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ABSTRACT
This paper explores the emerging labour regimes and the
consequences for agricultural commercialisation across multiple
land-use types in post land reform Zimbabwe. The livelihoods of
farmworkers, including those still resident in former labour
compounds, are explored. The paper examines patterns of
employment, land access, crop farming, asset ownership and off-
farm activities, highlighting the diversification of livelihoods. The
old pattern of wage-employed, permanent farmworkers is
increasingly rare, as autonomous, flexible combinations of wage
work, farming and a range of entrepreneurial and informal
activities emerge. The paper thus engages with the wider debate
about the changing nature of ‘work’ and ‘employment’, alongside
discussions about the class implications of ‘working people’ and
‘fractured classes of labour’ in transforming agrarian economies.
Without a captive, resident workforce, commercial agriculture
must mobilise labour in new ways, as the farm work and workers
have been refashioned in the new agrarian setting.
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1. Introduction

The radical transformation of agrarian relations following Zimbabwe’s fast-track land
reform programme (FTLRP) resulted in a new labour regime. The FTLRP transferred
around 10 million hectares of land, formerly managed by around 4,500 mostly white
farmers to around 145,000 smallholders and 23,000 medium-scale farmers (Scoones
et al. 2010; Moyo 2011), reconfiguring patterns of agricultural commercialisation.

Since the settler colonial era, a dualistic agricultural system existed, with large-scale
commercial farms sourcing labour from ‘the reserves’ (now communal areas) and
nearby countries. Labour was both resident (living in labour compounds) and temporary,
with seasonal variations depending on the production system (Rutherford 2001). The new
agrarian structure has generated diverse forms of wage labour, linked to new livelihood
patterns (Moyo 2011; Chambati 2013, 2017; Scoones et al. 2018a). A much greater variety
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of labour provisioning arrangements is seen, and many former farmworkers are now
taking up farming, besides selling labour. This paper explores the emergence of this
new labour regime following land reform in Mvurwi area, and explores the implications
for livelihoods, patterns of social differentiation and the commercialisation of agriculture.

Following the FTLRP, with the invasion of large-scale commercial farms (LSCF), farm-
workers and their families were displaced, and mostly excluded from land allocations, as
they were seen as friendly to their employers and the opposition party, the Movement
for Democratic Change (MDC) (Helliker and Bhatasara 2018). Consequently, farmworkers
left the area, returning to communal area homes or moving to other parts of the
country, while others were displaced in situ (Magaramombe 2010), resulting in many
maintaining residency in the farm compounds, but now deprived of social services
and employment.

In the dualistic system of the past, farm labour was either wage work on LSCFs, with
farm wages being the only source of income, or casual, informal piecework labour in
the communal areas. Today, livelihoods are more diverse, as people combine farm
work with off-farm labour, with complex class positions (Moyo and Yeros 2005). Diver-
sified livelihoods are often linked to a pattern of informalisation associated with
extreme forms of precarity and ‘footloose’ relations (Breman 2010; Ferguson and Li
2018), even if with more autonomy and flexibility than the standard patterns of proletar-
ian wage work (Tabata 1954; Mafeje 1985). Understanding the emergent class dynamics
among farm labour is therefore crucial for a more comprehensive understanding of the
prospects for commercial agriculture following land reform, requiring a disaggregated
look at labour regimes.

The labour control of the past has been replaced by ‘residential autonomy’, where
workers can choose to work or not work at the farm where they reside (Magaramombe
2010), often leading to labour shortages. This presents workers with strong bargaining
power for better wages and the scope for income diversification. For Chambati (2017),
shifts in farmworker relations are linked to the new agrarian structure in which increased
land access by newly settled farmers expanded labour demand.

This dynamic following the FTLRP remains poorly understood. Some argue that new
labour arrangements are just as poorly remunerated and exploitative as before (Hart-
nack 2016; Rutherford 2017; Pilossof 2018; Chiweshe and Chabata 2019) and cases of
physical violence, racism and long working hours, which characterised the pre-2000
era (Amanor-Wilks 1995; Tandon 2001), persist. Others argue that autonomy and flexi-
bility have now increased, and greater freedom positions workers in good bargaining
positions (Moyo 2007; Chambati 2017). Yet, this polarised debate fails to examine the
patterns of differentiation among workers on farms across different land-use types.
This article therefore aims to fill this gap, exploring how a more differentiated under-
standing of worker livelihoods helps us understand the post-FTLRP agrarian transition.
The article therefore asks the question: has land reform produced a classic agrarian tran-
sition, with increased proletarianisation, intensification and consolidation of farms, or is
a more variegated, non-linear set of changes observed, with diverse labour regimes?

