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The construction of mega dams does not just cause large scale technical and environmental 
transformations, it triggers new and competing ways of appropriating the emerging 
waterscapes. When the Kariba Dam emerged in the late 1950s along the Zambezi River, 
between Zimbabwe and Zambia, it generated contending myths of identity and belonging. Both 
the indigenous black Tonga and colonial white Rhodesians deployed, I argue, various tactical 
discursive instruments to justify their belonging and access to the resource rich Kariba 
waterscape. White writers and aligned media excised Tonga existence and histories from the 
Zambezi Valley by projecting it as pristine and wild. Parallel to these exclusionary 
representational regimes, the Tonga self-inscribed into the history of the valley by portraying 
it as their long-lasting homeland and a site of their incremental dispossession because in spite 
of residing by the Kariba, the Tonga experienced perpetual water shortages in their upland 
homes and had minimal access to the dam’s fisheries. From the late 1980s, budding Tonga 
activists began to refer to the Kariba waterscape and the adjacent dry and infertile uplands 
where their families resettled upon the construction of the mega-dam as Tongaland. The 
Tonga’s ethno-regional anthem, Chigambyo Chipati (The-Most-Surprising-Thing), also 
constructed the Kariba Dam as a font of historical memory, a symbol of communal dislocation 
and repressed cultural potency. 

Introduction 
The techno-environmental reconfiguration of the middle Zambezi River in the late 
1950s, which resulted in the emergence of the hydro-electric power generating Kariba 
Dam, displaced the indigenous Zimbabwean Tonga from their age-old riparian 
settlements to the arid but wild life rich and tsetse fly infested adjoining uplands of 
Binga District. These spatial dislocations ruptured the Tonga’s senses of connection to 
the land, of space and of relationships to natural resources. Such displacements from 
familiar spaces disoriented them because communities imagine, frame and construct 
their collective notions of self in reference to the landscape they inhabit. Landscapes 
are integral to the constitution of social relations and offer the physical template for 
imagining identities.1 Before the Kariba Dam, the Tonga expressed their attachment to 
the Zambezi riparian by self-identifying as the Basilwizi, the River People. An 
alternative of this spatialised identity was BaMulonga which means People of the River. 

 
 
1 See H. Morphy, ‘Colonialism, History and the Construction of Place: The Politics of Landscape in 
Northern Australia,’ in B. Bender (ed.), Landscapes and Perspectives, Providence and Oxford, Berg, 1993, 
p. 205. 
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In some instances the Tonga self-defined as Kasambavesi, which means those who know 
where to take a bath along the crocodile infested Zambezi River. 2 

The Tonga’s Kariba Dam induced physical displacements from the Zambezi 
riparian transpired simultaneous to their power laden discursive dislodgement from 
the area by the colonial white Rhodesians. Buoyed by the emerging dam’s potential 
economic and political symbolism in uniting and sustaining the foundering Federation 
of Central Africa, these whites portrayed Kariba as an emblem of their capacity to tame 
and subdue what they perceived to be a wild African landscape.3 As the Italian 
construction company, Impresit, completed the dam in 1959, journalists such as Frank 
Clements described this development as a triumph over the ‘darkly dangerous’ 
Kariwa Gorge whose vicinity was a ‘savage wilderness.’4 Elizabeth Balneaves claimed 
that, ‘the Zambezi River has been brought under man’s control for the first time in 
history.’5 This latter view was deliberately oblivious to the Tonga’s deep-seated 
connections to the Zambezi River.6 This exclusionary rhetoric shows how white 
Rhodesians used discourse as a tool for legitimising and justifying their appropriation 
of the Tonga’s lands and for constructing a reality in line with their interests.7 These 
discourses mediated processes of hegemony in that they were intended to influence 
material realities and ensure the reproduction of specific social relations favourable to 
the governing white community.8 In the Zambezi Valley, the whites ultimately turned 
the emerging Kariba waterscape and the newly established game parks surrounding 
the dam into state owned spaces open for their exclusive access and exploitation. 
 The emergence of the Kariba Dam in the middle Zambezi Valley, I argue, 
turned the landscape into a contested hydro-social territory. Hydro-social territories 
are ‘socially, naturally and politically constituted spaces that are (re)created through 
the interaction amongst human practices, water flows, hydraulic technologies, 
biophysical elements, socio-economic structures and cultural-political institutions.’9 
These imagined, planned and materialised territories ‘have contested functions, values 
and meanings, as they define processes of inclusion and exclusion, development and 
marginalization, and the distribution of benefits and burdens that affect different 
groups of people in distinct ways.’10 As different groups of people situated in a 

 
 
2 See J. McGregor, Crossing the Zambezi: The Politics of Landscape on a Central African Frontier, Oxford, 
James Currey, 2010, p. 2-3. 
3 The Earl of Dalhousie, ‘Foreword,’ in Royal Occasion: The Kariba Project, Salisbury, HCP Anderson, 
1960, p. 5. 
4 F. Clements, Kariba: The Struggle with the River God, Great Britain, Gateshead-on-Tyne, Northumberland 
Press Limited, 1959, p.199; see also D. McDermott Hughes, ‘Whites and Water: How Euro-Americans 
made Nature at Kariba, Journal of Southern African Studies, vol. 32, no. 4, 2006, p. 806. 
5 E. Balneaves, ‘And the Waters Prevailed,’ The Geographical Magazine, vol. 33, no.1, 1960, p. 13. 
6 These celebratory associations of dams with the conquest of nature are not unique to Kariba Dam. See 
P. McCully, Silenced Rivers: The Ecology and Politics of Large Dams, London, Sage Books, 2001, p. 17. 
7 J.S. Dryzek quoted in A.A. Tur, H. Garcia-Andreu, G. Ortiz and J.A. Dominguez-Gomez, ‘Discourse 
analysis of the debate on hydro-electric dam building in Brazil’, Water Alternatives, vol. 11, no. 1, 2018, 
p. 126. 
8 Ibid. 
9 R. Boelens, et al, ‘Hydrosocial Territories: A Political Ecology Perspective’, Water International, vol. 41, 
no.1, 2016, p.1. 
10 Ibid. 
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particular hydro-social territory claim and exploit its natural resources, distinct and 
competing hydro-identities emerge. These contrived networks of affinity are 
‘premised on the dynamic relationship between identities and access to water and the 
co-evolution of both as they occur within various landscapes.’11 

