James Currey, 2007), 1. 
15 Wolmer, From Wilderness Vision to Farm Invasions, 15. 
16 Wolmer, From Wilderness Vision to Farm Invasions, 15. 
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In his study of water scarcity in south-western Matabeleland between 1964 and 1972, 

Muchaparara Musemwa demonstrates how water was institutionalized in the area due to the 

scarcities caused by drought. He postulates that the 1964 drought caused intense water 

scarcities in south western Matabeleland, forcing different groups of water users in the region 

to petition the government demanding long lasting water reforms.17 The state, as shown by 

Musemwa, responded by establishing the Matabeleland Development Council for the purpose 

of mobilising water resources for allocation in the region.18 However, as Musemwa asserts, by 

the time of the 1972 drought, the state had registered little successes to end water scarcity in 

the region and it admitted that it had failed to resolve the problem leading to a broader 

investigation into the hydro and agro-economic problem of south-western Matabeleland.19 To 

this end, Musemwa argues that a hydraulic bureaucracy emerged in south-western 

Matabeleland during the process of dealing with water scarcity. Building on Musemwa’s work, 

this chapter discusses the colonial state’s concerns and responses to the drought and ecological 

degradation problem in the Lowveld. 

 

Historians and other scholars of Rhodesia have examined different aspects of the Lowveld 

during this time. Writing on the responses of the Hlengwe people (an ethnic group of African 

peasants in south east Lowveld) to colonialism between 1890 and 1965, Taderera Chisi 

demonstrates the various response strategies such as migration to Mozambique and South 

Africa, engaging in wage labour and resistance through participation in nationalist politics by 

1965.20 In a related study, Richard Mtisi examines how the contestation between African 

peasants and the colonial state after the establishment of game parks such as Gonarezhou in 

the Lowveld. According to Mtisi, game reserves were viewed by local people in the Lowveld 

as prioritisation of animals over humans.21 Mtisi demonstrates how game reserves became 

another cause for peasantry support of the nationalist politics during the 1960s and 1970s. This 

 
17 Muchaparara Musemwa, “Water Scarcity and the Colonial State. The emergency of a hydraulic bureaucracy in 

South-Western Matabeleland, Zimbabwe, 1964-197” in L.M. Harris, J.A. Goldin and C. Sneddon (eds), 

Contemporary Water Governance in the Global South. Scarcity, Marketization and Participation, (London: 

Routledge, 2013), 80. 
18 Musemwa, “Water Scarcity and the Colonial State”, 80. 
19 Musemwa, “Water Scarcity and the Colonial State”, 81. 
20 Taderera Chisi, “Colonial Economic Disempowerment and the Responses of the Hlengwe Peasantry of the 

South East Lowveld of Zimbabwe: 1890-1965”, Afrika Zamani, Nos 20-21, (2012-2013), 165-194. 
21 Richard Mtisi, “They Promised that the Game Fences Would Be Torn Down”: Nationalist Politics and Contested 

Control of Natural Resources in Southeastern Zimbabwe, 1960-1970s”, International Journal of African 

Historical Studies, Vol. 45, No 3 (2012), 427. 
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literature provides an understanding of peasant-state relations in the lowveld. This study 

benefits from such snapshots of the situation in the lowveld and provides an environmental 

analysis of the situation prevailing in the region during the time. Focusing on white commercial 

agriculture, Norman Pollock demonstrates the role of irrigation in increased agricultural output 

during the 1960s and 1970s.22 Pollock argues that irrigation farming transformed the lowveld 

from a woodland to a Greenland of sugar estates and citrus orchards, changing Rhodesia from 

a sugar importer to an exporter.23 Pollock’s study does not capture the conservation discourse 

dominant during the time, and leaves out the debates on the deteriorating environment 

especially in the African areas. As this chapter will show, the rapid growth of irrigation 

schemes in white agriculture occurred at the detriment of African peasants who faced the 

effects of land alienation and erratic rainfall in the region. 

 

One of the few works focusing on droughts during the period covered in this chapter has 

emphasised the impact of the 1960 drought and the state's response. Chengetai Musikavanhu 

argues that the lack of comprehensive infrastructure like dams coupled with livestock 

overstocking worsened the impact of the 1960 drought.24 While the environmental concerns of 

overstocking cannot be undermined, the idea that overstocking worsened the impact of the 

1960 drought was a destocking propaganda narrative by the state as demonstrated by Wesley 

Mwatwara.25 This chapter extends Musikavanhu’s observation to demonstrates that what the 

colonial state termed ‘overstocking’, was to Africans a source of livelihoods in an environment 

where droughts were recurrent and crop failure consistent. 

 

In his examination of the 1964-1966 droughts in southwestern Matabeleland, Muchaparara 

Musemwa links the drought to broader colonial policies and the political, environmental, and 

economic situation of the time. He argues that an understanding of the impact of the 1964-1966 

drought requires a wider, historical examination of the “complex interaction between colonial 

policies and practices which violently removed Africans to areas of ‘environmental 

 
22 Norman Pollock, “Irrigation in the Rhodesian Lowveld”, The Geographical Journal, Vol. 134, No. 1 (1968), 

76. 
23 Pollock, “Irrigation in the Rhodesian Lowveld”, 77. 
24 Chengetai Musikavanhu, ‘The state and drought relief measures in Southern Rhodesia (Matabeleland): The case 

of the 1960 drought’, (Honours Dissertation, University of Zimbabwe, 2019), 18. 
25 Mwatwara, ‘A history of State veterinary services and African livestock regimes in colonial Zimbabwe, c.1896-

1980’, 217; see also Wesley Mwatwara and Sandra Swart, “‘It is no use advising us! Command us and we will 

obey’: Livestock Management, Soil Conservation and the State in Southern Rhodesia, c.1930-50”, Environment 

and History, Vol. 21(2015), 567-596.  
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marginality’ and the effects of climate change such as rainfall variability and droughts.”26 He 

further observes that the 1964-66 drought occurred when the colony was politically, 

economically, and environmentally vulnerable after the UDI and the sanctions that 

immediately followed.27 Musemwa’s work provides significant insight into the drought-

ecological degradation nexus in the Lowveld, which can be traced to colonial policies and 

peasants' interaction with nature in search of survival. More importantly, Musemwa observes 

a huge gap in historical works on “the interplay between climate variability and on-going 

colonially driven landscape transformation…”28, a lacuna that this chapter intends to fill by 

exploring how colonial-influenced settlement in the Lowveld deepened the occurrence of 

drought, thereby facilitating environmental degradation. 

 

Literature that covers ecological change and environmental conservation in colonial Zimbabwe 

between the 1950s and 1980 focuses on the politics, economic conditions, and environmental 

situation of the time. Jennifer Elliott observes a shift from the primarily technical solutions of 

the 1930s and 1940s, which addressed particular aspects of African production, to an attempt 

to restructure the whole rural society between 1950 and 1980.29 This was largely influenced by 

the political and economic conditions of the time. As Simeon Maravanyika later demonstrated, 

the conservation momentum of the 1940s and 1950s, together with the infrastructure put in 

place to facilitate conservation, began to wan off during the UDI period.30 He attributes this to 

the liberation war and the economic sanctions of the time.31 Similarly, Elijah Doro who observe 

that the economic challenges in the tobacco industry as a result of UDI sanctions led to a 

diversification drive by the state to ensure that farmers maintain stable incomes.32 Doro argues 

that the diversification drive caused ecological problems in the tobacco sand veld region where 

“overcropping well above the inherent capability of the land” became a common feature.33 This 

situation in commercial farms mirrors the tragedy in the Lowveld region during the same time 

where peasant farmers were faced with a tough situation of recurrent droughts and shortage of 

 
26 Muchaparara Musemwa, “Climate and Societal Interaction in Southwestern Matabeleland, Colonial Zimbabwe: 

The Drought of 1964-66 and its Antecedents”, Human Geography, Vol. 12, No.1 (2019), 5-18.  
27 Musemwa, “Climate and Societal Interaction in Southwestern Matabeleland”, 5-18.  
28 Musemwa, “Climate and Societal Interaction in Southwestern Matabeleland”, 5-18. 
29 Jennifer A. Elliot, ‘Soil Erosion and Conservation in Zimbabwe: Political Economy and the Environment’, 

(Ph.D. thesis, Loughborough University of Technology, 1989), 74. 
30 Maravanyika, ‘Soil Conservation and the White Agrarian environment in Colonial Zimbabwe’, 313. 
31 Maravanyika, ‘Soil Conservation and the White Agrarian environment in Colonial Zimbabwe’, 314. 
32 Elijah Doro, 'A socio-environmental history of commercial tobacco farming in Southern Rhodesia and 

Zimbabwe, c.1893-2000s', (Ph.D. thesis, Stellenbosch University, 2020), 240.  
33 Doro, ‘A socio-environmental history of commercial tobacco farming in Southern Rhodesia and Zimbabwe, 

c.1893-2000s’, 240.  
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land and, as a way of survival, continuously reared more livestock and cultivated more crops 

than the land could support, resulting in ecological degradation.  

 

Exploring state veterinary services and African livestock regimes, Mwatwara demonstrates 

how African resistance to state policy in the 1950s and 1960s, together with the liberation war 

struggle, influenced the government’s conservation initiatives. Mwatwara observes how the 

coercive NLHA of 1951 had to be dropped by 1961 after serious resistance from African 

livestock owners.34 Despite the state’s propaganda attempt to link the high death rate of 

livestock to overstocking during the 1960 drought, Africans insisted that drought was a natural 

phenomenon caused by God, but destocking was an irrational policy imposed by the state. 

Mwatwara further notes how, between 1950 and 1980, the state was forced to drop the NLHA 

for a community development approach in livestock management due to African resistance.35 

This chapter builds on Mwatwara’s observation of the influence of African nationalism in state 

policy, showing how the state avoided a radical approach in resolving the drought-ecological 

degradation problem in the Lowveld due to the fear of fuelling African resistance.  

 

Joining the conservation discourse in Zimbabwe, this study engages the prominent Phimister-

Beinart debate on environmental conservation. In his 1984, Beinart made a generalised 

argument that from the 1930s to 1950s, colonial governments across Southern Africa were 

preoccupied with soil erosion and conservation of natural resources.36 Phimister responded to 

this argument, arguing that until 1940, Southern Rhodesia had no systematic conservation 

policy and where conservation works had been carried out, they were first implemented in the 

reserves before white settler farms.37 He further asserts that the ideas that existed before 1940 

were incompact, with trial and error implementation beginning in African areas before being 

applied to settler farms.38 However, Beinart accused Phimister of self-contradiction when he 

(Phimister) observed that by the 1930s, a quarter of arable land in the settler areas had been 

 
34 Mwatwara, ‘A history of State veterinary services and African livestock regimes in colonial Zimbabwe, c.1896-

1980’, 214. 
35 Mwatwara, ‘A history of State veterinary services and African livestock regimes in colonial Zimbabwe, c.1896-

1980’, 203-242.  
36 William Beinart, “Soil Erosion, Conservationism and Ideas about Development: A Southern African 

Exploration, 1900-1960”, Journal of Southern African Studies, Vol. 15, No.1 (1984), 52-83.  
37 Ian Phimister, “Discourse and Discipline of Historical Context: Conservatism and Ideas About Development in 

Southern Rhodesia, 1930-1950”, Journal of Southern African Studies, Vol. 12, No.2 (1986), 263-275. 
38 Phimister, “Discourse and Discipline of Historical Context”, 263-275. 
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contour ridged, compared to a less figure in South Africa in the same period.39 Beinart 

interprets the statistics to mean that there was a considerable effort by the settler government 

to implement conservation policies in the colony.40 The main point of disagreement between 

the two scholars  is whether or not across colonial Southern Africa conservation measures were 

pursued first on white settler farmers before they were attempted in the reserves. Engaging this 

debate, this chapter uses drought as another environmental frame to explore conservation issues 

in the Rhodesian Lowveld since the 1960s. 

 

Beyond Zimbabwe, a vast literature on desertification emerged in the 1970s and 1980s, linking 

the ecological problem to drought and human action. Among the ground-breaking works on 

desertification in Africa is Alfred Grove’s 1974 article which explored “desertification in the 

African environment.”41 Grove captures the relationship between climate change and human 

action, and desertification, stating that “a temporary or long-continued deterioration of climate 

may accentuate the harmful consequences of human occupation of the land and vice-versa.”42 

He identifies deforestation, veld fires, overgrazing, and agriculture as man’s contribution to 

desertification.43 Building on Grove’s observation of the relationship between desertification 

and human action, this chapter illustrates how the colonial state in Rhodesia shaped the 

narrative and reality of drought and land degradation.  

 

Much of the literature on desertification in Africa stems from the United Nations Conference 

on Desertification (UNCOD) of 1977. Drawing lessons from the conference, Owen suggests 

that certain approaches to the drought and desertification problem are not in the best interest of 

the victims and should be changed to consider the social effects of the approaches to the people 

in the area.44 This seems to be a lesson learnt by colonial officials in Rhodesia, although their 

consideration was the political effect of conservation policies on Africans. Mohammed Kassas 

amplifies the role of human action in desertification, arguing that “drought does not necessarily 

cause desertification, but that the actions of mankind do.”45 According to Kassas, land use 

systems facilitate desertification as a result of both natural fragility in arid, semi-arid, and sub-

 
39 William Beinart, “The Politics of Colonial Conservation”, Journal of Southern African Studies, Vol.15, No.2 

(1989), 143-162. 
40 Beinart, “The Politics of Colonial Conservation”,143-162. 
41 Alfred Grove, “Desertification in the African Environment”, African Affairs, Vol. 73 (1974), 137-151. 
42 Grove, “Desertification in the African Environment”, 137-151. 
43 Grove, “Desertification in the African Environment”, 137-151. 
44 Owen, “Drought and desertification in Africa”, 139-151. 
45 Mohammed Kassas, “Drought and desertification”, Land use policy, (1987), 389-400. 
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humid environments, and pressure on land beyond carrying capacity.46 Kassa buttresses this 

argument stating that “if excessive exploitation (overgrazing, overcultivation, overcutting) 

coincides with the incidence of drought, rates of ecological degradation often accelerate.47 

These features (overexploitation and drought) co-existed in the Lowveld region of Zimbabwe 

during the period covered in this chapter.  

 

Drawing from the discussions at UNCOD, 1977, Michael B. K Darkoh gives a historical 

perspective of the desertification problem in Zimbabwe, emphasising the role of the state in 

restricting Africans to ‘marginal areas.’48 Darkoh argues that ecological degradation in colonial 

Zimbabwe was a result of a “colonially and racially inspired agrarian structure which allocated 

land disproportionately between Europeans and Africans and imposed serious restrictions on 

the operation of the latter's traditional livelihood systems.”49 Following this argument, this 

chapter delves into the debates and proposed solutions on the Lowveld ecological degradation 

problems by colonial officials between 1960 and 1980, a period when the ecological problem 

was worsening, the economic challenges looming and the liberation war struggle ravaging the 

country.  

 

Understanding the drought-degradation nexus  

Concerns over environmental degradation in Southern Rhodesia predate the 1960s.50 There 

were various attempts by the state to preserve the natural environment, which gained 

momentum during the 1920s and 1930s. As demonstrated in Chapter Four, E.D. Alvord, 

appointed as the chief Agriculturist for African agriculture in 1926, introduced the 

centralisation policy aimed at separating grazing and crop cultivation land for conservation 

purposes. In 1938, the state set up the Natural Resources Commission, to investigate the state 

of land degradation in the country. The commission’s 1939 report resulted in the enactment of 

the Natural Resources Act of 1941 and eventually the Natural Resources Board in the same 

 
46 Kassas, “Drought and desertification”, 389-400. 
47 Kassas, “Drought and desertification”, 389-400. 
48 Michael Darkoh, “Desertification in Africa”, Journal of Eastern African Research and Development, Vol. 19 

(1989), 1-50.  
49 Darkoh, “Desertification in Africa”, 1-50.  
50 For an overview, see Maravanyika, ‘Soil Conservation and the White Agrarian environment’ E. Kramer, “The 

Early years: Extension Services in Peasant Agriculture in Colonial Zimbabwe, 1925-1929”, Zambezia, Vol xxiv, 

No. ii (1997), 159-179., William Beinart, “Soil erosion, Conservationism and Ideas about Development: A 

southern African exploration, 1900-1960”, Journal of Southern African Studies”, Vol 11, No.1 (1984), 52-83, 

Ian Phimister, “Discourse and the Discipline of Historical Context: Conservationism and Ideas about 

Development in Southern Rhodesia, 1930-1950”, Journal of Southern African Studies, Vol 12, No. 2 (1986), 

263-275., and Machingaidze, “Agrarian Change from above”, 557-588. 
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year. Further, in 1951 the state enacted the NLHA aimed at resolving land degradation in the 

reserves. All these attempts were meant to counter the serious problem of land degradation in 

the country. However, these efforts fell short of addressing the degradation problem. By 1960, 

the situation in the Lowveld had presented colonial officials with a unique, region-focused 

perspective of environmental degradation. Central to the situation were the recurrent droughts 

which forced peasant farmers in the region to cultivate crops more than once a season with the 

hope that one of the crops will coincide with some rains and they will harvest something. 

Coupled with that, livestock, cattle in particular, became their source of food and wealth 

storage, hence they had to ‘overstock’ so that they could survive droughts. Yet these farming 

methods were not sustainable due to the climate, soil, and topography of the region, which 

produced the ecological problems evident by 1961.The major ecological problem highlighted 

by the hired ecologist, Professor John Phillips, was extreme erosion that was feared to be 

creating a desert within 20 years.51 This, therefore, created a drought-ecological degradation 

nexus in the Lowveld.  

 

The connection between drought and ecological degradation was a contentious topic across 

Africa in the 1960s and 1970s. The Sahel droughts of 1968-1973 caught the attention of world 

leaders, leading to the convening of the UNCOD in Nairobi in 1977. Drought and 

desertification were causing serious hunger problems as it was established at the UNCOD of 

1977 that “600 million people living in arid lands are at risk from food shortage as a result of 

desertification…”52 The UNCOD observed that ecological change and human action were the 

key drivers of desertification.53 The 1977 conference explained the human-nature interaction 

in dry regions leading to desertification stating that 

In most instances, this search proves successful. In others, it involves distractive 

processes in which the productive base deteriorates, and the social system is 

imperilled. Unlike drought…the physical process involved in desertification are 

long-term, chronic, and pervasive: dune and sand encroachment, degradation of 

vegetation cover and resources and, where irrigation is used, waterlogging and 

salinisation.54 

 

 
51 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Report on Native Areas in Lowveld. 
52 Denis Owen, “Drought and desertification in Africa: Lessons from the Nairobi Conference”, Oikos, Vol 3. No. 

9 (1979), 139-151.  
53 Owen, “Drought and desertification in Africa”, 139-151. 
54 Owen, “Drought and desertification in Africa”, 139-151. 
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Therefore, the UNCOD of 1977 revealed that there was a serious desertification problem across 

Africa, linked to the recurrent droughts in dry regions where society’s attempt to produce food 

impacted on a fragile natural environment. 

 

The conversations taking place at UNCOD in 1977 echoed those in Southern Rhodesia 

beginning in 1960. Colonial officials were engaging environmental experts on how to solve the 

drought-ecological degradation conundrum that was rocking the Lowveld region. At the same 

time, hunger continued to cause serious challenges to the people, predominantly peasant 

farmers, in the region. Acute food shortages were experienced during the drought years of 

1959-60, 1964-66, 1972-73, and 1978-79.  

 

The drought and ecological degradation problem in the Lowveld region 

Drought in the Lowveld region became more than a situation of below normal rainfall. It also 

manifested as a result of too many peasants with overstocked pens and land scarcities for crop 

cultivation. These became the central causes of ecological degradation. The state’s intervention 

measures, therefore, could have addressed the heart of the problem, rather than the result. As 

observed by Darkoh, population pressures on land have been central to ecological degradation 

in Zimbabwe, resulting in soil loss, deforestation, overcropping, overgrazing, and drought.55 

The agricultural practices in the Lowveld region were considered not to be in harmony with 

nature. This prompted the Director of Native Agriculture, D.A. Robinson, to carry out a survey 

in the Lowveld region in 1960 to identify the problem and possible solutions.56  

 

Although the agrarian structure had existed and evolved in similar patterns since the onset of 

colonialism, by 1960 colonial officials’ concerns about the pressure on land in the Lowveld 

became more pronounced. The number of people in reserves, which were renamed Tribal Trust 

Lands (TTLs) in 1967, began to rapidly increase with the enactment of the Land Apportionment 

Act of 1931. It is estimated that 50 000 people moved to the reserves between 1931 and 

1941from the Alienated European land and Crown land, and a similar, or more, the number 

between 1941 and 1945.57 The thirty-year period between 1930 and 1960, therefore, witnessed 

a tremendous increase in the number of people residing in reserves, yet land remained static. 

 
55 Darkoh, “Desertification in Africa”, 1-50. 
56 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Report on Native Areas in Lowveld. 
57 Michael Darkoh, “Combating desertification in Zimbabwe”, in Desertification Control Bulletin. A Bulletin of 

World Events in the Control of Deserts, Restoration of Degraded Lands and Reforestation, United Nations 

Environmental Programme, No. 13 (1986), 17-25. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



140 
 

The situation was direr in the Lowveld region where the limited land had to sustain both crop 

cultivation and livestock farming under dry conditions of less than 500mm of rainfall per 

annum.  

 

The Report on Native Areas in the Lowveld of 1960 given by D.A. Robinson established that 

the problem in the Lowveld was that of overpopulation on land that was not suitable for crop 

cultivation.58 The report stated that the recommended farming system in the Lowveld region 

was only extensive cattle production based on veld use. Yet the large numbers of Africans 

settled in the area practiced a rough-and-ready ‘trial and error’ crop cultivation, where between 

December and February of each season they ploughed a piece of land and planted crops with 

each soaking rain in the hope that one of the crops would mature to provide them a harvest 

enough for subsistence and or for the market.59 This was strategic because the majority of the 

crops failed every season, leaving the ploughed land exposed to erosion.60 This situation 

created a connection between drought and ecological degradation. This scenario is similar to 

Groves’ description of the major cause of desertification in Africa, which is driven by 

agricultural practices in dry areas. According to Grove, “when dry years follow years of relative 

plenty, ploughed soil- or soil from which the sparse cover of natural plants has been eliminated 

by cultivation- is at the mercy of the winds.”61 Robinson observed that by 1960 soil erosion up 

to the donga stage was spreading across the Lowveld, with the situation being dire in the Sabi 

Valley.62 The situation in the Lowveld was so disastrous that by the 1970s, whereas in other 

regions soil loss was occurring at the rate of 50tonnes per hectare per year, in the Sabi Valley 

it was 80 tonnes per hectare per year.63 This justified colonial officials’ concern over the 

Lowveld situation. 