In many discussions of agrarian transition, a linear, evolutionary change is posited –
either towards increasing proletarianisation, as wage work is taken up with increasingly
efficient commercial farms (Byres 1977), or towards an exit from wage work towards a
more agrarian livelihood (Jayne, Chamberlin, and Benfica 2018). Many explanations for
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such pathways tend to focus on relative factor prices and economic incentives, limiting
the scope of the analysis (Berry 1993). In fact, a range of conditions may affect agrarian
transitions, from environmental and land-use factors to social and political relations,
eluding a linear, evolutionary trajectory. For instance, Moyo and Yeros (2005) argue
that the accompanying primitive accumulation generates differentiation and so diverse
pathways of agrarian change, while Helliker and Bhatasara (2018) identify locally-based,
autonomous processes that emerge to shape agrarian change. Chiweshe and Chabata
(2019) similarly identify how the agency of local actors, including farmworkers, influences
how agrarian transitions play out.

This article therefore engages with wider debates about the role of labour within chan-
ging agrarian settings and contemporary capitalist economies (Chhachhi 2014; Harriss-
White 2003). Shivji’s (2017) conceptualisation of ‘working people’ – cutting across cat-
egories of producer and worker – is useful here, focusing on the surplus extraction by
capital through the maximising of labour exploitation in diversified and stratified econ-
omic settings. For Bernstein (2006, 2007) such people are the diverse and fragmented
‘classes of labour’ making a living in multiple ways, not easily defined in classic occu-
pational, locational or class terms. Operating in precarious spaces, often informal and
sometimes illegal, livelihood options are limited and the possibilities for expanded repro-
duction and accumulation from below are constrained. ‘Working people’, differentiated
by age and gender, therefore, must combine occasional wage employment, informal
work and some engagement in agricultural production. Such informal work may
equally act as an effective subsidy to capital as social reproduction is squeezed (Shivji
2009). As livelihoods diversify, changing divisions of labour emerge, with class, gender
and age implications (O’Laughlin 1996). Processes of fragmentation across classes of
labour equally result in the restructuring of patterns of daily and cross-generational
social reproduction, with implications for production and wider social relations
(Cousins et al. 2018). Understanding these intersecting processes of social differentiation
and the links to diverse forms of work in a changing agrarian setting thus helps us under-
stand complex agrarian labour regimes and their location in wider capitalist relations and
politics (Jha 2021). As others have observed, contemporary labour regimes do not fit neat
categories used in the past of standard ‘jobs’ and fixed ‘wage-employment’ (Ferguson and
Li 2018), and so require a new analysis, to which this article contributes for the post-land
reform setting in Zimbabwe.

Across different land-use settings in one part of Zimbabwe, this paper therefore
explores what the post-land reform agrarian transition looks like in practice, providing
insights into the differentiated character of new labour regimes. The rest of this article
is structured as follows. First, we offer an overview of the study area and the methods
used. The next section offers a brief historical overview of agricultural labour relations
in Zimbabwe to set the study in context. The following section conceptualises shifting
agrarian labour relations, while the next explores changes in access to land, production
and marketing of agricultural commodities and the changing the characteristics of farm-
workers. The article then discusses farmworker productivity, incomes sources, accumu-
lation trajectories and changes in their social security after 2000. Finally, before
concluding, the paper highlights emerging farmworker types, linked to patterns of
accumulation and class formation.
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2. Methods: understanding the post-land reform labour regime

The Mvurwi/Chiweshe area in Mazowe district has a long history of tobacco production,
dating back to the 1900s when the earliest settler farmers shifted to agriculture from
mining. Tobacco, maize and horticulture are the core commercial crops. The district is
located 100 km north-west of Harare. The area consists of fertile soils and receives an
average of 800 mm of rainfall per annum. With good market connections, particularly
to Harare, the area is regarded as a high potential, ‘hot spot’ area for agricultural commer-
cialisation (Shonhe 2018; Scoones et al. 2018a, 2018b, 2020) (see Figure 1).

After the FTLRP, different land-use categories now exist. These range from remaining
LSCFs; medium-scale commercial farms (designated A2 farms), sometimes with joint-
venture (JV) arrangements with external investors; smallholder farms (designated A1)
and existing communal areas (CAs). Also, there are former labour compounds in the
remaining LSCF, A2, A2-JVs and A1 farms.

This paper is based on a survey of 358 workers operating in the four core land-use cat-
egories (LSCF, A2, A1 and CA), plus workers from JVs operating on A2 farms and com-
pounds in A1 areas. Workers are defined as those regularly selling labour and working
on others’ farms, earning cash or in-kind resources for a significant part of their livelihood.
In each of the six sites, we drew a household sample randomly, aiming for around 50 cases
each. In the LSCF (N = 50) and A2 (N = 45)/A2-JV (N = 49) cases, workers were more classic
wage-labourers, resident on the farm. In the A1 (N = 71) and CA (N = 51) cases, the sample
focused on those households that were selling labour, but also had plots locally. In the
case of those resident in compounds (N = 92), these were former farmworkers, but now
were engaged in a variety of activities, including selling labour.