Negotiations and struggles over water rights, water based resources and access 
to hydro-social territories not only embody power relations but also reveal the 
dynamics of subject formation and othering. Thus, even after displacement some of 
the Tonga continued to identify themselves as the Basilwizi. This self-referencing 
affirmed their historical connections to the Zambezi River. It was also a self-
positioning tactic for asserting their rights to the resources of the Kariba waterscape 
and the uplands, which they defined in ethno-regional terms as Tongaland. In daily 
conversations and popular lore about their pre-displacement past, Tonga elders 
simply referred to the space now covered by the Kariba Dam as KuLwizi, the River or 
the Zambezi. These descriptions served to appropriate and naturalise their 
relationship to the lost riverine ecology and the emergent waterscape. 

The post-1990 usage of the self-ascribed spatialized identity, Basilwizi, or its 
variant BaMulonga became closely linked to the highly visible and well networked 
politics of restitution advanced by Basilwizi Trust. This eco-regional organisation was 
formed in 2002 by a cohort of Tonga activists and intellectuals opposed to their 
people’s unending decoupling from the local natural resource asset base.12 Basilwizi 
Trust did not exclusively focus its restitution agenda on displaced Tonga communities. 
It incorporated into its programs and campaigns other marginal ethnic groups 
displaced by the Kariba Dam such as the Nambya and the Dombe of Hwange District 
as well as the Korekore of Nyaminyami District. It contested the state-centric models 
of economic growth and modernization that prioritise the common good and the 
environmental benevolence of hydro-electric power at the expense of all the marginal 
Zambezi Valley communities.13 The Trust simultaneously tried to reveal the disparate 
Zambezi Valley communities’ existential crises as an eternally dispossessed people 
and to shore up their desires to create a liveable economy in this hydro-social 
territory’s unequal matrices of power and resource access. Basilwizi Trust’ eco-
activism and struggles for compensation in the aftermath of mega-dam constructions 
resonates with similar struggles in different parts of the world especially Latin 
America and Asia.14 

 
 
11 S. Veeravalli, ‘Kenya Landscape, Identity, and Access’, in J.R. Wagner (ed.), The Social History of Water, 
New York, Berghan Books, 2013, p. 141; see also R. Boelens, ‘Cultural Politics and the Hydro-social 
Cycle: Water, Power and Identity in the Andean Highlands', Geoforum, vol. 57, 2014, p.235. 
12 See also P. Parajuli, ‘Ecological Ethnicity in the Making: Developmentalist Hegemonies and Emergent 
Identities in India’, Identities: Global Studies in Culture and Power, vol. 3, nos. 1-2, 1996, pp. 14-59. 
13 Tur, et al., ‘Discourse Analysis of the Debate on Hydro-electric Dam Building in Brazil’, pp. 125-128. 
14 P. Hoogendam and R. Boelens, ‘Dams and Damages: Conflicting Epistemological Frameworks and 
Interests Concerning “Compensation” for Musicuni Project’s Socio-Environmental Impacts in 
Cochabamba, Bolivia’, Water, vol. 11, no. 11, 2019; B.R. Johnston, ‘Large-Scale Dam Development and 
Counter Movements: Water Justice Around Guatemala’s Chixoy Dam’, in R. Boelens, T. Perreault and 
J. Vos (eds.), Water Justice, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK, 2018, pp. 169–186; L. Hommes, 
R. Boelens and H. Maat. ‘Contested Hydro-Social Territories and Disputed Water Governance: Struggles 
and Competing Claims over the Ilisu Dam Development in South-Eastern Turkey’, Geoforum, vol. 71, 
2016. 
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The following sections of the paper contextualize and disentangle the 
competing hydro-identities and the associated discursive power plays that have 
emerged around the Kariba Dam waterscape in Zimbabwe. The first section 
interrogates Europeans’ discursive displacements of the Tonga from the Zambezi 
riverine through narratives in newspapers, eco-infomercials and novels that 
celebrated the Kariba Dam and deceivingly portrayed the Zambezi Valley as some 
pristine and wild landscape. The second section analyses the Tonga’s experiences of 
economic exclusion in the Zambezi Valley. The final two sections explore Tonga 
attempts to re-inscribe themselves into the history of the Zambezi Valley and to re-
appropriate the Kariba waterscape. 
 
Colonial Representations of the Tonga’s Displacements from the Zambezi Riparian, 
1955-1959 
White Rhodesians and their colonial government officials presented the 23,000 
Zimbabwean Tonga’s Kariba Dam induced kulonzegwa, relocations, from the Zambezi 
River plains to the adjoining uplands as an enabling process that would take them out 
of ‘backwardness’ by exposing them to ‘civilising’ social apparatus like schools, 
churches, stores, hospitals and agricultural extension services. The Tonga themselves 
identified these sparsely populated upland areas as lusaka which means bushy, 
waterless and tsetse infested lands. Some parts of the lusaka had sandy gusu soils.15 For 
many years preceding the dam they had avoided the livelihood threatening lusaka by 
concentrating their settlements along the fertile and well-watered Zambezi River 
banks where the practiced flood recession agriculture.16 Now with the imminent 
flooding of their homes and fields by a hydro-electric power generating dam that was 
supposed to spur economic development in Central Africa, the British High 
Commissioner to Rhodesia and Nyasaland noted in 1958 that the Tonga had become 
a people ‘caught in the ruthless march of progress’ and they ‘had to leave their 
homes.’17 