 

Beyond crop cultivation, the 1960 the Lowveld report further identified overstocking as the co-

major cause of degradation. The overstocking problem had, by 1960, reached alarming levels 

as shown in  

Table 2 despite the destocking campaigns that had taken place since the late 1920s. 

Overstocking was causing the depletion of vegetation species and at the same time exposing 

 
58 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Report on Native Areas in Lowveld. 
59 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Report on Native Areas in Lowveld. 
60 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Report on Native Areas in Lowveld. 
61 Grove, “Desertification in the African Environment”, 137-151. 
62 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Report on Native Areas in Lowveld. 
63 Darkoh, “Desertification in Africa”, 1-50. 
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the soil to erosion. As stated in the 1960 report, perennial grasses were visibly disappearing 

and a “tremendous decline in the cover of palatable annual grasses” due to overgrazing could 

be seen.64 In Plumtree and Matobo districts, palatable browse species like Gwewia and 

Ormocarpum were dying due to over-browsing.65 It was further reported that the remaining 

vegetation cover in grazing areas could no longer protect the soil from erosion either in winter 

or in summer. To that end, Robinson’s Report on Native Areas in the Lowveld concluded that 

“the damage to vegetation and the widespread erosion are correlated and the end can only be 

the creation of the Rhodesian Lowveld Desert.”66 Therefore, by 1960, the colonial government 

had established a connection between drought and ecological degradation in the Lowveld in 

which human action through crop cultivation and overstocking was central to the ecological 

problem. It was feared that the ecological problem was fast leading to desertification. 

 

Table 2: The extent of overstocking in 5 of the 7 districts of Matabeleland South in 1960. 

District No. of Cattle in hold District carrying 

capacity 

Extent of 

overstocking 

Gwanda 113 066 71 786 41 280 

Matobo 89 618 53 804 35 814 

Plumtree 89 787 67 544 22 243 

Beitbridge  68 138 52 799 15 339 

Filabusi 46 458 38 003 8 455 

Source: NAZ, F226/1080/2/6, National Drought Relief Committee, 1960. 

 

As shown in the table, just in five districts of Matabeleland south alone, there were 406 997 

cattle in an area with a carrying capacity of 283 936. This was despite the destocking campaign 

that had characterized the previous three decades across the country. The destocking drive was 

both coercive and persuasive. Initiatives such as the NLHA of 1951 were coercive, yet they 

could not achieve the ultimate goal. Between January 1960 and March 1964, there was a price 

incentive for steers from African areas from 52/6d to 55/-d.67 Despite the price incentive, 

Africans in the Lowveld did not sell a significant quantity of cattle that would amount to 

meaningful destocking. The major reason for this was that to Africans in the Lowveld, livestock 

 
64 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Report on Native Areas in Lowveld. 
65 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Report on Native Areas in Lowveld. 
66 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Report on Native Areas in Lowveld. 
67 NAZ, F254/F25/8/2, Letter from the Cattle Manage, Cold Storage Commission to the Chairman, Drought Relief 

Committee, 9 March 1960.  
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was a source of livelihood that had ensured their survival of recurrent droughts for a long time 

– they could not easily dispose them. Their interaction with nature both in terms of crop 

cultivation and livestock husbandry was stuck between the catastrophe presented by droughts 

and the limits presented by the colonial state in terms of access to land.  

 

Concerned by the contribution of Africans to ecological degradation through crop cultivation 

and overstocking, the Director of Native Agriculture presented some technical solutions to the 

problem. The recommended solutions to the Lowveld ecological problem were extension 

services campaigns as well as persuading Africans to destock by providing an alternative to 

storing livelihoods in cattle. It was suggested that a “carefully planned extension campaign” 

should be launched to provide awareness and make African cattle owners understand the 

impact of overstocking on the natural environment in Lowveld.68 By “carefully planned” the 

colonial officials meant avoiding coercion by any means possible as this would ignite resistance 

from Africans and aid recruitment into political nationalism.69 Furthermore, the Native 

Agriculture Department sought to persuade Africans to sell cattle and store their wealth in 

banks. To achieve that, it was recommended that “a chain of post offices with savings bank 

facilities should be established throughout the native areas of the Lowveld so that an alternative 

method of storing wealth is available to people.”70 This suggest that the colonial state wanted 

to see fewer, better stock in African areas and banking as an alternative method of storing 

wealth, thereby imposing ‘modernity’ on Africans and not just victimise them. This toned-

down approach to the ecological problem in African areas of the Lowveld was necessitated by 

African resistance to a top-bottom approach in conservation that had been experienced during 

the implementation of the NLHA of 1951. 

 

In 1961, a new dimension to the Lowveld ecological problem emerged. This new dimension 

slightly shifted the total responsibility of the Lowveld ecological problem on Africans' farming 

methods to the soil structure in the region. This was after the government hired the services of 

an ecologist, Professor John F.V. Phillips to look into the Lowveld ecological problem. Phillips 

 
68 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Report on Native Areas in Lowveld. 
69 For an overview of the unintended role of coercion in facilitating recruitment of rural Africans into political 

activism, see Machingaidze, “Agrarian Change from above”, 557-588. Machingaidze quotes the Youth Leader 

of the African National Congress, George Nyandoro’s assertion that the coercive nature of the NLHA made it 

“the best recruiter the Congress ever had.” 
70 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Report on Native Areas in Lowveld. 
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was an Edinburgh University trained South African pioneer ecologist.71 Phillips reported that 

the most serious problem in the Lowveld was the basalt land in the region.72 In his description 

of the relationship between the soil type and erosion in the Lowveld, Phillips pointed out that 

The deterioration and erosion, and the gradual wane of the perennial grasses is 

most severe on the basalt, and there was an intensification of progress towards 

the climax stage of the vegetation, i.e., towards woody growth. In the portion of 

Beitbridge District west of the road, there are something like half a million acres 

of basalt. A good proportion of this has been seriously deteriorated; there are 

also signs of sheet and donga erosion. There is, of course, also a problem on the 

granite and para-gneiss, but not anything like so serious.73 

 

Phillips suggested that families in the basalt area be moved off the land and settled along big 

rivers where irrigation could be developed to support their farming activities. Such families 

would be allocated land at a ratio of two to three acres per family and keep stock at a reasonable 

level.74 Phillips predicted that there were only 5 to 10 years left in the basalt land and 10 to 20 

on other soil types before the situation becomes insolvable.75 Yet despite these predictions, the 

ecologist thought that the 1960 report’s conclusion that there was a rapid creation of a lowveld 

desert was exaggerated.76 Phillips' conclusions confirm why Vincent and Thomas had, in 1960, 

classified the Lowveld region as unsuitable for crop cultivation based on its physical 

characteristic (climate, soil, and topography).77 

 

Although colonial officials considered Phillips’ proposed solutions were environmentally 

sound, colonial officials were concerned about African resistance. The Minister of Native 

Affairs, H. J. Quinton, warned that it was a politically bad idea to force Africans to destock or 

move them from where they are settled to another place coercively. He further suggested that 

efforts should be made to “educate and encourage him (the African) to do it (out) of his own 

 
71 Professor Phillips had a decorated career. He was awarded Professor of Botany at University of Witwatersrand 

in 1931, founded the Faculty of Agriculture at University of Ghana in the 1950s, was once an advisor to the 

World Bank and Food and Agricultural Organisation and also led United Nations missions to Thailand and 

other Asian Countries. For an overview of his career, see “Tribute to Professor John Phillips”, South African 

Forestry Journal, Vol. 141, No. 1 (1987), 79. 
72 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Minutes of a meeting to discuss African Settlement in the Lowveld and Allied 

Problems, 9th January 1961.  
73 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Minutes of a meeting to discuss African Settlement in the Lowveld and Allied 

Problems, 9th January 1961. 
74 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Minutes of a meeting to discuss African Settlement in the Lowveld and Allied 

Problems, 9th January 1961. 
75 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Minutes of a meeting to discuss African Settlement in the Lowveld and Allied 

Problems, 9th January 1961. 
76 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Minutes of a meeting to discuss African Settlement in the Lowveld and Allied 

Problems, 9th January 1961. 
77 Vincent and Thomas, An Agricultural Survey of Southern Rhodesia, 340-341. 
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accord.”78 This clearly shows how the colonial government was, by 1961, afraid of the growing 

African resistance to colonial policies. In support of Quinton, D. Espach from the Henderson 

Research Station warned that a lesson should be observed from the strong opposition by 

Africans during the implementation of the NLHA.79 Due to previous resistance, some officials 

thought it was better to just advise Africans to practice livestock husbandry only and stop crop 

cultivation.80  

 

While colonial officials across departments, such as Natural Resources Board, Irrigation, 

Research and Specialist services, Veterinary services and Tsetse and trypanosomiasis Control 

and reclamation, concurred with Phillips’ explanation of the Lowveld ecological problem, the 

Senior Planning Officer in the Department of Conservation and Extension, H.R. Hack held a 

different view. He argued that the basalt land was a minor problem and in fact, the veld was 

simply not being properly utilised to get the best out of it.81 Hack proposed that there was a 

need to carry out a survey of water resources across the Lowveld and resettle Africans in 30 

000-acre units of a ranch plan along water bodies.82 Africans in these units would engage in 

cattle production only, practicing communal grazing as opposed to individual herd. From these 

discussions, it was clear that the Lowveld problem was beyond a mere African farming 

methods problem but one emanating from a faulty settlement. African farming practices were 

survival methods implemented in response to land shortage and erratic rainfall.  

 

The colonial state’s efforts to combat ecological degradation in African areas of the 

Lowveld 

Having identified the drought-ecological degradation problem in the Lowveld, the colonial 

state made various interventions to combat the disaster. The intervention measures were largely 

persuasive than coercive due to the fear of resistance.83 But they were not enough to solve the 

ecological problem. The primary solution opted for by the colonial state to solve the ecological 

problem in the Lowveld was to educate Africans about the problem so that they could cooperate 

 
78 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Minutes of a meeting to discuss African Settlement in the Lowveld and Allied 

Problems, 9th January 1961. 
79 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Report on Native Areas in Lowveld. 
80 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Report on Native Areas in Lowveld. 
81 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Minutes of a meeting to discuss African Settlement in the Lowveld and Allied 

Problems, 9th January 1961. 
82 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Minutes of a meeting to discuss African Settlement in the Lowveld and Allied 

Problems, 9th January 1961. 
83 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Minutes of a meeting to discuss African Settlement in the Lowveld and Allied 

Problems, 9th January 1961. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



145 
 

with state policies. Considering the force that had been used in implementing colonial policies 

in the past, be it taxation, labour laws, or conservation since the onset of colonisation84, this 

move clearly shows how the colonial state was at this point shifting tacks to gain loyalty from 

Africans. An agricultural educational policy from secondary school up to vocational colleges 

was designed in 1960 with the aim of instilling environmental conservation ideas to Africans. 

Between 1960 and 1963, the status and content of the agricultural course at Southern Rhodesia 

Junior Certificate Level were increased from two subjects, English and Arithmetic, to three 

with the addition of Biology.85 It was hoped that this would increase the number of Africans 

who enrol for Vocational Training and get more understanding of conservation ideas. The idea 

of having many Africans go to Agricultural Vocational Training was thought to be important 

as it was hoped that “even though the pupils may not be ultimately employed as demonstrators, 

they (would) be useful all-around farmers.”86 This was an indication that the state was 

concerned about environmental degradation in African areas but could no longer use coercive 

measures to implement policies, hence the introduction of alternatives. 

 

The colonial state was eager to solve the problem through non-coercive, educative means so it 

tried to use every opportunity available. In 1963 the Minister of Agriculture, A. Graham, 

presented an opportunity of Agricultural fellowships for Africans to the Cabinet. The 

Agricultural fellowships, offered by the Republic of China, were to accommodate two Africans 

each year to be trained in the cultivation of rice and arid farming.87 On China’s part, the 

programme was part of the country’s China-Africa relations launch as demonstrated by Henry 

Tugendhat and Dawit Alemu.88 Graham was more interested in Africans taking up the 

fellowship to learn dryland agriculture so that this could work towards a solution to the drought-

 
84 For an overview of the coercive implementation of taxation, labour and conservation laws and policies, see 

Giovanni Arrighi, “Labour Supplies in historical perspective: A study of the proletarianization of the African 

peasantry in Rhodesia”, Journal of Development Studies, Vol. 6, No. 3, 1970., Charles Van Onselen, Chibaro: 

African Mine Labour in Southern Rhodesia 1900-1933, (London: Pluto Press, 1976)., and Machingaidze, 

“Agrarian Change from above”, 557-588. 
85 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Summary of conclusions reached at meeting convened by the Assistant Director of 

Education with the Phillips Commission held on 29th November 1961. 
86 NAZ, F254 CON270/1, Summary of conclusions reached at meeting convened by the Assistant Director of 

Education with the Phillips Commission held on 29th November 1961. 
87 Rhodes University Cory Library (hereafter CL), Smith Papers (Unprocessed), 2/001(A), Cabinet, Agricultural 

fellowships to African Agricultural technicians and farmers for practical training in the Republic of China 

(FORMOSA), Memorandum by the Minister of Agriculture, A. Graham, 8 February 1963. In referencing the 

unprocessed Smith Papers, I followed the style used in a recent publication: Tinashe Nyamunda, “In Defence 

of White Rule in Southern Africa: Portuguese- Rhodesian economic relations to 1974”, South Africa Historical 

Journal, Vol.17, No. 3 (2019), 394-422. 
88 Henry Tugendhat and Dawit Alemu, “Chinese Agricultural Courses for African Officials: Between Power and 

Partnerships”, World Development, Vol. 81, (2016), 71-81. 
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ecological degradation problem in the country. In showing his support for this offer, Graham 

asserted that  

I propose that this offer should be taken up and that two African agricultural 

technical officers should be permitted to apply for the fellowships for the dry-

land crops seminar in the second part of 1963 and, if the venture proves 

successful, to repeat the applications on subsequent occasions, preferably in 

respect of farmers themselves.89 

 

The idea of educating Africans on conservation issues remained at the centre of the colonial 

state’s conservation discourse. In 1968, the Ministry of Agriculture responded to concerns 

about the ecological change in the Matopos Hills catchment area suggesting that the quick 

solution was to “educate the African farmers so that they appreciate and can reap the benefits 

of good land use and correct stocking rates.”90 

 

In some instances, the state made efforts to give more land to Africans in the Lowveld as a way 

of reducing population pressure on land. In 1964, a cabinet decision was made to acquire 7 372 

acres of land from the Longridge Ranch, for £2 per acre, “in order to relieve the pressure on 

the extremely small (4 480 acres) Umsingwani Reserve which contains the tribesmen of Chief 

Simon Sigola.”91 A similar decision was also made to acquire land in the Imbezu Park to add 

to Chief Khayisa’s Ntabazinduna Reserve. This move shows that the government was aware 

of the central cause of the Lowveld ecological problem and politically, the best solution was to 

give additional land to Africans wherever it could be found. However, environmental concerns 

were raised regarding the land given to Africans by the state. The acquisition of additional land 

for Africans was criticized by the Natural Resource Board’s Intensive Conservation Areas 

(ICA) officials and the Umsingwani Farmers’ Association on environmental grounds. Firstly, 

the ICA criticized the government for failing to consult them, yet they were a significant partner 

in land allocation. Secondly, the ICA argued that giving Africans that portion of land would 

affect the Ncema River Catchment through erosion, increased run-off, and siltation of streams 

since the land would be out of ICA control.92 This was a sound argument considering that a 

 
89 CL, Smith Papers (Unprocessed), 2/001(A), Cabinet, Agricultural fellowships to African Agricultural 

technicians and farmers for practical training in the Republic of China (FORMOSA), Memorandum by the 

Minister of Agriculture, A. Graham, 8 February 1963. 
90 NAZ, S3279, Letter from the Deputy Minister of Agriculture, I.B. Smith, to the Umzingwane I.C.A. Group, 

Gwanda, 24 April 1968.  
91 CL, Smith Papers (Unprocessed), 2/003 (A), Cabinet, Tribal Trust Areas: Acquisition of Additional Land for 

Chiefs Kayisa and Sigola. Memorandum by the Minister of Lands and Natural Resources, 24th January 1964.  
92 CL, Smith Papers (Unprocessed), 2/003 (A), Cabinet, Tribal Trust Areas: Acquisition of Additional Land for 

Chiefs Kayisa and Sigola. Memorandum by the Minister of Lands and Natural Resources, 24th January 1964. 
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huge numbers of Africans on a small piece of land with low capital input for conservation 

minded farming would definitely lead to erosion.  

 

Similarly critical of the government, the Umsingwani Farmers’ Association was against the 

acquisition of additional land for Africans for three reasons. They argued that such a move 

could have been made only after full consultation with the ICA committees and the Farmers 

association itself and that only land that was contiguous to African land could be transferred 

from white areas to African areas. They believed the Longridge Ranch had improved in terms 

of conservation and after being transferred to African areas it would rapidly deteriorate and the 

Farmers’ Association itself had “little confidence in any future Government policy 

statements.”93 The objections of the Umsingwani Farmers Association demonstrate that 

although the state could make political moves to quell potential resistance from Africans, there 

were other interested groups concerned about possible environmental consequences. Despite 

the objections, the government proceeded to acquire the land and added to the two reserves of 

Ntabazinduna and Umsingwani.  

 

In an attempt to reduce the impact of drought and ecological degradation, efforts were made to 

increase productivity in the Lowveld region and the rest of the TTLs, formerly called Reserves. 

In 1968, the Ministerial Economic Coordinating Committee made up of officials from the 

Ministry of Internal Affairs and Ministry of Agriculture, made several considerations to boost 

productivity in African areas. The perceived inferiority of Africans shaped the ideas of 

increasing productivity in African agriculture. The colonial administration continued to 

perceive Africans as people who could not have a say in issues concerning them, and people 

who required a top to bottom approach that could inform them on the best ways of improving 

their welfare. The state’s position on this was pointed out by the joint report of the Ministry of 

Internal Affairs and Ministry of Agriculture, which stated that 

…in the case of the Tribal African one cannot rely on incentives which motivate 

Europeans having the same effect. The disciplinary or directing requirement is 

much more necessary in the Tribal Areas than in more sophisticated societies.94 

 

At a time when the state was now advocating for community development, the perception that 

Africans were less sophisticated and required more administration was self-defeating. As 

 
93 CL, Smith Papers (Unprocessed), 2/003 (A), Cabinet, Tribal Trust Areas: Acquisition of Additional Land for 

Chiefs Kayisa and Sigola. Memorandum by the Minister of Lands and Natural Resources, 24 th January 1964. 
94 CL, Smith Papers (Unprocessed), 2/027 (A), Ministerial Economic Coordinating Committee, Productivity in 

the Tribal Trust Areas, 21 August 1968.  
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demonstrated by Joan McGregor, the political context of segregation and racial dominance led 

to the “official misreading of the landscape.”95 The idea of increasing productivity to counter 

the impact of drought was not new, a similar move was made during the late 1920s and 

registered meaningful success, to be a point where, by 1930, maize production from African 

areas was beginning to be seen as a threat to white agriculture.96 However, in many instances, 

such policies have always been guided by the philosophy that African agriculture should not 

compete with European agriculture. According to McGregor, colonial conservation policies 

were drawn from “scientific understandings promoted by their technical training and a 

hegemonic colonial ideology of disrespect for African production.”97 

 

Administratively, the Ministerial Economic Coordinating Committee decided that issues 

concerning African agriculture, in particular Agricultural Conservation and Extension, 

Agricultural marketing, and Agricultural credit for Africans were not supposed to be handled 

by different ministries but be placed under one ministry for easy administration.98 In this 

decision, the administration aimed at improving the production and marketing aspects of 

African agriculture through the development of commerce, banking, and marketing facilities.99 

The idea of increasing productivity was largely influenced by the UDI’s sanction busting 

strategy of boosting productivity for short-term benefits in both European and African areas.100 

In the context of the ecological problem in the Lowveld, it was hoped that this would facilitate 

commerce and ensure the shift from storing wealth in cattle to trading cattle as a viable 

business.101 This, it was hoped, would help solve the overstocking problem. 

 

The ‘white’ Lowveld and the state 

At a time when concerns about drought and ecological degradation in the African areas of the 

Lowveld were limited to crop farming methods, overstocking, and soil type, in the white 

commercial farming areas of the same region, the state was planning and implementing 

 
95 JoAnn McGregor, “Conservation, Control and Ecological Change: The Politics and Ecology of Colonial 

Conservation in Colonial Shurugwi, Zimbabwe”, Environment and History, Vol. 1, No. 3 (1995), 257-279. 
96 See Chapter Four of this thesis.  
97 McGregor, “Conservation, Control and Ecological Change”, 257-279. 
98 CL, Smith Papers (Unprocessed), 2/027 (A), Ministerial Economic Coordinating Committee, Productivity in 

the Tribal Trust Areas, 21 August 1968. 
99 CL, Smith Papers (Unprocessed), 2/027 (A), Ministerial Economic Coordinating Committee, Productivity in 

the Tribal Trust Areas, 21 August 1968. 
100 Elliot, ‘Soil Erosion and Conservation in Zimbabwe: Political Economy and the Environment’, 76. 
101 CL, Smith Papers (Unprocessed), 2/027 (A), Ministerial Economic Coordinating Committee, Productivity in 

the Tribal Trust Areas, 21 August 1968. 
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sustainable projects to counter the effects of perennial low rainfall patterns. From the onset, the 

threat of a ‘Rhodesian Lowveld desert’ was seen as emanating from African areas of the 

Lowveld, threatening to affect the whole Lowveld region, including white farming areas. 