The aim was to gain a picture of the full variety of farm labour in the post-FTLRP setting
across land uses, as well as explore some of the interactions between them. The avail-
ability of data on labour is notoriously poor (Oya 2013; Oya and Pontara 2015), but our
study combined the sample survey with 30 qualitative interviews across sites. Key infor-
mant interviews (with former farm managers, supervisors and government officials)
additionally provided detailed biographical insights, examining how labour regimes
have changed over time.

We explored patterns of accumulation, linked to class formation, and how this varies
across sites, and by gender, age and other dimensions of social difference. Overall, we
ask: how is labour of different types deployed in agriculture, who are the new ‘farmwor-
kers’ and what are the implications both for livelihoods of those selling labour and the
possibilities for commercial agriculture?

3. A brief historical overview of farm labour in Zimbabwe

Settler colonialism in Zimbabwe was founded on the subjugation of indigenous peoples,
and their displacement from productive land and their means of livelihoods. After settle-
ment on the farms from the 1890s, but especially from the 1930s, and again following the
Second World War (Mbanga 1991; Rubert 1998), the demand for farm labour increased
(Arrighi 1970; Dunlop 1971), mainly for tobacco production (Rubert 1998). The reluctance
of Shona indigenous people to work on the LSCFs, resulted in the reliance on workers
from Zambia, Malawi and Mozambique (Dunlop 1971; Clarke 1973).
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To force the indigenous population to work on the farms, markets were manipulated
and numerous levies were imposed (Palmer 1977; Hodder-Williams 1983; Phimister and
Pilossof 2017), creating African ‘native (labour) reserves’ and proletarianising Africans
by the 1950s (Arrighi 1970) under a system of ‘domestic government’ (Rutherford
2001). Moreover, farmworkers were dependent on farm owners for all services (Sachiko-
nye 2003), limiting their ability to engage in other income-earning activities. Throughout
the colonial period, wages remained low, barely adequate to cover subsistence costs (Loe-
wenson 1992).

Following Independence in 1980, farmworkers increasingly agitated for better working
conditions and higher wages, including the removal of harsh farm managers (Sachikonye
1986, 1997; Rutherford 2001; Hartnack 2016). However, the national reconciliation policy
meant that the government remained sympathetic to LSCF farmers (Sachikonye 1986;
Rutherford 2001). Moreover, from the 1990s, the ‘structural adjustment’ ensured that
the government had inadequate capacity to monitor and enforce policy reforms
(Amanor-Wilks 1995; Kanyenze 2001).

Figure 1. Map of Mvurwi/Chiweshe study area.
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The agricultural sector’s contribution to employment rose from 879 workers in 1904 to
83,000 by 1936 and 220,162 in 1951 and 314,965 by 2002 (Pilossof 2014, 346; also see
Phimister and Pilossof 2017, 220). By the late 1990s, there were around 300,000
workers on large-scale farms; although only half of them were permanent workers and
the rest were seasonal, temporary workers, often women, moving to farms from commu-
nal areas (CSO 2001). By 2000, fewer were observed to be of ‘foreign’ origin (FCTZ 2000;
Chambati 2017), down from 60% in 1956 (Clarke 1977), reflecting the increased depen-
dence on the local population for the workforce. Following the FTLRP, around 70,000
farmworker households continued to have employment on the remaining farms and
estates, while about 25,000 were displaced in situ, living on compounds but initially
without work (Scoones et al. 2018a, 811). While the figures are approximate – and
much disputed – the major reconfiguration of labour, as well as land, from 2000 is
clear, although the implications are poorly understood.

Following land reform, there were no longer expectations of provision of services for
workers (Magaramombe 2010), and former workers had to find labour or land wherever
they could, including participation in an informalising economy (Sachikonye 2007;
Luebker 2008; Raftopoulos 2009). Former farmworkers now combined farm labour and
farming with off-farm activities, such as artisanal mining, informal vending, beer-
brewing, selling firewood, fishing and hunting, as well as depending on remittances
from family members outside the country (Magaramombe 2010; Scoones et al. 2018a).