Government officials and journalists viewed the Tonga’s displacements from 
the Zambezi River plains through the optic of socio-economic empowerment. They 
assumed and deployed the rhetoric of what James Scott calls high modernism. The 
ideology of high modernism leads to an overriding belief in the authority and power 
of scientific knowledge to improve the human condition through the development of 
state sanctioned technical and social engineering projects such as dams, the spatial 

 
 
15 National Archives of Zimbabwe (Hereafter NAZ) S2827/2/2/6/3, Native Commissioner Annual 
Reports, December 1958. 
16 For the pre-dam construction Tonga experiences see: T. Scudder, ‘Resettlement Theory and the Kariba 
Case: An Anthropology of Resettlement’, in A. Oliver-Smith (ed.) Development and Dispossession: The 
Crisis Forced Displacement and Resettlement, Santa Fe: School for Advanced Research, 2009; T. Scudder, 
The Ecology of the Gwembe Tonga, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1975; E. Colson, The Social 
Consequences of Resettlement: The Impact of the Kariba Resettlement upon the Gwembe Tonga, Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1971. 
17 Quoted in P. Reynolds and C. Crawford-Cousins, Lwaano Lwanyika: Tonga Book of the Earth, London, 
Panos Publications, 1993, p. 22. 
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reconfiguration of cities, the reorganization of forests and resettlement schemes.18 In 
essence high modernism implies a radical disjuncture with history and tradition. Its 
temporal focus is almost exclusively on a scientifically transformed and better future.19  
Colonial administrators assumed that although the Zimbabwean Tonga were mainly 
a riverine people, the swift flowing waters of the Zambezi River had not encouraged 
them to make use of the river for either fishing or transport. They had underutilized 
the river’s limitless possibilities as an economic highway.20 Relocation to the uplands 
was going to extricate these ‘lethargic’ Tonga out of isolation in the remote Zambezi 
Valley by increasing their contacts with the relatively ‘enlightened’ mainstream 
indigenous Shona and Ndebele groups. 

In 1958, two years after the Tonga had started relocating, Native Commissioner 
Ivor. G Cockcroft alluded to the Kariba Dam’s supposed empowering implications on 
their social and economic habits by triumphantly stating that: 
 

Operation Kariba has brought about a physical, mental and economic 
upheaval to some 20 000 people. The isolation of the Valley was 
shattered by road construction teams, bush clearing units and 
bulldozers roared through the peaceful Valley that had never seen a 
motor car. Age old barter disappeared overnight with the advent of 
gangs of ‘foreign’ labor with money to burn. Within a brief two years the 
valley BaTonka, for better or for worse, have been thrown into the competitive 
whirlpool of modern development [Own emphasis].21 

 
When the Tonga had just settled in the dry uplands the same Native Commissioner 
echoed these sentiments of associating the Kariba dam and the associated 
displacements with the Tonga’s social and economic empowerment. He observed that 
stores were soon opened throughout the new district and ‘all the varied civilised goods 
displayed to an awed population, thus the new era of cash economy was soon brought to the 
once isolated people [Own emphasis].’ He further stated that ‘the once primitive Tonga 
woman who, prior to the movement, was more than happy if her man supplied her 
with a handful of beads and occasional blanket, now demanded cash to enable her to 
keep up with the Jones next door.’22 

 
 
18 J. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition have Failed, New Haven, 
Yale University Press, 1998, pp. 87-102. 
19 J. Scott, Seeing Like a State, p. 95. 
20 See also D. Howarth, ‘Giant in the Jungle,’ The Saturday Evening Post, 2 April 1960; British High 
Commissioner to Rhodesia and Nyasaland quoted in Reynolds and Crawford-Cousins, Lwaano 
Lwanyika, p. 22. 
21 NAZ S2827/2/2/6/3, NC Annual Report, December 1958. 
22 I.G. Cockroft, ‘Kariba,’ NADA: The Southern Rhodesian Native Affairs Annual, vol. 9, no. 4, 1967, p. 27; 
see also W.T. Nesham, ‘Kariba Resettlement, Southern Rhodesia,’ Native Affairs Department Annual, 
vol. 37, 1961, p. 22, 23; NAZ ORAL/QUIZ, H.J. Quinton interviewed by E. Gibbs at various times 
between May 1977 and May 1978. Quinton was at one time Minister of Native Affairs, Parliament 
Secretary; NAZ ORAL/227, Richard John Powell interviewed by E.G Gibbons, Salisbury, 3 July, 21 
August and 5 September 1978. 
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This rhetoric of associating displacement with civilisation was not just common 
to colonial administrators. It permeated popular media and other Kariba Dam oriented 
narratives. Journalists suggested that before Kariba Dam the Tonga had been stuck in 
a time warp that made them immune to the outside world and its influences. David 
Howarth, one of the journalists who flocked into the Zambezi Valley to witness and 
report on the world famous animal rescue mission, Operation Noah, sweepingly 
argued that ‘time in the Zambezi Valley was almost standing still.’23 Accordingly 1955, 
the year when the construction of the Kariba Dam began, ‘might almost be said to be 
the date when history began.’24 