Ideally, transformative projects would have been implemented in African areas where the 

ecological problem was more acute. The irrigation schemes implemented in white commercial 

areas were more sustainable than the conservation methods proposed and implemented in 

African areas, reflecting McGregor’s observation that the implementation of conservation 

policies in colonial Zimbabwe was characterised by “authoritarianism and discrimination.”102 

At best, Africans benefitted from projects implemented in the commercial areas of the Lowveld 

through employment on white farms. 

 

In 1964, the government sought to regularise efforts to boost production in the Lowveld.  The 

first step towards this was the enactment of the Sabi-Limpopo Authority Act (No. 84 of 1964). 

This facilitated the establishment of a statutory body, the Sabi-Limpopo Authority (hereafter, 

SLA) in 1965. The functions of the SLA were “to exploit, conserve and utilise the water 

resources of the Sabi River and certain tributaries of the Limpopo River with the object of 

promoting, facilitating and expediting the economic development of the area in the national 

interest…”103 The stipulated functions show that the government’s main focus, through the 

establishment of the SLA, was to boost productivity than to conserve the environment.  

 

The SLA obtained its powers from the SLA Act, 1964. It had powers to establish, construct, 

acquire, maintain and operate dams, reservoirs, and canals, to raise funds through loans or 

borrowing by issuing debentures, and to set up or acquire, operate and maintain irrigation 

schemes in the Lowveld region.104 With this framework in place, the SLA came up with a 

massive developmental plan to harness the natural resources in the Lowveld region. The plan 

was centred on increasing the land under irrigation through the construction of seven dams. 

The seven planned dams were Nuanetsi, Dott’s Drift, Manjirenji, Kyle-Balanga, Tokwe-

Mukosi, Lundi-Tende, and Sabi.105 This would put an area stretching from the Mozambique 

 
102 McGregor, “Conservation, Control and Ecological Change”, 257-279. 
103 CL, Smith Papers (Unprocessed), 2/027 (A), Ministerial Economic Coordinating Committee, Sabi-Limpopo 

Authority, 24 May 1967.  
104 CL, Smith Papers (Unprocessed), 2/027 (A), Ministerial Economic Coordinating Committee, Sabi-Limpopo 

Authority, 24 May 1967. 
105 CL, Smith Papers (Unprocessed), 2/027 (A), Cabinet, Chiredzi Township, 30 December 1964.  
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border near Chisumbanje in the south-eastern part of the Lowveld to the Nuanetsi River in the 

south under intensive cultivation.  

Table 3 below shows the planned dam constructions, acreage to be covered, estimated costs, 

and estimated number of beneficiaries in terms of employment opportunities. 

 

Table 3: The planned developments to conserve resources and increase productivity in 

the Lowveld. 

Dam/ irrigation 

scheme 

Acreage to be 

put under 

irrigation 

Estimated cost 

(in £) 

Number of 

beneficiaries: 

Europeans 

Number of 

beneficiaries: 

Africans 

Nuanetsi 15 000 ---- 380 34 000 

Dott’s Drift 200 000 ---- 4 000 350 000 

Manjirenji 15 000 1.3 million 300 26 000 

Kyle-Bangala 57 000 3.9 million 1 200 100 000 

Tokwe-Mukosi 65 000* 4.5 million 1 500 130 000 

Lundi-Tende 95 000 4 million 3 200 280 000 

Upper Sabi 350 000 70 million 4 200 360 000 

Total   14 780 1 280 000 

Source: CL, Smith Papers (Unprocessed), 2/027 (A), Cabinet, Chiredzi Township, 30 

December 1964. 

 

By the end of 1964, the area to be brought under irrigation after the completion of the Tokwe-

Mukosi scheme was still under consideration. In total, the approximate area that could be 

irrigated by the scheme was 125 000 acres. The 65 000 acres total was concerning 

developments within Chiredzi town.106  

 

Since the projects were being implemented in the white areas, the benefits for Africans were 

solely in terms of getting employment. The employment opportunities cannot be 

underestimated though, since wage labour was always a significant source of survival for 

Africans during droughts throughout the colonial period. Musemwa notes that since the 1950s, 

the increased urbanisation allowed many people in the southwestern Lowveld region to migrate 

to urban areas such as Gwanda and Bulawayo seeking jobs to sustain families back home.107 

Such employees played a critical role in sustaining their families in the rural areas during 

drought periods.108 For whites, however, the benefits accrued from the SLA’s planned projects 

were both in terms of access to resources like water and employment.  

 

 
106 CL, Smith Papers (Unprocessed), 2/027 (A), Cabinet, Chiredzi Township, 30 December 1964. 
107 Musemwa, “Climate and Societal Interaction in Southwestern Matabeleland”, 5-18. 
108 Musemwa, “Climate and Societal Interaction in Southwestern Matabeleland”, 5-18. 
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In the southwestern part of the Lowveld, similar projects were being planned to harness water 

from local rivers for agricultural production in the region. The Southwestern Districts Regional 

Development Association resolved at its annual congress in 1964 to put pressure on the 

government to implement water development programs in the Lowveld region. This 

culminated in the Water Development in Matabeleland Conference held on 21 April 1965. At 

the request of the twenty-one ICAs in the Matabeleland area, the conference resolved that it 

was time for “coordination of effort by all those concerned with the development of 

Matabeleland’s water resources than has been the case in the past.”109 Addressing the 

conference, the Chairman of the Natural Resources Board, P. Gordon Deeds, declared that 

water was “the blood life of Matabeleland”, and various sectors such as both European and 

African agriculture, mining, industry, Municipalities, and Railways would advance if the water 

resources in the region were to be harnessed properly.110 The conference resolved that a long-

term water development strategy, looking twenty or more years ahead, was the best solution to 

the “Lowveld problem” in the Matabeleland area. 

 

In the south-eastern Lowveld, the capital-intensive nature of the planned projects delayed their 

implementation. The schemes were costly, the most expensive being the Upper Sabi Valley 

Scheme with an estimated cost of £70 million.111 This might have led to the shelving of other 

projects such as Tokwe-Mukosi, which was only completed more than fifty years later at a cost 

of $260 million.112 Despite the slow start, however, by 1968 there were considerable 

achievements. Implemented projects were mainly in the south-eastern and southern part of the 

Lowveld, with little or nothing towards the southwestern part covering parts of Masvingo and 

Matabeleland south. The developments that had been undertaken by the SLA by 1968 are 

indicated in  

Table 4 below.  

 

Table 4: The developments undertaken by the SLA by 1968. 

estate acreage  Cost (in £) 

Mkwasine 13 265 2 344 200 

Middle Sabi   1 000 156 000 

 
109 NAZ, S3279, Conference on Water Development in Matabeleland, Held in Bulawayo on 21 April 1965. 
110 NAZ, S3279, Conference on Water Development in Matabeleland, Held in Bulawayo on 21 April 1965. 
111 CL, Smith Papers (Unprocessed), 2/027 (A), Cabinet, Chiredzi Township, 30 December 1964. 
112 “Tokwe-Mukosi Dam complete”, The Herald, 17 January 2017. 
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Chisumbanje   1 200 377 600 

Source: CL, Smith Papers (Unprocessed), 2/027 (A), Ministerial Economic Coordinating 

Committee, Sabi Limpopo Authority.  

 

The development of irrigation schemes to boost agriculture in the Lowveld occurred at a snail’s 

pace when measured against the 1964 plans as shown In Table 2 above. Out of the planned 1 

0 67 000 acres to be put under irrigation, only 15 465 acres had been covered by 1968. 

However, given that the 1964 plans had no timeline for completion, they appear to be long-

term plans, which the 1968 developments were complementing well. The Minister of 

Agriculture stated that the nature of developments that had taken place by 1968 was strategic. 

Agricultural development, water, and power supplies being critically interdependent for 

boosting productivity in the Lowveld, the minister stressed that the development of dams and 

estates in Lowveld had played a significant role in boosting wheat production.113 

 

Despite wheat and cotton farming appearing to be lucrative when the Middle Sabi estates were 

established, by 1973 the combination had proved unsustainable. The SLA was able to reap all 

their cotton in time before the wheat seasons begins only in exceptional seasons when the 

weather was ideal. As such, it incurred many losses. In 1972, for instance, the authority incurred 

a $119 000 loss against an operating profit of $938 000, yet it had to meet interest charges of 

close to $1 345 000.114 This proved that the business was not feasible, and SLA made an initial 

decision to withdraw farming in the Lowveld region. This was because the projects 

implemented by the government, through the SLA, in the Lowveld were meant to transform a 

potential desert into arable land, yet the chosen combination of crops was not viable. 

 

Drought and the Liberation War 

As the state made various interventions towards the Lowveld ecological problem, drought and 

hunger continued to ravage the region, particularly in the TTLs. This was exacerbated by the 

liberation war struggle, which heightened between 1960 and 1980.115 The 1959-60, 1964-66, 

 
113 CL, Smith Papers (Unprocessed), 2/027 (A), Ministerial Economic Coordinating Committee, Sabi Limpopo 

Authority: Lesapi Dam/ Middle Sabi/ Lowveld Powerline Development, Memorandum by the minister of 

Agriculture, 6 November 1968. 
114 “Sabi-Limpopo group wants to quit farming in lowveld”, The Rhodesia Herald, 27 February 1973. 
115 The liberation war is given different names in literature, such as the Guerrilla war, the Second Chimurenga, 

The Rhodesian Bush war among other names. For an overview of the war, See for instance Ngwabi Bhebe and 

Terence Ranger (eds), Soldiers in Zimbabwe’s Liberation War, (Oxford: James Currey, 1996)., Jocelyn 
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1972-73, and 1978-79 droughts can, therefore, be best examined at the nexus of both the 

environmental and political context of the time.  

 

During the 1964-66 drought, parliamentarians raised concern over the situation in the Lowveld, 

particularly in African areas. The major concern raised was that since Africans had lost much 

of their livestock due to the 1959-60 and the 1964 droughts116, how was the government 

planning to ensure that Africans would be able to continue crop cultivation.117 The number of 

cattle sales and deaths in the livestock-dominated part of the Lowveld, Matabeleland South, is 

shown in Table 5 below. 

Table 5: Cattle deaths in Matabeleland south during the 1959-60 drought. 

District Number of cattle sold Number of cattle deaths 

Gwanda 36 542 19 793 

Matobo 16 182 22 146 

Plumtree 17 044 9 031 

Beitbridge 18 030 3 730 

Filabusi 11 196 1 996 

Source: NAZ, F226/1080/2/6, National Drought Relief Committee, 1960. 

 

In response to the concerns about pending food shortages raised by parliamentarians, the 

government indicated that it was offering limited assistance through hiring tractors and ploughs 

for African areas affected by drought, particularly in Matabeleland south.118 This was to ensure 

crop cultivation during the 1964-1965 cropping season. This change towards actively helping 

African peasants can be understood within the context of the state’s community development 

approach and rising nationalism. As noted earlier in this chapter, during the 1960s the 

government tried not to implement policies coercively so as to avoid the 1950’s experience 

where the implementation of the NLHA had worked in favour of nationalists as they easily 

recruited disgruntled peasants from reserves.    

 

 
Alexander and JoAnn McGregor, “War stories: Guerrilla narratives of Zimbabwe’s Liberation War”, History 

Workshop Journal, No.57 (2004), 79-100, Christopher Ngwenya and Rachidi Matopo, “The politics and history 

in Zimbabwe: The case of Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU) in Zaka and Zimbabwe African People’s 

Union (ZAPU) in Bulilima District”, Journal for Contemporary History, Vol. 43, No. 1 (2018), 70-90. 
116 Either by death or selling for survival. 
117 Oral Questions, Legislative Assembly, 4 December 1964, 1101-1102.  
118 Oral Questions, Legislative Assembly, 4 December 1964, 1102. 
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The government further identified the guerrilla tactics employed by African fighters as another 

potential cause of hunger that would exacerbate the impact of drought. The state reacted to this 

by banning the African National Congress political party in 1960, the newspaper that supported 

them, the Central African Daily News, and nationalist activities, as well as imprisoning the 

political leaders.119 In its policy statements, the government declared that this decision was 

taken because  

many extremists have proved that they are bad people. They have burned crops, 

they have burned houses, they have beaten old people and little children. They 

have murdered innocent people in their lust for power. These things will now 

end.120 

 

The banning of African political parties and their activities is explained by Jocelyn Alexander 

in the context of the Vagrancy Act of 1960. Alexander notes that the social and economic 

pressures emanating from unemployment, drought, land shortages and the effects of NLHA 

created a socio-political environment for protests.121 According to Alexander, the 1959-60 

drought drove many people in the Matabeleland region to the cities in search of work, yet by 

1960 hundreds of the urban immigrants were hungry and jobless in Bulawayo. This situation 

led to strikes, arson, and social unrest, spreading to the rural areas. Coupled with guerrilla 

attacks, the situation obtaining in both urban and rural areas was seen by the government as a 

threat to the colonial regime, people’s livelihoods, and a serious cause for hunger, hence the 

enactment of the 1960 Vagrancy Act and repression of black nationalism.122 The increasing 

nationalist activities during the 1960, therefore, were considered to be contributing to hunger 

by the state during drought episodes of 1961, 1964 and 1968. 

 

The 1972-73 drought was even more disastrous. Already by January 1973, the Chairman of the 

Rhodesia National Farmers’ Union (RNFU), Mike Butler, had concluded that half the potential 

crop output had been lost countrywide.123 Pastures too were almost non-existent on many white 

farms and the association was already planning to buy huge quantities of maize to save the 

national herd throughout winter.124 

 

 
119 Oral Questions, Legislative Assembly, 4 December 1964, 1102. 
120 Oral Questions, Legislative Assembly, 4 December 1964, 1102. 
121 JoAnn Alexander, “‘Hooligans, Spivs and Loafers’?: The politics of Vagrancy in 1960s Southern Rhodesia”, 

The Journal of African History, Vol. 53, No. 3 (2012), 345-366. 
122 Alexander, “‘Hooligans, Spivs and Loafers’?”, 345-366. 
123 “Drought losses less…But half potential crop output is lost”, The Rhodesia Herald, 10 January 1973. 
124 “Drought losses less…But half potential crop output is lost”, The Rhodesia Herald, 10 January 1973. 
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In the livestock-dominated Lowveld region, the hopes of receiving rains were fading by each 

day. In Central Victoria and the northern parts of the Lowveld, there was a grim picture in 

commercial farms. In the African areas of the same region, daily cases of cattle collapsing were 

already being recorded.125 In the south, however, the situation was still much better in areas 

like Nuanetsi, Gutu, and Chatsworth where both cattle and pastures were still looking good, 

providing an opportunity for moving cattle from critical areas to graze.126 By the end of January 

1973, the hopes of having adequate rains in the southern parts of the country were fading as 

the rainfall remained confined in the north. The Meteorology Department announced that a 

Botswana anti-cyclone was causing drier winds to circulate in Matabeleland, thereby dashing 

any hopes of rains.127  The Lowveld situation forced the Ministry of Internal Affairs to take a 

tour of the region to assess the drought conditions. The tour was restricted to what was 

considered the heart of the Lowveld, the Victoria province. Having observed drying veld, 

falling water supplies, maize and groundnuts crops completely written off, with only millet 

having a potential yield, the Ministry claimed that “the drought is not biting yet, but its jaws 

are tightening.”128  

 

Hope was to be found in the fact that the previous season had recorded a good harvest and the 

Ministry of Internal Affairs had observed that Africans still had enough grain in their 

granaries.129 The success of the previous season in the Lowveld was credited to Africans 

“growing understanding of conservation.”130 The Internal Affairs ministry applauded Africans 

in the Lowveld for their uptake of conservation ideas expounded by the government. 

Describing how African farmers were adopting new farming methods and conservation ideas, 

the Internal Affairs ministry reported that there was a rising middle-class of individuals in the 

Lowveld characterised by  

Men and women who are farming, not just badza-ing (hoeing) the soil, who are 

beginning to care for and protect the grazing, who are developing as self-

respecting and comparatively prosperous communities within the tribal system, 

not merely existing in apathy.131 

 

 
125 “Rains could mean reprieve for cattle industry”, The Rhodesia Herald, 24 January 1973. 
126 “Rains could mean reprieve for cattle industry”, The Rhodesia Herald, 24 January 1973. 
127 “Hopes go down as rain goes north”, The Rhodesia Herald, 29 January 1973. 
128 The Rhodesia Herald, 22 March 1973. 
129 The Rhodesia Herald, 22 March 1973. 
130 The Rhodesia Herald, 22 March 1973. 
131 The Rhodesia Herald, 22 March 1973. 
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Although this group of Africans was still a minority, it was believed that they would influence 

the community to increase productivity and conserve the soil in the lowveld. The purported 

rising middle class comprised men and women who were ‘master farmers’ by training, women 

from various Women’s Clubs and girls who dominated the Young Farmers’ Club, hence the 

Internal Affair ministry concluded that this move was being spearheaded by women.132 These 

developments satisfied the government to an extent of declaring that such peasant farmers were 

now deserving financial drought relief just like white farmers, “for if they are crushed back 

into subsistence agriculture, they may never recover even the desire, let alone the ability, to 

pull themselves up again.”133 This reveals some success of government conservation methods 

that were in line with its desire to see increased peasant production in the lowveld and indicates 

change in African agrarian production and lifeways.  

 

However, by mid-1973, the assumption that drought would be minimal due to previous yields 

had been proved wrong. In a typical Lowveld ecological problem, it was reported in August 

1973 that overgrazing had cleared the little remaining grass, turning the region into “desert 

wastelands.”134 In many parts of the Lowveld, there had not been rains for seventeen months, 

since April 1972.135 The worst hit areas in Matabeleland were Gwaranyemba, Dibilishaba and 

Gwanda. In these areas, a huge flock to urban areas, particularly Bulawayo, to seek wage labour 

was recorded. Seeking wage labour was a common drought survival strategy as demonstrated 

in Chapters Three and Four. It became more pronounced after the NLHA of 1951 and droughts 

that followed mainly because of increased employment opportunities in urban areas as a result 

of the post-1945 manufacturing industry boom.136 Further west, in Plumtree, the migration 

trend was not to urban areas but the neighbouring country, Botswana. Many youths in Plumtree 

migrated to Botswana to work mostly at the Selibwe-Pikwe mines to ensure their survival and 

that of their families back home.137 Wage labour, therefore, increasingly became a critical 

drought survival strategy throughout the colonial period. The difference between the wage 

labour trap of pre-1950s discussed in Chapters Three and Four and the post-1950s situation 

was the rise of a manufacturing industry. While the government, before 1950, pushed Africans 

to sign wage labour contracts in exchange for grain in mining and agricultural industries, the 

 
132 The Rhodesia Herald, 22 March 1973. 
133 The Rhodesia Herald, 22 March 1973. 
134 “Drought Turning TTLs into Wastelands”, The Rhodesia Herald, 20 August 1973. 
135 “Drought Turning TTLs into Wastelands”, The Rhodesia Herald, 20 August 1973. 
136 See Alexander, “‘Hooligans, Spivs and Loafers’?: The politics of Vagrancy in 1960s Southern Rhodesia”, 345-

366., and Musemwa, “Climate and Societal Interaction in Southwestern Matabeleland”, 5-18. 
137 “Drought Turning TTLs into Wastelands”, The Rhodesia Herald, 20 August 1973. 
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Post-War manufacturing industry provided better employment conditions for Africans 

compared to other sectors. Giovanni Arrighi postulates that the qualitative and quantitative 

labour requirements of the pre-War manufacturing sector, as well as agriculture and mining, 

differed sharply with those of post-Second World War.138 Within the context of drought, the 

post-War rise in labour requirements in the manufacturing industry, therefore, changed the 

employment landscape from a labour trap to a ‘new centre of gravity.’ 

 

As the Liberation War intensified in the country, a visibly approaching drought during the 

1978-79 season became a cause of concern to farmers. The RNFU carried a short survey to 

establish the gravity of the situation. The Union observed extremely scorching tobacco crops 

in Mashonaland north, with two to three leaves a plant being lost.139 Furthermore, white farmers 

in most parts of Mashonaland were becoming desperate, with some declaring their maize crop 

a complete write-off. One farmer in Makuti, Mashonaland West, John Meyer, expressed his 

despair: “the early planted maize is beginning to silk. Without moisture now the yield potential 

will be minimal.”140 In February 1979, the Meteorology Department presented an even more 

demoralising forecast. The department reported that it had become impossible to predict rains 

with certainty beyond 24 hours since the Intertropical Continental Convergence Zone had not 

been traced since mid-December 1978, and there was no sign of it forming.141 Piling Pelion on 

Ossa, the department declared that “In terms of long-range forecasting, the layman’s guess is 

almost as good as the best forecasters.”142 With this drought situation looming across the 

country, the conditions in the Lowveld were more precarious. 

 

As the drought became more intense by the end of February 1979, the impact was further 

worsened by the Liberation War. The African Farmers Union (AFU) observed that the situation 

was exacerbated by the rampant cattle diseases in the TTLs since the war had put a halt on 

dipping programmes and this made it impossible for Africans to sell their diseased cattle to the 

Cold Storage Board.143 Indeed 712 out of the 1 650 dip tanks in TTLs had stopped operating 

due to the war.144 Out of these, close to 600 non-operating dip tanks were in the livestock-

 
138 Giovanni Arrighi, “The Political Economy of Rhodesia”, New Left Review, Vol. 39 (1966), 47. 
139 “Crop crisis looms in drought”, Sunday Mail, 21 January 1979. 
140 “Crop crisis looms in drought”, Sunday Mail, 21 January 1979. 
141 “Rain now vital”, Rhodesia Financial Gazette, 2 February 1979.  
142 “Rain now vital”, Rhodesia Financial Gazette, 2 February 1979. 
143 “Crop failure fears haunt TTL farmers”, Rhodesia Financial Gazette, 23 February 1979. 
144 Mwatwara, ‘A history of State veterinary services and African livestock regimes in colonial Zimbabwe, c.1896-

1980’, 239. 
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dominated Lowveld region.145 As a result of this, cattle diseases ravaged the Lowveld. In areas 

dominated by game animals in the Lowveld TTLs, such as the southern Lowveld and western 

Matabeleland, the tick problem increased and Redwater disease ravaged cattle.146 This left 

African farmers even more vulnerable to drought, and in 1979 the AFU conceded that most 

Africans in the TTLs “are without cash and unable to provide for their families.”147 

 

Although the war was affecting both black and white farmers, black farmers were caught 

between guerrillas and Rhodesian soldiers.148 The AFU president, Tabitani Zindondo explained 

the dilemma saying the guerrillas and the Rhodesian soldiers, including their auxiliary forces, 

were armed, and they demanded the African farmer’s loyalty, yet all black farmers had no 

guns.149 All the three parties were closely related to the African farmer who could have a son 

in the guerrilla forces, another in the Rhodesian army, and a daughter in the auxiliary 

services.150 This often put the African farmers in a terrible predicament as they tried to offer 

their loyalty to all the armed forces, and would provide them food, among other ways of 

support. As a result, the AFU recorded that the African farmers lost 500 000 herd of cattle in a 

year and nearly a million in two years due to the impact of the war.151 This intensified the 

impact of drought on African farmers.  