4. Who are the new farmworkers?

Who are the new farmworkers? As discussed earlier, we sampled across six different land-
use categories. In terms of origins, overall, most identified as Zimbabweans (77.2%), while
others identified as fromMozambique (9.6%), Zambia (4.5%) and Malawi (8.7%) (Figure 2).
So-called ‘foreign’ workers are concentrated in the LSCFs (46%), A2 farms (43.2%) and A2-
JV farms (39.6%), and are associated with permanent jobs. Contrary to the findings of Chi-
weshe and Chabata (2019), 91.3% of the farmworkers dwelling in the compounds self-
define as of Zimbabwean origins.

Across our sample, permanent employment represents about a third of all cases
(33.6%) (Table 1). The LSCF has the highest proportion of permanent workers (35.9%),
compared to CAs (16.2%) and A1 farms (15.4%). Men dominate the permanent workforce
on A1 (94.4%) and A2 (90.9%) farms, while CA households employ the most women
(47.4%), paying them the highest wages of US$104 per month. Men from the CAs are fre-
quently engaged in rural-urban migration and more recently movement across borders in
search of employment, leaving women behind to till the land and look after the family.
Due to limited means to support social reproduction, women often end up doing
maricho (temporary labour) to support their families.1 The age structure of the working
population is changing with workers aged between 30–40 years representing nearly
half of the permanent workforce, as older workers, especially in the LSCFs, are being
replaced by younger people.

Seasonal work is pursued by 14.4% of farmworkers and is most common amongmen in
the A1 farms (42%) and in the CAs (30%), even though their monthly wages remain rela-
tively low. Contrary to Chambati’s (2017) findings in Goromonzi and Kwekwe districts,
contract and seasonal work were the least common among farmworkers, at 23.6% and
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14.4%, respectively, across our sample. However, most compound workers are employed
as temporary contract workers (74.4%), while relatively few (16.2%) are employed on a
permanent basis (Table 1). One farmworker2 living in a compound in a LSCF estate
described his livelihood and preference for temporary work:

I was born in 1983 and grew up in Mount Darwin and attended school there until I finished
Grade 7. I then went to Marry Mount to work before coming to Forrester Estates B. As workers,
we didn’t have enough connections to get farms. I never subscribed to jambanja (land inva-
sions). I thought maybe it won’t be successful. When I saw others successful, I just continued
working. I have a garden where I grow vegetables and maize for consumption. I don’t sell
because my harvest is small. As a family, it’s enough for us. We are a family of five. I aspire
to have my own farm and grow crops like maize, tobacco and soya beans. Even though I
am staying here in Forrester Estates B, I prefer to work for A1 and A2 farmers because they
pay soon after the work. Piecework is paying better because we work for a short time and
get money which is more than my salary.

Maricho allows for a level of independence and flexibility preferred by such workers. More-
over, piece jobs are paid for at the completion of a task, enabling the compound workers to
allocate time towards own-farm production. One compound-based farmworker3 noted:

I settled here in 2010. I came here looking for farmland, but was unlucky. I now rent farms to
grow my crops, staying in the compound. I don’t pay anything to the farm owner, but I assist
him with piecework. Since 2010, I have been renting one hectare. I routinely change the
people from whom I rent because often plot holders take their land back after noticing
our good yields. I am using the land for tobacco and maize production. I am contracted to
ZLT, and they support me with eight bags of fertilisers, five grams of seeds and sprays. In
return, I sell to them. To augment this income, I do piecework jobs whenever I can, but
make sure I prioritise my own farm.

This informalisation of employment, and especially its seasonal nature, reflects the chan-
ging pattern of commercial agriculture. For instance, one of our LSCF cases, Forrester
Estates, is involved in winter mangetout pea production for narrow, high-value export
markets. International employment standards are mandatory, and workers are relatively
well paid and cared for, but are only required for short periods. On large farms like For-
rester Estates there are however operations across the year, involving different crops,

Figure 2. Farmworkers’ country of origins (%).
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and a permanent workforce is required. Where there is irrigation infrastructure for horti-
culture, fruit trees and tobacco cropping programmes,on well-capitalised farms, including
on the LSCFs and the A2-JVs, A2 farms, year-round production dominates, and so employ-
ment opportunities increase.

In terms of patterns of employment by gender, there are generally more men (72.5%)
than women (27.5%) employed (Table 1). Women are more commonly employed as tem-
porary (32.3%) and contract labourers (31.7%) as opposed to permanent (26.5%) and sea-
sonal (14%) arrangements. Far more men are also employed in decision-making positions,
as well as in skilled roles such as tractor drivers, foremen and workshop and management
positions. A female farmworker4 on a A2-JV farm noted:

I have been working on this farm for eight years. Before this I was staying in the compound
doing piece jobs for A1 and A2 farmers. I started working here in 2012 when the Chinese
came to the farm. However, I am still considered a temporary worker. I’m employed every
year to do planting, weeding, harvesting and grading of tobacco. My husband and my son
were lucky to be employed as permanent workers. Most of the women are employed as tem-
porary or seasonal workers. At the same time, most of us women did not get land during ‘jam-
banja’. I have a small piece of land where I growmaize and sweet potatoes to feedmy family. I
feel like, as women, we are always forgotten.

