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Abstract 
 

This dissertation is an ethnographic investigation of how Zimbabwe’s prolonged politico-

economic crisis and concomitant mass migrations to South Africa have shaped intimate and 

bureaucratic care relations and practices, primarily in Bulawayo, the country’s second largest 

city. The focus of the study is on low-income Zimbabweans who have migrated to South 

Africa, locally referred to with the historically and morally loaded term injiva, and who return 

to Bulawayo at different stages of a life-cycle. Employing rich ethnographic materials, the 

thesis examines the ways that relations and practices of care are co-constituted to sustain the 

continuity of social and material life-worlds under circumstances of dislocation and crisis. The 

study further examines how the ideals and experiences of belonging, as both citizenship and 

kinship, are reshaped and co-constituted under dire conditions, in a context where the state is 

also experienced as a source of fear and suffering and kinship as an arena of tension and 

conflict. The thesis addresses the institutions, subjectivities, categories, and conceptualizations 

of care that have grown out of Zimbabwe’s crisis-driven displacement and the informalization 

of economies. It explores how the image of a caring state is maintained through the everyday 

workings of frontline welfare functionaries, while also highlighting contemporary mobility 

dynamics, and the care relations and practices of ordinary citizens as they respond to multiple 

crises and to governmental measures. 

          The study draws on nine months of ethnographic fieldwork conducted in two periods 

(August-September 2016 and August 2018-March 2019) with both male and female injivas 

who resided or had formerly resided in South Africa. The ethnography also encompasses the 

injivas’ families, state and non-state authorities, and the formal and informal bureaucrats that 

injivas encountered, representing the domains of migration management, cross-border 

mobility, child and community care, education, and family law. In addition, the study utilizes 

media and archival resources, as well as state documents and reports. By empirically 

investigating how injivas claim access to identity documents, remittances, custodial and 

maintenance rights, and welfare assistance, the study reveals the workings of and challenges 

embedded in maintaining a life-sustaining web of care. In doing so, it brings together and 

contributes to anthropological discussions on migration, kinship, the state, documentary 

practices, law, and development.  
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          The complex processes by which life-worlds are sustained are problematized through the 

notion of economies of care. This concept, it is argued, captures the mechanisms, organizations, 

ideas, and ideals in which people’s life-maintaining acts are embedded. Economies of care are 

not limited to monetary, income-generating processes but also, following Marxist and feminist 

anthropological critique, invoke the social, moral, bureaucratic, legal, and religious resources 

through which people sustain, repair, and reconstruct social networks and their individual and 

collective life-worlds. Indeed, the study shows how economies of care encompass not only the 

terrain of kinship, where domestic care for children, the sick, and the dead is processed, but 

also political and bureaucratic practices shaped by humanitarian, developmental, and global 

child welfare institutions and ideologies. The thesis specifically reveals ways that state and 

NGO categorizations and conceptualizations of care influence people’s claim-making 

behaviour, and – conversely – how religious, cultural, and kin-related ideas of care influence 

the work of state agents. The analysis thus demonstrates how the concept of economies of care 

allows a multiplicity of overlapping relations, interactions, categorizations, and rationalities to 

come to light, offering a novel perspective on resilience and survival.  
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Glossary 
 

Dabulapu The term refers to the practice of crossing the Limpopo River that runs 
between Zimbabwe and South Africa without state authorization, often 
with a group of other migrants. Translated locally as ‘going by foot’, 
‘going through the bush’, and ‘border jumping’. 

Egoli   ‘City of Gold’, Johannesburg 

Gogo   Grandmother, elderly woman 

Gukurahundi A Shona term meaning ‘the spring rains that sweep away the dry 
season’s chaff’. It refers to the massacres in Matabeleland and 
Midlands in the 1980s, during which an estimated 20,000 Ndebele 
people were killed.  

Impisi   A person who facilitates dabulapu. Translated locally as ‘a hyena’. 

Injiva A morally loaded term referring to a migrant from Matabeleland who 
either lives or has formerly lived in South Africa. The term is rooted in 
colonial capitalism and originally referred to a male labour migrant. 
Today, it is used more flexibly to refer to men, women, and children, 
and carries moral connotations and material expectations of care. 

Isithwala Thick corn-flour porridge 

Kanga Colourful cotton fabrics, often decorated with African patterns and 
political slogans 

Kombi   Commuter Omnibus, a minibus 

Konapho konapho Immediately, ‘now now’ 

(Ku)kiya-Kiya   Shona term referring to a form of making do by mixing things 
together, piecing together activities to meet the daily needs. Synonym 
for ukuhlanganisa. 

Kulezinsuku  ‘These days’, referring to the current era of insecurity and decline 

Kumusha  Rural home 

Lobola   Bride-wealth 

Maguma-guma A person who facilitates dabulapu and is associated with criminal 
activities. Often used as a synonym for Impisi. 

Mamncane ‘Small mother’, a kin idiom that refers to the mother’s younger sister 
or father’s junior wife. 

Masihlalisane  ‘let’s stay together’, ‘a marriage of convenience’  

Mfecane IsiZulu term referring to 19th-century military conflict and migration 
related to state expansion in Southern Africa, especially in Zululand. 
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Mthwakazi The term refers to the people who resided in present-day Matabeleland 
prior the Ndebele invasion in the 19th century. In everyday usage, the 
term refers to the pre-colonial Matabele region. 

N’anga Traditional healer 

Omalaytsha Long-distance transporter 

Ospatheleni Informal money traders 

Sangoma  Spirit medium 

Shebeen Beer garden 

Ukuhlanganisa IsiNdebele term referring to a form of making do by mixing things 
together, piecing together activities to meet the daily needs. Synonym 
for kukiya-kiya.  

Umbuyiso ‘Bringing home’ ceremony conducted one year after the burial to bring 
the spirit of the deceased home from a liminal period. 

Vapostori Person belonging to the Apostolic Church of Zimbabwe  
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ONE 
Thresholds: Economies of care and the politics of return 

 

Introduction 

In this dissertation, I explore how Zimbabwe’s prolonged politico-economic crisis and 

concomitant mass migrations to South Africa have shaped intimate and bureaucratic care 

relations and practices, primarily in Bulawayo, the country’s second largest city. I use the 

empirical case of Zimbabwean low-income migrants, injivas, who return from South Africa, 

and their everyday relationships with their families and varying care agents in the urban 

margins of South Africa, on routes and borders, and in Bulawayo, to examine how they co-

produce practices of care in their efforts to sustain life in conditions of crisis and dislocation. 

Care agents include governmental and nongovernmental, ‘formal’ and ‘informal’, kin-related 

and communal authorities, whose work emerges as crucial in ‘maintaining, continuing, or 

repairing the world’, as Joan Tronto and Berenice Fisher define caring (Tronto 1993, 103). 

Drawing on this definition, I develop the notion of ‘economies of care’ as a conceptual tool to 

elaborate on the kinds of mechanisms, organizations, ideas, and ideals in which people’s life-

maintaining acts are embedded. By economies, I refer not only to economic, income-generating 

processes, but also to the complex social, moral, bureaucratic, and religious resources through 

which people seek to reconstruct ‘the life-sustaining web of care’ (ibid., 103). I use the 

economies of care framework as an empirical and analytical tool to enrich our understandings 

of the entanglement of various care domains, particularly ‘the state’ and ‘kinship’, usually 

studied as separate disciplinary entities in the groundwork of life (Thelen & Alber 2018, 2022, 

see also McKinnon & Cannell 2013). Indeed, besides investigating the more traditional terrain 

of kinship where domestic care for children, the sick, and the dead is processed, this dissertation 

investigates caring as simultaneously a political and bureaucratic process influenced by 

economic macro and micro realities.  
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Studying Zimbabwe’s return migrants? 

In early 2016, when I started research for this dissertation, it struck me that return migration 

remained largely invisible in both policy programs and public discourse, as well as in academic 

accounts, although a significant number of Zimbabwe’s population – according to some 

estimates, a quarter of it (UNDP 2010) – resided beyond the national boundaries. In contrast, 

the outcome of ‘Zimbabwe’s exodus’ (Crush & Tevera 2010), the result of the prolonged 

economic and political insecurity, had gained considerable interest among academics and 

policy practitioners. Brain drain, for instance, and its household and national-level economic 

and developmental effects, as well as the role of remittances as an important lifeline for most 

Zimbabwean households, were relatively well addressed (e.g. Bracking 2014, Dzingirai, et. al. 

2014, Maphosa 2007, Tevera & Chikanda 2009, Thebe 2015, UNDP 2010). It had been noted, 

and this dissertation will confirm, that remittances constitute an ‘internationalized informal 

welfare system’ (Bracking & Sachikonye 2009, 203), as Zimbabwean households rely on cash 

and in-kind remittances from their distant family members, often referred to as ‘the diaspora’. 

A study by the Southern African Migration Programme (SAMP) found that every Zimbabwean 

who resided in South Africa supported an average of five people at home (Crush & Tevera 

2010, 3). Yet the Solidarity Peace Trust (2009) has reported that the role of remittances in 

poverty mitigation has been overestimated and, as a matter of fact, remittances are unequally 

distributed in Zimbabwe, especially in my study area Matabeleland; the majority of the poorest 

households who have family members in South Africa were not receiving remittances or did 

so only irregularly (Solidarity Peace Trust 2009).  

      Since the early 2000s, a growing number of ethnographic studies and policy reports 

show, however, that Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa often struggle to remain emplaced 

there. Their everyday lives are characterized by social and economic vulnerabilities and 

uncertainties, irregular immigration status, and struggles to meet trans-local moral and 

economic expectations. (e.g. Crush et al 2012, 2015, Kihato 2013, Landau 2006, Muzondidiya 

2010, Morreira 2010, 2016, Rutherford 2008, 2010, 2011, Worby 2010). Some commentators 

have emphasized that in the continuous conditions of Zimbabwe’s ruinous economy, ‘it 

remains a puzzle as to who, why, and indeed how, anyone could stay’ (Crush & Tevera 2010, 

2). Yet the literature seems to be limited to examining Zimbabwe’s crisis and its effects through 

the lens of the life-worlds of migrants outside Zimbabwe’s borders. In my research, I wanted 

to turn the lens around and look at the phenomenon of migration and its effects inside 
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Zimbabwe, through the optic of those who were moving back, although, as this dissertation 

shows, the lifelines of those who return were revealed as being inherently linked to mobility.  

     With these initial research interests, in August 2016, as part of a one-month preliminary 

fieldtrip, I was sitting in a university lecture hall in Cape Town, attending a conference on 

migration in Southern Africa. I cannot recall much of the content of the conference, but after 

one of the lectures, I dived into an unforgettable discussion with Beauty,1 a Zimbabwean 

postgraduate student in her mid-thirties. After hearing about my research topic, Beauty smiled 

and suggested that she was probably someone that I was looking for. We ended up sitting for 

hours in a campus café as she narrated a moving account of her family’s migration history, one 

that reminded me of many of the earlier ethnographies that had initially sparked my interest in 

examining Zimbabwean migration processes (e.g. Jones 2010, 2014, Kihato 2013, Morreira 

2010, Worby 2010). 

    Beauty’s family narrative conveyed images of precarious living conditions in both 

Zimbabwe and South Africa. Her husband, who resided in Bulawayo and from whom she later 

separated, owned a kombi or minibus, and her widowed mother sustained herself with a 

widow’s pension of some 50 US Dollars2 from her late husband who had worked in the 

Zimbabwe Republic Police forces. From her study stipend, Beauty also supported her mother, 

her husband, and her two unmarried, South Africa-based brothers. One of her brothers worked 

in the vineyards in Stellenbosch, South Africa, having overstayed his visitor’s permit, like 

many other Zimbabwean migrants. The other had returned to Zimbabwe ‘empty-handed’, as 

Beauty put it. He had tried to find a livelihood in South Africa, but lacked the ‘skills’, 

‘patience’, and ‘networks’, to ‘make do’. He had ‘become a burden’ to his South Africa-based 

relatives, and Beauty had paid for her brother’s bus ride back to their maternal home in 

Zimbabwe.  

    As someone trying to understand ‘the complex moral, economic, political, and social 

processes involved in Zimbabwean returning migrants’ attempts to establish belonging and 

sense of security in both domestic and public spheres’, as stated in my research plan, I 

continued to explore potential places and spaces in Zimbabwe where the returning injivas, like 

 
1 All the names of my interlocutors are pseudonyms. 
2 During this time, Zimbabwe was a multicurrency country primarily using the US Dollar. However, in November 
2016 the Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe started issuing bond notes to ease the shortage of cash. Zimbabwe’s fiscal 
and currency crisis is discussed in Chapter Three.   
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Beauty’s brother, were being assisted by agents of the state or nongovernmental organizations 

(NGOs). I had initially been particularly inspired by the anthropological literature that 

approaches state-making as a performative process, as ‘always in the making’, imagined and 

reproduced by a myriad of mundane bureaucratic, legal, and documentary encounters between 

state and state-like agents and ordinary people. (e.g. Bierschenk & Olivier de Sardan 2014, Das 

& Poole 2004a, 2004b, Ferguson & Gupta 2002, Hagman & Péclard 2010, Hull 2012a, 2012b, 

Li 2005, Lund 2006, Navaro-Yashin 2007, 2012, Sharma & Gupta 2006, Reeves 2013, 2019, 

Trouillot 2001). Therefore, I tried to map the availability of any state or NGO assistance 

provided in Zimbabwe, such as social grants or assistance schemes, that would potentially help 

Beauty’s brother. She dismissed the idea, however.  

Help for my brother? Why? You know that we have disabled people on the 

streets. You see blind people selling airtime.3 You see them singing and begging 

for money. Then what about someone who has two eyes, two hands, and two 

legs? Oh, he just has to make himself useful. He has to kiya-kiya and survive. 

The Shona term kukiya-kiya and its isiNdebele equivalent ukuhlanganisa both refer to the 

urgent need to organize life so that needs are met today. The terms were defined by my 

interlocutors as ‘mixing things in order to survive’, ‘running around and closing up economic 

gaps’, or ‘making life go on for a bit longer’.4 Jeremy Jones (2010, 2014) has identified kukiya-

kiya as the core to economic actions in 21st-century Zimbabwe, where ‘informalization’ of the 

economy, party-politics, and migration characterize livelihoods (see Raftopoulos, conference 

keynote quoted in Hammar et al. 2010, 269). This has led to a situation in which planning short 

and long-term futures is difficult as lives are characterized by continuous attempts to mix and 

match resources to cope in the present. Indeed, verbal enunciations of the terms 

ukuhlanganisa/kukiya-kiya were typically accompanied by the physical illustration of crossing 

 
3 Prepaid time for mobile phones 
4 While the terms kukiya-kiya and ukuhlanganisa were the most common used by my interlocutors, in similar 
situations people also used other terms, such as ukudoba-doba, translated by an interlocutor as ‘picking one thing 
here, another there’, or ukutshokotsha that Xolani Tshabalala (2017, 225) defines as card shuffling (see also a list 
of kukiya-kiya synonyms in Jones 2010, 290). As for Zimbabwean languages, over 70 percent of the population 
speaks Shona, and ca. 20 percent isiNdebele. In my primary study area, Bulawayo, people mostly spoke 
isiNdebele. English is used across the country in government, education and media. 
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one’s fingers multiple times. These concepts are at the core of my conceptualization of care, 

and I return to them later in this chapter. 

     As Beauty’s response suggests, return migrants did not constitute a specific group of 

migrants who were entitled to any specific state care. Their return was seen as mundane and 

non-spectacular. This differs from the policy discourse and scholarly discussions in many other 

parts of Africa where return migrants are defined as ‘agents of development’, at both national 

and household levels (Åkesson and Eriksson Baaz 2015, 1). In Zimbabwe, during the period 

of the Unity Government (2009-2013), when the ruling party, the Zimbabwe African National 

Union – Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF), shared the government with two factions of the opposition 

party, the Movement of Democratic Change (MDC), some empirical evidence of a desire to 

return started to appear among members of Zimbabwe’s diaspora. The focus, however, was 

mostly on the return considerations of people in the diaspora contemplating return, who had to 

decide between the difficult realities there and in the diaspora (e.g. Bracking 2014, Makina 

2012, Mortensen 2014), although a few policy briefs on actual return were also produced 

(Dillot 2013, Dziva & Kusena 2013, Mandiyanike 2014). Yet the scope of these was limited to 

the economic and developmental impacts of the return of relatively well-off migrants to rural 

areas, overlooking those who had little capital or who returned to urban contexts. During the 

same period, the Government of Zimbabwe, ‘in cooperation’ with international organizations, 

started to ‘see’ some aspects of the phenomenon of return. The International Organization for 

Migration (IOM), together with the government, provided short-term reception services and 

humanitarian assistance for people fleeing xenophobic attacks or returning due to forced 

deportations or under the ‘Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration Programmes’. To 

attract the return of highly skilled emigrants, they also introduced special incentives, such as 

generating websites offering employment information and travel cost recovery schemes (IOM 

2015).  