 

The government too was facing a double blow. To maintain the confidence of white farmers, 

among other stakeholders, the government was supposed to finance the war effort, yet on the 

other hand hundreds of black and white farmers were being forced off their properties by 

guerrillas and needed government support.152 Many more were being killed during the clashes 

between guerrillas and Rhodesian soldiers or by guerrillas when they tried to push them off the 

land to destabilise the economy.153 In other areas, it was reported that “guerrillas have 

destroyed crops, forced thousands of labourers to quit their jobs, launched countless attacks on 

 
145 Mwatwara, ‘A history of State veterinary services and African livestock regimes in colonial Zimbabwe, c.1896-

1980’, 239. 
146 Mwatwara, ‘A history of State veterinary services and African livestock regimes in colonial Zimbabwe, c.1896-

1980’, 240. 
147 “Crop failure fears haunt TTL farmers”, Rhodesia Financial Gazette, 23 February 1979. 
148 The terms “Guerrillas” and “Rhodesian soldiers” are used here to separate soldiers of the two opponent armies, 

those who were fighting to dislodge the government and those in defense of the government. The former were 

often called Guerrillas, and the government called them terrorists, and the latter, Rhodesian soldiers or Smith 

Soldiers (after Prime Minister Ian Smith). 
149 “Crop failure fears haunt TTL farmers”, Rhodesia Financial Gazette, 23 February 1979. 
150 “Crop failure fears haunt TTL farmers”, Rhodesia Financial Gazette, 23 February 1979. 
151 “Crop failure fears haunt TTL farmers”, Rhodesia Financial Gazette, 23 February 1979. 
152 “Rhodesian farmers fighting a new threat”, The Star, 24 March, 1979. 
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homesteads and on farmers’ vehicles and rustling more than 1 000 head of cattle each week.”154 

The government, therefore, found itself in a dilemma, just as did African farmers. 

 

Despite the gravity of the situation, some government officials found consolation in the 

possibility of guerrillas suffering from food shortages due to drought. A British Broadcasting 

Corporation excerpt from the ‘Talking Point’ show recorded a narrative by colonial officials 

stating that “food shortages in the terrorist base areas in adjoining territories and food shortages 

in the tribal areas through which they must move must pose for the terrorists serious problems 

of supply. In this there is at least a measure of consolation.”155 However, some black farmers 

had a different perspective. One Peter Nhema from Seke perceived the drought as an act of the 

ancestors to allow guerrillas to return back to the country as the cease-fire negotiations 

began.156 Peter Nhema contended that “ancestral spirits were holding back rains to stop rivers 

from flooding and thus allowing guerrillas to defect and join next month’s general elections. 

Once the guerrillas have finished participating in the first majority rule elections, the rain will 

begin in earnest.”157 Therefore, the 1978-79 drought was exacerbated by the Liberation War. 

 

In spite of the complicated nature of the 1978-79 drought, the government came up with a 

narrow Drought Aid Scheme by mid-1979. The scheme ignored the interconnection between 

drought and war and focused on making financial assistance to white farmers affected by 

drought. The Minister of Agriculture outlined the objective of the scheme as providing 

financial assistance on an ex-gratia payment basis to any licensed farmer who, 

as a result of the drought, has suffered loss of income of a controlled annual 

crop which, under average growing conditions, would have contributed to less 

than 20% to his total gross farm income or 20% or more of the cultivated area.158 

 

By stipulating that assistance would be given to licensed farmers, the scheme excluded African 

peasants in TTLs from accessing the ex-gratia payment. Not all Africans were excluded, 

though, as those in Native Purchase Areas who were licensed could access the facility. At the 

same time, the government tried to appeal to white farmers by portraying the scheme as a 

goodwill gesture as opposed to previous drought relief schemes in which the government took 

 
154 “Rhodesian farmers fighting a new threat”, The Star, 24 March, 1979. 
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156 For more on the negotiations leading to ceasefire, see Lord Soames, “From Rhodesia to Zimbabwe”, 
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the responsibility of cushioning farmers from drought. The scheme defined controlled crops as 

seasonal crops like maize, wheat, cotton, sorghum, soybeans, and groundnuts, which had 

directly been affected by the drought.159 This excluded perennial crops such as coffee, on the 

ground that they were not seasonal and would survive drought.160 This criterion ignored the 

impact of the war in exacerbating drought. Therefore, besides the obvious exclusion of Africans 

in TTLs from accessing drought relief, the Drought Aid Scheme was limited in scope as it 

failed to accommodate the complicated nature and wide-ranging impact of the drought. 

 

Conclusion 

The chapter traced the discussions around the Lowveld ecological problem and how it 

intersected with both the drought and Liberation War in Zimbabwe between 1960 and 1980. 

Debates around the Lowveld ecological problem emerged in 1960 as a concern for the 

continuous degradation of the environment in the livestock-dominated region. The debates 

show a new dimension of conservation thinking in Rhodesia, an extension of the Phimister-

Beinart debate to drought and ecological degradation. Adding to the existing historiographical 

debate, the Lowveld ecological problem extends the conservation debate further to the 1960s 

putting drought at the centre of conservation thinking. Initially, the Report on Native Areas in 

Lowveld predicted an approaching threat of what colonial officials termed the Rhodesian 

Lowveld desert that would result from desertification in the area. The report identified African 

farming methods and overstocking as the exclusive causes of deterioration of the environment 

in the Lowveld. This prompted the engagement of experts, and an ecologist, Professor John 

Phillips was hired to investigate the Lowveld ecological problem. This resulted in a change of 

explanation of the Lowveld ecological problem. Phillips denounced the Lowveld desert 

prediction but warned that a quick solution was required to solve the ecological problem within 

ten to twenty years. Phillips singled out the physical characteristics of the region, particularly 

the basalt soil, as the major driving force of ecological degradation. He proposed various 

solutions such as the removal of people from certain areas and resettling them along water 

sources, the development of water reservoirs, and destocking. The government was hesitant to 

enforce destocking and resettlement due to the fear of African resistance. 

 

 
159 “How Drought Aid Scheme will work”, The Rhodesia Herald, 19 June 1979. 
160 “How Drought Aid Scheme will work”, The Rhodesia Herald, 19 June 1979. 
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When the Rhodesian Front party came to power in 1962, new dynamics emerged. Smith’s 

white-minority government unilaterally declared independence in 1965, a move that invited 

United Nations and British sanctions. The economic conditions that followed the declaration 

of independence forced the government to go for a production boost in the Lowveld, thereby 

limiting conservation narratives and works. Since then, ecological conservation was sacrificed 

for productivity. In the TTLs of the Lowveld, the government planned to “commercialise” 

African agriculture by improving the production and marketing of African produce and 

providing incentives. However, conversations around the “commercialisation” of African 

agriculture were guided by the misnomer that Africans required handholding as they were less 

sophisticated and would not be able to facilitate increased production. In the white areas of the 

Lowveld, grand plans were drawn to transform the semi-arid region into a greenbelt. The 

government formed the SLA to facilitate the Lowveld transformation project. The plans were 

centred on harnessing water from rivers like Sabi, Tokwe Mukosi, and Limpopo tributaries into 

irrigation schemes that would transform agriculture in the region. Part of the grand scheme had 

been implemented by 1968 with the SLA growing wheat and cotton in the region. 

 

Amid these contestations, plans and partial implementations, droughts continued to threaten 

livelihoods in the Lowveld region and across the country. Unlike the previous droughts since 

1911, the droughts between 1960 and 1980 were aggravated by the Liberation War wherein 

guerrilla tactics exposed both black and white farmers to droughts. Sabotage, burning of crops, 

and cessation of dipping facilities created new sets of vulnerability to droughts. In the livestock-

dominated Lowveld region, the stoppage of dipping facilities exposed cattle to diseases like 

redwater, which killed many cattle. The death of livestock has always meant the dearth of 

means of survival during droughts for many African farmers. This chapter, therefore, has 

revealed the piecemeal solutions to the drought and ecological degradation problem in the 

Rhodesian Lowveld, arguing that the colonial state did little to address the ecological problem 

especially in African areas.
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Chapter Six 

“The Hunger Games”: Politics and drought in post-colonial Zimbabwe, 

1980-1992. 

 

You are going to eat eggs, after eggs hens, after hens goats, after goats cattle. Then 

you shall eat cats, dogs and donkeys. Then you are going to eat your children. After 

that you shall eat your wives. Then the men will remain, and because dissidents have 

guns, they will kill the men and only dissidents will remain. That’s when we will find 

the dissidents.  

   Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace, 1997. 1 

 

The drought did not just deprive the people of food and water supply but also 

heightened the land question. There was an outcry for the redistribution of land to 

communal farmers as they felt that the shortage of good farmland had exposed them to 

the vagaries of the drought, when compared to their counterparts in commercial 

farming who had vast tracts of under-utilised land in some cases. 

 

                         President Mugabe’s Drought Assessment Tour, 1992-93.2 

 

 

Introduction 

The droughts of post-colonial Africa generally and Zimbabwe specifically must be understood 

within the context of the politics of the day and the crisis of expectation that characterized the 

immediate post-independence period. During this period the general populace, dominated by 

peasant farmers, expected rapid changes in land distribution that would boost their productive 

capacity and reduce their vulnerability to drought. Unlike the colonial state, which had made 

the peasants more vulnerable to droughts by forcing them onto over-crowded and infertile land 

and simply recruited them for labour in exchange for food during drought, the post-independent 

state was expected to reduce their vulnerability and do more to mitigate the effects of droughts. 

They confidently expected rescue by the state from their position of agrarian precarity. Yet, 

this chapter shows their hopes were doomed to disillusionment. Using interviews, newspapers, 

parliamentary debates and secondary sources, this chapter explores the relationship between 

politics and drought in post-independent Zimbabwe. It demonstrates that the post-colonial 

droughts between 1980 and 1992 were characterized by failure at government level. The ruling 

party exhibited a neopatrimonialism stance and, where loyalty could not be bought, the state 

chose to force starvation on drought victims. The chapter begins in 1980 when Zimbabwe 

 
1 The Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace in Zimbabwe, Breaking the Silence, Building True Peace: A 

Report on the Disturbance in Matabeleland and Midlands, 1980-1988, (Harare: The Legal Resources 

Foundation, 1997), 96.  
2 NAZ, GEN/ZIM, President R.G. Mugabe’s Drought Assessment Tours 1992-93. 
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attained political independence, thereby changing the political structure of drought response, 

and it ends in 1992 when the worst drought of the century occurred in the country. The post-

2000 droughts saw a perpetuation and intensified politicisation of drought response that had 

characterised the 1980s and 1990s. In essence, this chapter contends that politics trumped 

policy in fighting drought. 

 

The politics of transition from white minority rule to black majority rule was characterized by 

disputes and differences largely between the two nationalist political parties, Zimbabwe 

African National Union (ZANU) and the Patriotic Front Zimbabwe African People’s Union 

(PF ZAPU). The disputes extended to the military wings of these two parties, Zimbabwe 

African National Liberation Army (ZANLA) for ZANU and Zimbabwe People’s 

Revolutionary Army (ZIPRA) for PF ZAPU which were involved in the integration and 

formation of a National Army.3 The disputes led to clashes in military camps between ZANLA 

and ZIPRA soldiers and those clashes, together with the ‘dissident problem’4 became a 

justification for the ZANU led government to unleash a genocide named Gukurahundi (a Shona 

term for the early rains that wash away chaff)5 between 1982 and 1987. This was the only 

“rain” that fell in some places at the time: severe droughts occurred between 1982 to 1984 and 

1986-1987. Coupled with the vicious brutality of Gukurahundi, these droughts rendered the 

 
3 David Coltart, The struggle continues. 50 years of tyranny in Zimbabwe, (Johannesburg: Jacana Media, 2016), 

113. 
4 The ZANU government referred to some of the ex-guerilla soldiers who deserted or were expelled from the army 

and decided to take up arms against the state as dissidents. JoAnn Alexander reveals that these insurgent soldiers 

decided to take up arms because of their distrust of the newly formed army as well as the repression by that 

army towards them. Alexander further notes that these soldiers had no support from PF ZAPU as claimed by 

the government, they only maintained their loyalty to ZAPU since they had fought the liberation war in the 

ZIPRA military wing. Yet the government blamed the activities of these soldiers on both the PF ZAPU political 

leadership as well as the party’s support base in the Matabeleland and Midlands provinces, using it as a 

scapegoat for executing a genocide. Alexander suggest that the total number of these insurgent soldiers never 

reached 4000, yet the genocide claimed around 20 000 lives. See. Jocelyn Alexander, “Dissident Perspectives 

on Zimbabwe’s Post-Independence War”, Africa: Journal of the International African Institute, Vol.68, No. 2 

(1998), 151-182. 
5 Gukurahundi was used to refer to the process of searching and dealing with ‘dissidents’, yet in fact it meant a 

genocide, the process of killing and torturing the Ndebele people in Matabeleland and parts of Midlands regions 

for their support of PF ZAPU. Hundi is Shona word for chaff produced after traditional food processing or the 

plant stalks that remain in the fields after harvesting and Gukura or kukura means to wipe away. Traditionally, 

Gukurahundi was a natural, environmental way of cleansing the land when the new farming season is 

approaching. In the context of the genocide, the government viewed its targeted people as chaff, and projected 

itself as the rains that wash away the chaff, thereby indicating its intention to control people and consolidate 

power. For an overview of the Gukurahundi genocide, See Jocelyn Alexander, “The Noisy Silence of 

Gukurahundi: Truth, Recognition and Belonging”, Journal of Southern African Studies, (2021), 1-23., Sabelo 

J. Ndlovu-Gatsheni, “Rethinking Chimurenga and Gukurahundi in Zimbabwe: A critique of Partisan National 

History”, African Studies Review, Vol. 55, No. 3 (2012), 1-26, Alexander, “Dissident Perspectives on 

Zimbabwe’s Post-Independence War”, 151-182, and Thembani Dube, “Gukurahundi Remembered: The Police, 

Opacity and the Gukurahundi Genocide in Bulalimamangwe District, 1982-1988”, Journal of Asian and African 

Studies, 1-13. 
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people of Matabeleland and Midlands intensely vulnerable. In other provinces, during the same 

time, the government extended free issues of grain in response to drought, and still used those 

to consolidate power through patronage. In the following decade, the Economic Structural 

Adjustment Programme (ESAP), 1991-1995, that followed the decade of political turmoil, 

largely shaped the state’s response to the 1992 drought. ESAP entailed austerity measures, 

which had an immediate impact of increasing the cost of living through the scraping of 

subsidization policies. Yet the worst drought of the century occurred during that period when 

the cost of living had just increased, resulting in a drought disaster.6 This chapter will show 

how droughts between 1980 and 1992 demonstrated the shifting relationship between political 

power and control over resources.   

 

Beyond Zimbabwe, the 1980s were characterized by a widespread series of droughts across 

sub-Saharan Africa. A wide coverage of such droughts by the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO)’s magazine, UNESCO courier reveals the 

intensity and impact of these droughts on the population. In West Africa, Ghana, Mauritania, 

Burkina Faso, Mali and Senegal were the most affected. The droughts were characterized by a 

decline in agricultural production; from 61 000 tonnes of cereal in 1981-1982 to a mere 51 000 

tonnes in 1985 in Mauritania and a 370 000 tonnes cereal deficit in Senegal.7 In Burkina Faso 

and Mauritania, the drought in 1983 had serious health implications particularly on children 

who became more vulnerable to malnutrition.8 Similarly, in countries like Chad in Central 

Africa, breast-feeding women and children were the most vulnerable and common victims of 

malnutrition. There were high cases of diseases related to nutrition deficiency and lack of water 

like scabies, malaria, measles and tuberculosis.9 

 

 
6 As explained in Chapter One of this thesis, drought, the natural hazard, only turns out to be a disaster when it 

interacts with human activities (or environment, livestock etc.). 
7 “Drought Over Africa. The Eleven Worst-Stricken Countries”, The UNESCO Courier, Vol. 38, No. 1 (January 

1985), 10-11. See also R. Gommes and F. Petrassi, “Rainfall Variability and Drought in Sub-Saharan Africa”, 

Food and Agricultural Organisation of the United Nations, (1996), 1-7., Ilyas Masih, Shreedhar Maskey, F.E.F. 

Mussa and Patricia Trambauer, “A review of droughts on the African Continent: A geospatial and long-term 

perspective”, Hydro-Earth Systems Science, Vol. 18 (2014), 3635-3639, and D. Gautier, D. Denis and B. 

Locatelli, “Impacts of drought and responses of rural populations in West Africa: A systematic review”, WIREs 

Climate Change, Vol.7 (2016), 666-681. 
8 “Drought Over Africa. The Eleven Worst-Stricken Countries”, 10-11. 
9 “Drought Over Africa. The Eleven Worst-Stricken Countries”, 10-11. 
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The situation was comparable to that of eastern and southern Africa. In Kenya, there was a 1.1 

million metric tonnes cereal deficit by 1984,10 forcing the government to spend more than 

US$150 million to import around 500 000 metric tonnes of maize.11 In Mozambique, an 

estimated 600 000 tonnes of cereal imports were required by 1985, as opposed to the normal 

300 000 tonnes.12 In Botswana, Independence in 1966 coincided with one of the most severe 

droughts the country faced in twentieth century, and such severe droughts occurred again in 

1978, 1981-87 and 1992.13 A more complex situation existed in Angola. The reliance on natural 

resources, oil and diamonds, proved to be disastrous as the commodity price on the world 

market fell rapidly.14 This reduced the export earnings at a time of drought when food 

production was considerably reduced, and importation was required.15 In all these cases, the 

state’s response to the catastrophe was determined by the domestic politics prevailing in the 

country. In countries where political instability was either looming or at its peak, such as 

Kenya, Angola and Mozambique, there was much politicization of droughts as compared to 

countries where relative peace and stability existed, such as Botswana.16 Within these broader 

experiences from other African countries, this chapter demonstrates Zimbabwe’s 

exceptionalism in how politics trumped policy in responding to drought, initially through a 

genocide, and afterwards a perpetuation of the partisan and nepotistic position build on the 

Gukurahundi strategy, hence ‘The Hunger Games.’ The Zimbabwean situation conforms to S. 

Devereux’s notion of ‘new famines’. According to Stephen Devereux, ‘new famines’ are 

characterised by the centrality of politics to the causation of famine as well as the failure to 

prevent it, as opposed to old famines (before the twentieth century) that were triggered by 

natural disasters and conflict.17 Both the central cause, and the analytical framework, therefore, 

is the politics of the day. 

 
10 Ngonidzashe Munemo, Domestic Politics and Drought Relief in Africa. Explaining Choices, (Colorado: First 

Forum Press, 2012), 68. 
11 Munemo, Domestic Politics and Drought Relief in Africa, 3.  
12 “Drought Over Africa. The Eleven Worst-Stricken Countries”, 10-11. 
13 Jeremy Seekings, “The discourse of dependency and the agrarian roots of welfare doctrines in Africa: The Case 

of Botswana”, SozialPolitik, No.2 (2017), 1-23. 
14 For an overview on the fall of diamonds and oil prices in the 1980s, see W. E. Boyajian, “An economic review 

of the past decade in diamonds”, Gems and Gemology, (1988), 1-20 and C. Baumeister and Lutz Kilian, “Forty 

years of oil price fluctuation: Why the price of oil may still surprise us”, Journal of Economics Perspectives, 

Vol.30, No.1 (2016), 139-160.  
15 “Drought Over Africa. The Eleven Worst-Stricken Countries”, 10-11. 
16 See Apollo Rwomire, “The political economy of famine: An African perspective”, Africa Insight, Vol. 22, No. 

2 (1992), 142-145. 
17 Stephen Devereux, “Introduction. From ‘old famines’ to ‘new famines’”, in Stephen Devereux (ed.), The New 

Famines. Why famines persist in an era of globalization, (London: Routledge, 2007), 7. 
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An Historiography of drought in the early post-independent Zimbabwe. 

The Zimbabwean literature on the period covered in this chapter has emphasized a wide range 

of issues relating to the politics of the day, drought and economic performance as well as food 

security issues. In broad, Tinashe Nyamunda identified three historiographical strands of 

independent Zimbabwe, the Nationalist historiography and its counter narratives dominated by 

the situation in the country between the late 1960s to the 1990s, the historiography of the land 

question and Fast Track Land Reform dominated by events during the 1990s to 2000 and the 

historiography of the Zimbabwean crisis, post-2000.18 This chapter falls within the first and 

partly second strand dominated by nationalist historiography and the land question. Tapiwa 

Madimu observe that existing literature on post-colonial Zimbabwe demonstrates that the last 

decade of the twentieth century was characterized by power consolidation, repression, 

intolerance, patronage and resource accumulation by the state.19 Joining this immense 

literature, this chapter shows how droughts between 1980 and 1992 became another avenue for 

political power consolidation. The chapter adds a socio-environmental angle to the existing 

political narrative in understanding the then president, Robert Mugabe’s abuse of power. 

Within the context of this chapter, existing literature covering the period 1980 to 1990 brings 

out three major themes; transition from white minority rule to black majority rule which was 

characterized by a short-lived peace, the Gukurahundi genocide and drought in general.  