Frank Clements, who published the famous book Kariba: The Struggle with the 
River God soon after the displacements in 1961, amplified this discourse of purported 
Tonga primitivism that was being redeemed through the Kariba Dam and the 
associated displacements. He claimed that Tonga culture had hardly advanced 
‘beyond the stone age’ and ‘all they wanted which their own economy did not provide 
were beads, cowrie shells and salt, for which they bartered ivory and skins.’25 Elizabeth 
Balneaves, another journalist, claimed that the Tonga had ‘happily escaped 
civilization’ and had ‘evolved little over the past hundred years, their only implements 
being the celeba, spear and hunting knife.’26 These commentators assumed that the hot 
and humid Zambezi River vicinity stifled the Tonga’s minds and stunted their 
inclinations towards embracing social and economic change. This explains a Time 
magazine article’s pseudo-scientific claims that the Tonga ‘would find the upland air 
bracing after centuries of breathing the swampy vapors of the Gwembe Valley.’27 Upon 
the completion of the relocation exercise, Sir Patrick Fletcher, the Minister of Native 
Affairs at the time of the displacements, also smugly considered the Tonga’s removals 
from the riverine vicinity to have been a success without ‘casualties at all, except some 
goats that got suffocated’ in the congested trucks during transportation to the 
uplands.28 

Contrary to the foregoing government and journalists’ altruistic 
representations of the Tonga’s displacements, the relocations to the relocations 
contradicted the colonial administrators’ high modernist rhetoric of progress and 
development that linked the dislocations with the improvement of livelihoods and 
exposures to amenities of modernity such as schools, hospitals and agricultural 
extension services in the new locales. The relocations were haphazard and hasty 
because highly technical reconfigurations of spatial usage and science-based planning, 
the core tenets of high modernism, did not inform the Zimbabwean Tonga’s 
settlements and livelihood opportunities in the lusaka. In short, the above-mentioned 
colonial administrators’ benign renderings of the Tonga’s dislocations blurred and 
diverted attention from the injustices associated with the process. Nevertheless, the 

 
 
23 D. Howarth, The Shadow of the Dam, London, St James Place, 1961, p. 1. 
24 Ibid, p. 29. 
25 Clements, Kariba, p. 83. 
26 E. Balneaves, Elephant Valley: The Adventures of J McGregor Brooks, Game and Tsetse Officer, Kariba, Rand 
McNally and Company, 1963, p. 26. 
27 ‘A Better Mousetrap,’ Time, 15 December 1959, p. 2. 
28 NAZ ORAL/FL1, Sir Patrick Fletcher interviewed by D. Hartridge in June 1971. 
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Tonga’s Kariba Dam induced physical displacements from the Zambezi riparian was 
aggravated by their discursive excision from their age-old homelands as shall be noted 
below. 
 
Colonial Power and the emergence of White Hydro-Social Identities in the Zambezi 
Valley ‘Wilderness’ 
Rhodesians, particularly their literary artists, quickly invented the lake emerging out 
of the Kariba Dam and the Zambezi Valley at large as part of some pristine and empty 
landscape. The American anthropologist, David McDermott Hughes, explores this re-
imagination of Lake Kariba and the Zambezi Valley at large through an analysis of 
Rhodesian fiction, eco-tourism informationals, conservation works, and interviews 
with white Zimbabwean writers.29 He argues that through a process of authorial 
manipulation these writers reimagined the lake into a primal reservoir, thus ignoring 
its artificial nature. At the core of these re-imaginations were Rhodesians’ struggles 
with negotiating their minority status in African society. Instead of embracing and 
integrating with black Africans they sought to belong ecologically in Africa by 
appropriating and excluding Africans from certain landscapes such as game parks and 
forest reserves.30 

This colonial tendency to physically and discursively exclude Africans from 
certain landscapes was not unique to the Tonga in the Zambezi Valley. J.K Noyes 
argues that a longing for empty space and the associated dislike of African presence 
in those areas permeates many images Westerners had about wild Africa. This longing 
also ‘expresses a real inability of the European eye to look at the world and see 
anything other than European space–space which is by definition empty where it is 
not inhabited by Europeans.’31 Terence Ranger reveals similar ideas in his analysis of 
competing European and African claims over nature and culture in the Matopos 
National Park, a site of picturesque granite kopjes [hills] a few miles out of Bulawayo.32 
At the turn of the twentieth century, the Matopos were a site of intense symbolic 
struggles among mission schools opposed to the Mwari Cult, black pilgrims to King 
Mzilikazi’s grave and the oracular cavernous shrines, and Rhodesians who came to 
pay homage to Cecil John Rhode’s grave at Malindidzimu Hill or World’s View and 
‘other memorials of white achievement which were erected in the hills.’33 Whites 
ultimately asserted hegemony over the Matopos through claiming superior 
knowledge in managing nature.34 The place ultimately became a white controlled 
nature reserve. 

Many writers constructed fanciful narratives about the Kariba waterscape and 
its Zambezi Valley backdrop. They wrote movingly of the unspoiled African 

 
 
29 See R. Rayner, The Valley of Tantalika: An African Wildlife Story, Harare, Baobab Books, 1990. 
30 D. McDermott Hughes, Whiteness in Zimbabwe: Race, Landscape and the Problem of Belonging, New York, 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010. 
31 J.K. Noyes, Colonial Space: Spatiality in the Discourse of German South West Africa, 1884-1915, Chur, 
Harwood Academic Publishers, 1992, p. 196. 
32 T. Ranger, Voices from the Rocks: Nature, Culture and History in the Matopos Hills of Zimbabwe, Harare, 
Baobab Books, 1999, p. 3. 
33 Ibid, p. 3. 
34 Ibid, p. 3-4. 