    However, the return mobility that I started to observe differed from such accounts. 

Despite high expectations among injivas of economic upward mobility, those like Beauty’s 

brother who returned usually had very little means to re-establish livelihoods without state or 

NGO support. Beauty had financed his travel and their mother had clothed and accommodated 

him. Beauty defined him in isiNdebele as izanka, as someone who has ‘lost control’ and has 

‘no direction’. Indeed, as I engaged in daily discussions with Zimbabweans in the diaspora and 

at ‘home’, it became clear that Zimbabwean migrants, especially the sick, dying, and new-born, 
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but also those who struggle to make a living in South Africa and need care, also return. These 

observations induced me to explore the life-worlds of injivas more broadly, and to examine the 

politics and intimate dynamics that are involved in their return processes and everyday life: in 

other words, how their social and material life-worlds are reconstituted through, and along with 

multiple crises and displacement at different phases of the life cycle.  

     To better understand such dynamics, I collected material during nine months of 

ethnographic fieldwork, mostly in Bulawayo. Data was also gathered on Zimbabwe’s borders 

with South Africa and Botswana, and among Zimbabweans living in South Africa, especially 

in Johannesburg. The fieldwork was conducted in two phases, August-September 2016, and 

August 2018-March 2019. During the course of fieldwork, I participated in and observed the 

daily life of returning injivas, Zimbabwean migrants from Matabeleland to South Africa, and 

households who accommodated them or children whose parents resided in South Africa. I also 

accompanied them to varying encounters with different authorities at different stages of their 

return, including both local and central government-level authorities, such as immigration 

officials and social welfare representatives, but also various ‘street’ and ‘community’-level 

authorities, such as Community Case Workers and omalaytsha, long-distance carriers of goods 

and people. I gathered most of the data during the specific historical moment that followed the 

enforced resignation of Robert Mugabe, who had been ruling Zimbabwe for 37 years and was 

replaced by his former ally, Emmerson Mnangagwa, in November 2017. Mugabe’s removal 

raised cautious hopes for positive political, economic, and social transformation, which started 

to fade during the period of my fieldwork, which was characterized by violent state 

crackdowns, shortages of cash, fuel, and basic commodities, power cuts, strikes among 

teachers, nurses, and doctors, and fluctuating currencies – a context that I describe as a crisis 

and discuss in a more detailed manner in the Chapter Three.  

     In such conditions, lives were shaped by material necessities. The interconnected 

intimate, moral, economic, and bureaucratic politics of return were largely about the politics of 

life: people returned at crucial stages in the life cycle – at times of birth, death, and illness. 

Those who returned for other reasons – due to their inability to make a living, for instance – 

were framed as having failed to sustain life for themselves and others. Life upon return was 

conceptualized around various – material, emotional, religious, medical – forms of care, and 

care activities not only took place in homes and households, but also at borders, on travel 

routes, in government offices, at charities, and in the ‘communities’ where people resided. By 
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examining the life-worlds of those who return, I found that what I was actually trying to 

understand was not just the ‘dynamics’ or ‘politics’ of return migration, as I had initially 

anticipated. Rather, the notion and practices of ‘return’ also provided me with a lens through 

which to learn about how Zimbabwe’s crisis had influenced the overlapping, intertwined moral, 

intimate, political, and material economies of care, and especially to understand the ways 

families encountered and experienced the state through frontline state agents and bureaucratic 

routines.  

 

Research questions  

The central question that drives this research concerns the ways that bureaucratic and intimate 

relations and practices of care are co-constituted to sustain the continuity of social and 

material life-worlds under circumstances of dislocation and crisis, in a context where the state 

is also experienced as a source of fear and suffering and kinship as an arena of tension. 

While ethnographically investigating the everyday life of returning injivas and their 

social and bureaucratic milieu, I also address the following questions: 

How are the ideals and sense of belonging to the state and kinship shaped and co-

constituted under such conditions? How do these domains coexist, intertwine, disagree, 

and co-constitute relations and practices of care? 

What kind of top-down and bottom-up institutions, subjectivities, categories, and 

conceptualizations of care have grown out of Zimbabwe’s crisis-driven displacement 

and the informalization of economies?  

In what ways have they shifted through time and been attuned to new conditions?  

How have the lines of exclusion and inclusion in kin and state-provided care been 

revised? 

How do people constitute and perform claims to different (governmental, 

nongovernmental, transnational, communal, and kin-distributed) authorities of care?  

In what ways do state and NGO categorizations and conceptualizations of care 

influence people’s claim-making behaviour? Conversely, how do religious, cultural, 

and kin-related ideas of care influence the actual work of state agents?  
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How is the image of a caring state maintained despite the state’s material scarcity in 

terms of protecting its citizenry, and given the widespread experiences of state violence 

in Matabeleland both in the present and past?  

By addressing these questions in the following chapters, the dissertation adds to the rich 

interdisciplinary literature on the multiple effects of Zimbabwe’s post-2000 displacement and 

crisis by providing an account of them from the perspective of care (e.g. Crush et al 2015, 

Hammar 2014b, Hammar et al 2010, Landau 2006, McGregor and Primorac 2010, 

Muzondidiya 2010, Worby 2010). I next briefly introduce how the keywords, ‘state’ and 

‘kinship’, emerged as central concepts of this study. I then elaborate on how the economies of 

care framework helps to reach an understanding of their co-constitution and entanglement but 

also the distinguish their distinctive logics. 

 

Caring African state? 

Like Beauty, most of my interlocutors used the term ‘the state’ as a synonym for the ZANU-

PF Party government, which has ruled the country since independence in 1980, mostly 

exclusively but at times (2009-2013) pressured to rule in coalition with the largest opposition 

parties of the time. This state was conceptualized and experienced by ordinary citizens as 

derelict in its duties of care, a view re-enforced by its often corrupt and unpredictable politicians 

and state agents, and its violent party-politics, manifested, for instance, through electoral 

violence and displacement operations.  For instance, many of my interlocutors explained about 

horrifying experiences of the state-led Gukurahundi massacres that took place in the study area 

in the mid-1980s, which killed at least 20,000 people of mainly Ndebele ethnic identity, 

injuring and traumatising many others (CCJP/LRF 1997). The operation, whose name means 

‘the spring rains that sweep away the dry season’s chaff’ targeted a population perceived to be 

supporters of the largest opposition party of the time, Zimbabwe African People’s Union 

(ZAPU). (e.g. Alexander et al. 2000, Msindo 2012, 211-228). Many people had witnessed their 

family members being mutilated, killed, or simply disappearing, and the tactics of state terror 

had instilled long-standing trauma and patterns of fear.  
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          Similarly, Beauty expressed fear and frustration towards ‘the state’ that materialized in 

her life as displacement and dysfunctional basic services. For instance, in 2005, Operation 

Murambatsvina (‘Clean up the Filth’), formally presented as a government crackdown on 

illegal housing and trading, destroyed informal settlements and livelihoods and displaced an 

estimated 700,000 people (Tibaijuka 2005). It had diminished Beauty’s family’s income, as 

the extra building where they accommodated tenants was destroyed. During the period of 

Zimbabwe’s hyperinflation (2007-2009), Beauty’s brothers had migrated to South Africa in 

2008, like hundreds of thousands of others. Beauty had followed suit six years later. In 

Zimbabwe, Beauty’s premature baby had died during an electricity cut at the state-run hospital 

that incapacitated the incubators. These experiences resonated with many empirical accounts 

of the Zimbabwe state that show how membership of the nation and access to citizenship rights 

and state resources has been historically a highly selective, politically informed process 

(Alexander and McGregor 2013, Raftopoulos 2009, Ranger 2007, Schmidt 1992b).5     

Indeed, daily life and experiences of the state among most, if not all, of my interlocutors 

were grounded in fear, mistrust, disruption, and loss. While taking seriously the experiences of 

disruptive events and everyday forms of suffering (Das 2006) described by Beauty and, later, 

many other interlocutors, I nevertheless could not ignore the fact that in navigating daily 

hardships, they also gravitated to various state and state-like authorities. In addition to the 

important social and material support received from kin, friends, and peers, my interlocutors 

also approached various governmental and nongovernmental authorities who operated in the 

fields of social and child welfare, civil registration, migration management, and family law, 

collectively constituting ‘the government of the precarious’ (Fassin 2015, 3). Even though 

resources were limited, the authorities whom my interlocutors encountered were involved in 

the bureaucratic tasks of registering people for various purposes, providing advice for them, or 

training them to help themselves, and issuing identity documents (passports, birth, and death 

certificates) for them. Many of them were ‘psycho-technocrats’ (Howell 2006a), experts in 

family law or social welfare whose task was to determine how family resources and care 

provisions ought to be distributed, who has the right to custody of a child, and who can access 

the limited welfare regimes. Others, such as migration officers and teachers, worked towards 

other ends as well; in addition to the ‘care work’ they performed by carrying out ‘species of 

 
5 However, as I explain in Chapter Three, during the early independence in 1980s and early 1990s the state 
expanded its primary health care and education services in a significant way.   
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activities’ that were crucial to sustaining continuity of life (Tronto & Fisher 1990, 40). Through 

encounters with such bureaucrats at street, community, municipal, and government level, the 

state paradoxically, in other situations, also came to be experienced and encountered as 

potentially caring. Indeed, as Michel Foucault (1991, 2008) has shown, the welfare of the 

population became an increasing task of the (European) state from the 18th century onwards, 

with the establishment of legislation and institutions to protect ‘vulnerable’ populations and to 

correct the behaviour of other groups, that is, with the regulation of life through what he called 

‘biopolitics’ (see also Cruikshank 1999, Donzelot 1979). In the context of the present study, 

bureaucratic acts of ‘care’, as the following chapters will discuss in greater depth, were framed 

around politically and emotionally calibrated idioms of care, such as ‘help’, ‘services’, 

‘development’, ‘protection’, and ‘welfare’, and around transnational aid labels and slogans, 

such as ‘an orphan and vulnerable child’ or ‘the best interests of the child’.  

     Since its early stages, research has been based on the recent work in the anthropology 

of the state that recognizes the state and its institutions as constituted by a myriad bureaucratic, 

legal, and documentary encounters and practices, and by the mundane work of state 

functionaries. As the rich scholarship shows, the state operates at different levels, from the 

central governments to district and local authorities, and in tandem with global and regional 

politics and guidelines, constituted in people’s everyday encounters with ‘representatives of 

the state and its presentations’ (Lund 2006, 689, see also Bierschenk and Olivier de Sardan 

2014, Fassin 2015, Sharma & Gupta 2006). Specifically, the study has been motivated by 

recent anthropological attempts to redefine public services in Africa beyond their 

dysfunctionality (Bierschenk & Olivier de Sardan 2014, McKay 2018). State bureaucrats in 

general are often described as indifferent (Herzfeld 1992), and African bureaucrats in particular 

as corrupt and morally dubious, rather than as professionals providing assistance (Neumark 

2020). However, the one-sided image of the state as cold and coercive has been challenged by 

anthropological accounts that focus on the state as a ‘welfare’ provider, and the emerging 

branch of literature that focuses on how affects and emotions constitute ‘the substance of 

politics’ (Stoler 2004, 6). Following the so-called affective turn and the rise of affect theory in 

the humanities and social sciences in the 1990s and 2000s, ethnographers have been paying 

increasing attention to the emotional dimension of bureaucratic encounters, using affects as 

their entry point to understand state formation (e.g. Ahmed 2004, Andreetta et al 2022, 

Aretxaga 2005, Hansen 2022, Laszczkowski & Reeves 2018, Navaro-Yashin 2007, 2012, 

Gupta 2012).  
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    While painful experiences of the state as a powerful institution eliciting frantic effects 

and emotions (Aretxaga 2005, Trouillot 2001) should be taken seriously, the state (in 

Zimbabwe as elsewhere) should not be seen as a singular entity with a singular logic and 

affective effect, but as a multitude of processes, governing practices and regimes, policies, and 

programmes. This study aims to flesh out this multiplicity and the fragmentation by exploring, 

through the life-worlds of returning injivas, how ‘the sphere of everyday practices is the 

primary arena in which people learn something about the state’ (Sharma & Gupta 2006, 11). 

Thus, it directs attention to the dynamic interplay of a range of state and state-like actors, 

policies, and practices that mediate the experience and image of the state in the day-to-day life 

of my interlocutors. Such work reveals care as a central factor in poor people’s encounters with 

the state, in postcolonial Africa as elsewhere, often mediated via third parties, legal claims and 

documents, and registration practices. The everyday routines of frontline state agents are what 

make the state paradoxically appear as a coherent entity, while at the same time being 

experienced as fundamentally fragmented (Ferguson & Gupta 2002, Gupta 2012). 

    This dissertation, the Chapters Eight and Nine in particular, explores the ways the state, 

despite its limited material resources, seeks to portray itself as a distributive authority and 

service provider, as ‘a carer-in-chief’ (Holbraad 2021, 112) committed to the moral imperative 

to care for its most ‘vulnerable’ members. My aim is not to romanticize the Zimbabwean state 

as altruistically caring and hope-evoking, but to present my empirical investigation of how state 

discourses, practices, and classifications of welfare and protection in my research field are 

discussed, imagined, and practiced, and affectively experienced in relation to their particular 

colonial and post-independence histories. Although the Zimbabwean state can provide very 

little material assistance itself, I show how it nevertheless holds power as the arbiter of things 

that it does not itself supply, such as the right of mobility and the ways family resources are 

legally distributed. Indeed, such state care, I will show, is selective and disciplinary. 

Furthermore, affects for and about the state and state agents, in addition to those of the state 

agents themselves, are diverse, although this multiplicity, as well as the state as a welfare 

provider, are rarely studied in the context of postcolonial Africa. In this dissertation, I approach 

the role of affects as ‘one of the constitutive conditions of state formation’ (Gupta 2012, 13), 

‘crucial in structuring political fields, imaginaries, subjects, and objects’ (Laszczkowski & 

Reeves 2018, 3) in my study field. 

    While scholarship on the so-called welfare state is largely West-centric, considerable 

attention has been paid to the role of transnational development and humanitarian aid in 
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maintaining welfare services in the Global South (e.g. Ferguson & Gupta 2002, Ilcan & Lacey 

2006, Lewis & Mosse 2006, Bierschenk et al. 2000). It has become the international duty of 

rich countries to ‘develop’, distribute ‘aid’, and more recently to work in ‘partnership’ with 

poor countries, especially since the Second World War (Hann & Hart 2011, 105-112). Such 

care often cultivates a Western-centric terminology – with keywords that include development, 

protection, welfare, human rights, and the best interests of the child – in relation to the 

allocation of different entitlements and responsibilities (cf. Ferguson & Gupta 2002, Li 2007). 

In Chapter Three, I explore how ‘development’ has been historically discussed in Zimbabwe, 

and especially in Bulawayo. I also examine how the state’s responsibilities for care, driven by 

neoliberal policies, have been radically redistributed from the state to the ‘private’ market and 

NGO sectors. Chapter Eight demonstrates how international care idioms are translated into 

legal child welfare processes in my study field, while Chapter Nine shows, on the one hand, 

the reliance of state institutions on the financial framings of the ‘donors’ and their 

understandings of what care means and, on the other, that charitable forms of care are also 

dependent on existing state institutions – relying on state organization and its agents although 

not replacing it as such (see also McKay 2018). However, as discuss in Chapter Three, the state 

has both historically and recently also actively opposed and limited the space of many such 

organizations, accusing them of being supporters of Western interests and opposition politics. 

    A key arena wherein the statutory and charitable forms of care operate is ‘a 

community’, where ‘crime control, economic development, psychiatric services, punishment, 

and social welfare’ take place (Ilcan and Lacey 2011, 81, Cruikshank 1999), and where 

resources are distributed to various categories of beneficiaries. According to the transnationally 

cultivated narrative, such communities can be best empowered by their own members. These 

are ‘local development brokers’ (Ilcan and Lacey 2006, Lewis and Mosse 2006, Bierschenk et 

al. 2000) or ‘volunteers’ (McKay 2018, Prince & Brown 2016), self-positioned as experts 

advising on how to live well and how to behave respectably and determining how the resources 

on the ground should be distributed and on what terms. However, as existing scholarship 

reveals, and this study, especially Chapter Nine, confirms, in real life what constitutes a 

community is often unclear, and internal conflicts, hierarchies, and power relations remain 

hidden in the policy framework (see also Bähre 2007, McKay 2018).  

