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1.

We have to look beyond the conventional generalised models of patriarchal families, i.e.
women are not passive recipients and victims of patriarchal structures but are strategic
social actors who also reproduce, manipulate and transform daily life.

2.

The weakness of actors is too often a deprivation or deformation of the power of
'naming' (Apthorpe, 1996).

3.

Women and men have their own but overlapping worlds and in between there is usually
a woman (yatete; HZ;HFZ;WFZ).

4.

We should skip the concept "heads' when we label homesteads and label them according
to the way people live together in a homestead.

5.

A woman's space can be limited if women as mothers choose the sides of their sons, or,
as sisters choose the side of their brothers, or, as wives choose the sides of their
husbands. This can result in the undermining of women's ability to wield power.

6.

The valorisation of small scale crops in a smallholder irrigation scheme is not always
considered, despite the fact that taken together, they represent a considerable value. In
sum, smallholder irrigation schemes do much better than is officially assumed.

7.

Many people believe that farmer participation is now 'the' approach to development!
However the participation approach could worsen the gender bias towards land.

8.

If conflicts are arbitrated and resolved, then heavy rains can be expected.

9.

Sacred rales and sacred places are maintained and manipulated. Therefore places cannot
be easily shifted as Kopytoff assumes (1987:22). Chiefs usually stick to places because
shrines are part and parcel of maintaining domains and wielding power (chapter 6 and
Villarreal, 1994).

10.

Coincidence hardly exists among Shona-Ndau people. Thus the more difficult things
become, the more they need to be explained, the more bad spirits are constructed, the
more trust decreases among people, and the more women are made scapegoats.

11.

"Wetenschap is toetsbare originaliteit'. Science is originality which can be verified
(Fresco, 1997).

12.

Hamba hairemerwi nemakwati ayo. The tortoise is not overburdened by its shell
(Hamutyinei/Plangger, 1987:234).

Carin Vijfhuizen
Wageningen, September 1998.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
This study explores, from a sociological, gender perspective, everyday rural life in a NdauShona village in Zimbabwe (Southern Africa) with an irrigation scheme. Women and men from
the village cultivate land both inside and outside the scheme.
The first part of the introduction covers some of the different gender perspectives,
theoretical concepts and the actor-oriented approach, which I use in this study to get to grips
with the complexities of everyday life. The second section reviews some Shona and irrigation
literature from an engendered actor-oriented perspective. The justification of this study also
emerges here. The last three sections briefly outline the research area, the research
methodology and the organisation of the chapters.
1.1

GENDER, THEORETICAL CONCEPTS AND SOCIAL ACTORS

This section first examines the different gender perspectives, then explains briefly the
theoretical concepts used to explore everyday life, concepts such as practice, power and
discourse. Lastly it looks at the actor-oriented approach, the approach used throughout this
thesis.
Different gender perspectives