 

Scholarship on the transition from minority to majority rule has largely focused on the 1980 

general elections and the integration of the army that immediately followed. Henry Wiseman 

and Alastair Taylor explain how the seeds of political instability were sown during the election 

campaign in 1980. They note that the campaigning environment was marred with mistrust and 

intimidation mainly by ZANU and the Abel Muzorewa led United African National Council 

(UANC).20 Whereas ZANU intimidated other political players in its areas of dominance such 

as parts of Manicaland, Mashonaland East and Masvingo, UANC was often accused of using 

the police to frog-march people to attend rallies.21 Therefore, Wiseman and Taylor, conclude 

that “if we appear to belabour the matter of intimidation, this is because of its prevalence and 

 
18 Tinashe Nyamunda, “Insights into independent Zimbabwe: Some historiographical reflections”, Strategic 

Review for Southern Africa, Vol. 36, No.1 (2014), 72-89.  
19 Tapiwa Madimu, “Food Imports, Hunger and State Making in Zimbabwe, 2000-2009”, Journal of Asian and 

African Studies, Vol. 55, No.1 (2020), 128-144.  
20 Henry Wiseman and Alastair Taylor, From Rhodesia to Zimbabwe. The politics of transition, (New York: 

Pergamon Press, 1981), 23.  
21 Wiseman and Taylor, From Rhodesia to Zimbabwe, 23. 
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because it occupied centre stage.”22 When ZANU won the elections in 1980, the immediate 

post-election period saw the continuation of mistrust and violence that had characterized the 

pre-election period. During this period, the ZANU government sought to integrate the 

Rhodesian army, ZANLA and ZIPRA into one national army. The major challenge was 

between ZANLA and ZIPRA. Coltart notes that whereas ZIPRA preferred parity in terms of 

integration, ZANLA’s commander, Solomon Mujuru, wanted a ZANLA dominated national 

army because ZANU had won the elections.23  Dominique Darbon asserts that ZANU achieved 

integration of the army through “voluntary and massive departure of former ZIPRA members, 

and the exclusion and in certain instances the incarceration of ZIPRA leaders from 1982 

onwards.”24 The military clashes that occurred in camps were to be used by ZANU government 

as a justification to carry out a genocide where thousands were killed, tortured, denied access 

to food and forced to starve.  

 

The Gukurahundi genocide that followed the transition has attracted diverse scholarship. T. 

Dube identifies three groups of scholarship on Gukurahundi. The first, a pro-ZANU group, 

presents the genocide as an “ill-judged bid on the part of ZAPU to claim the victory it had 

failed to gain through the elections.”25 The second group of scholarship, a pro-ZAPU, presents 

the genocide as an attempt by ZANU government to use the incidences of violence after 1980 

to wipe ZAPU and extend its supremacy to the region, whilst a third group views the genocide 

as an extension of South Africa’s destabilasation policy in the region by exploiting the ZANU-

ZAPU tension to destabilise the country.26 On the whole, this literature on Gukurahundi has 

focused on the impact of the genocide on land redistribution and ZAPU leadership27, the role 

of the Fifth Brigade in executing the genocide28, the role of the police29, the weaponization of 

water as a political tool to control people30 and the nature of Gukurahundi as a ZANU strategy 

 
22 Wiseman and Taylor, From Rhodesia to Zimbabwe, 25. 
23 Coltart, The struggle continues, 113.  
24 Dominique Darbon, “Fluctuat Nec Mergitur: Keeping afloat”, in S. Baynham (ed.), Zimbabwe in transition, 

(Stockholm: Almqvist and Wiksell International, 1992), 3.  
25 Thembani Dube, “Gukurahundi Remembered: The Police, Opacity and the Gukurahundi Genocide in 

Bulalimamangwe District, 1982-1988”, Journal of Asian and African Studies, 1-13.  
26 Dube, “Gukurahundi Remembered”, 1-13. 
27 Jocelyn Alexander, “The unsettled land: the politics of land redistribution in Matabeleland, 1980-1990”, Journal 

of Southern African Studies, Vol. 17, No.4 (1991), 581-610. See also Alexander, “Dissident Perspectives on 

Zimbabwe’s Post-Independence War”, 151-182, and Ben Teuten, ‘A recipe for another war of revenge”: The 

Lasting Impacts of Gukurahundi on Matabeleland, Zimbabwe’, (Masters dissertation: Oxford Brookes 

University, 2015). 
28 Coltart, The struggle continues. 
29 Dube, “Gukurahundi Remembered” 
30 Muchaparara Musemwa, “Disciplining a ‘Dissident’ City: Hydropolitics in the City of Bulawayo, Matabeleland, 

Zimbabwe, 1980-1994”, Journal of Southern African Studies, Vol. 32, No. 2 (2006), 238-254.  
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of subjugating the opponent whenever it felt threatened.31 Indeed, S. J Gatsheni, postulates that 

Gukurahundi is an ongoing ZANU PF strategy, beyond the 1982-1987 genocide, of crushing 

the opponent whenever it feels its hegemony is threatened, as evidenced by events such as 

Operation Murambatsvina (Operation urban clean-up) 2005 and Operation Makavhotera papi 

(Operation where did you place your vote) of 2008.32 This chapter engages the Gukurahundi 

literature and demonstrates that drought, hunger and starvation are not a footnote in the 

Gukurahundi strategy but dominant part of the genocide, with a legacy extending to date. 

 

Drought as a distinct theme during the period 1980 and 1992 has also attracted scholarship. 

Scholars like Charlotte Benson and Rudo Gaidzanwa have narrated the nature and effect of 

drought during this period. In examining the 1980-1992 droughts and the Zimbabwean 

economy, Benson observed that the production of the dominant grain, maize, fell by 77% year 

on year and 82% if compared to the average output of the period 1989 to 1991.33 Gaidzanwa 

narrates how the maize pricing system at the Grain Marketing Board in 1980-1981 attracted 

peasants to sell more of their maize produce to the board than they actually stored, hence they 

were vulnerable to the 1982 drought.34 A more analytical view is given separately by Roger 

Leys and Ngonidzashe Munemo. Leys demonstrates the theoretical and practical difference in 

the state’s drought relief policy. In theory, the selection of drought relief beneficiaries was 

supposed to be community based, focusing on the needy, yet in practice, drought relief was an 

extension of ZANU’s patronage politics where ZANU officials determined who benefits.35 

Munemo concurs with this, arguing that drought relief was characterized by immense 

patronage due to the state’s insecurities.36 However, Munemo downplays the continuation of 

patronage and dominance of politics during the 1992 drought and suggest that the 1992 drought 

period was characterised by stability and consolidation of food for work program37, yet 

evidence show the extension of politics and poor planning during the time. Building on this, 

the chapter demonstrates how between 1980 and 1987 in Matabeleland and Midlands the state 

 
31 Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni, “Rethinking Chimurenga and Gukurahundi in Zimbabwe: A critique of Partisan 

National History”, African Studies Review, Vol. 55, No. 3 (2012), 1-26.   
32 Ndlovu-Gatsheni, “Rethinking Chimurenga and Gukurahundi in Zimbabwe”, 1-26.  
33 Charlotte  Benson, “Drought and the Zimbabwe Economy, 1980-1993”, in H. O’Neil and J. Toye (eds), A World 

Without Famine? New Approaches to Aid and Development, (London: Macmillan Press, 1998), 246.  
34 Rudo Gaidzanwa, “Drought and the food crisis in Zimbabwe”, in P. Lawrence (ed.), World Recession and the 

Food crisis in Africa, (London: James Currey, 1986), 249.  
35 Roger Leys, “Drought and drought relief in southern Zimbabwe”, in P. Lawrence (ed.), World Recession and 

the Food crisis in Africa, (London: James Currey, 1986), 258.  
36 Munemo, Domestic Politics and Drought Relief in Africa, 7.  
37 Munemo, Domestic Politics and Drought Relief in Africa, 102-107. 
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failed to extend the patronage hand and resorted to force starvation on the peasants, and in 

1992, the general poor planning created room for patronage, for the benefit of the state.   

 

Linked to the drought scholarship, there is also literature on food security in relation to land 

distribution and natural disasters, drought included. Ushehwedu Kufakurinani and Wellington 

Bamu demonstrates how land conflicts in Insiza North, Gokwe, contributed to food 

insecurity.38 In the same vein, Bernard Kusena uses a local approach to the subject showing 

how policy shifts from a socialist approach in the 1980s to ESAP in the 1990s collapsed 

household food security in Mutare District.39 In a different study, Kusena explores the food 

security question within the context of Non-Governmental Organisations’ food aid 

programmes in response to dry spells and general food shortages. He argues that food aid in 

Marange led to dependency on donor aid thereby killing innovative ways of ensuring 

sustainable food security.40 These various angles to the food security question show how the 

politics of the day shaped the general survival strategies employed by communities to mitigate 

hunger. More importantly, they show how the state forced its citizens to play rigged ‘hunger 

games’.  

 

Drought and state-induced hunger in Zimbabwe, with particular reference to the 

Midlands and Matabeleland regions, 1980-1987 

This section examines the relationship between the state and hunger in Zimbabwe during the 

first decade of independence. It gives a separate attention to parts of Midlands and 

Matabeleland provinces where the state actively superintended hunger on its citizens during a 

genocide, before turning to other areas in the country where there was no conflict. Even in 

areas where there was no conflict, the state politicized the distribution of food aid amongst the 

citizens. This demonstrates how the political structure of the country was central to drought 

response whereby politics reigned over policy in mitigating the effects of drought. 

 

 
38 Ushehwedu Kufakurinani and Wellington Bamu, “Resettled Yet Unsettled? Land Conflicts and Food 

(In)security in Insiza North, Zimbabwe, 2005-2013”, in Zifikile Makwavarara, Ruby Magosvongwe and Obert 

Mlambo (eds), Dialoguing Land and Indigenisation in Zimbabwe and Other Developing Countries: Emerging 

Perspectives, (Harare, University of Zimbabwe, 2015), 272-290 
39 Bernard Kusena, ‘Rural Food Security in Mutare District, Zimbabwe, 1947-2010’, (PhD Thesis, Rhodes 

University, 2018), 147. 
40 Bernard Kusena, “Hardly More Than Ameliorative? Plan International’s Food Aid Programme for Marange, 

Zimbabwe, 2000-2010”, International Journal of Humanities and Social Science, Vol. 5, No. 11 (2015), 17-27.  
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The Gukurahundi genocide that was carried out by the ZANU led government in the 

Matabeleland and Midlands regions of Zimbabwe between 1980 and 1987 created a unique 

context of vulnerability to drought. Two major droughts occurred during this period, in 1982-

1984 and 1986-1987. This section demonstrates that whereas the colonial government had 

eroded the African peasantry’s traditional resistance to drought through a racist land policy, in 

the first decade of independence the post-colonial government purposefully marginalized 

specific groups and intentionally deprived them of access to food during drought. The ZANU 

government deliberately ensured that Ndebele-speaking people of Midlands and Matabeleland 

region suffered the most from the drought, as part of its broader, systematically organized 

violence against them.  

 

In April 1983, the Prime Minister, Robert Mugabe and his state Security minister (now 

president), Emmerson Mnangagwa, made threatening statements towards citizens in the 

Midlands and Matabeleland region. This was an indicator of what became the state’s policy 

towards the people in these regions. On 4 April 1983, Mnangagwa proclaimed that, “Blessed 

are they who will follow the path of the government laws, for their days on earth will be 

increased. But woe unto those who will choose the path of collaboration with dissidents for we 

will shorten their stay on earth.”41 By this, he suggested that citizens in Midlands and 

Matabeleland who were perceived to be supporting ‘dissidents’, had to be killed. This 

homicidal threat was confirmed and solidified by the Prime Minister himself on 9 April 1983 

while addressing a rally in Zhombe, Midlands, where he declared: “Where men and women 

provide food for dissidents, when we get there, we eradicate them.”42 These menacing 

statements were uttered at a time when drought was collapsing the whole country. Their words 

were a declaration of war by an armed government on their unarmed citizens who were fighting 

drought and expecting help from the same government. Whereas in other provinces the 

government was implementing free food-based drought relief, in parts of Midlands and 

Matabeleland provinces it denied them access to food as a precursor to a sustained and brutal 

genocide.  

 

At the same time, Mugabe was blandly denying the killings, torture and intentional starvation 

– being committed by the Korean-trained fifth brigade army, Central Intelligence Organisation 

 
41 Emmerson Mnangagwa, 4 April 1984, quoted by D. Coltart, The struggle continues, 134.  
42 Prime Minister Robert Mugabe, quoted in an Australian newspaper, The Canberra Times, April 10, 1983. 
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and the police. On 6 April 1983 he was quoted by the state-controlled Chronicle newspaper 

dismissing a report by Catholic Bishops calling them “a band of Jeremiahs (who) included 

reactionary foreign journalists, non-governmental organisations of dubious status in our midst, 

and sanctimonious prelates.”43 Mugabe’s likening of the Catholic Bishops to the biblical 

Jeremiah shows how he perceived anyone speaking against him as an enemy of the state. This 

political stance shaped the government’s position on drought and access to food in the region 

during Gukurahundi.  

 

Combined with politics, the vulnerability of peasants was exacerbated by the economic 

conditions. The 1980 to 1981 pricing of maize at the Grain Marketing Board (GMB) persuaded 

peasants to sell more produce to the state-owned board thereby affecting grain storage at 

household level. Gaidzanwa notes that the maize buying price at GMB rose in 1980 from Z$85 

to Z$120 per tonne and this, coupled with good rains led to increased production as well as 

increased maize tonnage sold to the board.44 Gaidzanwa further stress that peasants found it 

more economically viable to sell their maize to the GMB and in turn get income to buy basic 

food commodities, hence when the drought occurred in 1982 they did not have enough grain 

reserves.45 Under normal circumstances, this could not have led to a disastrous situation as the 

state holding enough grain to feed the nation could distribute relief to its citizens. When drought 

occurred in 1982, the GMB had over 2.5 million metric tonnes of maize in its possession, 

enough to feed the nation for two seasons without the need to import.46 However, the 

politicization of drought and food aid by the state made some people more vulnerable to the 

catastrophe than others.  

 

Unlike in other parts of the country where the state extended drought relief, albeit on a 

patronage basis, in Midlands and Matabeleland the state simply denied citizens access to food 

relief. In 1984, at the peak of the 1982-1984 drought, the state employed a food embargo in 

Matabeleland South where movement of food in the region was restricted, stores closed, and 

donors were denied he right to supply the region with food.47 Although the food restriction was 

not a documented state policy, it was a lived experience in the Matabeleland south, as my oral 

 
43 Prime Minister Robert Mugabe quoted in the state controlled newspaper, The Chronicle, 6 April 1983.   
44 Gaidzanwa, “Drought and the food crisis in Zimbabwe”, 251. See also The Agricultural Marketing Authority 

Annual Reports, 1980-1985. The reports show the pricing system at GMB during the time demonstrating when 

GMB would announce the pricing system for a particular season.  
45 Gaidzanwa, “Drought and the food crisis in Zimbabwe”, 251. 
46 Agricultural Marketing Authority Annual Report, 1983, 7.  
47 The Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace in Zimbabwe, Breaking the Silence, 68.  
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history investigation established. The Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace in Zimbabwe 

(CCJP) recorded cases of the state ruthlessly denying people access to food. The situation in 

Matabeleland during this time confirms the idea of weaponisation of food in conflict regions. 

A similar situation occurred when Eritrea was fighting for its Independence from Ethiopia. It 

is documented that during the war, in 1985 the Ethiopian government withheld food from 

people in Tigray whom it perceived as sympathisers of The Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front 

party.48 In Matabeleland communities, even sharing food with starving people in the 

community would instigate punishment from state officials, yet it has been part of community 

survival for long.49 Interviewees in Gwanda confirmed this forced starvation, recalling that the 

1984 drought was so intense as they were not allowed free movement, stores were closed and 

sometimes they slept hungry, having gone without any food for the whole day.50 

 

The state’s efforts to deprive ordinary people access to food even extended to denying them 

access to gather food from the forest. Peasants in the Matabeleland region had always tapped 

into nature during droughts and made porridge from the Motopi (Shepherd tree/ Boscia 

Albitrunca) tree root.51 During the 1982-1984 drought, they tried to by-pass the food restriction 

by resorting to nature as they had done before. However, in a shocking case of despotic 

environmentalism, in some areas the army prevented them from foraging. Several interviewees 

remembered that they were punished through beating and torture for gathering and consuming 

the marula fruit. This was integral to the forced starvation by the state. To show how deliberate 

this was, one of the leaders of Gukurahundi was quoted bragging at a meeting in Gwanda 

saying: 

You are going to eat eggs, after eggs hens, after hens goats, after goats cattle. 

Then you shall eat cats, dogs and donkeys. Then you are going to eat your 

children. After that you shall eat your wives. Then the men will remain, and 

because dissidents have guns, they will kill the men and only dissidents will 

remain. That’s when we will find the dissidents.52 

 

 
48 ‘Evil Days. 30 Years of War and Famine in Ethiopia’, An Africa Watch Report, (September 1991), 198 
49 Interview with Mr. Ndlovu, 21 December 2019, Gungwe village, Gwanda district.  
50 I interviewed (with the aid of a research assistant) 26 people in Gwanda district, 19 of them in Gungwe village 

and 7 in Mangweni village. The interviews were carried out in December 2019. The interviewer targeted old 

people many of them above the age of 70. The participants remembered drought experiences since around 1947. 

Conversations around drought during the Gukurahundi genocide made them prefer anonymity, hence they are 

cited here using pseudonyms.  
51 See Chapter Four of this thesis.  
52 The Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace in Zimbabwe, Breaking the Silence, 96.  
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This shows the deliberate efforts of the state to dehumanize targeted people by forcing them to 

eat tabooed food. Clearly, the aim was to destroy societies by ensuring that they starve and do 

not get any alternative source of food until cannibalism is the only option.  

 

About 400 000 civilians fell victim to “state induced hunger” as the CCJP described it.53 This 

huge number of forced starvations shows that during this period of mass killings, the state also 

perpetrated mass starvations. Jenny Edkins postulates that mass starvations are usually a “result 

of deliberate actions by people who can see what the consequences of those actions will be.”54 

The genocide, therefore, had many faces, from direct torture and killings to mass starvations. 

This demonstrates that drought and hunger are not a footnote in the Gukurahundi story but a 

main component of the genocide. Musemwa describes a similar situation in the urban areas 

regarding access to water as “human-induced scarcities.”55 In the case of water supply in the 

city of Bulawayo, Musemwa argues that in as much as low rainfall played a role in causing 

water scarcity, anthropogenic reasons were at the core of the water problem in Bulawayo 

between 1980 and 1994.56 The conflict in the region interrupted water development projects in 

the city, which at many times had to suspended either due to insecurity on the part of Bulawayo 

City Council or for political reasons by the central government.57 To this end, Musemwa 

reckons that the government used water as a weapon for political control.58 The post-

independence government, therefore, politicized drought and forced people in Midlands and 

Matabeleland to starve by denying them access to food. 

 

Of course, the state denied inducing hunger, deploying propaganda instead. For example, The 

CCJP records cases where stores were not allowed to sell maize meal. To enforce this, the army 

took over the regional depot of National Foods Company, a GMB affiliated food processing 

company, and ensured that maize meal was not distributed in stores.59 In cases where stores 

had maize meal, it was only for a few hours. There were several instances where such stores 

were only opened for propaganda purposes, with people waiting the whole day for the shop to 

 
53 The Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace in Zimbabwe, Breaking the Silence, 96. 
54 Jenny Edkins, “The criminalization of mass starvations. From natural disaster to crime against humanity”, in S. 

Devereux (ed.), The New Famines. Why famines persist in an era of globalization, (London: Routledge, 2007), 

61. 
55 Musemwa, “Disciplining a ‘Dissident’ City”, 238-254.  
56 Musemwa, “Disciplining a ‘Dissident’ City”, 238-254. 
57 Muchaparara Musemwa, Water, History and Politics in Zimbabwe. Bulawayo’s struggles with the environment, 

1894-2008, (Trenton: Africa World Press, 2014), 96. 
58 Musemwa, “Disciplining a ‘Dissident’ City”, 238-254. 
59 The Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace in Zimbabwe, Breaking the Silence, 69. 
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be opened only for three hours in which maize meal was not sold.60 The same was done to deny 

the existence of the food prohibition to the international community. Dube argues that the state 

would at times present cases of “happy villagers” receiving maize meal under drought relief 

just for propaganda purposes.61 My own oral history research shows that beneficiaries of this 

paraded ‘Potemkin’ drought relief were at times followed during the night and disposed of the 

maize distributed during the day.62 This was observed by some people who chose to break 

curfew during the night to seek food from fellow villagers, only to find destroyed bags of maize 

thrown in the road with maize scattered everywhere.63 The food embargo, therefore was a 

purposeful strategy by the state to inflict pain and hunger on the people of Matabeleland south 

during the 1984 drought.  

 

Coupled with the food restriction was the establishment of detention camps. Those put in 

detention camps were mainly ex-ZIPRA members, PF-ZAPU officials, schoolchildren, the 

elderly as well as men and women randomly picked from the communities accused of 

supporting the ‘dissidents.’64 The effect of confinement was that it prevented ordinary people 

from working in their fields. The state deliberately stopped people from working in their fields 

as a way of forcing them to starve. The army occasionally even broke down fences and allowed 

cattle to graze the few crops that might have survived drought.65 Furthermore, people were 

tortured and forced out of their fields on accusations of supporting ‘dissidents’, as my oral 

research revealed.66 Some of those who resisted were killed in the fields, resulting in the 

establishment of ‘sacred fields’,67 which still exist – as my interlocutors noted.68 Identifying 

certain areas in the fields as sacred was a way of grieving and paying respect to family or 

community members who would have been murdered.69 This affected the cultivation of such 

areas thereby contributing to food shortage. This, among many other aspects of Gukurahundi, 

makes the genocide have long lasting effects existing to date. For the Mugabe government, 

 
60 “Gukurahundi- The Full Documentary: A Genocidal Massacre of Civilians”, Panorama, BBC, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=boK7TKs9zOg  
61 Dube, “Gukurahundi Remembered”, 1-13.  
62 Interview with Mr. Ndlovu, 21 December 2019, Gungwe village, Gwanda district.  
63 Interview with Mr. Nyathi, Mangweni village, 21 December 2019, Gungwe village, Gwanda district. 
64 “Gukurahundi- The Full Documentary: A Genocidal Massacre of Civilians”, Panorama, BBC, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=boK7TKs9zOg 
65 Interview with Mr. Mathe aged 72, 20 December 2019. Gungwe village, Gwanda. 
66 Interview with Mr. Moyo, 21 December 2019, Gungwe village, Gwanda district. 
67 Sacred fields are fields where one or more people were killed whilst working in the fields. Out of respect for 

the dead the survivors chose not to till the field again and treat it as a cemetery.  
68 Interview with Mr. Nyathi, Mangweni village, 21 December 2019, Gungwe village, Gwanda district. 
69 Interview with Mr. Nyathi, Mangweni village, 21 December 2019, Gungwe village, Gwanda district. 
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therefore, drought between 1980 and 1987 became a useful tool to extend political hegemony 

in Matabeleland and Midlands.  