     Furthermore, scholars have shown that definitions and categorizations by the state and 

NGOs of who deserves institutional care and protection might overlook local forms of 

suffering. I explore how categorizations of ‘vulnerable’, ‘orphan’ (Chapter Nine), ‘refugee’, or 
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‘illegal migrant’ (Chapter Four and Seven), risk leaving unattended other aspects of reality that 

go beyond these categories and do not fit into such state-centric framings. At the same time, 

these affect-provoking concepts can also be mobilized and tactically performed to access care 

by those defined by such categories, bringing to the fore the performative and improvisational 

potential of discourses of care (Fassin 2013, Honkasalo 2018, Malkki 1996, Nakueira 2018, 

Zetter 1991). 

 

Coming to terms with kinship 

In light of my early enthusiasm for studying the state, I did not anticipate exploring kinship 

when I started this dissertation project. On the contrary, I felt rather uneasy with the notion. 

Due to my admittedly outdated understanding of what contemporary anthropological kinship 

studies entail, I imagined it had to do with kinship charts that drew on understanding of kinship 

as a static form of social organization. In hindsight, I can see that this echoed the British 

structural-functionalist scholarship of the 1940s and 1950s, which saw kinship as a formal way 

to organize societies and power relations in ‘stateless’ societies (e.g. Evans-Pritchard 1951, 

1974, Gluckman 1950, Radcliffe-Brown & Forde 1950). Since my plan was to study dynamic 

processes and transformations of social and state-citizen relations in contemporary Zimbabwe, 

I could not ‘see’ the analytical relevance of rigid kinship systems to my study (cf. O’Laughlin 

1995). As Peter Geschiere (2020, 336) writes of his Cameroonian research participants, my 

reluctance to study kinship among my interlocutors stemmed from ‘what I then saw as its major 

limitations: an anthropologists’ hobby that see [sic] African societies apart as ‘traditional’’, 

tied to kin-based hierarchies. Indeed, I feared representing kinship among my interlocutors as 

the Other to their Western, presumably ‘modern’, counterparts (see also McKinnon & Cannell 

2013).  

      Nevertheless, when trying to sketch the economies of care and modes of belonging 

available to my interlocutors, I soon learned that the prolonged crisis and mass-migration were 

most acutely experienced in the arena of intimate relations. As we saw, for example, the return 

of Beauty’s brother was facilitated and assisted by his mother and sister. Kin members, dead 

and alive, were typically people’s first resort when they needed material and emotional support. 

I was particularly moved by the moral and material struggles for a dignified, liveable life and 

continuity among injivas who tried to remain in South Africa, attempting to send groceries and 

money home to maintain their family’s lifeline. I was also moved by the situations of the 
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relatives still at home, especially those who were elderly, who were struggling to meet ethical 

obligations to care for ‘injiva children’, who were ‘left behind’ and ‘posted back’ because their 

parents, particularly mothers, resided in South Africa, a topic discussed more deeply in Chapter 

Five (cf. M. Ncube 2018).6 Others struggled to care for sick family members and to raise 

funding for repatriation and respectful burial, as Chapter Six shows. Many female injivas tried 

to maintain a balance between the role of breadwinner and that of a mother. Often, there seemed 

to be a disparity in the moral care obligations vis-á-vis material challenges to accommodate 

and provide for needy returnees, striking in situations where extended family networks were 

already burdened by the devastating number of orphans and adult kin who needed care due to 

the tragedy of HIV/AIDS (see Parsons 2012, Chapter Nine).7  

      The material and moral concerns over the fabric of Zimbabwean transnational families 

were also debated among the local politicians, church authorities, civil servants, and 

Community Case Workers whom I encountered. A dominant discourse was that the large-scale 

migration had caused parental absence, broken marriages, and disconnection in domestic 

affairs, causing a moral panic over the social institution of family and the practical challenge 

of how to care for children, the sick, and otherwise needy injivas who returned (cf. 

Kufakurinani et al. 2014). This was painfully demonstrated by cases of children found on 

railways and border zones, and a failed NGO initiative to set up ‘baby bins’ where ‘unwanted 

babies’ could be left, which was turned down due to the government’s inabilityto facilitate such 

‘luxurious’ services (X. Ncube 2018).  

     Facing these issues, I had to come to terms with kinship. Yet these observations were 

not supported by accounts of African kinship and family that emphasized unity and continuity 

(e.g. Mkhawanazi & Bloch 2016, Preble 1990). The domestic sphere of care, as I observed it, 

was often characterized by conflicts and tensions, neglect, and disconnections; living 

arrangements and family composition were manifold, yet the family certainly provided ‘a 

powerful network of relations of care’ (Manderson & Mkhwanazi 2020, v). However, although 

households accommodated varying relatives for practical reasons and due to kinship ties, the 

web of care did not appear to be an endless source of support. Networks and budgets could not 

always be ‘stretched’, and discussions on how to arrange childcare seemed tense and perpetual 

among the injiva families, especially the women and grandmothers who were the main day-to-

 
6 See M. Ncube (2018) and Chapter Four and Nine of this study on the new public categories of vulnerable 
children.  
7 There is also an extensive literature that is critical of the notion of AIDS orphan in the Southern African context 
(e.g. Dahl 2009, 2016, Fassin 2013, Meintjes & Giese 2006, Reynolds 2015, 2016, see also Chapter Nine). 
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day caregivers. Migration scholars have investigated care in the framework of transnational 

migration and emphasized the role of ‘global care chains’ (Hochschild 2000), and how 

disadvantaged mothers and other women from low-income classes – disproportionately women 

of colour and women from the Global South – maintain the intimate relations that affect the 

wellbeing of their children/families back home by caring for others. This care is often provided 

to upper-class, mostly White families in the more economically advanced countries of the 

Global North (Drotbohm 2009, Hochschild 2000, Liebelt 2014, Parreñas 2001, and, for 

literature on Zimbabwe’s situation, see Chinouya 2010, Kufakurinani et al. 2014). 

Furthermore, contemporary studies of migrant communities often emphasize that women use 

resources, especially money, to build and maintain new transnational communities but also to 

maintain social ties to their home (e.g. Bryceson and Vuorela 2002); however, such studies 

tend to overemphasize the positive sides of networks, paying less attention to conflict and 

rivalry within the solidarity groups. Migration and remittances are a crucial economic and 

moral family welfare strategy, but also a source of tension between migrant parents and spouses 

and the family members who stay behind, leading sometimes to an overwhelming imbalance 

between expectations and diasporic realities (Chapter Five).  To manage such discrepancies, it 

is known that many migrants developed various ‘economies of appearances’ by managing 

information and communication, postponing return, and sometimes disconnecting (Cole 2014, 

Worby 2010). Furthermore, it strikes me that while the mobility of African women is often 

conceptualized as an act of ‘care’ to maintain ‘transnational family’ (see Thelen 2015, 497), 

the migration of young African men tends to be seen as an individual strategy to make money 

in the high-risk context of clandestine relocation, focusing on their individual struggles to 

manage uncertain futures and to move existentially and socially forward (see e.g. Lucht 2012, 

Vigh 2010). 

    In addition, my frustration grew as I traversed blind alleys when mapping the kin 

networks, which resembled lineage charts, of my key interlocutors using pen and paper. While 

such draft maps were useful in tracking how the family settings were arranged, who resided 

where and with whom at a given moment, they failed to explain shifts in kin relations and care 

configurations, to explain why social life and domestic care were physically organised in often 

seemingly haphazard ways. The life of my interlocutors did not always replicate any 

classificatory kin systems. Indeed, children in particular often moved between households in 

ways that, to me, did not seem to follow any pre-existing script – such as the patrilineal kin 

system generally ascribed by anthropologists to Ndebele society. Generally, the principle of 
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patrilineality is defined as an economic and consanguineal exchange relation 

whereby a woman moves from her own paternal family to be part of the lineage of the 

husband’s family in exchange for lobola, or bride-wealth, usually paid in cash and cattle after 

family negotiations. The children of such marriages ‘formally’ belong to the lineage and 

ancestors of their father, who is their guardian and custodian, and share his lineage, totem, and 

surname (Maboroke 1987, Armstrong 1994).   Kin care and family life were embedded in much 

more complex social, moral, and economic processes of belonging, framed by scarce material 

resources (see Chapter Five). The social institution of the family was not always experienced 

as an immutable unit, and ideas of lineage and filiation were under constant renegotiation (e.g. 

Alber et al. 2013). Although the dominant culturally patterned discourses about care, kinship, 

and parenting – what Cati Coe (2016) calls ‘kinscripts’ – provide framings on how kin care 

ought to be organized, day-to-day care arrangements often differed from such models, and were 

challenged by the fiscal and practical hurdles to distributing care.  

     These observations suggested I should look beyond the constitution of kinship to find 

analytical tools that would help me understand how kinship care, and all that it entails, is 

experienced, reconfigured, and used in negotiating care. In other words, rather than addressing 

what kinship is or is not (Sahlins 2013), my material provoked questions of what kinship does, 

how it is experienced and used to claim belonging and rights to kin-based entitlements, and to 

explain social reality (Carsten 2013). Indeed, reviewing the anthropological literature on 

kinship, I learned that many scholars, those espousing Marxist and feminist scholarship and, 

most recently, so-called new kinship studies, had moved beyond the classic anthropological 

theorizing of kinship as either biology, culture, or a static structure. Rather than presenting it 

as a structuring force of ‘stateless’, non-Western societies, such scholarship has shifted 

attention to the processual nature of kinship (Carsten 2004, 2007, 2013, Howell 2003, 2006a, 

2006b). These scholars emphasize kinship as a process that requires active work; it does not 

merely contain ‘mutuality of being’, that is ‘participation in one another’s existence’ through, 

for instance, feeding, procreating, shared living, and other context-specific practices (Sahlins 

2013, 18).8 In addition, ‘the everyday experiences of kinship’ (Carsten 2004) might also 

include conflict and negative implications with abandonment as the flipside of caring, and have 

 
8 I am not delving deeper into this concept and its suggested universal applicability. Nevertheless, it is worth 
mentioning that even Sahlins (2013, 29) himself admitted that he took a risk by suggesting a universal essence in 
how kinship is constituted. The term and its content has been discussed and challenged among anthropologists 
(see a special edition of HAU 2013, 3:2) and has been critiqued for its risk of romanticizing kin relations by hiding 
the negative sides of kinship (Carsten 2013) and being a concept that is defined in so many ways that it is an inapt 
analytical tool for comparative research (Robbins 2013).  
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the potential to revitalize or shake people’s assumptions and ideals of family, kin, and care 

(Collier & Yanagisako 1998, Yanagisako and Delaney 1995, Carsten 2013, Dahl 2009, 2016, 

Reynolds 2016).  

    This study draws on and contributes to this line of kinship studies. Chapters Five, Six, 

and Seven make specific use of Signe Howell’s (2003, 2006a, 2006b) term ‘kinning’, and its 

modifications ‘de-kinning’ and ‘re-kinning’. Originally, Howell developed these terms to 

understand the ways that kinship is created in the absence of biological ties in the context of 

transnational adoption. She defines kinning as: 

[The] process by which a foetus or newborn child is brought into a significant 

and permanent relationship with a group of people, and the connection is 

expressed in a conventional kin idiom. Kinning need not apply to a baby, but to 

any previously unconnected person such as those connected through marriage. 

(2006a, 8, see also Howell 2003)  

In this dissertation I use the term to explicate the various situations in which injivas formed, 

reformed, or deformed their belonging to a kin group or state in order to safeguard ancestral 

continuity (Chapter Five, Chapter Eight), and access state services, such as respectful burial 

(Chapter Six) or state-protected identity (Chapter Seven). My research shows that kinning is 

not only a process whereby one becomes part of a family or a kin group; the kinning (de-

kinning and re-kinning) practices in which my interlocutors were involved were also directed 

at building or unbuilding relations with the state through citizenship. This became especially 

tangible in situations where people built ‘papered’ kin relations to access citizenship documents 

and protective identities recognised by the state. Yet, through these practices, people sometimes 

became fixed in relations to other people and societies, legally and on paper, in ambivalent and 

unintended ways. However, the material raises questions of whether the kinning process creates 

‘permanent relationships’ per se, as Howell has rather controversially put it, considering the 

processual understanding of kinship that she has advanced. Such a definition, I think, serves 

rather as an ideal, which does not necessarily materialize in lived kin experiences, as kin 

relations are always unfinished, under constant repair, and being reworked, as Howell also 

suggests. In this spirit, rather than theorizing what constitutes kinship as such, I use kinning as 

a tool to tease out the processes whereby people form significant relations with kin groups, as 

well as states, and the creativity embedded in the lived realities that such inventive practices 

create. 
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Economies of care 

As already noted, to examine the multiplicity of domestic and bureaucratic practices and 

relations that people employ to manage their lives, this dissertation draws on the concept of 

economies of care. As a starting point, it builds on Tronto and Fisher’s generic definition of 

caring as: 

a species of activities that includes everything that we do to maintain, continue, 

and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as possible. That world 

includes our bodies, ourselves, and our environment, all of which we seek to 

interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web. (Tronto and Fisher 1990, 40) 

Tronto and Fisher acknowledge caring as a practice that can take various ‘modes’: the 

household/community mode, the exchange mode that is found in markets, and the bureaucratic 

modes (ibid.). These have varying care actors, such as family members or professional care-

takers, but also those whose work is not labelled as ‘care work’ but is nevertheless crucial to 

meeting caring needs. Together such modes constitute a ‘complex, life-sustaining web’ (ibid., 

40) although this dissertation emphasizes that such domains are not clearly defined entities but 

overlapping and in mutual interaction.  

     Furthermore, while I find Tronto and Fisher’s conceptualizing helpful, I also consider 

it ‘somewhat too centered on the self’ and self-care (Puig de la Bellacasa 2012, 198), creating 

a rather idealized vision of life where the individual is trying to live ‘as well as possible’. 

Furthermore, practices that some people might consider ‘caring’, as they secure their own 

world-making, might make the world more hostile for others, caring can also be associated 

with paternalism, and a practice that has been intended to protect ‘the vulnerable’ may be used 

to control, or even become an instrument of violence (Mackenzie et al. 2014). Indeed, I find 

María Puig de la Bellacasa’s (2011, 100) formulation of caring as ‘a means to hold things 

together in a livable way’, more realistic in terms of the social and material realities I observed 

among my interlocutors. As already illustrated, such means are resources drawn from varying 

domains, not only from kin and community, but also from the state in its plural forms, and non-

state public authorities. Indeed, as Heike Drotbohm and Erdmute Alber (2015, 2) have argued, 

care practices can be directed to maintaining ties, a sense of belonging, and access to the 

resources of kinship, neighbourhood, or community, but also to states, cities, and transnational 

regimes of care.  
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     Analysing my data and reviewing the existing literature on care in its institutional and 

domestic forms, I often asked myself where the multitude of ethnographic bits belonged – 

within ‘state’ or ‘kinship’, and in relation to the ‘moral’, ‘economic’, or ‘political’. In other 

words, I caught myself trying to identify distinct domains of anthropological analytic 

discussion to which my empirical evidence would contribute (cf. McKinnon & Cannell 2013). 

The umbrella notion of economies of care started to emerge out of such pondering, being a way 

to give up such boundedness and to help me to approach my material from multiple, 

overlapping angles: to see the interconnectedness and mutual constitution as well as 

incoherence within and between various domains, especially the state and kinship. 

Furthermore, as across Southern Africa more broadly, the livelihoods among my interlocutors 

in Zimbabwe were in a state of constant improvisation (cf. Ferguson 2015, 102-117, Mususa 

2014, Vigh 2010), drawing resources from various terrains. Changes in one domain of life 

meant readjusting care practices in other care domains. Consider the following narrative of 

Martha, a 39-year-old woman who had returned from South Africa and lived in Nkulumane, 

one of Bulawayo’s high-density residential areas.9 

      Martha’s narrative is characterized by shifting and overlapping experiences of mobility 

and immobility, to which I return in Chapter Four. She had lived in Johannesburg for three 

different periods. When I met her in August 2018, she had recently returned from South Africa 

for motives that were entangled with economic, personal, and familial issues: the sudden loss 

of her job and her subsequent inability to send money to her husband and five children who 

had remained in situ. Furthermore, while her husband had been trying to save his failing poultry 

business in a nearby city, the oldest daughter, Zina, then 17, had dropped out of school to look 

after her younger siblings, and Martha felt a moral obligation to return and sort out the caring 

arrangements for her children. Indeed, in August 2018 Martha had firm plans to move back to 

South Africa ‘by the month end’ after she had ‘rested’ from the hard work in South Africa and 

found a trustworthy ‘live-in’ maid or relative to take care of her five children, who could reside 

in the house where Martha’s family lived, which was owned by her husband’s South Africa-

based sister. South Africa and had promised to send money to pay for a lift from an omalaytsha. 