Watching the evening eight o'clock news in Zimbabwe, the newsreader explained that
today, the 15th of October 1997, had been the first World Rural Women's Day. He
announced further that 80% of the Zimbabwean population lives in rural areas and 70% of
them are women. He mentioned that women do all the work in the fields, but they do not
control the land or the benefits from the land. The people who watched and listened were
told that women receive only one percent of the benefits.
In relation to my own research I was surprised. My first reaction to the statement that women do
all the work and receive only one percent of the benefits was that women are not that silly (see
specifically chapter 4 and 3). He had also said that women do not control the land, but not so in
my study. Women not only use the land but have a certain measure of control over it (see
chapter 5). Thus, to a certain extent the newsreader depicted women as passive actors and
victims of patriarchal structures. Such perspectives reflect the major views of conventional
gender theories, and they shape to a large extent the outcomes of existing Shona, gender and
irrigation studies in Southern Africa and elsewhere. Such views are not only reproduced in
research studies and research literature but by journalists and news reporters as we have seen
above, resulting in the reproduction of a common discourse.
The focus of my own study in fact shows that women are not passive recipients and
victims of patriarchal structures but are strategic social actors who also reproduce and
transform everyday life. But before getting to that point let me briefly review some of the
conventional gender theories and common discourses. Many authors (Keuper and Smetsers
(1987), Moore (1988), Leonardo (1991), Kabeer (1995), and Sachs (1996), have written on
the theme. My research is focused on women and development issues and Keuper and
Smetsers (1987) provide a useful overview of the different gender perspectives on this theme,
distinguishing and explaining three different approaches, the liberal, the Marxist and Marxist
feminist approach.
1. Representatives of the liberal approach, like Boserup (1970) and Rogers (1980), see
development as a linear or evolutionary process, entailing economic growth and profit
maximalisation. The position of women in this liberal approach is perceived as lagging
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behind that of men, but the conviction is that the position of women will improve when
women are integrated in development.
2. Representatives of the (Neo)-Marxist approach, for example Sacks (1975) and Etienne and
Leacock (1980), view the inequality between women and men as structural, namely as
embedded in relations of production. They believe that inequality between the sexes can
only be reduced if the relations of production change. This implies that society has to change
towards socialism.
3. The Marxist-feminist approach, (see, for example, Rubin 1975), Edholm, Harris and Young
(1977) and Beneria (1979)), maintains that it is not only modes and relations of production
that cause and explain women's subordination. It is also what Rubin (1975) has labelled 'the
sex-gender system', meaning the rules by which biological gender is transformed into
psycho-cultural gender. These psycho-cultural processes also contribute to women's
subordination.
The common discourse emerging from these gender theories is that women and men are not
equal, that women lag behind men, that men dominate or oppress women, and that women are
subordinated to men. Such gender perspectives are to be found in recent literature on the
subject. For example, Sachs (1996) uses feminist theory in her book on rural women. She
emphasises women's knowledge, but argues that scientists, agricultural policy-makers and
patriarchal family structures devalue that knowledge. She argues that although women do the
majority of the work in agriculture, older men still own the land, control women's labour and
make the agricultural decisions in patriarchal social systems. She writes (ibid: 18) 'rural women
experience extremely oppressive conditions as a result of the gender divisions of labour in rural
areas and the patriarchal conditions that pervades rural life'. However, she also states that
women are not powerless and therefore subordination is not complete. My study shows that
conventional gender perspectives are too simple, and that rural everyday life is much more
complex with, for example, women as sisters who are authorities and women as wives who are
value shapers of agricultural produce etc.
Moore (1988: 2) implicitly questions the theoretical gender perspectives of researchers by
pointing to male bias. She argues that male bias consists of three aspects: 1) male bias is
carried into fieldwork by researchers, approaching male subjects who are seen as better
informants; 2) women are considered subordinate to men in many societies; 3) researchers
assume asymmetries to be analogous to their own cultural experience. Thus according to the
male-bias argument, men's perspectives shape the outcomes of studies and women are
considered to be subordinates. All these outcomes contribute to the construction of common
discourses or familiar models. Guyer points to the danger of familiar models:
'.... the surge of women into farming...is not a paradox of evolutionary change
-evolution going backwards as it were- nor a transformation of the culturally defined
division of labour, nor unambiguously a linear trend (a rise or decline) in female status.
We draw on those models but avoid applying them with a priori conviction. The past
twenty years of reappraisal -with ourselves, colleagues, farmers and a host of others- has
conveyed the danger of turning too quickly to familiar models with their own implicit
judgements about temporal farming and significance, hidden presumptions or
intellectual connections'. (1995:44)
Guyer and Peters wrote in 1987 (p.211) that there remained a large gap between theoretical
formulation and empirical documentation. De Vries (1997) argues that development theories are
highly powerful in making some aspects of social life invisible. I would add that conventional
gender perspectives obscure the fact that women and men are both strategic social actors and
that women also reproduce and transform the world in which they live.
Perspectives and models are continuously changing. Leonardo (1991) argues that
correction of the male bias started at the beginning of the 1970's, by slu'fting the focus from
women towards gender, 'to denote our concern with both sexes'. She writes that the main