 

Immediately after the signing of the Unity Accord in December 1987,70 charity organisations 

such as Christian Care embarked on a wide range of projects aimed at rebuilding livelihoods. 

In Matabeleland south, Christian care set up projects such as Ingwezi Communal Project in 

Plumtree where the organisation drilled seven boreholes in the district and encouraged the 

surrounding communities to set up small gardens.71 Such initiatives by Christian Care were not 

limited to areas affected by the genocide but spread across all provinces in the country. 

However, in Matabeleland South, some people attest to the significance of Christian Care 

assistance as having played a significant role in their post-genocide rehabilitation efforts.72 

 

Outside the region affected by Gukurahundi, food for drought relief was distributed along 

partisan lines as a way of ensuring continued political dominance. Munemo notes that ZANU 

party officials at village level took over the control of selection of beneficiaries during the 

1982-1984 drought.73 They would often ask for party membership cards as part of the selection 

criteria and such meetings were characterized by ZANU slogans hailing Robert Mugabe.74 In 

Mberengwa, villagers remembered cases where simply not being able to recite the slogan 

would disqualify one from receiving food relief.75 When the 1986-1987 drought occurred, the 

political situation was becoming stable in the Matabeleland and Midlands region, and in other 

provinces ZANU had exerted dominance. So the nature of drought support shifted from free 

food based to labour-based drought relief, a feature which was to dominate state response to 

drought in 1992 and beyond. The events of 1980-1987 in the Gukurahundi affected areas and 

beyond left a legacy of the ZANU government’s response to drought that has existed to date. 

It marked the politicization of drought in Zimbabwe where drought relief became a tool to 

control people and in cases of strong opposition, forced starvation becomes the choice.  

 
70 The Unity Accord was a political settlement between ZANU and PF ZAPU that marked the end of the genocide 

as well as the merging of the two political parties into ZANU PF . See Alexander, “The Noisy Silence of 

Gukurahundi”,1-23. 
71 NAZ, MS1194, Christian Care Matabeleland Committee Report to the National Executive Meeting, 15 October 

1988. 
72 Interview Mr. Nyathi, Mangweni village, 21 December 2019, Gungwe village, Gwanda district. 
73 Munemo, Domestic Politics and Drought Relief in Africa, 97. 
74 Munemo, Domestic Politics and Drought Relief in Africa, 97. See also Terence M. Mashingaidze, “The food 

security conflict nexus in Zimbabwe: A historical analysis of everyday experiences, 1980-2008”, Journal of 

African Security Studies, Vol. 1, No. 1 (2013), 1-18.   
75 Interview with Musaigwa Gwate, 9 January 2020, Dhaka village, Mberengwa district.  
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The state and the broader Zimbabwean experience with the 1992 drought. 

Five years later, another drought hit. The 1992 drought considered the worst in human 

memory76, occurred at a time the country was implementing the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF) and World Bank sponsored ESAP. The economic blueprint involved restructuring the 

Zimbabwean economy from a pseudo-socialist to a market-oriented economy.77 It sought to 

solve the budget deficit and government excessive expenditure problems.78 The impact of this 

wholesome change to the economy and the outbreak of drought created a drought-ESAP nexus 

where the economic policy impacted drought response and drought affected the 

implementation of the economic policy. Within this drought-ESAP connection, government’s 

response to the 1992 drought exposed various challenges such as poor planning, the land 

question and corruption and profiteering by milling companies. It is within these circumstances 

that people across the country had to cope with the catastrophe.  The meteorological nature of 

the 1991-1992 drought is shown in  

Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4: Monthly rainfall patterns, 1991-1992 season 

 
76 My interviewees both in Mberengwa and Gwanda perceived the 1992 drought as the worst before the year 2000, 

based on the impact of the drought. They attested that the hardships they faced during the drought were 

unprecedented. Moreover, the meteorological records show that in terms of rainfall amount, it was indeed the 

worst ever experienced during the twentieth century, see Table 1. Some scholars also make the same 

observation, see for instance Mafu, ‘The 1991-1992 Zimbabwean drought and some religious reactions’, 288-

308. 
77 For an in-depth analysis of the background, implementation and impact of ESAP see, Alois Mlambo, The 

Structural Adjustment Programme. The case of Zimbabwe, 1990-1995, (Harare: University of Zimbabwe Press, 

1997); Alois S. Mlambo, “Towards an analysis of the IMF Structural Adjustment Programmes in Sub-Saharan 

Africa (SSA): The case of Zimbabwe 1990-94”, Africa Development, Vol. 20, No. 2 (1995), 77-98; Alois S. 

Mlambo and Evelyn S. Pangeti, Zimbabwe: A history of manufacturing, 1890-1995, (Harare, University of 

Zimbabwe Press, 2000); Rupak Chattopadhyay, “Zimbabwe: Structural Adjustment, destitution and food 

insecurity”, Review of African political economy, Vol. 27, No. 84 (2000), 307-316.  
78 Mlambo, “Towards an analysis of the IMF Structural Adjustment Programmes in Sub-Saharan”, 77-98.  
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Source: Meteorological Service Department of Zimbabwe.79 

 

As shown in  

Figure 4 the country received very low rainfall at the beginning of the season in October, 

receiving 16mm against normal monthly average of 26mm.80 The amount fairly increased in 

November reaching 60.3mm against a normal average of 78mm and in December it slightly 

dropped to 85.31mm against an average of 140mm.81 The critical months of January and 

February received very low rainfall amounts, 72.42 and 15.76 against normal average of 161 

and 137 respectively.82 The fall in rainfall amount received in the crucial months of January 

and February was critical as this is the time when crops like maize start tasseling, a stage when 

the maize crop produces pollen for pollination to take place. As a result, an entire crop was 

written off in many parts of the country. In total, the country received 335,31mm of rainfall, 

representing 50.63% of the normal rainfall, making 1992 the worst drought in the century.83  

 

Faced with such a devastating countrywide drought in 1992, Robert Mugabe invoked 

Presidential Powers to declare the drought a national disaster on 6 March 1992. The drought 

 
79 NAZ, GEN/ZIM, President R.G. Mugabe’s Drought Assessment Tours 1992-93. 
80 Chamunoda Zambuko, “Climate issues and facts: Zimbabwe”, Zimbabwe Meteorological Services Department, 

(2012), https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Emergency 

Telecommunications/Documents/Zambabwe_2011/Climate%20Issues%20and%20Facts-%20Zimbabwe%20-

%20Dept%20of%20Met.pdf  
81 Zambuko, “Climate issues and facts: Zimbabwe”. 
82 NAZ, GEN/ZIM, President R.G. Mugabe’s Drought Assessment Tours 1992-93. 
83 NAZ, GEN/ZIM, President R.G. Mugabe’s Drought Assessment Tours 1992-93. 
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was so severe in Manicaland, Masvingo, Matabeleland North and South and parts of Midlands 

where grain crops failed at tasseling stage.84 In terms of livestock, my interviewees from 

Mberengwa and Gwanda remembered that the drought was so severe that it killed what they 

considered the most drought resistant stock of all – donkeys. Overall, it is estimated that 

communal farmers across the country lost more than a million-herd livestock to drought.85 

Having declared the drought a national disaster, the government set up a national committee to 

mobilise resources, with similar structures set at provincial level as well. Within this national 

committee, there were sub-committees like planning sub-committee chaired by the Minister of 

Finance, transport and logistics presided over by the Minister of Transport and Energy, drought 

relief chaired by the Minister of Public Services, Labour and Social Welfare, distribution sub-

committee presided over by the Minister of Lands, Agriculture and Water Development, 

national action and power and the public works programme sub-committees both chaired by 

the minister of Local Government, Rural and Urban Development and the co-ordination sub-

committee chaired by the Minister of Industry and Commerce. The last time a committee of 

this nature was set up is in 1947 when the worst drought of the colonial period occurred. The 

National Drought Relief Committee of 1947 became the basis of drought response throughout 

the colonial period. Unlike the 1947 committee, which was leaner86 the 1992 committee was 

characterized by a huge bureaucratic structure cutting across the whole cabinet. Instead of 

setting up few sub-committees based on essential logistics in the drought relief programme, the 

1992 committee sought to involve as many ministries in the national committee as possible 

through sub-committees. For instance, the sub-committee responsible for allocation and 

distribution of grain comprised of six ministries- Ministries of Lands, Agriculture and Water 

Development; Public Service, Labour and Social Welfare; Local Government, Urban and Rural 

Development; Home Affairs; Transport and Energy and Health and Child Welfare, as well as 

four other organisations- Confederation of Zimbabwe Industries, Zimbabwe Farmers Union, 

Zimbabwe National Chamber of Commerce and National Association of NGOs.87 Such a bulge 

task-force might reflect signs of cronyism in the administration. Sadly, this was happening at 

a time the ESAP sought to address the byzantine bureaucracy throttling effective policy with 

red tape.  

 

 
84 ‘1992 Report on the Drought Disaster’, Parliamentary Debates, 20 July 1994, 189.  
85 ‘1992 Report on the Drought Disaster’, Parliamentary Debates, 20 July 1994, 192. 
86 See Chapter Four of this thesis. 
87 NAZ, GEN/ZIM, President R.G. Mugabe’s Drought Assessment Tours 1992-93. 
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The predominant drought relief strategy employed by the government in 1992 targeted the 

peasantry in rural areas. Unlike in the early 1980s when the state had largely relied on 

distribution of free grain as drought relief (in areas outside Midlands and Matabeleland), in 

1992 the state opted for labour-based drought relief programme commonly referred to as food 

for work. This approach can be traced back to the colonial period where government advanced 

grain to African peasants during drought on condition that they sign labour contracts. However, 

the post-colonial labour-based food relief required peasants to do public works in their 

respective communities. Munemo argues that the choice of type of relief between free and 

labour based was decided by the security of incumbents.88 He further asserts that the nature of 

the task faced by the government in 1992 led many to assume that it was going to choose free 

food-based drought relief, but political stability made it opt for labour-based relief.89 However, 

the shift from free issues to labour based drought relief can based be explained in terms of the 

economic conditions prevailing during the time. Unlike the highly subsidized economy of the 

1980s, the 1992 drought occurred when the country was pursuing tight financial regulations.90 

A combination of the severity of drought and the structural adjustment policies forced the 

government to pursue labour-based relief. Munemo’s argument is further short down by the 

fact that even during the labour-based drought relief programmes of 1992, patronage and power 

consolidation characterised food distribution. The peasants, therefore, found themselves in 

more or less the same situation as they faced in the colonial period where all able-bodied men 

should go out to work in return for advances of food to their families.91 However, the post-

colonial nature of drought relief did not target peasants as potential labour for mines, farms and 

government, but was a form of public works in which people worked to “develop” their 

respective communities. 

 

Although this seemed more equitable, the type of projects undertaken during the public works 

programmes exposed state’s poor planning. The government stated that projects involved in 

the public works included gully reclamation, fencing, brick making, road construction and 

nutrition gardens.92 However, Members of Parliament from different parts of the country 

complained that some of the projects carried out were futile. For example, the Member of 

 
88 Munemo, Domestic Politics and Drought Relief in Africa, 106-107.  
89 Munemo, Domestic Politics and Drought Relief in Africa, 107. 
90 Benson, “Drought and the Zimbabwe Economy, 1980-1993”, 266. 
91 NAZ, N3/11/1-3, Report on Scarcity of Food Supplies Among Natives in The Victoria Circle- 14th June 2012. 
92 Government of Zimbabwe, The Drought Relief and Recovery Programme, 1992/1993, cited in Munemo, 

Domestic Politics and Drought Relief in Africa, 106. 
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Parliament for Mutare South constituency, Lazarus Nzarayebani, observed that in one of the 

wards people were filling some potholes with sand as part of road construction under the public 

works programme.93 In Mberengwa, villagers remembered that part of the projects they carried 

out involved fencing their grazing areas, a maintenance of the colonial era’s 1930s 

centralization policy demarcating grazing from arable areas. This was at a time peasant in 

drought-stricken areas were desperate for more land to ensure proper rearing of livestock as a 

drought mitigation measure. Despite public works being a good idea, on paper, therefore, the 

implementation was a failure. Arguably, a more comprehensive food-for-work programme 

could have focused on sustainable projects to make communities resilient to droughts.  

 

The state’s poor planning also manifested in grain import, storage and distribution. Munemo 

notes that the country imported over 2.4 million metric tonnes of food between January 1992 

and April 1993.94 This gobbled over Z$700 million of state funds.95 However, without 

underestimating the severity of the 1992 drought, the fact that in 1991 there had been 

discussions concerning grain production should have alerted responsible authorities to plan. In 

April 1991, the president of Commercial Farmers Union (CFU), A. F. Thompson, alerted the 

nation that there was a crisis and maize production was drastically reduced.96 He warned that 

there were “serious indications that Zimbabweans might be forced to import maize next year, 

a situation which could be unacceptable to a country considered to be the granary of Southern 

and Central Africa.”97 The fall in maize production was a direct result of ESAP that changed 

the lavish pricing of grain at GMB. Thompson lamented that there was no incentive to grow 

maize by 1991.98 The producer price of maize at GMB fell from an average of $224 during the 

1980-1989 decade to $125 during the 1990-1999 decade.99 However, the GMB dismissed 

reports of grain production crisis. The then chairman of GMB, Cephas Msipa denied reports of 

grain shortage and assured the nation that GMB had 200 000 tonnes of maize in reserve and 

delivery of maize to the board would traditionally increase in August.100 This was at a time the 

nation required an estimated one million tonnes of maize per year.101 The dismissal of an 

existing production crisis cannot be solely blamed on the GMB alone but the parent ministry 

 
93 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 11 March 1992, 4 299.  
94 Munemo, Domestic Politics and Drought Relief in Africa, 106. 
95 1992 Report on the Drought Disaster, Parliamentary Debates, 20 July 1994, 192. 
96 The Herald, 11 April 1991.  
97 The Herald, 11 April 1991. 
98 The Herald, 11 April 1991. 
99 Agricultural Marketing Authority, Annual Report, 2000, 2. 
100 The Herald, 26 June 1991.  
101 The Herald, 26 June 1991. 
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too. The Ministry of Lands, Agriculture and Water Development was responsible for ensuring 

that there was an incentive for farmers to increase production but ignored the warning from 

CFU.  

 

Poor planning resulted in logistical challenges. Despite the existence of a transport and logistics 

sub-committee under the national drought relief committee, logistical challenges marred the 

coordination of drought relief. At some point, it was reported that it took more than two months 

to transport maize that was purchased from South Africa.102 Such negligence from different 

ministries like Agriculture and Transport angered one parliamentarian, Stephen Vuma who 

declared that 

 “We must be realistic here that the drought we are talking about is not the 

drought because of rains, it is the failure of administration, failure of 

Government, for those Ministries concerned…it is not true that it is a drought 

we are talking about today, but it is the drought of the Ministries concerned that 

have failed to see, that have lied before the drought that there was enough food 

stuff in stock…”103  

 

Vuma’s sentiments clearly describe the relationship between drought, a natural phenomenon 

and human action to produce a drought disaster. 

 

This ‘drought of ministries’ further manifested in the fact that by 1994, two seasons after the 

drought, there were still 40 million tonnes of yellow maize imported in 1992.104 The maize was 

no longer saleable as it rotted and became unsuitable for human consumption. This was a result 

of poor planning and incompetence considering that maize allocation for public works reached 

a low of five kilogrammes per person, which was inadequate. The post-genocide drought, 

therefore, saw a rise in incompetence as well as continuation of patronage. 

 

If the 1982-84 and 1986-87 droughts were characterised by deliberate genocide, the 1992 

drought was characterized by patronage and corruption in the state’s drought response strategy. 

Munemo downplays the existence of patronage during the 1992 drought, characterizing the 

period as that of a consolidated food-for-work programme, away from political insulation.105 

 
102 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 11 March 1992, 4 291. 
103 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 11 March 1992, 4 291. 
104 1992 Report on the Drought Disaster, Parliamentary Debates, 20 July 1994, 203. Although the parliamentary 

report cited here shows 40 million tonnes, this figure sounds inflated, perhaps a typing error. It might be 40 000, 

considering that the annual grain requirements of the country during the time were around 1 million tonnes. 
105 Munemo, Domestic Politics and Drought Relief in Africa, 102-107. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



182 
 

However, patronage and corruption have always been a feature of the implementation of 

drought relief in post-independent Zimbabwe. The method and procedure of employing people 

for public works was questioned in Parliament. Sydney Malunga, a Member of Parliament for 

Mpopoma constituency in Bulawayo observed that nepotism and corruption characterized the 

public works program.106 He claimed that in Nyanga, those who selected people to join food 

for work107 had a tendency of selecting friends or relatives.108 Since they had access to food 

earmarked for the public works programme, they would also hoard it and sell.109 A report tabled 

before the parliament in 1994 on how the drought was handled exposed that there were cases 

where “food did not reach the far end people who at times were not given sufficient food 

because of their political affiliation…”110 The government was complicit in this as it failed to 

track down reports on patronage and corruption. Despite political stability, Members of 

Parliament from the former PF-ZAPU often complained that when one criticized government 

and speak about such issues, they were labelled an opponent of the government, and often 

called a member of the newly established political party, Zimbabwe Unity Movement (ZUM) 

that was led by Edgar Tekere who had rebelled against ZANU-PF.111 The challenges faced in 

the implementation of drought response were, therefore, largely politically motivated.  

 

The drought-ESAP connection rendered peasants vulnerable to drought, at the same time 

affecting the implementation of ESAP. The economic reforms brought about by ESAP 

precipitated hardship to the general populace. Benson argues that certain aspects of ESAP 

worsened the impact of drought and affected the efficacy of drought response.112 Closely 

related to drought, ESAP caused a rapid increase in the price of food and other basics, and the 

removal of subsidies in education and health, which made life in general difficult.113 This 

resulted in massive shortage shortages of basic commodities such as sugar, cooking oil and 

maize meal in shops on the market as hoarding became common. Access to food became 

 
106 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 11 March 1992, 4 291. 
107 Those responsible for selection were aligned to the ZANU-PF political party, which at this point was now a 

combination of PF-ZAPU and ZANU. Despite the coalition, the former ZANU dominated parliament and 

councils, and patronage and nepotism continued although not as pronounced as in the previous decade.  
108 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 11 March 1992, 4 291. 
109 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 11 March 1992, 4 291. 
110 1992 Report on the Drought Disaster, Parliamentary Debates, 20 July 1994, 219. 
111 See President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 11 March 1992 and 26 March 1992. 
112 Benson, “Drought and the Zimbabwe Economy, 1980-1993”, 266.  
113 Chattopadhyay, “Zimbabwe: Structural Adjustment, destitution and food insecurity”, 307-316.  
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difficult for those with and without money.114 Writing in the role of agricultural cooperatives 

in ensuring food security, Kusena argues that the policy shift from a socialist experiment of the 

1980s to ESAP collapsed the cooperatives and wiped the little gains that had been achieved.115 

The general hardships presented by ESAP, together with drought, resulted in pleas to suspend 

certain tenets of ESAP particularly in the health and education sector. Having experienced 

subsidized education and healthcare services, people now clamoured for the return of a socialist 

approach temporarily as part of drought relief. During that time, school fees were ranging from 

$50 to $150 at government owned rural and urban secondary schools and up to $600 at mission 

schools.116 This was at a time the Poverty Datum Line was pegged at Z$762 for a family of 

five117 and average incomes were estimated at Z$907 in the urban areas and half of that in rural 

areas.118 There were calls for the government to scrap school fees and hospital fees in the hope 

that struggling workers in urban areas and peasants in rural areas would divert that money to 

buy food.119 At the same time, drought was considered a hinderance to the implementation of 

ESAP. The severity of drought diverted huge amount of money to drought relief, thereby 

rendering ESAP “non-viable.”120 ESAP, therefore, created an unprecedented socio-economic 

structure that shaped the impact of drought in 1992. 

   

Table 6: Drought Food Relief Operations, January to November 1992 

Month No. of people 

requesting 

grain 

No. of people 

considered 

for grain 

distribution 

Tonnage 

distributed 

No. of 

people fed 

Official 

ration/person 

(in KGs) 

January 2 091 827 1 301 187 9 246.51 873 118 10 

February 2 322 191 1 295 490 10 983.72 1 110 724 10 

March 2 370 783 1 108 121 10 546.99 1 013 995 10 

 
114 Parliamentarians complained about queues at shops all over urban areas where people were looking for food 

and supermarkets often had limited quantities. Some parliamentarians bemoaned that if they, as popular 

politicians, could not access food and were often forced to queue for the little that was available, how about the 

ordinary citizen. See the debates on the motion: President’s drought declaration in Parliamentary Debates 1 

March 1992, 24 March 1992, 26 March 1992, 31 March 1992 and 1 April 1992. 
115 Kusena, ‘Rural Food Security in Mutare District, Zimbabwe, 1947-2010’, 154. 
116 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 26 March 1992, 4 891. 
117 Nazneen Kanji, “Gender, poverty and economic adjustment in Harare, Zimbabwe”, Environment and 

Urbanization, Vol. 7, No. 1 (1995), 40. 
118 Deborah Potts and Chris Mutambirwa, “Basics are now a luxury: Perceptions of structural adjustment’s impact 

on rural and urban areas in Zimbabwe”, Environment and Urbanization, Vol. 10, No. 1 (1998), 60. 
119 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 26 March 1992, 4 891. 
120 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 11 March 1992, 4 286. 
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April 2 804 582 2 051 557 13 996.45 1 503 180 10 

May 3 526 633 1 948 222 16 437.70 1 677 265 10 

June 4 030 097 2 648 402 25 451.08 2 606 748 10 

July 4 477 718 3 400 000 49 743.95 3 979 534 15 

August 4 697 123 2 533 007 21 327.33 2 540 748 15 

September 5 098 486 5 098 486 29 118.70 4 875 533 5 

October 5 399 480 5 399 480         -       - 5 

November 5 600 000 5 100 000         -       - 

 

5 

Source: Ministry of Public Service, Labour and Social Welfare.121 

 

As shown in Table 6, the number of people in need of food aid between January and March 

was increasing at a slow rate, most likely because many people still had grain from the previous 

harvest in their household granaries. Beginning in April, the normal harvest month, the number 

of people in need of food aid as well as that of grain distributed rose sharply showing the 

severity of drought. The demand for grain doubled the April figures by July, forcing the 

government to make its highest distribution in terms of quantity, as well as increasing the 

official ration per person from 10 to 15KGs. However, demand continued to rise, forcing the 

government to reduce the official ration per person to a mere 5KGs in order to meet demand. 