Limina, Volume 25.1, 2019 (2020)  Terence M. Mashingaidze 
 

 8
  © The Limina Editorial Collective 

http://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au 
 

wilderness and of the excellent fishing opportunities in the lake. Thus, ‘to the extent 
that these works acknowledged the dam at all, they paint a picture of nature restored 
and enjoyed. Euro-Africans yearned for water, glorified the lake, and forgave the 
dam.’35 They even refused to think of the lake as artificial, only the dam wall was 
artificial. Others saw the building of the dam as an atrocity against nature which was 
morally resolved when the Zambezi Valley healed itself into a new natural landscape 
of leisure and refreshment from industrial technology. This perspective is best 
captured by Richard Rayne’s epilogue in The Valley of Tantalika, a fictive rendition of 
animals’ experiences and perspectives about the inundation of the valley and their 
displacement: 

 
The Great Valley is at peace now; the deep wound which man inflicted 
is healing, for he has come to terms with Nature and Nature, perhaps, 
with him. Both are receiving the benefits from the forming lake. For man 
there is the hydro-electric power for his homes and industries in 
Zimbabwe and in Zambia, with a vast playground for his leisure, where 
he can gain new knowledge of Nature’s ways. For nature, there is a 
sanctuary for all her children of the Great Valley in the areas which 
border the lake [Chirisa, Matusadona and other protected areas], and 
there is the lake itself.36 

 
In the few instances where the European narratives acknowledged or alluded to the 
Tonga they invariably portrayed them as either primitive or an insignificant mythic 
people whose livelihoods partly depended on the whims and benevolence of their 
fabled River God, Nyaminyami.37 JoAnn McGregor, preoccupied with the Zambezi 
river’s material and strategic role, dismisses the existence of Nyaminyami arguing that 
it is largely a creation of the imagination by successive generations of Europeans, 
which is now peddled through the tourist and heritage industries along the Zambezi 
River.38 Hoteliers, houseboat owners and safari operators exploit the mythic image of 
Nyaminyami to market themselves to tourists eager to consume out-of-this-world 
stories and aesthetic. In the tourist sector Nyaminyami has become a literary ornament 
exploited to make quick profits. Thus, McDermott Hughes argues that sculptors and 
curio makers carve ‘coiled snakes as fast as gullible visitors could buy them up.’39 In 
this commerce-driven re-imagination of the past, the image of the Zambezi Valley as 
a wilderness occupied by the mythic Tonga people is integral to the area’s 
attractiveness as an exotic tourist destination. The following section explores the 
impacts of the Tonga’s physical exclusion from the uplands’ hunting grounds and the 
Kariba waterscape. Displacement exposed them to a new exclusionary regime of 
resource access. 

 
 
35 McDermott Hughes, Whiteness in Zimbabwe, p. 31. 
36 R. Rayner, quoted in D. McDermott Hughes, Whiteness in Zimbabwe. 
37 Howarth, The Shadow of the Dam, pp. 18 and 24; see also ‘Royal Magic,’ Newsweek, 30 May 1960, p. 45; 
‘A Better Mousetrap,’ Newsweek, 15 December 1960, p. 24. 
38 McGregor, Crossing the Zambezi, p.32. 
39 McDermott Hughes, Whiteness in Zimbabwe, p.62. 
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The Tonga’s Socio-Economic Displacements in the Kariba Dam Aftermath 
The Tonga's displacements to the lusaka uplands coincided with the designation of 
unfenced wildlife sanctuaries by the Kariba National Parks and Tourism Committee. 
This committee met for the first time in January 1956 to examine the anticipated Lake 
Kariba’s potential value as a tourist attraction and to consider the viability of 
establishing game sanctuaries.40 The Committee acknowledged the Tonga's needs for 
good land by noting that Sijarira (Chizarira) and Matusadonha Range which would 
have lake frontage, had little agricultural potential, were of no value for resettlement 
and were virtually unpopulated. Such claims were not entirely true because these new 
wildlife sanctuaries not only had fertile soils and well-watered spots but they had been 
traditional hunting grounds for the Tonga.41 Native Commissioner Ivor G Cockcroft 
attempted to help the Tonga by opposing the establishment of these game parks in the 
lusaka. He particularly opposed the idea of creating Chizarira Game Park in Binga 
District where the majority of the relocatees were going to reside. He felt that concern 
over wild animals was misplaced. Rather, he emphasized human casualties to man-
eating lions and depredation of crops by marauding elephants, and argued that ‘the 
fact remains that dangerous game and humans cannot exist together.’42  

The failure by Cockcroft’s fellow bureaucrats and planners to take heed of his 
advice consigned the Tonga to a fate of perennial food deficits induced by crop eating 
animals such as elephants that easily strayed from their designated domains. The 
Tonga’s villages were located between or adjacent to the newly created state owned 
wild animal sanctuaries and this exposed them to low crop yields, crop marauding 
animals and the tsetse induced livestock disease, trypanosomiasis. Within these game 
sanctuaries and outside the Department of Game’s wardens enforced a stringent 
wildlife conservation system.43 They denied the Tonga opportunities to shoot, trap and 
snare wild animals for subsistence. Forestry management regulations restricted Tonga 
men and women’s rights to harvest firewood, plants, herbs, wild vegetables, and 
mushroom from some of the rich game sanctuary environments.44 Some of the lusaka’s 
few well-watered and fertile areas with rich dark soils, chidhaka, were found within the 
game sanctuaries and forest reserves.  

The Tonga also experienced exclusion from the emergent Kariba waterscape. 
The evolving regimes of natural resource management around the Kariba waterscape, 
from its emergence in the late 1950s to the 2000s, failed to improve the Tonga’s 
livelihoods and increase their participation in the lake based fishing and tourism 

 
 