However, when the ‘month end’ came, she still had ‘businesses to finish’ and the money that 

her sister had sent had been spent on more urgent things, such as paying her children’s school 

 
9 The development of high-density areas, also commonly referred to as the ‘Western Suburbs’ dates back to 
colonial spatial planning that segregated Black residential areas, locations, from the ‘low-density’ White areas. 
They were to accommodate foreign and ‘native’ Black workers. Due to urbanization, the high-density areas have 
been expanding in post-colonial time too. 
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fees. Martha seemed to be waiting for the right momentum to re-embark, but she was also 

having problems with obtaining the required documentation to cross the border. The 

government was struggling to import passport paper and ink, and waiting times for a passport 

were estimated at between six months and 1.5 years (e.g. Zimbabwe Situation 2019).  

     Although I met Martha weekly, I had difficulties keeping account of her economic 

activities. She would normally start our discussions by explaining that she had been busy 

‘running around’ trying to make ends meet. Her daily life was focused on how to make do 

today, and she was constantly on the lookout for income in the informal sector, but also 

assistance from church, relatives, and charities. Her husband sold cigarettes, fish, or meat, ‘door 

to door’ in the neighbourhood. Martha was active in different WhatsApp groups that circulated 

information about employment opportunities and where one could sell products. One day she 

would plan a catering business with a church peer, another day she collected a parcel of 

traditional herbs from a long-distance bus that she then re-bagged and tried to sell on the streets. 

For some days she collected tin cans and bottles that she planned to sell for recycling. When 

she found out that the payment would be much less than she expected, she took the tins to a 

Vapostori (Apostolic) church where they were melted and turned into pots, which she then 

tried to sell. Other days she travelled to the homes of rural relatives to help with farming. She 

was also engaged in the ‘Sound Prosperity’ (Spurt) cryptocurrency scheme, whereby people 

could accrue digital ‘Spurt currency’ in their online MySpurt accounts by establishing local 

Spurt groups and carrying out ‘projects’. Launched in Bulawayo in 2017, and particularly 

active in Nkulumane where Martha lived, it had about 40,000 members in July 2019, 90% in 

the province of Matabeleland (Moyo 2019). At some point, Martha became part of a women’s 

group – established by her church peers, registered in a local Spurt office, and supervised and 

monitored by a local Spurt Inspector – that collected trash and tailored cushions together. The 

idea was that they could then use their Spurt ‘points’ to buy services or goods provided by 

other groups. However, Martha’s engagement was short lived as the group work was too time 

consuming; Spurt rules required her to take part in the activities for a minimum of four days a 

week. Furthermore, she struggled to find resources to buy the materials for the sewing work. 

    Indeed, Martha’s plans often changed suddenly as new opportunities emerged while 

others collapsed. She called herself ‘a jack of all trades’, sometimes claiming, ‘You can find 

business opportunities in Bulawayo, you just need to be in the right place in the right time.’ 

Most often, however, she was frustrated, and explained that ‘this barter trading is just about 

survival’. Although constantly looking for opportunities, Martha described her life as ‘boring’, 
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referring to the sense of ‘stuckness’ (Jones 2014, 207), a feeling of being stranded and unable 

to move forward, existentially and physically (see also Hage 2009). Imagining and planning 

for the future were anchored to the practical hopes of the present and making the best out of 

the limited resources available. Indeed, her key strategy for making do was to ‘run around’. 

The more she ran around, the more connections she would make, and the more opportunities 

of making do she would encounter (cf. Vigh 2009, Jones 2010, 2014). 

     Martha’s life echoes Jeremy Jones’ (2010, 2014) observations in his study among 

young men in Chitungwiza, a high-density area near Harare, Zimbabwe’s capital city in which 

he shows how the common form of making do included mixing and matching ‘formal’ and 

‘informal’ economic activities. As he argues: 

[S]ince 2000 the ‘real economy’ of Zimbabwe has turned into kukiya-kiya economy, 

with an emergent logic and historical motion quite different from that which preceded 

it. This has entailed a progressive encroachment of economic styles and tactics formerly 

relegated to the urban social margins. Indeed, activities formerly associated with down-

class urban youth and ‘part-time’ female work, have rapidly become the source of 

livelihood for much of the urban population. (Jones 2010, 286)  

I agree with Jones (2010, 285) that the kukiya-kiya economy constitutes ‘a new logic of 

economic action in post-2000 Zimbabwe’ characterized by the temporal limitation to ‘now’. 

Similarly, in his study among Zimbabwean farmworkers on the Zimbabwean-South African 

border, Maxim Bolt has argued that ‘the monthly rhythm of life’ of the farmworkers, whose 

existence was in many respects unpredictable, was nevertheless ‘built around wages’ (Bolt 

2014, 114, see also Rutherford 2003, 2008). This temporal horizon was, by contrast, what 

Martha and most of my interlocutors were utterly lacking and longing for. Instead, every day 

was a possible payday and every day one had to be ready to recognize moments of opportunity, 

‘to find the five Dollars that one needs for surviving today’, as one interlocutor put it. Indeed, 

people in similar positions to Martha ‘tried to be at the right place at the right time’. Therefore, 

my interlocutors lived in the instantaneous, uncertain present, and life was characterized by 

precarity, that is, life ‘without the promise of stability’ (Tsing 2015, 2, see also Allison 2013). 

Many told me about challenges, especially towards the ‘month end’ when bills and rates had 

to be settled, with a sense of frustration with the continuous struggles to plan for an uncertain 

future. 
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    However, from the perspective of care, my account expands Jones’s conceptualization 

and can, I believe, be read as a feminist extension to it. I do not merely mean that this 

dissertation complements the male view by bringing in female voices. Jones (2010, 2014) 

examines economic activities that focus on the creation, circulation, and accumulation of 

wealth, especially through informal markets and money, resonating with the classic economic 

perspective. My study among primarily low-income women and households instead confirms 

Marxist feminist arguments that emerged in the late 1960s claiming that economies go beyond 

economics. My study shows how making do is also dependent on non-marketized issues and 

logics, making it empirically difficult to distinguish income earning activities from other 

domains of life.  

 To begin with, in the Zimbabwe context of crisis and precarity, which I discuss in 

greater depth in Chapter Three, basic economic factors including the value of currency, 

commodity prices, wages, and the labour market are characterized by shocks and politically 

motivated manipulations, rather than by predictability and stability. Livelihoods can rarely be 

sustained via markets and wages or by state-distributed welfare provisions. As James Ferguson 

(2015) in his study of social distributions in Southern Africa has argued, an increasing number 

of people are becoming excluded from the economic production system, whether part of the 

agricultural or urban industrial working classes. These people are considered ‘surplus people’ 

(Ferguson 2015, 80).  

Such people…may often be found engaged in tasks whose fundamental purpose 

is not to produce goods at all but to engineer distributions of goods produced 

elsewhere by accessing or making claims on the resources of others…. Processes 

of distribution have thus come to acquire an extraordinary salience in the lives of 

those who inhabit the margins of the global economy, even as they have remained 

underdeveloped in our theoretical and analytical protocols. (Ferguson 2015, 90)  

In such conditions, the tactics of making do go beyond what is usually attributed to the sphere 

of ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ economies; to sustain life, people also draw upon an assemblage of 

institutional, familial, spiritual, and other non-monetary forms of care and ways of getting by. 

Therefore, I suggest that the zigzag arrangements through which people piece together 

livelihoods do not only characterize people’s efforts to generate money in the present (Jones 

2010), but also their attempts to access other forms of care, such as kin-distributed care, global 

humanitarian regimes, and legally provisioned forms of care. 
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    Indeed, kulezinsuku, referring to the temporality of ‘these days’, family income was 

composed of a multitude of unstable material and non-material forms of livelihood. Like 

Martha, anyone who was able-bodied seemed to be engaged in the ‘informal’ labour market, 

and family income was drawn from a multitude of irregular and unstable sources, from 

remittances and piecework to vending, informal foreign currency trading, and accessing 

maintenance fees and pensions.10 People also tried to supplement their family welfare by 

seeking access to different ‘aid’ distributions and social protection, like school fees 

programmes or medical assistance schemes. Religious and spiritual authorities were consulted, 

and protection from the ancestral world was sought via n’angas (traditional healers), herbalists, 

and prophets; people also invested significant energy in trying to figure out food, 

accommodation, and childcare through their kin and community networks. A range of local 

authorities and brokers, and non-governmental and voluntary organizations played key roles in 

distributing, channelling, or providing advice on such distributions, which helped people 

navigate the largely informalized economic and social institutions. At the same time, the 

functioning of such organizations in itself was dependent on – and hence competing for – small 

grants from individual well-wishers and international organizations.   

  Furthermore, in parallel with these various forms of sought-after care and protection 

was a range of novel ‘economies of mediation and fabrication’ (Reeves 2019). These acts were 

carried out by a range of fixers including omalaytsha long-distance transporters and others who 

would not necessarily define their activities as that of ‘caring’, but whose role was crucial in 

maintaining lifelines by, for instance, facilitating children’s journeys between carers or 

securing protective passport stamps to manage legal precarity by extending the duration of 

protective legal statuses or the validity of their travel permits. Others, often ordinary civil 

servants or welfare officers knew how to construct a believable birth story to access further ID 

documents and citizenship rights, or to access the global protective label of ‘refugee’ or 

‘Orphan and Vulnerable Child’ (OVC), especially fostered by ‘transnational regimes of care’ 

(Ticktin 2011), and their local counterparts. Often, such claim-making processes involved an 

element of ‘make believe’, where ingredients of ‘truth’ and ‘fake’ were mixed and matched, 

making them inseparable in lived realities (Navaro-Yashin 2007, 2012). A term I use again in 

future chapters, Yael Navaro-Yashin (2012, 5) defines ‘make believe’ as a ‘social form’ that 

does not merely refer to space and territory, but also ‘to modes of governance and 

 
10 However, due to inflation, pensions and maintenance fees lost value rapidly value during my fieldwork (Chapter 
Eight).  
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administration and to material practices’. She highlights such practices as being both about 

‘making-and-believing’, or ‘believing-and-making’ (Navaro-Yashin 2012, 6). In the current 

case the made-up narratives are not, however, necessarily ‘believed’ by the parties who assess 

and process them. The teachers, Community Case Workers, immigration officers, and others 

who listen, administer, construct, and evaluate such narratives and their material 

manifestations, such as affidavits, might be well aware that the claims contain fictive elements. 

Yet such stories could work if they were ‘made believable’ by following a believable storyline 

or fitting into bureaucratic procedures. 

    Given this plurality of forms of making do, it is somewhat ironic that, although the term 

economy originates from the Greek oikos, referring to a household-based estate, modern 

economics has become associated predominantly with things that fall outside the domestic 

domain (Hann & Hart 2011, 19), an approach that has been critiqued by feminist economists 

and anthropologists for being overly focused on the material aspects of social life (Hammar & 

Rodgers 2008, Ortner 1984). Earlier Marxist feminist scholarship placed particular emphasis 

on the unpaid reproductive labour and domestic care-work of women at the centre of women’s 

oppression (see Glenn 1992, 2). In contemporary feminist scholarship, the term ‘economies of 

care’ has been used in this spirit to examine how the increased number of women in waged 

labour has altered the understanding of women’s duties and responsibilities to provide care for 

others, especially children (McDowell et al. 2005). The term and its corollary, ‘care economy’, 

have also been used to emphasize the global, gendered, and racialized field of care work, with 

scholarship aiming to establish how to increase the value of that work, so necessary to 

maintaining global economic growth (LSE 2019).   

    Besides feminist scholarship, economic anthropologists have also emphasized the 

economy as a socially constructed mode of living that ensures the availability of the basic 

necessities of life, such as food, clothing, and shelter, and sustains social reproduction. For 

instance, Chris Gregory and John Altman (1989, 1) have argued that the ‘economy’ is best 

understood as ‘a mode of living’ constructed through social relations – for instance between 

parents and children, males and females, and among different groups of people – that people 

‘establish to control the production, consumption, and circulation of food, clothing, and 

shelter’. The economy has also been redefined more broadly to cover different domains of life, 

combined with ‘moral’, ‘political’, ‘cultural’, and ‘spiritual’ variables (Hann & Hart 2011, 4).  
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   Making do operates at the intersection of market and non-market logics and moral ideas 

that are embedded in different social organizations and institutions, and also causing areas of 

life that are usually considered ‘non-market’ being subjected to market principles. My 

dissertation, and the concept of economies of care it addresses, advances our understanding of 

how people invest, both materially and non-materially, in these social networks, and the kinds 

of claims and justifications used to generate ways to maintain continuity. This intersection of 

logics and claims is at the centre of the conceptualization of economies of care. 

 

Beyond boundaries 

Throughout the dissertation I use the notion of economies of care as a tool to problematize the 

persistent distinction made between discrete domains, such as the state/politics, family/kinship, 

and the economy, by indicating their entanglement and coproduction and the empirical 

impossibility of separating such domains in lived reality (e.g. McKinnon & Cannell 2013, 

Thelen & Alber 2018, 2022). For instance, the scarcity of resources crucially affects how 

domestic care work – not as a romanticized component of kinship, but as a practical challenge 

in day-to-day life – is organized and articulated, and how its logics are expressed. Yet cultural 

kinship ideals, such as patrilineal ancestral belonging, matter, and are used as a means to claim 

access to necessities, or to express how social relations should ideally be organized (e.g. 

Lambek 2013, Pine 2018). As Janet Carsten (2013) has maintained, different factors, including 

economic resources, can ‘thicken’ or ‘thin’ one’s ties to kinship and the ability to realise the 

ideals of belonging and caring. Indeed, as María Puig de la Bellacasa (2012) has argued, caring 

is not just abstract well wishing, a stage of being concerned about someone; it requires 

recognition of the ethical obligation to care for others and concrete involvement in one way or 

another, which again requires resources. 

     All the empirical chapters contribute to illustrating that kinship transcends the 

‘domestic’, and is also a site of economic as well as governmental and disciplinary state 

practices (e.g. Collier & Yaganisako 1998). They draw inspiration from the scholarship that 

has explored how the state uses what Foucault (2008, 78) termed biopolitics, or the ‘politics of 

life’, to (re)make certain kinds of citizens through, for instance, education, registration, and 

documentation (e.g. Das & Poole 2004a, 2004b, Hansen & Stepputat 2001). Such techniques 

are also used to constitute certain kinds of families by regulating their social and biological 

reproduction and recognition (Donzelot 1979). Indeed, family and parenting developed as a 
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central component of state building, and the need to monitor and intervene in the domestic 

domain became apparent in the growth of family policies and social and welfare services 

(Cruikshank 1999, Donzelot 1979, Rose 1990). This has been investigated in the context of 

transnational adoption (see Howell 2003, 2006a, 2006b, Mariner 2019), assisted reproductive 

technologies (Edwards 2000), institutional childcare – such as social work, day care, and health 

care (e.g. Papadaki 2018, Bungaard and Olwig 2018) – and in relation to displacement and 

migration control (e.g. Fischer 2015, Luibhéid 2002, Ramsay 2017). These scholars emphasize 

the significance of the role of state agents, formal legal institutions, and frameworks, including 

laws regulating migration and cross-country adoption through which the political enters the 

realm of kinship, and the state participates in disciplining and (re)making the family (Drotbohm 

& Alber 2015).  

    However, as Tatjana Thelen and Ermute Alber (2018, 16) have pointed out, while it is 

increasingly recognized that the state influences kinship practices through legal frameworks 

and the mundane work of civil servants, there is less empirical research on how kinship 

practices and ideas influence state practices. I have tried to balance this by teasing out how kin 

care, such as repatriating the body of an injiva home for respectful burial (Chapter Six), 

registering births, and the constitution of papered kin relations (Chapter Seven), is affecting 

state practices, or how individuals and families, via legal practitioners (Chapter Eight), 

community level bureaucrats (Chapter Nine), or other brokers, respond to state regulations, and 

make claims on the state. Furthermore, I demonstrate that state agents are multiply situated 

subjects who also draw on cultural understandings of care and kinship in their actual work.   