The government announced that from September, it could only sustain a maximum of 30 000 

tonnes per month, a quantity that was sufficient to feed up to 6million people at the rate of 

5kgs/month/person.122 The fact that GMB was reported to be holding thousands of tonnes of 

yellow maize by 1994, yet rations had been drastically reduced to meet demand by end of 1992, 

shows poor planning on its part. 

 

The business of drought: profiteering during 1992 drought 

The 1992 drought created a class of profiteering millers and ‘big’ businesses. The drought 

became an opportunity for businesses to trade maize meal at exorbitant prices at the expense 

of the suffering majority. This was enabled by the existing environment where the government 

acquired maize through the GMB, and millers were the only traders allowed to get the maize 

at subsidized prices. Within this environment, millers often partnered with big businesses to 

 
121 NAZ, GEN/ZIM, President R.G. Mugabe’s Drought Assessment Tours 1992-93. 
122 NAZ, GEN/ZIM, President R.G. Mugabe’s Drought Assessment Tours 1992-93. 
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make huge profits from the huge demand. There were reports that when communal traders 

approached millers in the cities to buy maize meal for sale back in communal areas, they were 

often neglected, and priority was given to big businesses like supermarkets in urban areas.123 

The impact was that food shortages sprouted in rural areas. In cases where millers supplied 

maize meal in rural areas, there were often tip offs with big businesses in urban areas who 

would immediately follow up and hoard from the communal traders at growth points and in 

communal areas. A case in point is at Murombedzi growth point in March 1992 when a milling 

company supplied maize meal at small shops and within some few hours a business owner 

from Harare arrived and bought all of it and returned to the city.124 In such a situation, even 

rural dwellers with money could not easily access food. As Sabina Mugabe, a Murombedzi 

parliamentarian, yelled, “all the shops were left empty. They are empty now.”125 It is out such 

experiences that Kufakurinani states the economic reforms brought by ESAP proved disastrous 

to the economy, although a few elites accrued huge benefits.126  

 

In Mutare, close to the Mozambican border, business owners teamed with millers to get maize 

meal and export to Mozambique at higher prices compared to Zimbabwe. It was established 

that these business owners arranged with millers in provinces outside Manicaland, one of them 

being Victoria Milling Company from Masvingo which supplied them with maize meal.127 The 

Victoria Milling Company itself had a tendency of short-changing customers by producing 

only roller-meal128 type of maize meal and avoid specifying on the label, then charge a higher 

price.129 There was clear manifestation of colonial legacy in the way in which millers and 

traders operated. During the colonial period, traders were rarely regulated by the government 

in terms of where and how they operated. They got maize from the government and were 

considered the linkage between the government and the African peasantry who intended to 

purchase grain. Both colonial traders and post-colonial millers and traders perceived drought 

as an opportunity for profiteering. These experiences in post-colonial period were bitterly 

ironic since the government had been expected to redress injustices of white minority rule, not 

 
123 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 31 March 1992, 4 978. 
124 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 31 March 1992, 4 978. 
125 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 31 March 1992, 4 978. 
126 Ushehwedu Kufakurinani, “Political History of Zimbabwe since 1980”, Oxford Research Encyclopedias in 

African History, (2021), 6. 
127 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 31 March 1992, 4 990. 
128 Roller-meal is a type of maize meal. Maize meal is classified according to level of refining. In Zimbabwe, 

common classes of maize meal include roller-meal, pearlenta refined and pearlenta super refined. 
129 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 31 March 1992, 4 990-4 991. 
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exacerbate them. The failure to address such issues lay in corruption and incompetence at the 

very core of the state.  

“Our gold is our cattle. We cannot live without cattle”: Peasant experiences during the 

1992 drought. 

In terms of total maize production output, peasants in the communal areas were the worst hit 

by the 1992 drought. Table 2 below shows the maize production trends in the different farming 

sectors between 1980 and 1992. 

 

Table 7: Zimbabwe Maize Production by Sector- 1980-1992 

Year Large-Scale 

Commercial 

Farmers 

Small-Scale 

Commercial Farmers 

Communal and 

Resettlement 

Farmers 

Total 

 Cultivate

d area 

(‘000) 

Tonnes 

produce

d (‘000) 

Cultivate

d area 

(‘000) 

Tonnes 

produced 

(‘000) 

Cultivate

d area 

(‘000) 

Tonnes 

produce

d (‘000) 

Cultivate

d area 

(‘000) 

Tonnes 

produced 

(‘000) 

1981 218 887 32 38 900 700 1 159 1 655 

1982 287 1 713 39 97 1 114 957 1 140 2 767 

1983 262 1 121 46 70 1 100 595 1 408 1 786 

1984 223 576 49 23 1 050 285 1 322 884 

1985 190 817 30 12 1 136 454 1 322 1 283 

1986 200 1 180 40 68 1 188 1 712 1 428 2 960 

1987 200 1 113 40 64 1 074 1 348 1 314 2 545 

1988 110 440 37 26 1 021 518 1 168 984 

1989 115 556 33 50 1 088 1 111 1 126 1 717 

1990 136 643 42 89 971 1 263 1 149 1 993 

1991 125 497 50 70 926 1 019 1 101 1 586 

1992 119 239 34 7 728 115 881 362 

Source: Agricultural Marketing Authority of Zimbabwe, Annual Report, 1993. 

 

As shown in  

Table 7, access to land remained a major obstacle to increased production in communal areas, 

just as it was in the colonial. Thus, productivity often fell drastically during drought as 
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witnessed in 1992 when both communal and resettled farmers produced a meagre 115 000 

tonnes of maize.130  

Yet with drastically reduced total output, the government response was never enough to feed 

the general population as shown by the dwindling rations from 15kgs to 5kgs per person per 

month as shown in Table 6. However, generally it has been praised for playing a critical role 

in ensuring that the worst drought in human memory did not turn into the worst famine.131 

Within the failures and successes of the state lie the experiences of the rural populace who eked 

a living either within the provisions of the state or by their personal and communal innovations. 

My oral history investigations established that beyond participating in public works to get food, 

peasants also looked for alternative sources of food for themselves and their livestock, although 

more than a million of livestock died. Cattle being central to their lifestyles, peasants could not 

watch helplessly as their precious commodity and symbol of wealth perish. In Mberengwa, 

some villagers took their cattle to as far as Filabusi, Matabeleland south, and grazed their cattle 

along Insiza and Umzingwane Rivers, which had pockets of water and limited pastures 

around.132 Such a drought coping mechanism required endurance and risk as villagers, 

themselves affected by drought and not having adequate food, would travel long distance with 

cattle looking for pastures. On arrival in areas of better pastures, the villagers often left the 

cattle there, risking stock theft, and returned home, only to go and look for their cattle after a 

week or so.133 Leaving the cattle for a week was to avoid straining them walking a long distance 

to and from daily, which would defeat the whole idea of better pastures. In Gwanda, some 

communal farmers relied on nearby commercial farms where they could rent pastures. One 

interviewee indicated that in 1992 their livestock survived by grazing on a nearby farm where 

they paid one cow/ox as grazing fee for the year.134 

 

It is against this livestock rearing experience that communal farmers from drought-stricken 

areas presented their need for more land to the parliament through the parliamentarians. These 

farmers were conscious of the fact that livestock production required more land than they had, 

and they had been perennially vulnerable to droughts due to the racialized colonial land policy. 

 
130 Agricultural Marketing Authority of Zimbabwe, Annual Report, 1993. 
131 Chattopadhyay, “Zimbabwe: Structural Adjustment, destitution and food insecurity”, 307-316. See also 

Benson, “Drought and the Zimbabwe Economy, 1980-1993”, and B. Kinsey, “Dancing with El Nino: Drought, 

the State and the Nutritional Welfare of Rural Children in Zimbabwe”, in H. O’Neil and J. Toye (eds), A World 

Without Famine? New Approaches to Aid and Development, (London: Macmillan Press, 1998) 
132 Interview with Headman Vasengi, 7 January 2020, Vasengi Village, Mberengwa district.  
133 Interview with Headman Vasengi, 7 January 2020, Vasengi Village, Mberengwa district. 
134 Interview with Mr Moyo, 19 December 2019, Gungwe village, Gwanda district.  
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In addition to inadequate land, communal farmers also faced lack of priority from government 

when it comes to the sale of stock feeds during the 1992 drought. It was reported in parliament 

that communal farmers were often told that priority was given to commercial livestock farmers 

due to stockfeed rationing.135 As one representative in parliament insisted “as you know that 

we people in the south, our gold is our cattle. We cannot live without cattle. Can the government 

also do something either by getting some grass for (from) some areas where rains fall like here 

in Harare.”136 This was a short-term challenge. For a long-term solution, such peasants 

expected the government to redistribute land and give them adequate land for livestock 

farming. As the Land Acquisition Bill (which became the Land Acquisition Act, 1992) passed 

through parliament, livestock communal farmers expected a generous distribution of land. One 

parliamentarian, Masiane, from Matabeleland North suggested that 

…we are going to acquire more land since the bill has passed through, we shall 

expect Government to listen to us carefully. We shall expect one family in 

Matabeleland to be given not less than 300 hectares so that the people are not 

going to starve again, so that our cattle are not going to starve to death again. 

But once we propose this to Government, we may be told that is too much land. 

We were born in that area, and we know how many cattle are necessary for one 

family to survive. Therefore, anything less than 300 hectares for one family will 

not enable this family to survive with those cattle…If Government can listen 

and give our people what we demand, definitely our people are not going to die 

next time.137  

 

It is against this background that Mugabe, in his foreword to the ‘President R.G. Mugabe’s 

Drought Assessment Tours 1992-93’ magazine concluded that 

The drought did not just deprive the people of food and water supply but also 

heightened the land question. There was an outcry for the redistribution of land 

to communal farmers as they felt that the shortage of good farmland had 

exposed them to the vagaries of the drought, when compared to their 

counterparts in commercial farming who had vast tracts of under-utilised land 

in some cases.138 

 

Furthermore, communal farmers also sought alternative food for their consumption. Such 

alternative sources depended on geographical location of the people. Since the whole country 

was characterized by food shortages for those with and without money, people staying in 

borderlands often migrated to nearby countries to acquire food. Before the establishment of 

colonial borders, people often interacted and assisted each other in times of disasters like 

 
135 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 26 March 1992, 4 894. 
136 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 26 March 1992, 4 894. 
137 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 26 March 1992, 4 895. 
138 NAZ, GEN/ZIM, President R.G. Mugabe’s Drought Assessment Tours 1992-93. 
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drought based on relations.139 With the establishment of borders, however, it became difficult 

for one to acquire food from a neighbouring country without abiding by import and export 

laws. Many villagers in Hwange and Victoria Falls crossed to Zambia to acquire food and those 

in Plumtree crossed to Botswana too. Even under normal circumstances, villagers in Plumtree 

can go herd cattle in Botswana and return in the evening or travel to work on daily basis.140 

However, during the 1992 drought villagers in these borderland communities faced hardships 

in buying food from neighbouring countries. For example, a Hwange villager who went to 

Zambia and purchased a 20kg bag of maize meal was denied entry back with the bag of maize 

meal in March 1992.141 A similar case was recorded in Plumtree at the border with Botswana. 

All this was based on the Control of Goods Import and Export Commerce Regulations of 1974, 

which declared it illegal to import maize meal of up to 20 kg and above, yet the Zambian and 

Botswana sides of the border allowed the export of such quantities. The people’s experiences, 

therefore, were largely shaped by the laws of day as much as they were shaped by the politics 

of the day.  

 

In areas like Gwanda, the common alternative source of food was to tap from nature. This was 

not a recent invention but a tradition with deep historical roots. Villagers in Gwanda recall that 

in 1992, like in other previous experiences, they resorted to the marula wild fruit, mopane 

worms as the Motopi (Shepherd tree/ Boscia Albitrunca) tree root and strychnos spinosa. Such 

wild fruits and vegetable had provided Africans with starch, vitamins, proteins and natural 

minerals for long142, hence the reliance on them in times of drought was an important 

intervention to curb malnutrition. As demonstrated by V.C. Kwashirai, Africans have long held 

an analogical perception of nature as “a granary, pharmacy, butchery, sources of energy and 

construction material.”143 The human-nature interaction especially during drought years, 

therefore, provided a significant alternative for drought victims at a time the state was either 

incompetent or brutal towards its citizens. A socio-environmental analysis of drought during a 

period when drought was shaped strongly by the politics of the day, contributes the 

historiography of drought in post-independent Zimbabwe. 

 
139 See Luis Silva, “Geography, European colonization and past population dynamics in Africa”, UCD Centre for 

Economic Research, Working Paper Series (WP07/05), 2007. 
140 Informal conversation with Thembani Dube, a resident of Plumtree and lecturer at Stellenbosch University, 

2019.  
141 President’s Drought Declaration, Parliamentary Debates, 31 March 1992, 4 993. 
142 See Vimbai Kwashirai, Green Colonialism in Zimbabwe, 1890-1980, (New York: Cambria Press, 2009). 
143 Vimbai Kwashirai, “Environmental history of Africa”, Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems, 2012, 

http://www.unecefaoiufro.lsu.edu/certificate_eccos/documents/2013Mar/ce13_03.pdf accessed on 18 June 

2021.  
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In parts of Matabeleland provinces, migration mainly to South Africa became the best 

alternative source of survival. This was so because drought had exacerbated the already 

difficult circumstances of continued marginalization as well as ESAP-induced retrenchments. 

Official figures of the number people retrenched nationwide between 1991 and 1992 range 

from 45 000 to 60 000 as per Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Union and Confederation of 

Zimbabwe Industries records.144 The situation was most dire in the areas that had been affected 

by the genocide that ended in 1987. Despite the signing of the Unity Accord to end the 

genocide, there was continued marginalization of the areas in terms of national development. 

By the end of the genocide in 1987, Mugabe himself confirmed the intentional marginalization 

of Matabeleland. He stated that 

Development programmes came to a near standstill…While there was little or 

no development in Matabeleland and part of the Midlands, development went 

ahead in the provinces of Mashonaland, Manicaland and most parts of 

Masvingo and the Midlands. The country was thus divided into two parts of 

unequal development.145 

 

 Even after the Unity Accord, many people in the Matabeleland regions felt marginalized as 

their hopes in development did not materialize.146 Bryan Kauma established that in Matobo 

district, Matabeleland south, perceptions of economic marginalization were based on several 

factors that include a slow pace of economic growth as compared to other districts in the 

country as shown by poor infrastructure development and road and communication 

networks.147 The continued marginalization, together with the two shocks of ESAP and 

drought, forced many youths amongst the Ndebele people to migrate to South Africa as a way 

of survival. My research participants indicate that during the 1992 drought, many of their 

family and community members migrated to South Africa seeking survival. One interviewee 

who left Gwanda in 1992 and returned in 2010 opined that the mass migration of the 1990s and 

2000s has led to the perceived naming of certain areas in Johannesburg, South Africa, after 

locations in Matabeleland region.148 Location names like Nkayi, Tsholotsho, Plumtree and 

Lupane are common amongst such migrants in certain areas of Johannesburg.149 This suggests 

 
144 Kanji, “Gender, poverty and economic adjustment in Harare, Zimbabwe”, 39. 
145 Robert Mugabe, “The Unity Accord: its promise for the future”, in Canaan Banana (ed.), Turmoil and Tenacity. 

Zimbabwe 1890-1990, (Harare: The College Press, 1989), 344. 
146 Musemwa, “Disciplining a ‘Dissident’ City”, 238-254. 
147 Bryan Kauma, ‘An economic study of Matobo District in Zimbabwe, 1980-2016’, (Masters Dissertation: 

University of Zimbabwe, 2016), 2. 
148 Interview with Mr. Nyathi, 21 December 2019, Gungwe village, Gwanda district. 
149 Interview with Mr. Nyathi, 21 December 2019, Gungwe village, Gwanda district. 
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a long history of migration as a result of both state-induced hardships and drought. Vusi Thebe 

confirms this mass migration: “in the absence of state programmes to cushion citizens from 

hardships, people were forced to seek alternative livelihoods outside the country.”150 Peasant 

experiences during drought, therefore, differed from place to place and were shaped by both 

national and local conditions. Drawing on a long history of surviving their own state, in both 

senses of the word, peasants negotiated their way of survival between what the state could offer 

and their own adaptations. 

 

Conclusion  

The chapter explored the post-colonial droughts between 1980 and 1992 in three sections. The 

first section, covering the droughts between 1980 and 1987, focused on the Midlands and 

Matabeleland region because of the unique nature of people’s vulnerability to drought in the 

area. As demonstrated in the chapter, the Gukurahundi genocide carried out by the state in the 

region intensified the impact of drought and the state used drought as part of the Gukurahundi 

strategy. People in the area were forced to starve by the state, which, under normal 

circumstances, would have been assisting them to survive the disaster. As such, the 1980 to 

1987 drought in Midlands and Matabeleland presented a case of forced starvation where people 

were denied access to food from the state, private sources and even nature. Elsewhere, during 

the same time, the state advanced drought relief based on free distribution of food. With the 

distribution of free food, the state extended its patronage hand to ensure political dominance. 

Both cases of the Gukurahundi affected region and outside, therefore, present a case of 

politicization of drought during the first decade of independence. 

  

When the worst drought of the century occurred in 1992, the country was in transition from a 

socialist approach to a market-oriented economy, as well as from a political turmoil to political 

stability. The political and economic conditions of the time shaped the state’s response to the 

1992 drought where it is credited for ensuring that the drought did not result in a widespread 

famine. However, the implementation of drought relief was marred with various challenges 

ranging from a huge bureaucratic administration, corruption, nepotism and negligence. 

Critiques within the government castigated responsible ministries for the shortcomings of the 

 
150 Vusi Thebe, “From South Africa with love: the malayisha system and Ndebele households’ quest for livelihood 

reconstruction in south-western Zimbabwe”, The Journal of Modern African Studies, Vol. 49, No. 4 (2011), 

660. 
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drought relief programme. The criticism levelled against ministries, however, can be viewed 

as criticism of the Mugabe-led government that had consolidated power yet was failing to 

deliver. The drought-ESAP nexus created a difficult environment for both drought response 

and implementation of ESAP reforms. But beyond such challenges, the state’s poor planning 

worsened the situation. As demonstrated in the chapter, by 1994 the state owned GMB had 

millions of tonnes of maize in its reserves, which were imported in 1992 and were no longer 

suitable for human consumption. Such poor oversight by the state created room for opportunist 

businesses, which partnered will millers to exploit drought relief for their own benefit. This is 

the environment within which the majority of African peasant farmers had to survive drought.  

Within the broader framework of what the state provided, and what their traditions and 

imaginations led them to, peasants employed various ways of survival during the 1992 drought. 

The survival methods often focused on livestock, cattle in particular, and alternative sources of 

food from what the government provided. Among the measures implemented by peasants to 

ensure livestock survival, some in Mberengwa travelled long distances to find pastures and 

would often leave their cattle for a week or beyond, yet some in Gwanda rented pastures in 

nearby commercial farms. The strategies employed were largely determined by location. Not 

only did peasants search for alternative pastures for livestock, but they also sought to expand 

their own sources of food beyond the state’s drought relief. 

  

This chapter, therefore, has shown that the immediate post-independent state used droughts to 

consolidate power, thereby failing to employ an adequate drought response strategy. In its 

effort to consolidate power, the state used drought as part of the various tools to execute a 

genocide in the Matabeleland and Midlands regions between 1980 and 1987. Five years later, 

when the worst drought occurred in 1992, the state extended its patronage politics by setting 

up a bulged drought taskforce that affected decision making resulting in poor planning and 

incompetence. Within the execution of the labour-based drought relief programme, patronage 

politics continued as the ZANU PF government attempted to stifle the newly formed opposition 

movement, ZUM. Hence, politics reigned over policy in mitigating the impact of drought. Yet 

amid all the politicking, the majority communal farmers exercised the ‘peasant option’
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Chapter Seven 

Conclusion: Zimbabwe: A House of Hunger?  

 

The drought began the very day she left. There was not a green blade of grass left. There was 

not a green leaf of hope left; the drought had raised its great red hand and gathered them all 

and with one hot breath had swept all the leaves into a red dot on the pencil-line of the horizon 

where Maria had last been seen taking aim with her bow and arrow at a running gazelle. 

           Dambudzo Marechera1 

 

For four years I had not ventured out of the City – the rest of the country existed only in news 

reports about dissidents, cooperatives and Blair toilets, not to mention Binga, where it was 

reported that the main meal of each drought-stricken day was a tray of fried grass. 

                                                                                    Dambudzo Marechera 

 

The history of Zimbabwe has been a history of hunger – hunger for rain, food, land, power, 

control, and freedom. The enduring metaphors of lack of rain, burning the rain, of drought and 

inevitable hunger, deployed by novelists Charles Mungoshi in Waiting for the Rain (1975) and 

Coming of the Dry Season (1972) and Dambudzo Marechera in The House of Hunger (1978) 

reflect the history of hopes and disappointment, catastrophe and resilience associated with 

drought in Zimbabwe.2 This chapter provides a conclusion to the thesis and offers insights into 

areas of future research. It shows how the thesis joins existing global and regional 

historiography on drought, African environmental history and land and agrarian literature. The 

chapter then reinforces the arguments and findings presented in Chapters One to Six, showing 

how they fit together and into the general argument of the thesis. 