40 Soils Incorporated Private Limited, ‘Kariba Dam: Zambia and Zimbabwe’, Harare, p.92. 
41 Once the Department of National Parks and Wildlife Management declared these areas game reserves 
and permitted hunting and photographic safaris in 1958 it became criminal for the Tonga to enter or 
exploit wildlife resources in such spaces without the required expensive special licences. 
42 Quoted in McGregor, Crossing the Zambezi, p.119. 
43 In the 1964 The Department of Game changed its name to the Department of National Parks and 
Wildlife Management (DNPWLM). 
44 For similar processes see, J. Tropp, Natures of Colonial Change: Environmental Relations in the Making of 
the Transkei, Athens, Ohio University Press, 2006. 
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activities.45 Powerful outsiders such as whites, Shonas and Ndebeles dominated and 
profited from the lucrative Kariba fishery and tourism industries. The Tonga people 
could not raise enough financial resources for buying critical fishing technologies such 
as the expensive Kapenta fishing rigs that would make them competitive fishermen in 
the waterscape. Most Tonga men that participated in the fishery became marginal gill-
net fishermen that used simple dug-out wooden canoes and home-made nets. Lacking 
fishing equipment some of the Tonga became contract fishermen for the big 
commercial and concessionaire companies that exploited them by under-pricing their 
fish. Contract fishermen were obliged to dispose of their catches to the concessionaire 
companies that either granted them opportunities to fish in their concessions or 
supplied them with rigs, ice, fuel and meagre food rations, especially mealie meal. The 
contract system was highly expedient for the fishing companies because it meant that 
they did not need to provide any benefits such as medical insurance, paid sick leave 
days and pensions for the Tonga contract workers. 

After the attainment of independence in 1980, Zimbabwe’s socialist leaning 
post-colonial government, committed to socio-economic equality and poverty 
alleviation through the redistribution of wealth to the once marginalized black 
majority, did not radically alter the Kariba waterscape’s resource access structures set 
in the colonial era, that favoured big commercial and concessionaires' companies. It 
encouraged the formation of fishing co-operatives in line with its philosophy of mass 
economic empowerment of the once dispossessed black majority. However, the 
government did not adequately fund these cooperatives so they failed to compete with 
the largely white owned commercial fishing companies that enjoyed bigger catches 
and access to fish markets. The commercial companies had better equipment 
compared to the Tonga co-operatives and they took advantage of the co-operatives’ 
incapacities by fishing in areas designated for the former. The foregoing socio-
economic displacement ultimately compelled Tonga activists to organize and demand 
better access to better economic opportunities and natural resources around the Kariba 
waterscape especially from the 1990s onwards. 
 
Eco-Regional Activists and the Politics of Re-appropriating the Zambezi Hydro 
Social Territory 
Egre, Roquet and Durocher observe that benefits from most artificial dams in the 
world generally accrue to people located far away from these reservoirs. People 
displaced due to the construction of major dams derive little benefit from the emerging 
reservoirs. For instance, ‘the large majority of domestic customers and enterprises 
benefitting from the electricity generated by hydropower are located outside the 
affected area, often in urban centers.’46 When the Tonga’s deprived livelihoods after 

 
 
45 For a detailed history of the Tonga and the Kariba fisheries see M.F.C Bourdillon, A.P Cheater and 
M.W Murphree, Studies of Fishing on Lake Kariba, Gweru, Mambo Press, 1985. 
46 D. Egre, et al., 'Benefit sharing to supplement compensation in resource extractive activities: the case 
of dams,' in M.M. Cernea and H M Mathur (eds), Can Compensation Prevent Impoverishment?: Reforming 
Resettlement through Investments and Benefit Sharing, New Delhi, Oxford University Press, 2006. p.324. See 
also S.K Fullalove (ed.), Lesotho Highlands Water P: Civil Engineering Special Issue, London, Thomas 
Telford Ltd, 1997. 
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relocation to the arid uplands of Binga District are juxtaposed against the area’s rich 
natural resource assemblage, their poverty becomes even more contradictory. The 
Tonga did not have access to electricity generated at the Kariba Dam hydro-electric 
power plant which is Zimbabwe’s major supplier of electricity. This exclusion 
generated, as Mashingaidze has argued, a politicized sense of entitlement to these 
natural resources. Starting from the early 1990s, minority people’s rights conscious 
activists assembled and circulated discourses of entitlement to natural resources 
within Binga District and the Zambezi Valley at large. Owning and accessing such 
resources was a belated way of salvaging the compensation their parents and 
grandparents did not get in the 1950s when the colonial government displaced them 
from the Zambezi River plains to make way for the Kariba Dam.47 

These Tonga activists linked their claims to prevailing global anti-dam and 
indigenous people’s rights. Although the indigenous people’s rights and the anti-dam 
movements had unrelated origins and agendas their interests intertwined in the 
context of dam induced displacements because ‘dams are not planned to submerge 
highly developed areas.’48 They drown mountain or river valleys occupied by poor 
and marginal ethnic groups.49 This indigeneity cum anti-dam posturing partly 
explains why some of the activists advocated for the advancement of a place-rooted 
identity in which they constructed Binga District and the adjacent government owned 
lake Kariba as part of the Tonga’s ethnic space which they defined as Tongaland.50 This 
allusion to ethno-regionalism was a self-legitimizing referent to their historical 
linkages to the Zambezi River. In this ethno-regionalist framework ‘all of Binga 
District’s land, water and wildlife belonged to the Tonga.’51 This ethno-regionalist 
politics which was also expressed through self-arrogated toponyms such as BaSilwizi 
(the River People) and the regional ‘national’ anthem, Chigambyo Chipati (The-Most-
Surprising-Thing) did not aim to fragment or secede from the Zimbabwean nation-
state. It sought to affirm, as shall be shown below, Tonga claims, access and ownership 
of the local natural resource assemblage. Again, the Tonga’s eco-politics and anthem 
were imagined networks of ties that were ‘intricately reproduced depending on the 
spatio-temporal context.’52 

 
 