     The dissertation does not provide a clear-cut definition of what care includes or 

excludes; rather, it approaches it as a relational and situated process. What constitutes ‘good’ 

or ‘liveable’ life is always contextual, meaning different things to different actors, recipients, 

and providers of care.11 Therefore, the means to ‘continue, maintain, and repair’ the world are 

also relative, and depend on the motives and ideological and moral framework of the relevant 

actors. For instance, views within a state and between agents of a particular state institution 

might also be internally conflicting, as the chapters point out (see especially Chapters Six, 

 
11 The so-called ‘anthropology of good’ has been discussed in connection with the proposal, ’There is no such 
thing as the good’, supported by Veena Das and Hayder Al-Mohammed and opposed by Joel Robbins and Charles 
Stafford (Venkatesan 2015). In this dissertation, my aim is not to locate the study in ‘suffering slot’ anthropology 
nor to see agency and ‘good’ wherever they seem to be absent, but to take into consideration the multiplicity of 
experiences embedded in the everyday life of my interlocutors. The concept of the good life and its political and 
moral meanings have received particular attention in Australia and the Pacific (Gregory & Altman 2018) and 
Latin America (see e.g. Bold 2017, Fischer 2014, Ranta 2018).  
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Eight, and Nine). In other words, the ‘worlds’ that they anticipate maintaining, and the means 

to do so, might differ radically, and the ‘things’ referred to in Puig de la Bellacasa’s definition 

of caring do not stay linked together in a static way, or at all, but rather require active 

reworking. Furthermore, the caring web is not overly flexible or always life sustaining; it can 

be punctured and needs constant maintenance and patching. Although the moral imperative to 

care for those more ‘vulnerable’ carries on in different forms, the nature of the crisis shapes 

social dynamics and concomitant care obligations in particular ways. 

 

Architecture of the argument 

I argue in this dissertation that the economies of care framework helps us to understand how 

life is sustained in conditions of dislocation and precarity. It produces knowledge on the 

relationship between varying care agents and migration-affected families – state and kinship – 

in terms of how they co-produce practices to ‘hold things together in a livable way’ (Puig de 

la Bellacasa 2012, 198). However, such ‘care agents’ might, in other situations or in other 

times, also make worlds unhabitable, and lives unliveable. The argument unfolds over ten 

chapters.  

    Chapter One has briefly sketched the background of the study, the research problem, 

the research questions, and the key analytical terms, and explained how the dissertation is 

approached and organized. 

   Chapter Two explains how I conducted research, including its methods and materials, 

and reflects on the overall ethnographic knowledge-production process from its early stages to 

the ethics of writing.  

   Chapter Three contextualizes the crises in Bulawayo and roots the contemporary 

economies of care in longer histories of colonial and postcolonial politics, illustrating how 

social, economic and political transformations have influenced the wellbeing of ordinary urban 

residents in Bulawayo. 

   Chapter Four investigates new, historically rooted forms, concepts, agents, and state-

centric and local categorizations of migration and mobility that have been engendered by the 

ongoing crisis. It discusses how Zimbabwe-South Africa cross-border mobility has historically 

constituted a vital livelihood method among families in my study field, how the states on both 

sides of the Limpopo River have attempted to control and categorize people who move across 
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it, and responses to such measures. It problematizes the term ‘return migration’ and 

complements state-centric definitions attached to migration and mobility by investigating the 

various, locally defined subjectivities, agents, and institutions that have emerged to sustain life 

across borders.  

   Chapter Five explores how the crisis and migration have reconfigured moral and 

economic negotiations and practices of care for ‘injiva children’, especially focusing on the 

form where children move repeatedly between different kin configurations for shelter, nursing, 

and support. This demonstrates the historical continuities and shifts in domestic care relations 

and practices of childcare in my study area and the new categories of needy children that have 

grown out of the contemporary crisis. Although there is certainly a degree of fluidity in my 

interlocutors’ kinship relations (Seekings 2008, Spiegel 1996), the chapter exposes questions 

of commodification and the monetary value of intimate relationships, asking what happens to 

historically constructed kinship models and obligations when economic resources are scarce 

and daily life directed primarily towards the actual present.  

    Chapter Six examines care for ill and dying injivas, how it has been historically 

arranged in my study field and how the current volatile situation has shaped the intimate, 

religious, economic, and bureaucratic practices surrounding transnational death. It shows that 

the social world that is to be sustained, maintained, and repaired (Tronto & Fisher 1990, 40) is 

constituted by both the living and the dead, and how appropriate care for the dying and the 

dead is central to sustaining crucial ties of relatedness between the dead and the living. 

However, such ties are not automatic, and the politics of death are not organized around a single 

principle, limited to kinship or religious and spiritual terrains, but are simultaneously entwined 

with, and dependent upon, economic and legal realms, state documentary and cross-border 

practices, and broader political economies of migration (cf. McKinnon & Cannell 2013, 

Lambek 2013). This becomes apparent in the ways injivas’ conditions of (un)documentedness 

and the ambiguity of legal identities are dealt with in the event of death.  

    Chapter Seven investigates how the crisis has produced undocumentedness and affected 

the state’s ability to provide citizen certificates, especially travel documents and birth 

certificates, and how people have responded to such challenges in creative ways. I examine the 

largely ‘informal’ production of documents, the narratives to access them, and the manipulation 

of their materiality, showing how different local authorities are, in variable and shifting 

degrees, involved in the bureaucratic yet often intrinsically ‘informal’ social practices and 



 
 

46 
 

processes whereby claims over documents are processed. In such processes, citizenship and 

kinship relations are often simultaneously manipulated, claimed, and invented. Therefore, my 

own contribution to the literature on bureaucratic documents talks to their materiality and 

fabrication, and the ‘generative capacity’ of documentation (Hull 2012a) to bring into being 

new, often unintended forms of relatedness, dependency, and belonging. 

     Chapter Eight focuses empirically on court papers, social welfare reports, and 

maintenance claims that utilize the phrase ‘the child’s best interests’ in the course of formal, 

state-regulated repatriation of Zimbabwean children from South Africa to Zimbabwe. The 

chapter shows how even when the state’s economic resources are limited or non-existent, it 

nevertheless has the power to influence how domestic economic resources should be 

(re)distributed, and to make moral and economic decisions on a child’s place of residence and 

belonging. It also examines the use of the global moral guideline of ‘the child’s best interests’ 

as a conceptual lens that crosscuts institutions and agents in the field of child welfare. The 

chapter exemplifies how global principles get translated into actual practices on the ground, 

often in ambivalent ways, and how the state, in its plurality, might enhance varying ideas of 

proper kin relations and personhood. It further discusses how, in conditions of chronic 

unemployment, informalized and precarious micro and macro-economic environments shape 

the ways that claims of family care are made and assessed.    

     In Chapter Nine I consider how the image of a caring state is both performed and 

contested by the actual workings of Zimbabwe’s volunteering Community Case Workers 

(CCWs) and their affective encounters with ‘the vulnerable’ members of their communities. I 

also explore how they negotiate their often ambiguous role vis-à-vis their ‘cases’, mediating 

the care between the state and ordinary people, and how the targets of their interventions 

respond, resist, justify, and transform as a result of such interventions and in their relations 

with the state. Officially, the CCW policy mandate is built on an assumption of their affective 

closeness to their communities. By zooming in on their ‘real work’ (Bierschenk and Olivier de 

Sardan 2014), I show how they utilize their connectedness to other welfare providers to sustain 

life. The chapter also illustrates how global categories of ‘orphans’ and ‘the vulnerable’ are 

translated, utilized, and mobilized on the ground. Conceptualized as multiply situated, 

community-level caring bureaucrats, the CCWs also assist their ‘cases’ in constructing claims 

of vulnerability that fit into the narrow categories of welfare organizations, although their 

legitimacy is based on their ability to recognise and address forms of vulnerability that go 
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beyond such definitions from outside. Through such processes, the credibility of both welfare 

institutions and that of the CCWs themselves is both challenged and reproduced.  

    In the Conclusion I reiterate my central questions, synthesize arguments made 

throughout the dissertation, and point out the need for future investigation. 
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TWO 
Ethnographic research process 

 

Introduction 
In this chapter I unpack the practical ways in which this study has been approached. While I 

have reflected on the conceptual context of the research in the Introduction chapter, here I focus 

on explaining how I conducted fieldwork. I pay particular attention to how my positionality 

and those of the people involved in this study, as well as ethical and safety issues, have 

influenced research – not only during fieldwork but also in defining research questions, 

constructing the field, collecting and analysing data, and writing up the manuscript. I close the 

chapter by reflecting on the challenges of making decisions on how and what to write about – 

for instance, in regard to issues that might typically be defined as fraudulent and illegal – and 

when searching for apt concepts that would help to understand the complexities of lived 

realities from the interlocutors’ own points of view.  

 Turning empirical data into text is unavoidably a selective process that simplifies 

reality, something that is also the case when trying to map retrospectively how this study came 

into being. Like ethnographic research in general, it has not been a linear, step-by-step process, 

but rather a non-linear, situational exercise in improvisation and knowledge production (see 

Cerwonka & Malkki 2007, Haraway 1991). For instance, besides the positionality of myself 

and people involved in this study, and my analytical ambitions and thematic interests, the 

material I was able – and eager – to collect was influenced by the turbulent historical moment 

during which data collection was carried out.  

 

  

Interlocutors and materials 

I collected empirical material during two fieldwork periods: a preliminary, one-month trip to 

South Africa and Zimbabwe in August-September 2016, followed by eight months of 

ethnographic fieldwork between August 2018 and March 2019 in the city of Bulawayo.12 The 

main body of data was collected during the latter stint through observation, participant 

observation, interviewing, and media and archival exploration. Most of my research took place 

 
12 From April 2017 until June 2018 I was on parental leave. 
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in high-density residential areas and the Central Business District (CBD). The city shares a 

unique history of political struggles, opposition politics and long-rooted historical connections 

with South Africa, particularly Johannesburg, locally called Egoli, ‘the City of Gold’, as I will 

explain in more detailed manner in Chapters Three and Four. To understand the social world 

of my interlocutors better, I also made three separate one to three-day visits to Zimbabwe’s 

borders with South Africa and Botswana to observe border practices: interviewing immigration 

and social welfare officers, following deportation procedures, and interviewing deportees at 

the reception centers for deported people, which fall under the Department of Social Welfare. 

I also spent one two-week period in Johannesburg – mainly for safety reasons, as I explain 

later.  

 The first short-term trip started in Cape Town, where I attended a conference and met 

Beauty, whose narrative opens the dissertation. I continued to Johannesburg, where I 

encountered a handful of Zimbabwean migrants, who told me their migration histories and 

experiences of ‘undocumented’ life in South Africa. Two of them introduced me to their places 

of residence and surroundings in Berea and Hillbrow, migrant-dominated, inner-city suburbs 

in Johannesburg. After a few days, I took a sixteen-hour bus trip from Johannesburg to 

Bulawayo, observing the formal and informal border procedures, long queues of people and 

vehicles, and border control routines at the two border posts at Musina and Beitbridge, the 

busiest border in southern Africa (see Chapter Four). In Bulawayo, I established connections 

with the Bulawayo City Council (BCC) and the Institute of Development Studies of the 

National University of Science and Technology (IDS, NUST), my future affiliation university.  

 During preliminary fieldwork, I also got to know Dumi, an isiNdebele-speaking man 

in his 40s, an activist and civil society volunteer engaged with several foundations and NGOs 

who would later become my research assistant. With Dumi’s help I succeeded in making 

contact with several returnee households in the city of Bulawayo. Aware at that point that more 

time would be needed to understand the social richness of return migration, I asked mostly 

open-ended, life-historical questions about people’s migration and return trajectories and 

considerations. This approach provided a productive entry to my research topic, opening 

windows into the lives of the interviewees but also allowing the narrators to keep some closed 

if they wanted (Eastmond 2007, Hansen 2013, 11). My goal was to get a general feel of what 

was at stake in terms of return migration in Zimbabwe, allowing me to begin to map the 

particular economies and ‘modes of belonging’ (Rutherford 2008) available to returnees, who 
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did not seem to constitute a specific administrative category or target of any ‘integration’ or 

‘resettlement’ services.  

 Before my longer-term fieldwork I defined the goal of my PhD project as one of 

developing an ethnographic analysis of how returning Zimbabwean migrants reconstitute 

themselves by navigating the different networks and surroundings of their homeland – socially, 

morally, and politically. On the one hand, I wanted to explore the sphere of the intimate by 

trying to make sense of how returnees seek belonging in their immediate social networks, how 

they maintain and transform their intimate and caring relationships, and the strategies they 

deploy to survive and secure their life chances. Yet I was also interested in understanding 

relations between the public authorities and the returnee subjects and how they are shaped by 

claims for national and other forms of citizenship and related identification documents. During 

fieldwork itself, however, these processes turned out to be inherently entangled, as I show in 

the empirical chapters and through the conceptual framework of economies of care. 

 From my return to Bulawayo in August 2018 until March 2019, I contacted people 

through earlier contacts, organizations, and snowballing. During the first two months most of 

the interviews Dumi arranged were with his friends, acquaintances, and family members, but 

also Private Voluntary Organizations (PVOs), NGO workers, volunteers, and the individual 

local authorities with which he was familiar. During the course of my fieldwork, I started 

spending more time with my key interlocutors, creating networks more independently, 

becoming particularly close to six female return migrants in three, grandmother-led 

transnational households. Spending time separately with family members was important, since 

the respect and social rules of seniority often meant that the eldest family members present led 

the discussions.  

 Besides participant observation, I conducted 106 semi-structured interviews with 

individuals or groups of people, ranging from 20 minutes to 3 hours, of which 60 were 

recorded. Most of the interviews were one-on-one encounters, but I also held group discussions 

with multiple family members and friends. It is, therefore, difficult to give an exact number of 

people interviewed, since during such gatherings it was not unusual for some people to leave 

and others to join the conversation. Nevertheless, out of the 106 interviews, 56 were with return 

migrants, or their family members. This included 46 women and 10 men, of whom 30 women 

and 7 men were returning migrants, while 5 of the women and 3 of the men were family 

members. Of the women, 11 were in their fifties, sixties, and seventies, who were caring for 
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injiva grandchildren who had either been sent home because their parents in South Africa were 

unable to care for them, or those referred as ‘left behind children’, born in Zimbabwe but whose 

parents, mostly mothers, were in South Africa. Often the interviews continued after I had turned 

off the recorder, sometimes the recorder was turned on again. All except two of the people 

were isiNdebele speaking. The majority of them belonged to the ‘less well-to-do households 

in the high-density suburbs’ (Chinouya 2010, 166), whose migration experiences were 

characterized by legal and economic uncertainty, whose education was typically limited to 

primary or secondary school level, and whose daily life in Zimbabwe involved a bricolage of 

activities to make ends meet. Given this demographic, the study does not tease out the full 

range of class and ethnic dimensions, although I also engage where possible with scholarship 

focusing on upper and middle-class migration (e.g. Kufarikurinani et al. 2014, McGregor 2007, 

2008). However, more thorough comparative ethnographic research could be carried out to 

address the ethnic and class differences and their impact on access to different regimes of care.  

 The remaining 49 interviews were conducted with municipal authorities, councillors, 

and other actors who were involved in the regulation of migratory cycles and social welfare; 

as some of these were focus groups, the overall number of participants was 57. These included 

social workers (4), Community Case Workers (CCWs) (19), immigration officers (5), 

omalaytsha long-distance bus drivers (4), charity and NGO workers (13), primary school 

teachers and heads of schools (5), pastors and spiritual authorities (8), and legal practitioners 

(3). Such categorizations are, however, problematic and simplistic, since people often occupied 

different, overlapping subject positions. As such, discussions with ‘officers’ often touched on 

not only their professional points of view, but also their own personal experiences of migration, 

rendering the two domains of ‘kinship’ and ‘state’ as inseparable in their narratives as 

elsewhere. In addition, many people were interviewed multiple times – the figures do not 

indicate how many. All except two interviews were conducted mostly in English as, despite 

private weekly isiNdebele classes with a couple of other beginners in my home, my isiNdebele 

and Shona skills were not yet up to the task. When needed, Dumi and another interlocutor 

interpreted in isiNdebele, and interviews, especially with elderly participants, were often a 

mixture of isiNdebele and English. Furthermore, daily casual discussions with interlocutors, 

neighbours, friends and acquaintances, municipal and other authorities, and more or less 

randomly met people that cannot be defined as ‘interviews’ constitute a rich part of my data.  

          It is worth noting that although children occupied various terrains where my research 

took place, and I analyse issues of childcare, child mobility, and the policies and labels that 
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apply to children, the study does not draw on children’s own narratives of their first-hand 

experiences of the crisis or their views on care, mobility, and belonging. Rather, these topics 

are studied through the narratives of adults, such as their parents, grandparents, relatives, 

caretakers, and public authorities, and through documents and other written materials. This was 

primarily an ethical decision as I did not have permission to interview and directly involve 

minors in my research. However, I am certain that children’s own perspectives would add 

important value to this work and its arguments.  