 

Synopsis 

This thesis has explored the social, environmental, and political history of drought in 

Zimbabwe from around 1911 to 1992. It argues that the socio-economic capacity, the 

environmental setting and the political structure of a society or country is central in mitigating 

or exacerbating the impact of drought before, during and after the dearth of rain. The thesis 

observed the different and changing socio-economic structure within which the state and 

 
1 Dambudzo Marechera, The House of Hunger, (New Hampshire: Heinemann, 1978). Marechera (1952-1987),  

was born in Rhodesia, studied at Oxford University and published a number of novels. 
2 Marechera used the word ‘hunger’ in his title not to only refer to the drought-induced hunger but as a metaphor 

for the general situation in the country that included corruption and poverty.  
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African peasants responded to drought over time. It then explored the shifting, but enduring 

socio-cultural methods employed by peasants in responding to drought and underlined the 

connection between drought and environmental degradation. The thesis also showed that 

politics characterised the state’s response to drought, especially in post-colonial Zimbabwe 

from 1980. Thus, it demonstrated the changes over time, differences and continuities within 

the colonial state and between the colonial and post-colonial state in responding to drought.  

 

The thesis located drought in the agrarian and agricultural history of Zimbabwe during the 

twentieth century. As shown in Chapter One, it joined the global and regional historiographies 

on drought as well as literature on African environmental history. Engaging this wide-ranging 

literature allowed me to explore the historical process that provides underlying social, 

economic, environmental and political conditions in analysing drought in Zimbabwe. 

Moreover, the thesis applied Sen’s model, the entitlement approach, in an African context. 

Sen’s entitlement approach, as explained in Chapter One, entails the ability of a person to 

secure enough food within the legal framework of a society. This includes a person’s ability to 

produce food, purchase food and personal food entitlement in a context where the state is in 

possession of food. 

 

It further demonstrated that the entitlement approach is applicable in the Zimbabwean context 

as discussed in detail in Chapters Two to Six that African peasants’ access to food during 

drought owed much to their ability to trade their assets for food, work to get income to buy 

food, foraging, migration to greener pastures as well as drought relief from the state. Overall, 

this thesis shows how the interface between drought on one hand and society, environment, 

and politics on the other, resulted not only in hunger but also continuation of traditional rituals, 

ecological degradation, cropping and grain storage techniques and extended the politics of 

patronage in twentieth century Zimbabwe. This is summarized below. 

 

Chapter Two explored the socio-cultural landscape of rainmaking rituals, demonstrating how 

these rituals have been practiced in Africa in general and specifically Zimbabwe for centuries. 

In the latter, between 1890 and 2000, rainmaking rituals were characterised by the fear of 

foreign intervention in the society. This emanated from the influx of missionaries in African 

Societies and ultimately colonisation in 1890. Different missionary activities castigated various 

traditional African practices including rainmaking rituals, which missionaries described as 

insignificant and heathen. The chapter discussed how the rainmaking institution responded to 
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these criticisms by discouraging objects and practices associated with missionaries and the 

whites especially during rainmaking ceremonies. The outbreak of diseases like the rinderpest 

pandemic, the drought and pest disasters were blamed on foreign interference with African 

cultures between 1894 and 1896. This marked the ideological clash between African religious 

practices and Western beliefs. This characterised the relationship between the colonial state 

and African practice of rainmaking rituals during the colonial period. The practice continued, 

however, giving chiefs an avenue to control their people after being stripped of their powers 

by the colonial state. 

 

In the immediate post-independence period, between 1980 and the 1990s, various religious 

groups emerged with the aim of revamping the collapsing institution of rainmaking rituals. 

Such movements included the Njelele Reform, Manyangwa Theological Reform and the 

Juliana Movement. As discussed in Chapter Two, among these, the Juliana movement became 

more prominent and dominated the southern Zimbabwe region, its core being Mberengwa 

district. The movement sought to restore the traditional practices of rainmaking rituals, 

denounced those who were abandoning the rituals and, in a way, restored hope to drought 

affected peasant farmers during the 1992 drought. The chapter, therefore, argued that through 

rainmaking rituals, chiefs retained their control over subjects, but their subjects gained at least 

some small measure of social cohesiveness in sustaining resilience to droughts. It suggested 

that with anthropogenic climate change precipitating more erratic and sparse rainfall in the 

Anthropocene, such calls as for the return of rainmaking rituals might continue or be re-

imagined. 

 

Having explored the socio-cultural landscape of rainmaking rituals that were the key religious 

way of coping with drought, it then moved on to examine how the British South Africa 

Company (BSAC) administration responded to drought in African peasant areas. Chapter 

Three showed how African peasants negotiated their survival during drought periods during 

these early years of colonialism up to 1923. The chapter demonstrated how the Company 

government’s response to droughts towards Africans was not a social service but strictly 

business. Africans negotiated their way of survival between what the state offered and trading 

with exploitative private traders. In doing so, some they engaged capitalism as it came, and 

were not passive victims of the system. Between 1911 and 1923, the state’s main policy of 

addressing Africans facing drought was to encourage them to sign labour contracts with both 

the government and private employers and get grain advances, which they would pay back 
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through wage labour. However, African peasants’ initial reaction to this offer was resistance 

as they opted to trade their cattle for grain with both state departments and private traders 

instead of recruiting for wage labour. Although the state and private enterprise demanded cash 

first and stock where cash was not available, Africans preferred buying grain with stock so that 

they could use cash for other financial obligations such as tax and dipping fees. During a series 

of droughts between 1911 and 1915, African peasants sold large numbers of cattle to purchase 

grain and avoid signing labour contracts. Consequently, when the 1916 drought hit, many 

peasants in areas like Ndanga, Victoria and Nyamandlovu in the Masvingo and Matabeleland 

south provinces, had sold their prime stock and the remaining had not fully recovered from the 

previous drought. As a result, many of them opted to sign labour contracts with both private 

employers such as miners and farmers and the government. However, some still negotiated 

their way of survival through the state’s newly introduced deferred payment system. The 

deferred payment system allowed African peasants to get grain in advance using assets like 

cattle as collateral. The policy was flawed as it failed to account for all the cattle used as 

collateral and many peasants managed to manipulate the system to a point where, by the time 

of the 1922 drought, the state was counting losses from bad debts. These bad debts shaped the 

state’s response to droughts towards Africans in the last drought under Company rule in 1922. 

Overall, Africans took up labour contracts as the last resort, and where possible, the young 

Africans preferred seeking wage labour in the mines in Transvaal, South Africa than in 

Southern Rhodesia. This was the case with many youths in Chiredzi in the southern region 

beginning in 1915. As such, the chapter argued that Africans negotiated their way of survival 

between what the state provided and their own capacity of coping with drought. They engaged 

with capitalism through crop and animal production and trading cattle for grain, and only took 

up labour contracts as the last option. 

 

Chapter Three, therefore, unpacked the relationship that existed between the Company 

government and African peasants in peasants’ response to drought. It showed how the 

Company government attempted using food entitlements to recruit African peasants into wage 

labour during drought. This exposed peasants to exploitation as food traders for example, took 

advantage of the dire situation as Africans tried to negotiate their survival. In the process, 

peasants engaged and joined the capitalist system either through trade or as part of the 

proletariat. Beyond that, they employed other alternative methods of survival like foraging and 

migrating to neighbouring countries either for trade, as the case in Mozambique or for wage 
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labour in South Africa. The 1911 to 1922 period, therefore, sets groundwork for an analysis of 

drought in colonial Zimbabwe.  

 

Chapter Four explored the changes and continuities in peasant state relations regarding drought 

occurrence and response. The chapter, stretching from 1923 to 1950s, revealed the socio-

economic capacity laid by the state vis-a-vis African peasants and the implication to drought 

response. It demonstrated how, initially, the memories of the costly 1922 drought influenced 

the state to encourage the African peasants to increase production and try new crops such as 

cassava. Also new crops failed, maize production increased owing to good rains and the 

peasantry’s response to the Great Depression, among other factors. During this period, 

therefore, the state made significant efforts to increase production in African areas in any way 

that did not demand providing more land for peasants. This was done in the hope that African 

peasants would be self-sufficient during drought. However, increased production in peasantry 

agriculture became a threat to white agriculture and had to be curtailed. By 1930, the Chief 

Native Commissioner was complaining that maize production by African peasants was fast 

becoming a threat to white agricultural dominance. As a result, a series of control measures 

were put in place to control African agriculture such as the Maize Control Act of 1931 and its 

subsequent amendments throughout the 1930s decade. The way the state intervened in African 

agriculture between 1923 and the 1940s, therefore, established a socio-economic structure for 

the 1947 drought, the worst in the colonial period based on rainfall received.  

 

Based on the socio-economic structure that it actively assisted in consolidating since 1923, 

when the 1947 drought hit, the state intervened swiftly to protect both white agriculture and 

white farmers. A National Drought Relief Committee (NDRC) was set up in March 1947 and 

it coordinated an efficient response to drought in four keys areas of livestock management, 

provision of hay, provision of loan fund and construction of water supplies. On the other hand, 

the state’s hand in saving the black peasantry from drought was look-warm. Whereas the state 

intervened to ensure white farmers would stay on the land and continue production at all costs, 

in the case of peasant farmers it was only concerned with the availability of maize for purchase 

and the recruitment of Africans for labour. Therefore, Chapter Four contends that the 1947 

drought exposed both white and African agriculture’s lack of preparedness to drought, forcing 

the settler state to support white farmers actively without providing similar assistance to black 

peasants.  As a result, Africans depended highly on their indigenous knowledges and ideas to 

survive the drought. They foraged for food, sent their cattle to faraway places with better 
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pastures for grazing. In addition, they engaged in wage labour to get income to buy food and 

migrated especially to South African mines for better income. By mid-twentieth century, the 

colonial state had managed to tilt the socio-economic structure in favour of white farmers at 

the expense of peasants. This had detrimental effect of the peasantry’s drought response 

strategies. However, it was shown in Chapter Four peasants continuously engaged the state, 

private traders and nature in negotiating survival during drought periods.  

 

A significant turn occurred in 1960 when the state’s main focus in relation to drought shifted 

to environmental degradation concerns as explored in Chapter Five. From the 1960s to 1980, 

an ecological problem linked to drought especially in the Lowveld region of the country 

became prominent. The ecological problem, together with the liberation war that reached its 

peak during the 1970s until 1979 shaped the drought situation in the last two decades of colonial 

rule in Zimbabwe. The drought and ecological degradation connection in the Lowveld sparked 

debates among colonial officials, particularly departments of agriculture, soil conservation, 

extension services and veterinary services. These departments were all interested in 

establishing the exclusive cause of the drought-environmental degradation connection in the 

Lowveld. By 1960, the Director of the Department of agriculture tabled the Report on Native 

Areas in Lowveld, which predicted an approaching threat of what he termed the Rhodesian 

Lowveld desert that would result from desertification in the area. African farming methods and 

overstocking were identified as the main causes of ecological degradation together with 

drought. This prompted the engagement of an ecologist, Professor John Phillips to investigate 

the Lowveld ecological problem. Phillips provided a different explanation to the Lowveld 

ecological problem. As demonstrated in Chapter Five, Phillips’s investigations revealed that 

the drought-ecological problem connection in the Lowveld was a result of a faulty settlement, 

where the physical characteristics of the region, particularly the basalt soil, were driving force 

of ecological degradation. The state was hesitant to Implement Phillips’ main recommended 

solutions, the removal of people from certain areas and resettling them along water sources and 

destocking, due to the fear of African resistance. 

 

The economic conditions that followed the Unilateral Declaration of Independence (UDI) in 

1965 forced the government to drop the environmental concerns raised regarding the Lowveld 

for a production boost in the region, thereby limiting conservation narratives and works. Since 

then, ecological conservation was sacrificed for productivity. In the Tribal Trust Lands (TTL) 

of the Lowveld, the government planned to “commercialise” African agriculture by improving 
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the production and marketing of African produce and providing incentives. The ideas of 

“commercializing” peasantry agriculture were guided by false assumptions that Africans were 

less sophisticated and could not practice commercial agricultural production without 

handholding. However, in white areas of the Lowveld, the state was facilitating grand irrigation 

projects through construction of water reservoirs to transform the Lowveld into a greenbelt. 

The government formed the Sabi-Limpopo Authority (SLA) to facilitate the Lowveld 

transformation project. The state, through its subsidiary, the SLA, established large sugar, 

wheat and cotton estates in the southern and southeastern Lowveld, harnessing water from 

rivers like Sabi, Tokwe Mukosi, and Limpopo tributaries.  

 

By the 1970s, another factor, the Liberation War, exacerbated the impact of drought. As shown 

in Chapter Five, the guerrilla tactics employed by the Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary Army 

(ZIPRA) and Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army (ZANLA) soldiers exposed both 

black and white farmers to droughts. Sabotage, burning of crops, and cessation of dipping 

facilities created new sets of vulnerability to droughts. In the livestock-dominated Lowveld 

region, the stoppage of dipping facilities exposed cattle to diseases like redwater, which killed 

many cattle. Death of livestock exacerbated the impact of drought on Africans as they relied 

much on their cattle to trade for grain and other stock like donkeys to till the land in the season 

following drought. Chapter Five, therefore, explored the piecemeal solutions to the drought 

and ecological degradation problem in the Rhodesian Lowveld, showing that the colonial state 

did little to address the ecological problem especially in African areas, and the war exacerbated 

the impact of drought during the 1970s. 

 

Chapter Six focused on the immediate post-colonial period, which was characterized by the 

use of drought as a political tool. Between 1980 and 1992 there was much politicization of 

drought by the new nationalist African-led regime in attempts to consolidate its power, hence 

politics surpassed policy in mitigating drought. Between 1980 and 1987, the Robert Mugabe 

led state used drought in its favour during its infamous Gukurahundi genocide operation carried 

out in Matabeleland and parts of Midlands provinces. This chapter showed that during this 

period, droughts that occurred in 1982 to 1984 and 1986-87 became an opportunity for the state 

to enforce starvation as a weapon of control. The state denied people access to food, put a food 

embargo in the region and even punished those caught gathering wild food like marula fruits 

from the forest. Elsewhere, during the same time, the state advanced drought relief based on 

the ‘free’ distribution of food. Within the distribution of free food, the state extended its hand 
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of patronage to ensure political dominance. Both the state’s iron fist and its paternal hand of 

patronage affected region and outside, present a case of politicization of drought during the 

first decade of independence.  

 

It also examined that when the worst drought of the century hit in 1992, the general shift from 

a socialist approach to a market-oriented approach in economic development influenced the 

impact of drought and helped shape the state’s response. The austerity measures brought by 

ESAP, adopted in 1991, were beginning to inflict pain on general citizens through the rise in 

cost of living. Healthcare fees, school fees in primary school were introduced and 

subsidizations that characterized the 1980s decade were removed. The state’s approach to 

mitigating drought especially among the rural peasants was centred on labour-based drought 

relief programmes. During the 1992 drought, the state can be credited for ensuring that the 

drought did not result in a widespread famine and numerous deaths. However, the 

implementation of drought relief was marred with various challenges ranging from a huge 

bureaucratic administration, corruption, nepotism and negligence. Critiques within the 

government castigated responsible ministries for the shortcomings of the drought relief 

programme. The poor oversight by the state created room for opportunist businesses, which 

partnered will millers to exploit drought relief for their own benefit. Additionally, the politics 

of patronage continued, with beneficiaries of drought relief being determined along political 

lines. In Matabeleland provinces, continued marginalization forced many youths to migrate to 

South Africa seeking better opportunities. Such migration patterns in times of difficulties have 

a long history. As demonstrated in Chapters Three and Four, migration to South Africa and 

Mozambique has been one of the major drought mitigation strategies employed by people in 

the borderlands. From Mutare, Chiredzi, Beitbridge to Plumtree, people often chose to migrate 

to neighbouring countries when other alternatives to survive drought failed.  

 

Peasants not only opted for migration to cope with droughts, but they also employed various 

other mitigating strategies locally. Their survival methods often focused on livestock, cattle in 

particular, and alternative sources of food from what the government provided. Alternative 

sources of food besides the state’s drought relief programmes included purchasing from the 

market and foraging. To save their livestock from drought, some peasants in Mberengwa would 

travel long distances to Filabusi where some perennial rivers still had water and better pastures 

in riverbanks. They would leave their cattle along the river for a week or two then collect them 

and repeat the same strategy until the next rains. In Gwanda, however, a different strategy was 
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used. Some rented pastures in nearby commercial farms, the payment for the whole dry season 

being one heifer. Coping strategies, therefore, depended on environmental location and its 

ecology, the country’s politics and the socio-economic opportunities of survival.  

 

The future of the history of droughts: Possible areas of potential research 

Beyond what is covered in this thesis, there are three major areas where future research on 

drought can be explored. Firstly, future research on drought can look at the indigenous weather 

prediction methods that have been employed by Africans in Zimbabwe over time. Some 

Africans use different aspects of the environment to predict rains and drought throughout the 

year. They interpret the behavior of certain wild bearing fruit trees during winter, the 

appearance of certain birds towards summer, the singing of a particular bird during the rainy 

season to predict the patterns of the rain season and the appearance of certain insects towards 

summer to determine that the rain season is approaching. That enables them to predict whether 

there will be enough rains for that cropping season or a drought is expected. Available literature 

on indigenous weather prediction basically describes the various weather prediction methods.3 

These studies do not historicize indigenous weather forecasting in Zimbabwe, neither do they 

show changes over time and effectiveness of the methods. Without doubt, drought can inflict 

a wide range of emotions such as anger, anxiety, despair, disappointment, fear and hopes, 

largely caused by the uncertainty resulting from the creeping and incremental nature of 

drought.4 An examination of the several ways employed by African peasants overtime in 

predicting rains and drought contributes to the knowledge of how they became emotionally 

prepared for the cropping season. This might best be studied through the nexus of the history 

of society and emotions and the history of the environment – which would be an original 

analytical lens.5 Some of these cultural methods can be tested scientifically. However, some 

can be just a cultural way of interpreting science but not objective. Either way, these cultural 

practices of interpreting the weather and environment have a history worth exploring. 

 
3 See for instance Tasara Muguti and Richard Maphosa, “Indigenous Weather Forecasting: A Phenomenological 

Study Engaging the Shona of Zimbabwe”, The Journal of Pan African Studies, Vol. 4, No. 9 (2012), 102-112, 

and Joshua Risiro, Dominic Mashoko, Doreen Tshuma, and Elian Rurinda, “Weather Forecasting and 

Indigenous Knowledge Systems in Chimanimani District of Manicaland, Zimbabwe”, Journal of Emerging 

Trends in Educational Research and Policy Studies, Vol. 3, No. 4(2012), 561-566. 
4 Rebecca Jones, “Uncertainty and emotional landscape of drought”, 13-26. 
5 Scholars writing on social history, history of society and history of emotions have demonstrated that emotions 

do not only effect history but also have a special place in history as they are influenced by rational thinking and 

decision making. See, for example, Rob Boddice, “The History of Emotions, Past, Present and Future”, Revista 

de Estudios Sociales, Vol 62 (2017), 10-15; and Peter N. Stearns, “Social History Present and Future”, Journal 

of Social History, Vol. 37, No. 1 (2003), 9-19 
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Secondly, future research on droughts in Zimbabwe is a historical approach on climate change 

and drought. An historical study tracing how climate change has shaped the occurrence of 

drought in Zimbabwe will be an important area during this Anthropocene era. A study on the 

relationship between climate change and drought will reveal the role of human action in the 

nature and occurrence of drought. A major limitation to a historian is methodological 

challenges since there is limited archival sources reflecting on climate change. However, an 

interdisciplinary approach combining historical and archaeological methods can produce a 

historical study on the area. 

 

A third possible area of future research on drought is to cross borders, historicizing the 

occurrence and impact of drought as well as mitigation measures to the natural disaster on a 

regional scale. There are various works from different disciplines like geography, science, 

political science and history on drought in individual countries of the southern African region. 

However, there is dearth of historical works that offers a comparative analysis of drought across 

the southern African region. Yet, in recent years, there has been a crosscutting and widespread 

increase in El Nino -induced drought and other weather hazards covering the entire region. 

Such occurrences, climate conditions, impacts and people’s responses can be historicized to 

provide a southern African text of the drought disaster. The different environmental conditions 

such as arid conditions in the Karoo in South Africa, Kalahari in Botswana and Namib in 

Namibia, the semi-arid and humid conditions across southern Africa as well as the differing 

political structure and socio-economic capacity can make a broader case study for a comparison 

of drought incidences in the region. 

 

Recurrent droughts –and they have been mishandled and manipulated – have turned Zimbabwe 

into a house of hunger. The nexus between drought and the society, natural environment and 

politics have often produced disasters. The changing nature of colonial policy and laws 

provided a shifting and enduring framework for peasants’ drought response, and the 

politicisation of drought in post-colonial Zimbabwe, together with corruption, poverty and 

other crises have shaped the nature and occurrence of drought-induced hunger in the country. 

State-peasant relations in the context of drought have always been contested, both under the 

colonial and post-colonial regimes. As Marechera observed with poetic melancholy “…I 

couldn’t have stayed on longer in that House of Hunger where every morsel of sanity was 
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snatched from you the way some kinds of bird snatch food from the very mouths of babes.”6 

But sometimes, the peasantry managed to snatch some back.

 
6 Marechera, The House of Hunger, 18. 
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Appendix 

Interview guide 

NB: This was a guide, flexibly and adaptibly used to tease out more information from the 

participants’ responses. It was translated into the vernacular where necessary. 

 

1. What do you understand by the term ‘drought’? 

2. Have you ever experienced it? 

3. What do you recall about the 1991-1992 drought in Zimbabwe? 

4. What has been your experience in relation to this? 

5. Can you describe your source of livelihood prior to 1992? 

6. Has this at any point been affected by the drought(s)? if so, kindly share how and with 

what impacts? 

7. What has been the impact of farming on your livelihood? 

a. Before independence  

b. After independence 

8. Which crops have you been growing over the years? What influenced this? 

9. Did this change during drought years (1947, 1960, 1972, 1983, 1992)? 

a. 1940s – 1950s 

b. 1960s – 1970s 

c. 1980s – 1990s 

10. Describe the ways in which you were affected and survived drought(s)? what were the 

notable challenges and what steps did you take to overcome and mitigate reoccurrence? 

11. Have you received assistance from anywhere, for example the government or Non-

Governmental Organisations? If so, in what way? If no, do you know why not? 

12. How have religion and culture influenced your ways of coping with droughts? 
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