47 For more details on Tonga politics of restitution see T.M. Mashingaidze, ‘Beyond the Kariba Dam 
Induced Displacements: The Zimbabwean Tonga’s Struggles for Restitution, 1990s-2000s’, The 
International Journal on Group and Minority Rights, vol. 20, 2013, pp. 381-404. 
48 Ernest Razvan quoted in McCully, Silenced Rivers, p. 70; see also C.P. Morris, 'Hydroelectric 
Development and the Human Rights of Indigenous People, in P.A Olson (ed.), The Struggle for the Land: 
Indigenous insight and Industrial Empire in the Semi-Arid World, University of Nebraska Press, 1990, 
pp. 189-210. 
49 For example, estimates of the Indian government reveal that '40% of all those who have been 
displaced by dams are adivasis, who represent less than 6% of the Indian population.' See McCully, 
Silenced Rivers, p. 70. 
50 Personal interviews with Peter Ngwenya, Siabuwa, Binga, 7 August 2009 and Shepherd Munkuli, 
Binga, 8 August 2009. 
51 Personal interviews with James Maamba, Fainos T. Maamba, Luwo Munkuli, Binga Centre, 
16 November 2008. 
52 B. Anderson, Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism. London, Verso, 1991, p. 6. 
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A cohort of young and educated Tonga activists emerged in the 1980s to form 
a series of organizations agitating for the development of their area.53 The Binga 
Development Association (BIDA) was the first major Tonga initiative to spearhead 
local socio-economic development and challenge ‘the status quo of dependence’ and 
the dominant role of ‘outsiders’ in the local economy.54 BIDA collapsed due to 
organizational management weakness and political interference. It was succeeded by 
the short lived Binga Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace (Binga CCJP). 
Ultimately, Basilwizi Trust emerged in 2002 to continue pursuing the agenda set by its 
predecessors, of lobbying for community development and the compensation of 
victims of displacement and their descendants. Compared to its two predecessors, 
Basilwizi Trust was more explicit about the unresolved question of compensation for 
the Kariba Dam induced displacements. It wanted the World Bank and other parties 
involved in the building of Kariba Dam to recompense the Tonga in monetary terms, 
development projects and through official recognition of the injustices suffered 
through displacement.55 Unlike its predecessors BIDA and CCJP, Basilwizi Trust’s 
programs did not exclusively focus on the Tonga, it expanded its focus by advocating 
for restitution on behalf of other non-Tonga groups. 56 

Basilwizi Trust had an inclusive agenda because it argued that issues of 
compensation and benefit from the Kariba Dam were not a prerogative of the Tonga 
of Binga District but multi-ethnic demands that had to benefit people in other districts 
such as the Dombe and the Nambya of Hwange District, the Shangwe of Gokwe North 
and the Korekore of Nyaminyami District. This expansion of the question of 
compensation from its original exclusive Tonga focus to a multi-ethnic one was 
because ‘…it was realized that there were many people in the Zambezi Valley that 
suffered the same fate as the Tonga of Binga.’57 Basilwizi Trust’s inclusion of non-
Tonga communities in its negotiations for the socio-economic empowerment of the 
deprived Zambezi Valley communities shows, one can argue, that the term Basilwizi 
came to denote what Pramodi Parajuli terms an ecological ethnicity.58 This refers to 
any disparate groups of people who derive their everyday livelihoods through 
negotiation with their immediate environment. Normally what gives these peoples a 
common identity are not the major ethnic markers such as common ancestry, 
language, religion or culture but shared space and existential crises such as 

 
 
53 For a detailed discussion of these Tonga Organisations see Mashingaidze, ‘Beyond the Kariba Dam 
Displacements’. 
54 D. Conyers and F. Cumanzala, 'Community Empowerment and Democracy in Zimbabwe: A Case 
Study from Binga District,' Social Policy and Administration, vol. 38, no. 4, August 2004, p.389; See also 
BIDA webpage, http://www.gdrc.org/icm/bida.html# (accessed on 20 July 2018]. 
55 T. Hathaway, ‘Left High and Dry: African Communities Seek Justice for Harm Caused by Dams,’ 
http://www.internationalrivers.org/, 1 August 2008 (accessed on 11 June 2018); T. Hathaway, ‘Interview: 
Basilwizi Trust,’ World Rivers Review, June 2008. 
56 Basilwizi Trust, Strategic Plan, 2010-2015, pp. 11-12. 
57 Personal interviews with Noah Munkuli. 
58 P. Parajuli, ‘Beyond Capitalized Nature: Ecological Ethnicity as a New Arena of Conflict in the Global 
Capitalist Regime,’ Ecumene: A Journal of Environment, Culture and Meaning, vol. 5, no. 2, 1998, pp. 186-
217; P. Parajuli, ‘Revisiting Gandi and Zapata: Motion of Global Capital, Geographies of Difference and 
the Formation Ecological Ethnicities,’ in M. Blaser, et al. (eds), In the Way of Development: Indigenous 
People’s Life Projects and Globalization, London and New York, Zed Books, 2004, p.235. 
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marginalization or exclusion from resource access.59 This sharing of an ecosystem can 
also inculcate a sense of ecological community or what Gary Nabhan aptly terms 
‘cultures of habitat.’60 

Basilwizi Trust managed to elevate its international profile and the visibility of 
its two main objectives of seeking compensation for the victims of the Kariba Dam 
displacement and empowering the marginalized people of the Zambezi Valley. It 
established networks of solidarity with other emerging international organisations 
that sought to limit the impact of dams on livelihoods and rehabilitate victims of dam 
induced relocations.  These organizations included the Network for Advocacy on 
Water Issues in Southern Africa (NAWISA), the World Commission on Dams, now the 
United Nations Environmental Program Dam Development Project, and the 
International Rivers Network. Much about the Basilwizi Trust’s campaign for 
empowerment and restitution was publicized through the International Rivers 
Network’s web-portal and journal, The World Rivers Review. Within Zimbabwe, 
Basilwizi Trust’s advocacy campaigns and activism placed the question of the Tonga’s 
rights to socio-economic development and dignity on the national agenda. 
 