Overall, workers are barely unionised, with a mere 9% of the workers members of a trade
union. However, farmworkers’ bargaining power is high given the demand for labour –
especially skilled labour associated with tobacco production and grading – and the fact
that more and more workers have diversified sources of income. That said, the precarity
arising from poor job conditions and the often-temporary nature of employment, means
‘workers’must seek other sources of income beyond wage labour. Gaining access to land
is crucial, as we now discuss.

5. Workers, land access and agricultural production

Across all categories, a significant number of the farmworkers now have access to pieces of
land, with sizes ‘owned’ being between 0.2 and 1.2 ha, with small additional amounts rented
in (Table 2). In the CAs, most workers also hold land under the communal system. Workers
with land holdings are most prominent in the CAs (99%), followed by the LSCFs (89.1%), the
compounds (87.1%), A2 farms (78.9%), A1 farms (73.5%) and A2-JV farms (72.1%).

Across the land-use types, illegal land access, including vernacular land purchases (cf.
Shonhe 2017; Mkodzongi 2018) and an emerging land rental market are shaping agricul-
tural production and commercialisation. 16.9% of workers confirmed renting in land. In
the CAs, people can gain such allocations from local leaders, and nearly everyone has a
small plot. For compound-based farmworkers,5 as one of them explained:

We were excluded from the land reform process because we were viewed as part of the
opposition and enemies of the state. However, due to limited work opportunities after the
towns, many of us now rent-in land from those who benefitted. The small pieces we used
to get through an allocation from the white commercial farmers have now been allocated
to the new settlers. To get it from them, we have had to use various means, including
payment of cash, the supply of farm inputs and supply of labour during the farming
seasons. Unfortunately, the government does not include us in the agricultural input
support programmes and therefore we have to find a way to get inputs on our own. Some
have managed to access tobacco contract farming through.
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Farmworkers may choose to work for farmers across the land-use types even though they
maintain and till their land to supplement social reproduction. For those residing in the
compounds, with the cessation of wage work, getting access to some land, even if
small, has been a necessity, as a complement to a much more informal wage economy
in the resettlement areas. In the LSCF, A2 and A2-JV farms, farm owners have often
allowed workers to have garden plots as a complement to wages, and this has expanded,
as wages have been inadequate, especially as the A2 farms in particular have been under-
utilised. In the LSCF being studied, many workers have also invaded nearby areas and
have established small, but illegal, plots in addition.

In the A1 areas, a mix of farmworkers was identified. This included those with land allo-
cated under the land reform; those who have migrated to the area and are renting or illeg-
ally occupying land and those who are living at the homesteads of land reform settlers but
without land. Among farmworkers, those in the A1 sector have the highest maize output
averaging 1.7 tonnes per household, while those in the A2 sector have the highest
tobacco and sales, averaging 1.3 tonnes per household in 2017 (Figure 3). The low pro-
portion of workers tilling land in the A2-JV cases (13.7%, averaging 0.2 ha) reflects the
tighter management regime and low land holdings in these settings. During an in-
depth interview, a worker6 in an A2-JV farm indicated that: ‘The Chinese employers are
too demanding. They make us work long hours, including public holidays and weekends
but they do not pay overtime’. Indeed, the A2-JVs probably most resemble the situation
found in the LSCFs before land reform.

These poor conditions are not replicated in the LSCF in our sample, where wages could
be supplemented with agricultural production on small garden plots and in illegal settle-
ments nearby, and there is much more flexibility permitted than during the pre-land
reform era. One LSCF worker7 noted that: ‘while the white commercial farmers used to
allocate us pieces of land, we used only for maize production, now we also grow cash
crops such as tobacco and earn somemoney which we use to supplement wage incomes’.

Across the sectors, most farmworkers now have land for maize and tobacco pro-
duction. Our study reveals that the yield levels (output/ha) are relatively high for both
tobacco and maize, reflecting the intensity of production on small plots as well as the
skill of these workers. Maize is the dominant crop and is grown to meet household
food security requirements, with the surplus being marketed to earn money to pay
school fees and to buy additional food. For some, tobacco supplements this income.
Own-farm production has the potential to increase farmworker autonomy as they make
choices between tilling their own pieces of land or providing temporary work to other
farmers. However, such autonomy emerges in highly precarious employment settings,
whereby farm production is often necessary to supplement limited and intermittent

Table 2. Farmworkers’ land access and use (ha).
Farming sectors Average land ‘owned’ Average rented in area Average cropped area Land utilisation (%)

LSCFs 0.5 0.04 0.3 60.0
A2 farms 0.3 0.08 0.3 100.0
A2-JVs 0.2 0.06 0.2 100.0
A1 farms 0.5 0.05 0.4 80.0
Compound 0.6 0.01 0.5 83.3
CAs 1.2 0.04 0.7 58.3

Source: APRA survey, 2018–19.
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farm wages in order to meet basic social reproduction needs. In this way, the informal
economy, including family farming, acts to subsidise capital, offsetting the requirements
to pay a living wage (Shivji 2009).