 Besides home visits, I spent time daily in the CBD, in cafes and public places. I also 

took part in various kinds of social gatherings, community meetings, and religious events, and 

visited the Bulawayo City Council offices, Social Welfare and Immigration Services, 

registration and NGO offices. Some of my interlocutors also visited our home. I tried to be 

open to surprises, to different voices, and unexpected events, bearing in mind that an 

ethnographer should always be ready to improvise (Cerwonka & Malkki 2007), and that ‘for 

us [ethnographers] everything is potential data’ (Andaya 2010, 6). To understand how people, 

in general, imagined return migration, I discussed the topics emerging from the field with 

nearly everyone I met: co-passengers in busses, taxi drivers, academics and activists, and 

people working in international organizations and local charities. People, in general, were eager 

to speak to me about injivas and the migration histories of their own families and their 

acquaintances.  

 Walks in the city constituted an important daily routine when I would reflect on my 

observations, get to know new people and places, and get physical exercise; they also offered 

time for the important practice of recording what I could literally call ‘headnotes’ (Sanjek 

1990) on my phone – in Finnish for safety reasons – that I transcribed into my field diary and 

later stored in an encrypted file on my laptop. I found such recording a practical strategy to 

close the working day, when I was often both socially and physically exhausted, before 

undertaking the daily family chores at home. I also carried a notebook, as well as the daily 

newspapers that I bought from street corners wherever I went. The days contained sometimes 

exhausting amounts of waiting, which allowed me to observe surroundings, and to stop writing 

notes and reading news. In the evenings I typed up and expanded the notes in the field diary, 

wrote summaries of the interviews and encounters, and then destroyed the hand-written notes. 

The fieldnotes contained not only my field observations, but also a wide range of affective and 

sensorial notes on my personal and professional uncertainties, emotions, and concerns, and my 

family’s daily activities, especially reflections on my child’s wellbeing. The diary also 
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contained quotes and reflections from the newspapers and the academic literature I read during 

fieldwork, careful descriptions of currency rates, what we had bought from the grocery shop, 

how much it cost, and which payment method – US Dollars, bond notes, or EcoCash – we had 

used.13 Towards the end of the fieldwork, I started to secure more time for self-reflection, 

demonstrated, for instance, in an email to my supervisors about half-way through my 

fieldwork. 

   
I have tried to keep in mind that the different materials that I collect here might serve 

me in unexpected ways later, and hopefully I will later see how the smaller parts 

contribute to the bigger whole…I am afraid that I get lost with the details of my 

fieldwork…I feel I have not really allocated (enough) time to read or ‘analyse’, to do 

desk-based research. My calendar is perhaps too full of activities and meetings, and I 

have been tempted to think that the ‘analysing phase’ will wait until I am back from the 

fieldwork, but I am starting to understand that I am constantly trying to make sense and 

analyse my data. 

 

 To complement my data, I also collected newspaper articles and documents from the 

archives of the Bulawayo City Council, the Chronicle newspaper, and the National Archives 

in Harare. The archival material taught me a great deal, especially about two key features of 

the (colonial and postcolonial) nation state: firstly, how in both eras it has tried to safeguard 

the national territory and economy by encouraging the movement of some people and 

controlling the undesirable movement of others; and secondly, how the welfare of part of the 

Black population has been discussed and argued over during the course of history. I also 

engaged with a trust that assisted people, mostly children, with struggles to obtain birth 

certificates. In 2018 the organization recorded 354 cases of undocumented children whose 

families had requested help in their birth registration, of whom 108 were born in South Africa; 

I received copies of the written description of each of these cases. Furthermore, through a legal 

practitioner, I also heard about a court case from the Bulawayo High Court that dealt with child 

custody and maintenance fee issues related to the displacement of parents, and obtained the 

court documents from the high court, as they were open to public access. Meanwhile, the 

Department of Social Welfare officers provided me with written material on transnational child 

protection cases which I carefully stored and anonymized to protect the identities of the people 

 
13 I discuss the cash crises and the multiplicity of currencies in Chapter Three.  
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involved. They proved helpful in understanding the broader context, legal framings, and 

multiple ways in which different state agents value different social relations and define the 

responsible caretaker. They also revealed how expectations towards the state were articulated 

and knowledge about the ‘good family’, ‘good citizen’, and ‘good state’ was produced, and 

empathy and care expressed and claimed.  

 During fieldwork I relied on the help of two brilliant university graduates who assisted 

me in transcribing some of the interviews.14 But they did more than transcribe the data. 

Discussing the interviews and emerging themes with them also helped me to see things that 

they pointed out, meaning that the local terms used to describe experiences and practices on 

the ground started to make sense. Having transcriptions available in the field crucially helped 

me to identify topics and details that I found meaningful so as to explore them more deeply. 

Going through my interviews and notes, I started to organize my data into workable packages 

that helped me to schedule my fieldwork, to identify gaps that needed me to refocus, and also 

to start imagining what kind of bigger story my ethnographic bits of data would make. I return 

to such reflections in the conclusion of this chapter.  

 

 
On positionality and rapport 

Epistemologically, as anthropologists have taught us, particularly since the so-called reflexive 

turn in the 1980s (Clifford & Marcus 1986), the ethnographic knowledge production process 

is always situational. It is an intersubjective undertaking, grounded in and filtered through the 

different subject-positions, personal endeavours, and prejudgments of both the researcher 

herself and the people with whom she works and collaborates – informants, research assistants, 

friends, and other collaborators – and their interactions (e.g. De Neve 2006, Clifford & Marcus 

1986). Positionality does not only influence (and limit) a researcher’s understanding of what 

goes on in the field but also the overall knowledge production of her research, the kinds of 

questions he/she finds important and inspiring, the information she can access, and what she 

decides to do with the data. Importantly, it is not only personal but also institutional 

positionality that influences research through the curriculum, ethical codes, readings, and 

 
14 They signed a Confidentiality Agreement form whereby they agreed to maintain full confidentiality in regard 
to all research data they received from me. For instance, they agreed to store all data in a safe and secure location, 
in encrypted format, and to destroy all audio material after the transcription had been done. I also made sure that 
they had not known the interviewees earlier and maintained their anonymity. Furthermore, I only shared 
interviews that I felt comfortable sharing.  
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conceptualizations provided by the institutions where we educate ourselves (e.g. London & 

Macdonald 2014).  

 Nevertheless, my initial interest in migration, child welfare, and state-citizen relations 

dates back to my previous work experience in immigration and the welfare services in Finland, 

and to my education in social services and the anthropology of development. In 2016, I secured 

a position as a doctoral student in a project, which shared my analytical interest in exploring 

statecraft in Africa. I had volunteered in a Harare-based child welfare trust in 2010, and I 

recalled several discussions with my former Zimbabwean colleagues, nearly all of whom had 

at least one family member abroad. However, stories and gossip of transnational relations were 

complicated, framed by high expectations but also experienced through disruption and 

disconnection. These narratives would later resonate with a number of ethnographic accounts 

with which I became familiar (e.g. Kihato 2013, Worby 2010). During my stay in Zimbabwe, 

I had also visited Bulawayo, which I had come to know as a migration hub in Zimbabwe. These 

experiences crucially directed my empirical and analytical lens before, during, and after 

fieldwork. 

 During my fieldwork, I visited several homes in high-density suburbs including 

Emakhandeni, Entumbane, Luveve, Makokoba, Njube, Nketa, Nkulumane, and Tshabalala15. 

However, it is not a coincidence that most of my interlocutors resided in Cowdray Park, about 

a 45-minute drive from the CBD, the city centre, as that was where Dumi resided; as an activist 

in local politics and welfare programmes, he introduced me to many of his networks and many 

of his family members became my close interlocutors. His role was crucial, especially in the 

early stages of my research, in my getting to know local organizations, potential interlocutors, 

and the authorities, as well as reaching an understanding of the past and present political 

dynamics of the Bulawayo, Matabeleland, and Zimbabwe more generally. Yet his presence 

also influenced the information people would divulge and, aware of his positionality, he often 

left conversational situations, especially those with his own family members. As fieldwork 

proceeded, I became less reliant on his assistance, and the two days a week that we initially 

worked together became rarer. This seemed to suit us both, since he became more deeply 

involved in a PVO.  

 
15 Although my research primarily took place in urban setting, injivas also return to rural areas. Furthermore, 
people’s lifeworlds were usually entangled with both urban and rural homes and they moved between these 
household settings (see e.g. Chapters Three, Four, and Six). 
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 Being married with a child plausibly helped me to connect with many female 

interlocutors. On the one hand, it helped me to fit into the cultural expectations of what a 

woman my age should do, and to gain access to certain spheres of life, especially those 

perceived as belonging to the sites of the ‘private’ and ‘intimate’ (see Korpela et al. 2016). On 

the other hand, the ways in which my family life was organized differed from those of my 

interlocutors. My partner was a stay-at-home father who did not easily fit the available social 

categories. Knowing that our son would not sit quietly when adults were talking, and would 

occasionally throw tantrums instead, I often preferred to visit my interlocutors alone. This 

shaped the encounters and the perceptions my interlocutors had of me. Having a family in the 

field also had a practical influence on how we lived, and how I structured my days and 

fieldwork. Even my preliminary fieldwork was partly motivated by the need to find a field-site 

that would not only provide insights for my research questions, but also safe and suitable 

housing for my family. Whilst most of my interlocutors resided in high-density areas, we lived 

in a low-density, previously ‘White only’, middle-class area with a beautiful garden and 

securitized gate. I also rented a 1998 Toyota Corolla from an acquaintance so that my family 

could move around. In January 2019 I witnessed a kombi’s collision with a lorry when two 

acquaintances were killed. Following the accident, I became increasingly cautious when using 

public transport, making most of my non-pedestrian trips in the car, a decision that certainly 

highlighted my economic privilege to my interlocutors.  

 My familiarity with development programming and social welfare most likely helped 

me to build rapport with NGO and charity workers, whose procedures for conducting research 

varied but typically required an oral agreement from the director. While I visited a handful of 

NGOs and PVOs once or twice, I observed, and to some extent participated in the daily routines 

of three such organizations on a more regular basis. One of them helped in birth registration, 

and nearly every week I sat in their office and followed their routines, with people coming and 

going during the drop-in hours. Sometimes I visited families for ‘case management’ and 

monitoring purposes. Another project managed counselling services for orphans and 

vulnerable children through a UK-funded, faith-based organization in one high-density area, 

through which I encountered migration-affected families – especially elderly ladies, gogos, 

who cared for small children – and created close connections with some of them. The third 

provided early education activities for ‘vulnerable’ and non-registered children, including two 

children of my interlocutors. However, I failed to build rapport with a couple of child welfare 

and social justice organizations, either due to the busy schedules of employees or for other, 
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unarticulated reasons. Perhaps they did not feel I provided them with anything in return, but 

was, rather, in their way. 

 Nevertheless, while establishing contact with women and NGO workers was relatively 

easy, interviewing men and government officials often required more effort. Around one third 

of my interlocutors were men, mostly relatives of my female interlocutors or Dumi’s 

acquaintances. For a female researcher, discussions with men often tended to be more formal 

and arranged, and Dumi often mediated and actively engaged in them. In terms of government 

officials, research clearances were crucial for conducting any interviews with social welfare 

officers and CCWs teachers, and immigration officers. Although I had secured a research 

clearance from the Research Council of Zimbabwe (RCZ) prior to my entry to the country, all 

government departments required separate clearance, which took significant amounts of energy 

and time in the first months of research. Finally, I secured clearances from the Ministry of 

Primary and Secondary Education, the Ministry of Public Service, Labour and Social Welfare, 

and the Department of Immigration, which was located under the Ministry of Home Affairs 

and Cultural Heritage; clearance from the district level authorities and from the Bulawayo City 

Council was also secured. I did not, however, obtain research clearance to study the Registrar 

General’s Office, which would have increased my understanding of the workings of the 

magistrates and the practices of documentation.16 To protect the safety of my interlocutors, the 

institutions with which I was affiliated, and my family and myself, I never conducted 

interviews with state officials without the right clearance. This proved to be a crucial principle. 

During my visit to the border zone and deportee reception centre in Beitbridge, my papers were 

thoroughly investigated by a member of the Central Intelligence Organization (CIO).  

 Besides protecting the safety of myself and multiple stakeholders, the clearance 

processes also opened windows onto the bureaucratic work and documentation in which I was 

interested. Indeed, my multiple visits to the immigration services, social welfare department, 

and education sector in both Bulawayo and Harare headquarters deepened my understanding 

of how bureaucratic processes and state institutions were maintained and hierarchically 

structured. I also established important connections with government officers, especially in 

immigration services, that proved significant entry points for delving more deeply into my 

research topic. Similarly, the social welfare officers at the Department of Social Welfare whom 

 
16 I did not apply for a permit to interview these officials, as I only realized the centrality of the Registrar General’s 
Office during the last months of my research, and I estimated that it was unlikely that I would get the clearance 
within the remaining time window of my fieldwork.  
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I had gotten to know during the clearance process proved crucial for my future communication 

with CCWs, although this also associated me with the government and the charities whose 

work the District Social Welfare Office was tasked to monitor and facilitate. As an example, 

when I received my clearance from the Social Welfare Headquarters in Harare and showed it 

to the District Social Welfare officer, she drafted a quick, and to my taste, too authoritative 

message to a WhatsApp group of the CCWs indicating specific dates and times for selected 

wards when ‘a university researcher Saana Hansen’ would visit them. It was more like an order 

than a request, so I made sure to start all such meetings by carefully explaining the voluntary 

nature of participation and my position as a researcher. I later learned that this was a standard 

way to mobilize caseworkers for the purposes of various charity organizations (Chapter Nine). 

Thus, when approaching the CCWs, in addition to explaining my role, I would distance myself 

from the Social Welfare Department, as well as from the development aid and donor system.  

 

Informed consent and the question of giving back 

As I have shown, my role as a researcher was often challenging to articulate, which raises 

questions related to ‘informed consent’, that is, how to present the research in a way that is 

meaningful for the participants and to inform them about the possible consequences of the 

research (e.g. Davies 2008, 54-55). Prior to my entry to Zimbabwe, as part of the compulsory 

ethical review by my home university I had drafted a letter of information and a consent form 

that had been reviewed, reformulated, and finally accepted by the Ethical Committee. I always 

carried a thick file of these papers in my rucksack wherever I went. However, while such letters 

made sense for the review committee and most of the public authorities whom I encountered, 

I soon realised that they confused many of the participants. Some of the elderly participants 

were illiterate, and the academic language and terminology used in the forms was irrelevant 

and unfamiliar to many. Furthermore, as I discuss in later chapters, registration papers have 

strong connotations of colonial and postcolonial forms of population control, and I soon 

realised that they associated me with either government people or the plethora of charities 

operating in the field. To distance my role from these institutions, I did not insist that people 

signed such papers, rather obtaining consent orally. 

 In accordance with a central ethical principle – present, for instance, in the European 

Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (ALLEA 2017) and the guidelines of the Finnish 

Advisory Board of Research Integrity (TENK 2012) – I tried to explain as far as possible to 

my research participants the goals of the research, its funding sources, and ethical principles, 
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in ways that they would understand. However, it appeared that my role as a researcher was 

difficult to explain for two reasons that stood out. First, social research, and particularly 

ethnographic research, is always a process in which the research settings, theoretical framings, 

and forms and channels of publication might change during the course of a study. Thus, in the 

actual research setting, ‘ethnographers rarely tell all the people they are studying everything 

about the research’ (Hammersley & Atkinson 2007, 210). Ethnographic research is inherently 

a situated, shifting process, a living thing whose questions, arguments, and outcomes remain 

unclear to the researcher herself until the final stages of writing (see e.g. Cerwonka & Malkki 

2007, Haraway 1991). It was, indeed, impossible to tell myself, let alone my interlocutors, what 

exactly the research was all about.  

 Second, it is not only the researcher’s own positionality and personality that influence 

the research process; the past experiences of the people participating in the study also affect 

their expectations and ideas. Initially, many state and NGO officials expected me to share 

surveys and questionnaires with them, although I found it relatively easy to explain my 

ethnographic approach and the role of doctoral research to them as they usually held university 

degrees themselves. In turn, many interlocutors who resided in the high-density areas were 

used to the presence of various charity organizations in their social milieu, which had also been 

conducting research and various baseline studies and monitoring and evaluating procedures 

used to manage aid on the ground. As a White foreign researcher, people sometimes thought 

that I was going to gather data for either programming or advocacy purposes, possibly 

providing per diems for participation. In other words, my attempts to explain myself as an 

anthropologist did not match with local conceptualizations of research.  