Tonga Anthem: Chigambyo Chipati (The Most-Surprising-Thing) 
The Tonga also articulated their sense of loss and exclusion through their ethno-
anthem, Chigambyo Chipati (The Most Surprising Thing), which became popular from 
the late 1980s onwards.61 Besides identifying the Zambezi as a life-sustaining river for 
the Tonga, the anthem constructed the Kariba Dam as a font of historical memory and 
a symbol of communal dislocation and repressed cultural potency. Because of the dam, 
the Tonga lost ancestral graves, sacred caves, pools and shrines, malende, all 
submerged under the Kariba waters. This anthem is both a dirge about displacement 
and a declaration of the ownership of a lost birthright, it connects the present-day 
Tonga with the lands inundated by Lake Kariba, by noting that their ancestors were 
born, lived, and died along the Zambezi River. To elaborate on this painful sense of 
disconnection between the dead and the living the anthem alludes to the ‘voices of the 
ancestors’ heard ‘wailing across the Zambezi River.’62 

Through the anthem, the Tonga lamented the loss of ‘our river which was taken 
away from us.’63 They performed the song at school assemblies and national 
commemorative holidays, such as the Independence and Heroes Days ‘as a way of 
making sure that our children and our people do not forget the communal injury 
inflicted upon us when we were displaced from the Zambezi because of Kariba Dam.’64 
In most cases, at school assemblies and major gatherings related to these national 
commemorations, the Tonga performed their anthem, before singing the Zimbabwean 

 
 
59 P. Parajuli, ‘Revisiting Gandi and Zapata,’ p. 235. 
60 G.P. Nabhan, Cultures of Habitat: On Culture, Nature and Story, Washington DC, Counterpoint 
Press, 1987. 
61 Most of my personal interviewees could not identify the person who composed the Tonga anthem. 
62 For a nuanced critique of communities and how they imagine themselves see Anderson, Reflections on 
the Origins and Spread of Nationalism. 
63 Personal interviews with Thompson Maamba, Binga Center, 10 August and 16 August 2009. 
64 Ibid. These views were also echoed in interviews with Luwo Siachema, Turn-Off Siabuwa, Binga, 15 
January 2009; Bernard Mun’ombe; Elliot Ngwenya, Siachilaba, Binga, 16 February 2009. 
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national anthem. This fact means that the Tonga subordinated themselves to the 
aspirations of the nation state, while simultaneously asserting and expressing context-
specific visions at the local level. This localisation of the discourses and emblems of 
nationhood evolved in the 1990s into overt demands, as revealed in the preceding 
section, for increased levels of local access to the resources of the Kariba waterscape 
and the lusaka uplands. 
 
Conclusion 
This article invoked the notion of hydro-social identities to show how differently 
constituted ethnic and racial groups contrived waterscape aligned identities in order 
to simultaneously entrench their claims to the Zambezi Valley’s natural resources and 
to exclude others from accessing and exploiting such resources. Soon after the 
emergence of the Kariba waterscape white Rhodesians invalidated Tonga experiential 
linkages to the Zambezi riparian by defining it as wild and pristine. They presumed 
that the Tonga had no ecological awareness and had failed to use the waters of 
Zambezi River to spur their way into modernity. Thus, the whites assuming superior 
scientific knowledge to manage ecosystems, appropriated the Zambezi hydro-social 
territory for their own exclusive use. The Kariba waterscape, the most definitive 
feature in the area, became a racialised playground for water sports and wildlife 
enthusiasts who visited for fishing, water skiing, sailing, scuba diving, driving and 
photographic safaris. It became criminal for the Tonga to enter or exploit wildlife 
resources in these spaces without requisite expensive special licences. A mixture of 
this exclusion by successive colonial and post-colonial governments coupled with the 
perceived sabotaging of local development by ethnic Ndebele and Shona power 
brokers at national level compelled the indigenous communities of the Zambezi Valley 
to reimagine their identities. 
 The toponym BaSilwizi originally associated with the valley Tonga who resided 
in riparian communities by the fast-flowing Zambezi River assumed wider and multi-
ethnic connotations by embracing other marginal communities at the base of 
Zimbabwe’s ethno-class hierarchies such as the Dombe and the Korekore people. Thus 
BaSilwizi morphed into an ecological ethnicity which embodies an imagined identity 
that embraces disparate and marginalised groups that ‘depend largely on the 
regenerativity and recyclicity of nature.’65 These BaSilwizi communities’ exclusion 
from the local natural resource asset base compelled them from the late 1980s onwards 
to form mediating institutions that advocated for stronger government commitments 
to the development of Zambezi hydro-social territory. Some of these organisations 
negotiated for restitution against domestic and international actors such as the World 
Bank, the major financier of the Kariba Dam construction. They also struggled for the 
reconfiguration of the Kariba waterscape’s regime of resource access that excluded the 
local communities. These actions by these BaSilwizi resonate with recent debates on 
compensation after dam induced displacements which advocate for displaced people 

 
 
65 P. Parajuli (with Dilafruz Williams), 'Towards an Environmentalism of the Global South', Encounter: 
Education for Meaning and Social Justice, vol. 15, no. 2, 2002, p. 57. 
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to have a share of profits generated by dam management institutions through the sales 
of hydro-electric power and water.66  

 
 
66 See M.M. Cernea, ‘Reforming the Foundations of Involuntary Resettlement: Introduction’, in M.M. 
Cernea and H. Mohan Mathur (eds), Can Compensation prevent Impoverishment?: Reforming Resettlement 
through Investments and Benefits Sharing, New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2008; A. Oliver-Smith, 
'Evicted from Eden: Conservation and Displacement of Indigenous and Traditional Peoples' in A. 
Oliver-Smith (ed.), Development and Dispossession: The Crisis of forced Displacement and Resettlement, Santa 
Fe, School for Advanced Research Press, 2009, pp. 141-162; B.R. Johnston, 'Development Disaster, 
Reparations, and the Right to Remedy: The case of Chixoy Dam, Guatemala,' in A. Oliver-Smith (ed.), 
Development and Dispossession, pp. 206-207 