6. Diversified livelihoods

With the increasing importance of own farming among farmworkers, sales of agricultural
commodities now exceed income from farm labour in compounds, A1 A2 and LSCFs farms
(Figure 4). The category ‘farmworker’ clearly needs rethinking; following Shivji (2017)
these are a much broader category of ‘working people’ struggling to make ends meet
in challenging settings. Even though income sources are differentiated across farming
sectors, there is considerable diversification, even in the LSCF setting where classic
wage work is expected. Income from agricultural produce sales was significant among
those living in compounds, those working for A1 and A2 farmers and those working on
LSCFs. The sale of labour was only the most important amongst those workers in our
samples in the CAs and A2-JVs.

As shown in Figure 4, other sources of income beyond formal wage employment
include artisanal mining and remittances. In the A2 farms, and less significantly in the
LSCFs, many younger farmworkers are involved in projects such as poultry, market gar-
dening and buying and selling of agricultural commodities along the main road. Total
incomes were highest among those living in farm compounds, mostly working as contract
workers and most diversified among those working on LSCFs. Those working on A2 farms,
especially where farms were barely functioning, often had to seek other sources of
income, as farms formed a base for diversified income activities. While varied across
cases, our data show therefore how the traditional vision of ‘farmworker’ has disappeared,
and a diverse, new labour regime is emerging. For example, Mr DM, who is 28 years’ old
and works for an A2 farmer in Mvurwi explained that:

I work for an A2 farmer who resides in Harare but grows maize and tobacco. During the off
season we have established sources of income as I am employed on a temporary basis, as
with many others staying in the compound. To gain a living, I go to Jumbo mine where arti-
sanal mining (chikorokoza) is now very popular. Through chikorokoza, I am able to buy food

Figure 3. Workers’ agricultural commodity production and sales for the 2016–17 farming season.
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for my family back here and in Chiweshe communal area. Others are involved in buying and
selling of a variety of goods, including fish from Kariba and are making lots of money.

Thus, while farm wages are important across sectors, they do not tell the whole story
about such workers’ livelihoods in contemporary Zimbabwe. Crop sales are now more
important than wages in many settings, but all workers rely on a range of sources of
income, including remittances from abroad, as patterns of semi-proletarianisation
become internationalised. The informalisation of the wider Zimbabwe economy in the
past two decades due to a combination of economic decline and wider sanctions
regimes makes straddling between different options essential, with the diverse classes
of labour associated with farm work becoming increasingly fragmented (cf. Bernstein
2006). Although many operate under highly constrained circumstances, with no single
source of income sufficient to provide a secure livelihood, some have been able to
accumulate through combining different activities. For example, some former farmwor-
kers in our sample have even invested in urban real estate as source of investment,
from which they earn some rental income (Figure 4). However, patterns vary dramatically
between different land use types and across genders and generations as we discuss
further below.

7. Patterns of accumulation and social differentiation

What are the implications of these varied patterns of farm employment and the diversified
livelihoods of farmworkers across land use types? What patterns of social differentiation
are observed across and within sites, and how is this influencing the dynamics of accumu-
lation? What forms of investment and agricultural commercialisation result? These are
important questions if we are to understand the emerging class dynamics amongst
‘workers’ in these areas, and the wider implications for the future of commercial
agriculture.

Figure 4. Diversified sources of income.
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Our study shows how access to land and increased opportunities to diversify into off-
farm activities now undergirds farmworker social differentiation (cf. Chambati 2011, 2013;
Scoones et al. 2018a). This is completely different to the situation prevailing in the pre-
land reform period. The new agrarian labour relations now consist of those who are
capable of accumulating new productive assets such as cattle, ploughs, scotch carts,
water pumps, tobacco curing barns, and some household assets including televisions
and solar panels, among other items. However, this is differentiated across types of
employment, with two clear categories emerging. Those with some access to land
(mostly in CAs and A1 farms) accumulate more assets (such as solar panels and TVs),
while those without (notably in A2-JVs) accumulate fewer assets and have a higher
numbers of days when they have insufficient food. For example, PM (2019)8 noted:

I have barely accumulated any assets over the past five years. Three of my family members
work for the Chinese here. The wages are low and only enable me to pay school fees for
my children as well as buy some food. The other problem we have here is that the
Chinese do not want to grow maize. In the past we used to get rations from the white
farmers, and didn’t have to struggle with issues of where to get food.