 To overcome the challenge of informed consent, I tried to follow the principle of 

distancing myself from government departments and charitable organizations. I emphasized 

that I was a doctoral student aspiring to gather data that would enable me to write a book on 

injivas and return migration, and that I would like to hear people’s views on the topic. Despite 

the wishes of some interlocutors to be named, I protected the anonymity of all my interlocutors 

both during fieldwork and later when writing up my findings. I also stressed that participation 

was voluntary and that they could withdraw at any point during the research,17 while 

emphasizing that they would not be benefitting directly from the study – although I knew that 

 
17 Towards the end of my fieldwork, an interlocutor whom I had met multiple times asked me not to use the 
information that she had provided. It has not been used in this thesis and the audio files and notes of our encounters 
have been destroyed. I did not ask her reasons for the withdrawal. 
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disappointed some interlocutors. Sometimes people asked me questions that unsettled me, such 

as, ‘What do you want from your research?’ and ‘What difference do you want your research 

to make?’ Such questions felt too big to answer, as I was struggling to identify what I actually 

wanted to know (cf. Cerwonka 2007, 5). However, as fieldwork progressed, I found that the 

more I spent time with people, the ‘more informed’ they became (cf. Salmi 2019, 60) and, 

likewise, the clearer I became as a researcher about what kind of story my data would make.  

  Anthropologists from the Global North who conduct ethnographic research in the 

Global South are often considered privileged compared to the people they are studying. And 

indeed, although such power relations should not be assumed but empirically investigated, I 

often found my relationships with my interlocutors reminding me of colonial and post-colonial 

paternalistic power asymmetries. My whiteness and economic privilege associated me with the 

White Zimbabweans whose lifestyles differed radically from most of the Black urban poor, or 

with staff from the international NGOs, with headquarters in the Global North. This was 

explicitly articulated by Tim, a CCW, whom I introduce more fully in Chapter Nine. Once, as 

we were walking to a community meeting at his administrative ward, he explained to me that 

the people in his ward were used to the presence of charitable organizations, and that they 

would be expecting me ‘to be the one who feeds them today’. Another time I was approached 

by a man who suggested that he could find me interviewees if I would pay him ‘money for 

mobilizing’. Furthermore, while not everyone expected me to be a well-wisher providing 

assistance, and while I tried my best to minimize expectations of ‘help’, I think that the hopes 

for help did not fully disappear (cf. Pink 1998). Consider, for instance, the comment of an 

interlocutor who, in our last meeting, said, ‘Saana, you go home and write your book, but your 

heart will stay here. You will come and start a project here. You will see.’ This might have 

been more of a wish than a realistic expectation, but it was also an affectively loaded invitation 

for a counter-gift. 

 The question of giving back was a frequent topic of reflection during fieldwork. 

Questions of reciprocity are central in contemporary anthropology. While some scholars 

emphasize that ethnographers should give something back to the communities and individuals 

they are studying (e.g. Hammersley & Atkinson 2007, 217, Davies 2008), others point out that 

such practices reinforce unequal power relations (Pink 1998). As I was thinking of questions 

of humanism when people approached me with their material needs and problems, asking for 

help with school fees, medicine, and other issues, I felt morally obligated to do something. In 
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principle, I did not pay my informants,18 but I developed some rules of thumb to cope with the 

constant material needs around me. In general, I provided interlocutors with transportation fees, 

and lunches if we met in the CBD. I also occasionally provided them with inner-city lifts in my 

car, took groceries to interlocutors whom I regularly visited, and paid medication pills in US 

Dollars as pharmacies started to sell drugs only in foreign currency. My partner, who is a nurse, 

occasionally assisted interlocutors with their health issues. I also used my accumulated 

knowledge to direct people to different care providers and organizations that provided food and 

medical aid, advice on birth registration or legal issues. This said, our relations remained 

largely asymmetric, and I feel incredibly indebted to my interlocutors not only for the narratives 

and lives shared with me, but also the practical and emotional support, information, and 

gestures of care they provided to me and my family in the unpredictable times of my fieldwork. 

 Ethnographers do not only invite people into relationships, ask questions, and analyse 

conversations and encounters. They are also created in the field through social interaction and 

are themselves invited into different relationships that they cannot fully control, in which they 

also act. These affective and loaded expectations framed the narratives people told me, at least 

in the early stages of our relationships. Echoing Liisa Malkki’s (2015, 16) experience during 

her fieldwork with Hutu refugees in Burundi, I was also warned by a CCW and a charity worker 

not to believe ‘all the stories’ I was told. This could have reflected my resemblance to 

humanitarian and aid workers, the social context that they were living in, and the narrative 

strategies that people, as an outcome of the decades-long presence of NGOs and charities, have 

learned to build to access different forms of capital (see Chapter Nine). People certainly had 

preconceptions about the kind of stories I was interested in collecting. For instance, one married 

couple, who had returned from South Africa after the husband’s work permit had expired, had 

told me how much God had blessed them. At the end of our first meeting, the wife said, ‘I am 

sorry that we could not give you the story you wanted’ and suggested that she could help me 

to contact ‘those real injivas’ who were suffering. For them, I represented a particular audience 

that expected to hear migration narratives framed and articulated through suffering and 

vulnerability (cf. Eastmond 2007, Crapanzano 1980, Honkasalo 2018). Furthermore, it is 

hardly a coincidence that people addressed me in different hierarchical, colonially rooted terms, 

such as ‘madam’ and ‘boss’ or, more intimately, ‘mama’ or ‘sisi’ [sister]. Although I think that 

 
18 I made an exception for a kombi driver who had long-term experience in the omalaytsha industry. I had tried 
to meet him multiple times, but I realized that an interview would take too much time and he would lose income. 
Therefore, I paid him $10 to compensate him for the loss of income caused by the interview. 
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these terms were used rather spontaneously, they also reflected historically constructed, 

racialized, and classed power relations and can be seen as markers of difference, or possibly as 

potential invitations to certain kinds of intimate or charitable relationships which would direct 

our evolving relationship in a certain direction – intentionally or unintentionally (cf. Ferguson 

2013). 

 

Uncomfortable spaces and security threats  
 

[S]o-called participant observation has a way of drawing the ethnographer into spaces 

of human life where she or he might really prefer not to go at all and once there doesn’t 

know how to go about getting out except through writing, which draws others there as 

well, making them party to the act of witnessing. (Scheper-Hughes 1992, 7)  

 

I often found it emotionally hard to work in the precarious, uncertain circumstances of my field, 

including the politically and economically volatile environment, and the conditions of 

‘everyday extremity’ where many of my interlocutors were fighting for the most basic 

necessities of life (Parsons 2005).19 Having attended the funeral of an interlocutor who had 

died of AIDS, with whose narrative I open in Chapter Six, in November 2018 I wrote in my 

diary, ‘I do not have the emotional space to process the intense conversations, poverty, stress, 

and physical and psychic suffering that [surrounds] daily life here.’ Besides such experiences 

of uselessness, I did not always want to hear what people told me. I was tired of hearing 

‘suffering stories’. The frustration was not only emotional, but also analytical as I was 

balancing between ‘suffering slot’ anthropology and ‘anthropology of the good’ (see Ortner 

2016, Robbins 2013, Venkatesan 2015). I wondered how I would turn these painful materials, 

with their surfeit of data on suffering and poverty, displaced futures and families, into 

respectful and truthful ethnographic writing without rewriting a narrative that I had wanted to 

avoid reproducing – a question to which I return in the conclusion of this chapter.  

 In order to cope, I tried to push the contrary and difficult emotions, the anger and 

sadness, and my observations of illness, poverty, and political oppression into my field 

writings, as well as separating my family life from the field, noting, however, that the border 

between ‘work time’ and ‘family time’ was rather blurry in the field (Breglia 2009). This ‘need’ 

to have a backstage with privacy and normalcy is reflected in multiple ethnographic reports, 

 
19 I describe this context more fully in Chapter Three. 
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yet it can be seen as clashing with the ethnographic tradition of trying to immerse oneself as 

fully as possible in the everyday lives of interlocutors by, for instance, living in their families 

and communities (e.g. Briggs 1986 [1970]).20 This is what soon-to-be-ethnographers, at least 

in northern universities, are often trained to do as it is the disciplinary tradition to try to ‘keep 

one’s focus as broad as possible as long as possible while conducting a field study’, requiring 

a store of endurance and resilience (Wolcott 1990, 45). However, although I fully support the 

contention that committed, long-term fieldwork is vital for building trust and understanding 

processes and societal change, I did not aspire to be a Malinowskian solitary ethnographer, 

setting up a tent in a remote place. In addition to my need for the backstage, my situation was 

very different, especially in two respects: I was not working in a singular, well-defined physical 

field, within a definite community; rather, my fieldwork was ‘multi-sited’ (Marcus 1995), 

because the analytical and empirical concepts of return migration, the state, and family that I 

wanted to understand, were all empirically multi-sited, involving different authorities, 

institutions, and practices, and taking place in a range of physical and institutional locations. 

Furthermore, my interlocutors did not constitute a bounded community, although some of them 

knew each other.  

 The economically privileged position of my family became strikingly tangible when 

the political situation in Zimbabwe became volatile, and security and safety issues grew into 

matters of high importance. In January 2019 the safety situation changed rapidly during the 

government’s violent ‘crackdown’ that followed countrywide protests against the increased 

cost of living and the tripled fuel prices. When wide-spread rumors began of a possible 

presidential coup and a continuing general strike, and reports of killings and street violence 

started to circulate in both print and social media – and of lawyers, doctors, and opposition 

politicians going into hiding – my family and I, like many others who had the means to travel, 

started to make plans to relocate. As we made the decision to leave for Johannesburg for an 

unknown period that ultimately turned into a two-week evacuation, I felt enormously relieved 

but also concerned as I was leaving my interlocutors and Dumi behind. It stripped me of any 

naïve fantasies of ever belonging to my interlocutors’ communities and revealed the brutality 

of a global world order that enabled me and my family to leave, while forcing many others to 

stay. The two-week period in South Africa, however, allowed me some emotional and physical 

distance from field as well as providing the opportunity to visit the family members and 

 
20 Some even define themselves as having been ‘adopted’ by local families, thereby building, successfully or 
unsuccessfully, kin relations in the field (see e.g. Briggs 1986 [1970]).  
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previous places of residence of my key interlocutors in the inner-city suburbs of Hillbrow and 

Berea, which accommodate a high density of undocumented migrants.  

 After the situation in Bulawayo appeared to have ‘normalized’, and it was estimated by 

my host and home universities, supervisors, and the Embassy of Finland in Lusaka that there 

was no imminent threat to our safety, we returned to Bulawayo for the final fieldwork month. 

However, besides the presence of security forces, in February 2019, President Mnangagwa 

issued a ‘chilling warning’ and ordered villagers to report all ‘strangers’ to their village heads 

as Westerners were blamed for influencing people through NGOs and opposition politics (The 

Standard, 2019). Mnangagwa’s statements influence the operations of many NGOs, and I 

received messages from some friends suggesting that I should avoid travelling in rural areas. 

‘The environment has dramatically changed, and things are a bit crazy now’, a friend of a friend 

who worked in an NGO in Mutare messaged. Thus, even though I had all my paperwork in 

order, and my local colleagues and friends assured me there was no imminent security threat, 

to secure the safety of my research interlocutors and my family I avoided travelling in rural 

areas, state-monitored public transportation, and associating with politically active people. I 

was concerned that my presence and signs of their involvement in my research could give 

threaten the security of my interlocutors. Therefore, I also limited travel in certain high-density 

areas and meeting in and around state buildings. Throughout fieldwork, I mostly destroyed the 

audio files on my phone after I had transcribed the notes apart from a few cases when I saved 

them to the encrypted fieldwork folder on my laptop. After the crackdown, I was also careful 

to delete any phone messages that could potentially associate me with opposition politics, such 

as messages circulating in social media about potential new strikes and protests, or those that 

were sent during the lockdown regarding our and other peoples’ attempts to estimate the level 

of security threat in the country. I wrote my fieldnotes in my notebook in Finnish and I did 

more desk-based archival work in the Bulawayo City Council and other archives, encrypting 

all data carefully behind password-required, encrypted files. Undoubtedly, these ethical and 

safety concerns were intertwined with sense of paranoia induced by the political violence that 

I was constantly reading and hearing about, a tangible reminder of the affective power of the 

state.  

 

 

 



 
 

65 
 

Ethics of ethnographic writing  

While the challenge in the field was to deal with questions of power, safety, and a sense of 

uselessness, the task after fieldwork ended was to think about how to turn my materials into 

respectful ethnographic writing. In ethnographic research, analysis and conclusion-drawing are 

not limited to a certain period but continue throughout the research process, including during 

writing. Positionalities and broader structural circumstances affect how we define interesting 

research topics and formulate our research questions, as well as how we choose appropriate 

analytical and methodological tools with which to address them. This continues all the way to 

the final stages of research: thinking about what is meaningful to write/publish and what we 

should edit out (e.g. Clifford & Marcus 1986, Gould 2016). As Lévi-Strauss (1962, 17) put it, 

an ethnographic project is always ‘bricolage’ as we use ‘whatever resources are at hand’ and 

always ‘put something of ourselves into it’, at all stages of research. In the current project, 

while much of my data analysis took place after fieldwork ended, even in the field I was already 

constantly trying to find theoretical clarity to guide my project, struggling to find the ‘bigger 

picture’ (cf. Cerwonka 2007). For instance, as I wrote to my supervisors in November 2018, ‘I 

am certain that I do enough, but I am still thinking whether the things I do are “the right things” 

or, rather, what is the common thread here.’ Tracking the ‘common thread’ was a process that 

has continued until the final stages of the study, but it was during fieldwork that I started to 

think about the kind of work packages that would be relevant, and the potential chapter 

headings that my data would generate. Likewise, while most empirical data was collected 

during fieldwork, my interlocutors and collaborators have also helped me to deepen my 

understanding on multiple issues post-fieldwork, communicating by phone and social media.  

 Time and again, I have pondered what to do with material mentioning social practices 

that could be defined as ‘illegal’ and ‘fraudulent’ that I witnessed during my fieldwork: 

smuggling people and goods, ‘border jumping’, irregular street-level money trading, and 

fabrication of documents. Being aware of the ‘risk of making public that which our informants 

would prefer to keep secret’ (Barnes 1967, 208), I have been careful not to reveal specific 

details that could cause harm to my research participants either during my fieldwork or later 

when writing the current manuscript. For instance, during my fieldwork a senior officer of a 

well-known international organization wanted to use my ‘insider knowledge’ in their 

programming and asked me to identify any ‘undesignated border crossing points’ in Beitbridge. 

Although such information could possibly have helped them to ‘design protective services for 
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the vulnerable returnees’, as they explained, and although I do hope that my research can have 

practical impact, I refused to answer the question in order to protect my participants and others 

who use such unofficial routes to cross the border.  

  Moreover, when ethnographic reports are published, they are exposed to different 

audiences and further interpretation, and the author has very little control over how the work 

may be used in the future. Charles Piot (2019) has reflected on similar issues in his study of 

how Togolese try to obtain visas to America using practices that the US consul would define 

as fraud. He has reflected on ‘how to go about writing about specific cases and individuals who 

might be punished, even deported, if discovered’ (Piot 2019, 19), emphasizing the need to 

contextualize the stories, ‘within the constraints and possibilities of the current historical 

moment’ (ibid. 19). In a similar way, besides being careful to disguise the identities of the 

people, I also try to locate the ‘illegal’ social practices, for instance the ‘informal’ border 

crossings, in their longer colonial and post-colonial, regional histories, defining them as 

historically constructed ways to enable caring, living, and making a living amidst radical 

uncertainty.  