As an A1 worker,9 YV noted:

I normally use the funds that I earn from crop sales to meet households needs. I have not
bought any farming assets because I don’t have a piece of land of my own. Currently, I
rely upon a subdivided piece of land that I got from Mr. G. I grow maize, sweet potatoes
and tobacco from which I earn some money I use to acquire some assets. I do piecework
for the plot holders, helping with a whole range of activities, including ploughing, planting,
weeding, and harvesting. Since I used to work for the white commercial farmer here, I can
handle tobacco curing, grading and packing. If I had my own piece of land I would have
built a home and acquire more assets than I have so far.

Those who produce tobacco are the most likely to succeed at asset accumulation. Given
their skills in production and curing, farmworkers living in the compounds frequently gain
income from tobacco, allowing them to assure food security, send children to school and
buy assets.

Contestation and constraints over access to resources such as land have gender and
generational dimensions. This may limit accumulation opportunities leading to increased
precarity and constraints on social reproduction. As already observed, women are
employed mostly as temporary workers earning much less than permanent male
workers. Many women and young people have been unable to secure land in their
own right and artisanal mining and other projects are relied upon, but these can be
highly precarious income-earning options, meaning that outside marriage contracts
and reliance on parents, independent sources of livelihood are highly challenging.

8. Worker-peasants and peasant-workers: new labour regimes

Much academic debate has focused on a discourse centred on a linear transition, seeing
farmworkers as either moving towards a class of African wage-labour, profiting frommod-
ernising, efficient, large-scale agricultural commercialisation or into peasant-based family
farming. Yet our data show that neither of these simple transitions is happening. Most of
those we defined as ‘farmworkers’ – both men and women – combine elements of both
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small-scale agricultural work and wage work through various types of employment. In
addition, they also participate in the informal economy, with involvement in small-scale
artisanal mining, trading and so on.

Such diverse ‘working people’ (Shivji 2017) represent the ‘fragmented classes of labour’
(Bernstein 2006, 449), relying on often poorly remunerated activities, combining in a
complex struggle for livelihoods. The term ‘semi-proletarian’ also describes this compro-
mise between employed wage work in capitalist enterprise and self-provisioning through
agriculture combined with a range of entrepreneurial ‘self-employment’ activities (Moyo
and Yeros 2005). Across our sites we see an array of patterns, ranging from stable wage
work to successful accumulation largely from part-time farming to diversified livelihoods
emerging under highly precarious conditions. Our data equally do not show a linear tran-
sition to full proletarianisation or a return to the peasantry. Instead, a more complex story
is evident. A dual character of worker-peasants or peasant-workers in the context of an
informalised economy and labour market is observed. Ambivalent, hybrid class positions
– all highly dynamic – describe the new labour regimes. Labelling thus becomes difficult:
‘farmworker’ is clearly an inadequate descriptor, but as an important set of ‘classes of
labour’ supporting agriculture under variable labour regimes, these diverse working
people are clearly vital for the wider agrarian economy, and a greater understanding of
their livelihoods is important.

In post-land reform Zimbabwe, access to land by former farmworkers displaced in situ,
and now living in former labour compounds, has enabled them to engage in farming and
other off-farm activities facilitating consolidation as accumulating worker-peasants. They
have mobilised their skill and labour to work for the new A1 and A2 farmers, but increas-
ingly on their own terms. Gaining access to land has been central, and skilled farm work
has allowed them to produce and accumulate, even from very small plots. Although not
universally the case, plots are held by men, but farmed jointly as a family. Workers in the
CAs tend to be poorer peasants, often younger households with limited land and pro-
ductive assets, who need to complement own-farm production with piecework employ-
ment. A similar pattern occurs in the A1 areas, although there is more scope for land rental
and borrowing and so building an asset base through farming.

In the LSCF, A2 and A2-JV areas, farmworkers are of the more classic wage worker, but
flexible expansion to other livelihood options is occurring, with a range of land acquisition
and informal employment opportunities pursued, as wage work becomes insufficient to
sustain livelihoods. This becomes necessary especially for temporary workers, particularly
women and younger people who, due to casualisation of the labour market, can only rely
on wage employment for part of the year. Casualisation and feminisation of labour go
hand-in-hand, and most women engage in the labour market on a temporary, informal
basis, usually responding to seasonal demand. In operations with greater management
intensity, such as the A2-JVs, such flexibility is less prevalent, but is sometimes compen-
sated for in part through more stable even if often low paid wage employment. It is
usually the preserve of men.

These categories are not static. People move between places and seek different oppor-
tunities. With the offer of land – for example, the illegal land invasion near our LSCF case –
workers may leave their compounds and adopt a more flexible, bricolage approach, while
maintaining some links to the original farm. Compound dwellers may accrete land hold-
ings and become full-time farmers, abandoning wage work as an option, while communal
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area dwellers may abandon their areas in the hope of better opportunities in full-time
work on LSCFs, A2-JVs or A2 farms or as farmers in a resettlement area.

The removal of the old form of ‘domestic government’ on commercial farms and its
replacement with ‘residential autonomy’ following land reform has resulted in a major
shift in labour regimes. The massive informalisation of the economy after 2000 generated
a new impetus to diversify livelihoods, creating new classes of labour. The new ‘farmwor-
ker’ – working people combining wage work with a range of other activities including
agriculture – enjoys greater bargaining power resulting from diversified livelihoods
options. As we have shown, this is especially so if access to land is secured. As a result,
a combination of political, economic, and social processes combines to generate accumu-
lation opportunities for some, while others subsist under conditions of extreme precarity.
It is a highly fluid situation, with no single labour regime evident. Over time, opportunities
change. With a more stable economy, and a political settlement around land, for example,
then wage work on the larger capitalist farms may become more of an option, although it
will always compete with individual entrepreneurial activity on or off-farm. There is there-
fore no predictable structural transition, and a much more variegated pattern of pro-
duction and employment across scales is observed.

9. Conclusion

Many studies of agrarian labour relations following land reform miss these highly differ-
entiated shifts in land access and livelihoods by so-called farmworkers. A more differen-
tiated view, across and within land use types, suggests a focus on the more encompassing
conception of diverse working people, with changing class positions and identities associ-
ated with rural labour in the post-land reform setting. Today’s farmworkers are differen-
tiated not only on the basis of the hierarchy in the workplace, but through variations in
land access. Due to limitations of livelihood opportunities, workers in more commercia-
lised farms (notably the A2-JVs) are not accumulating as much, compared to those in com-
pounds, the CAs and the A1 farms. For those employed as contract and seasonal workers,
the new-found freedoms do not only mean freeing up time to engage in diversified
farming and non-farm activities, but a reduction in labour available to other farmers.
This is especially important for women, combining income-earning and care work. This
removal of the restrictions of ‘domestic government’ therefore ushers in the freedoms
to withdraw labour, leading to shortages and an expanded ability to negotiate for the
better wages; although with other income earning opportunities to cover social reproduc-
tion needs, including from agriculture, such wage work in capitalist farms may effectively
be subsidised through family and especially women’s labour.

There are a number of wider implications arising from our findings. Without a stable,
resident workforce as existed in the past, commercial agriculture must mobilise labour
in new ways, in the context of changing livelihood opportunities for rural populations.
Moving from a narrow framing of ‘farmworker’ to ‘working people’ suggests opening
up a discussion about how wage work is combined with other forms of income
earning in commercial farming areas. It also raises questions about rural politics and
how such working people can mobilise in opposition to capital in the context of a
new agrarian setting (cf. Shivji 2017); perhaps not as a singular working class or an alli-
ance between peasants and workers, but as ‘classes of labour’ existing in a neoliberal
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economy (Bernstein 2006). For such working people, access to land may be as impor-
tant as salary levels and working conditions, suggesting new foci for organisations
advocating workers’ rights and welfare. Policy frameworks for land access for
workers in farming areas do not exist and many must get by through informal, some-
times illegal, arrangements. This is especially so for those living in former farm com-
pounds with no formal rights of settlement and land occupation. Women and young
people, who suffer from both a lack of access to land and permanent wage work,
require particular support, as across land use types they are the least likely to gain
opportunities for accumulation. As key players in the new post-land reform agrarian
landscape, as farmers as well as the new workers, the diverse array of working
people in commercial farming areas therefore require attention from government, as
well as support and advocacy organisations, with a new policy framework to support
rural workers’ livelihoods.

Notes

1. Interview PH, Chiweshe CA, 24 July 2019.
2. Personal interview with PM, Mvurwi area, 26 July 2019.
3. Personal interview, RG, Mvurwi area, 21 July 2019.
4. Personal interview, RC, Mvurwi area, 14 January 2019.
5. Personal interview PM, Mvurwi area, 13 January 2019.
6. Personal interview, NT, Mvurwi area, 18 November 2019.
7. Personal interview, MM, Mvurwi area, 23 November 2019.
8. Interview with PM, A2-JV worker, 25 July 2019, Mvurwi area.
9. Interview with YV, 13 January 2019, Mvurwi area.
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