 When thinking about the experiences of violence and material scarcity, I also struggled 

with the question of how I could write about these issues in a respectful and truthful manner 

that would not simplify reality or reproduce an account of ‘primitivized’ Africa and its social 

relations (Geschiere 2020, 337, see also Clifford & Marcus 1986). Aware of the decolonization 

needs of the academy and the discipline of anthropology, I nevertheless could not edit out such 

details from my material, although I wondered how I could analytically make sense of and 

write about experiences of neglect and suffering without generating ‘a representation of 

Otherness’ (D’Amico-Samuels 2012, see also Harrison 2012). Indeed, how we present things, 

and the concepts we apply when we look at our data, are always part of a strategic, even 

political, process. During my research I have thought about how to remain faithful to such of 

my data that seemed to tell a larger story of a suffering wherein displaced futures and disrupted 

families were the norm, and the level of agency rather limited, where experiences of inadequacy 

and uncertainty frame everyday life, and a great deal of productive time is used to secure the 

next meal and daily money requirements. My thoughts resemble those of James Ferguson 

(1999, 18) who has stated, in his ‘anthropology of decline’ that he ‘could proceed [with the 

book] only after arriving at the realization that decline, confusion, fear, and suffering were 

central subjects [of the book], and not mere background to it’. Sherry Ortner’s (2016, 60) 
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question also resonates with my own reflections when she asks, ‘how can we be both realistic 

about the ugly realities of the world today and hopeful about the possibilities of changing 

them?’ While similar questions are repeatedly addressed in my field diary, since fieldwork 

ended and I have been going through and discussing my data, I have found it important to give 

up the rather essentialist division between ‘a light’ and ‘a dark’ anthropology. The lived 

realities within postcolonial societies are more complex and, thus, I have been trying to 

(re)define sensible concepts that would allow the complexity and experience of multiplicity on 

the ground to come to light in a respectful manner. As Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni has aptly 

suggested, as ethnographers we should recast our ‘research into what Europe has done to 

humanity and nature rather than following Europe as a teacher to the rest of the world’ (Ndlovu-

Gatsheni 2017). Indeed, in each chapter in general and in Chapter Three in particular, I explore 

the endurance of colonial logics and labour policies as they echo in the present, structuring and 

organizing, unmaking and remaking, the most intimate spheres of life.  

 Although it is impossible to relinquish my authority over and responsibility for data 

production, I nevertheless have tried not to fit my data into an ongoing paradigm or discussion 

but, rather, to track how my interlocutors theorize their lives themselves. For instance, 

investigating emic terms, such as injiva or ukuhlanganisa, has helped me to understand the 

larger socio-economic and political processes that my research subjects embody. Nevertheless, 

as I discuss in future chapters, in lived realities the dichotomies between ‘top down’-

constructed policy categories or the analytical concepts of a researcher, and the proposed 

‘authentic’, ‘less formal’ local conceptualizations, are empirically difficult to sustain. Rather, 

the goal of this dissertation is to consider how people themselves operate both beyond and 

within these categories and theorize their lives (e.g. Bjarnesen & Turner 2020).  

 As an outcome of an affective, cumbersome process of writing and rewriting about 

injivas and their struggle to manage insecurity, I have also developed the economies of care 

framework. This provides a way think about the multiplicity of relations, interactions, and 

rationalities through which everyday life is formed in the ordinary processes of trying to sustain 

and repair life at the frontline of multilayered precarity. Finally, the narrative that the 

dissertation makes is only one of many possible that could be extracted from the field, one that 

has been crucially shaped by internal and external factors throughout the research project. 

However, I trust that this ethnography reflects the realities of my interlocutors in ways that 

uncover their complex life-worlds in a respectful manner, through their own terms and 

theorizations of life and continuity. 
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THREE 
Care, control, and crisis in Bulawayo 

 

Introduction 

This chapter tracks the historical roots of practices and relations of care, control, and crisis in 

Bulawayo to identify ‘the historical specificity to uncertainty now’ (Guyer 2007, 418). While 

also acknowledging the role of larger global and nation-wide politico-economic 

transformations, it outlines Bulawayo’s transformation since the early 20th century from an 

industrial colonial centre and in-migration hub to its contemporary context, especially post-

2000, which is characterized by job reduction, deteriorating services, and extensive out-

migration. Chapter Four addresses the migration history of the subregion and situates the 

emergence of the injiva figure in the regional and broader history of colonial capitalism that 

improverished Indigenous peoples and pushed them into a reserve of cheap and disposable 

labour that worked in the mines, farms, and other industries both in (Southern) Rhodesia and 

elsewhere in the region, especially in South Africa. This chapter, in turn, is concerned with 

other related aspects of my interlocutors’ lives: employment, housing, welfare institutions, and 

the various means, including population registration, whereby the settler-colonial state has tried 

to control Black people’s mobility and family formation. The chapter considers the state as an 

assemblage of inter-related institutional forms – central government, local government and its 

various sub-departments, and township/community-level bureaucrats – that are influenced by 

transnational frameworks of governance from imperialist politics to international aid policies. 

It shows how the state has disciplined and disagreed over family policies towards Black 

residents, and how care for the Black population has been largely seen as a rural, female duty 

and, in its institutional form, also a way to maintain and ‘develop’ a male Black labourer.21 The 

colonially rooted practices of registration, documentation, and welfare distribution have 

continued, in refashioned forms, and have become central domains that low-income, urban 

Bulawayoans must navigate in order to sustain life in the contemporary context of uncertainty, 

which I describe in the second half of the chapter.  

 

 
21 The first part relies mostly on existing literature and archival records that are largely written from the perspective 
of the White administration. Therefore, I acknowledge that the experiences and responses of the low-income Black 
residents would have provided a more nuanced account. 
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Bulawayo - a colonial industrial and migration hub  

The private British South Africa Company (BSAC), authorized by the British government in 

1889 to exploit economic resources in Matabeleland and Mashonaland, initially established the 

‘country’ that became known as Rhodesia. Led by a British politician and businessman Cecil 

John Rhodes, the company invaded the Ndebele state by negotiating a treaty with King 

Lobengula. He was the son of King Mzilikazi Khumalo, who had conquered the Matabele area 

after fleeing the mfecane disturbances in southern part of the Zulu kingdom in the 1830s and 

founded the Ndebele nation. The king established his kraal in present-day Bulawayo, which is 

still called ‘the City of Kings’. Royal history also manifests in the names of many of the 

suburbs, especially those in the high-density areas, which commemorate pre-colonial Ndebele 

royalty, such as Mzilikazi, Lobengula, and Njube,22 a detail to which I return below. People 

often told me, with a sense of nostalgia and longing, about precolonial history, especially those 

who identified themselves as linked by ancestral lineage and spiritual connection to the 

Ndebele monarch. As an elderly lady who belonged to a dominant Ndebele lineage explained:  

We call it Matabeleland, but it is actually called Mthwakazi, because it was ruled by the 

Mthwakazi people, Queen MuThwa who married Mzilikazi. There was a war in South 

Africa, and Robert Moffat told him that go to this side of Limpopo River, and you will 

find peaceful people here. They live on berries and herbs, they don’t fight. And he came, 

and he was given permit to come here and marry the queen. He was a good king. That 

is where the name of this part of the country comes from. Mthwakazi: there was honey, 

milk, animals, game was all over. He was given the power to rule, until he passed on 

and his son Lobengula became the king. So, we believe in ancestors. I worship my 

grandparents, my great grandparents, who protect and care for me.  

The BSAC grew out of the context of deep recession in Britain and attempts to create 

employment and secure minerals for the British Empire. Despite several armed rebellions by 

the Ndebele and more northern Shona populations in the 1890s, the Company seized and 

administered the territory on behalf of the British Crown with ‘full imperial and colonial 

powers’, including establishing a police force, and having the right to build roads, railways, 

and banks, and conduct mining operations and settle on land (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2009, 46, 

Kenrick 2019, 8).  

 
22 Lobengula’s son 
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The city of Bulawayo largely grew up around the National Railways, which arrived in 

1897, and the city became the industrial hub of the ‘country’, with a growing number of mining, 

manufacturing, and engineering companies basing themselves there (BCC 2022). The BSAC 

institutionalized racial division, a typical method of colonial capitalism to increase production 

taking place across the subregion, in which Europeans enjoyed economic, political, and legal 

superiority, followed by Asians and Coloureds. African Indigenous people were tasked with 

providing cheap labour for the mines, farms, and industries.23 Black labourers were – until the 

1950s – expected to reside in the city only temporarily, returning when not required to their 

rural homes where the women cared for children, the injured, the elderly, and other needy 

persons, and reproduced the next generation of cheap labour (e.g. Hampson & Kaseke 1987).  

The geography of Bulawayo reflected this racial hierarchy: the eastern and southern suburbs 

were allocated to Whites and the city fringes to Asians and Coloureds. The African people 

working in town were housed outside of the city, in industrial compounds or in the first 

‘location’ or high-density township, present-day Makokoba, and then later in other townships 

built to accommodate primarily unmarried Black labourers. This form of urban order remained 

in place throughout the colonial era and was enforced by various legal and administrative 

means that regulated Africans’ social relations, mobility, and access to resources, especially 

land (see e.g. Van Onselen 1976).  

       The White settlers of Rhodesia voted for the establishment of ‘responsible’ government  

within the British Empire in 1923, opposing the joining of the Union of South Africa, which 

was established in 1910. In general, before the Second World War, the government paid little 

attention to the welfare of African workers at any level: imperial, central, or local; instead, they 

used legal measures and other capacities, including the police and overt violence, to control 

their internal and cross-border mobility. The imperial headquarters in London saw the colonies 

as self-reliant and expected them to finance their own economic development and deal 

independently with increasing urbanization and its side-effects, such as overcrowding in the 

African areas (Abbott 1971, 68, Bourdillon 1944, 369). Although Britain promulgated its first 

Colonial Development Act in 1929, seen as the first acknowledgement of its duty towards its 

colonies (Bourdillon 1944, 370), it only sponsored a limited number of projects that would 

 
23 The racial category that the colonial officials used to refer to Black people in the early colonial era was primarily 
‘Natives’. In the 1950s the term ‘Africans’ became more common, but the term ‘Natives’ continued to be used. 
Whites were usually referred as ‘Europeans’ (see Hutton 2018, iv).  
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improve colonial agriculture and industries; it was not geared towards ensuring the wellbeing 

of the Black population.  

       In 1923, when ‘responsible’ government was achieved, it set up the Native Department, 

headquartered in Salisbury (subsequently Harare), and appointed Native Commissioners to 

control the African population in rural reserves and, especially, to organize labour (Steele 

1972). To enforce residential racial segregation in both rural and urban areas, it divided land, 

backed by legal enforcement, according to the racial division it introduced through the Land 

Apportionment Act of 1930 (Ndubiwa 1972, 1). Furthermore, from 1936 all African men were 

required to carry a ‘situpa’ or registration pass, which regulated not only cross-border mobility 

(see Chapter Four), but also defined and controlled who could enter and/or seek employment 

in towns including Bulawayo (Barnes 1997). Women in White minority-ruled Rhodesia were 

not required to carry such passes for in-country travel until 1977. According to the customary 

patrilineal system, enforced by colonial legal measures, women were regarded as ‘permanent 

legal minors’ in the custody of a husband, father, or other male relative (e.g. Ranger 1994). 

Therefore, to travel, women needed permission from their male custodians. Despite such 

requirements, various groups of women – for instance, young women who had escaped 

patriarchal hierarchy in rural homes – had lived in urban Bulawayo since early in the colonial 

era (Barnes 1997,24 Ranger 2010), yet state documentation practices still constitute a central 

challenge among my interlocutors in present-day Zimbabwe, as the following chapters 

demonstrate. Essentially, such practices and infrastructures were not introduced as a form of 

social contract and to provide access to citizenship rights but, on the contrary, as measures to 

control ordinary people’s mobility and access to the city and the state (cf. Szreter & 

Breckenridge 2012, 2). This shift to rights discourses took place only after independence in 

1980, since when access to identification documents, such as birth certificates and passports, 

has become a key challenge and arena of manoeuvre in Zimbabwe (discussed in detail in 

Chapters Four and Seven). 

         In 1929 the Native Department changed its name to the Department of Native 

Development, reflecting increased political aspirations to develop the African population to 

better serve the agricultural and industrial colonial economies. This illustrates the instrumental 

role played by the welfare of the Black population and the idea of African development in the 

 
24 Barnes has also found that, while in South Africa women were forced to carry passes from the late 1950s, 
elsewhere in Africa women were not required to have mandatory identity documents, despite some calls from 
colonial quarters, although in some colonial towns they had to have a marriage certificate or residence permit 
(Barnes 1997).  
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maintenance of the colonial economy and its racial order (Devittie 1976, 7, Summers 1998, 

279). The native development notion drew on social theories that conceptualized human social 

development as following certain stages, with Western civilization the highest form (Steele 

1972, 33, see also Stoler 1991). The scope of the department was ‘the education of natives and 

any other work designed primarily to further the agricultural, industrial, physical, and social 

advancement of Africans’ (Southern Rhodesian Government 1951, 4). As the urban population 

grew, the problem of overcrowded urban housing intensified, and calls increased from the 

government and various associations for the BCC to prevent social ills, such as prostitution and 

destitution (see e.g. Bourdillon 1944, Ibbotson 1946). Yet, whether urban or rural, the 

destitution of Africans was interpreted as a problem of ‘under-development’.  Although social 

theories of development and welfare also implied supporting progress for Africans themselves, 

they were viewed and implemented with a mindset geared to maintaining colonial capitalist 

production. For example, Bernard Bourdillon (1944, 377), a prominent British colonial 

administrator, argued that the key question for the colonial administration was to consider how 

to maintain Africans’ ‘desire to produce’. He himself reasoned that colonial capitalism’s 

reliance on the physical ability and willingness of the Black majority to work could be 

maintained if their basic needs were met by education, healthcare, and socially diversified life, 

which would translate into their motivation to earn money and engage in hard work (Bourdillon 

1944, 377). Given this ideology of native development as a means to maintain colonial 

capitalism, the central government tried to pressure the Bulawayo City Council to increase its 

welfare provisions throughout the 1930s and 1940s.        

 Until the late 1940s, however, the BCC was reluctant to develop welfare services, 

especially in regard to housing conditions, for Bulawayo’s rapidly growing Black urban 

population. Yet, despite trying to maintain the ‘White city’, it needed to have cheap labour 

available; as a solution it built municipal houses that were supposed primarily to accommodate 

temporary, male ‘bachelor’ migrants in newly established townships (Mpofu 2010, 2, Hutton 

2018, Ranger 2010). A similar model was applied elsewhere in South African and Northern 

Rhodesian cities. Other welfare needs – and social production more generally – were 

considered issues to be solved in rural homes. While urban areas were defined by the colonial 

government as ‘White reserves’, Africans were defined as belonging to the rural reserves 

(Devittie 1976, 5) on the poorest land, which were designated for the Black population. For 

instance, the solution for dealing with destitute, elderly Africans was not to offer a pension, as 

it was for Whites, but to strengthen ‘the tribal system’ (ibid., 9). As I discuss in the empirical 
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chapters, it is this context and the concomitant cross-border migration described in Chapter 

Four that gave rise to the malaytsha or informal transportation industry (Chapter Four), to the 

practice of circulating children between different kin configurations (Chapter Five), and to the 

growth of solidarity societies (Chapter Six). Yet, at the same time as the impoverished rural 

reserves were considered the main source of care and welfare for the Black population, the 

(Southern) Rhodesian state started to provide old age pensions, free education, and public 

assistance to non-Africans. This escalated to such a degree that by the end of the Second World 

War, European settlers enjoyed ‘a welfare state with comprehensive social services at little 

cost’ (Henderson 1972, 389 quoted in Ferguson 2015, 75-76).   

          Nevertheless, besides ground-level kinship care, various voluntary organizations 

provided activities in Bulawayo’s townships, such as church groups, women’s associations, 

sporting bodies, and those working with the destitute, handicapped, and elderly (Ndubiwa 

1972, 44-45). The major organization of this nature in Bulawayo in the 1930s and 1940s was 

The Native Welfare Society, which employed one trained African social worker, organized 

football, other sports, and musical events, and established a library and urban health care 

services for the Black population (Ranger 2010, 139). Besides organizing recreational 

activities, the single social worker provided ‘personal service…for those in any kind of 

need…For many years fresh arrivals in town called at the hall looking for the welfare officer, 

who would help them locate a friend, a sleeping place for the night, or a job or a meal’, as Eric 

Gargett (1971, 47), the social service officer in the late colonial period, has described. The 

Welfare Society, together with African workers, worker’s associations, and trade unions, 

persuaded the council to provide better housing, health, and educational services for the Black 

urban population (Ashton 1957, Ranger 2007).  

 

After the Second World War 

The Second World War changed the history of Western imperialism in Africa, resulting in 

increasing attempts to ‘modernize’ the colonies, and more comprehensive discussions of the 

potential future independence of the colonies. States, in general, were expected to care for their 

poor through public tax funds, both in Europe and its colonies. A central measure was the 

establishment of the Colonial Development and Welfare Act of 1940, which multiplied 

Britain’s overall development funding by five and a half times to maintain the services and 

economies of its colonies (Bourdillon 1944, 372). This provides an indicator of the foreign aid 
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and policy frameworks influencing the state policies of former colonial powers, and these 

practices of providing resources – not just material but also technical and ideological – to 

former colonies subsequently found echoes in the discourses of ‘development’ and 

‘humanitarianism’ (e.g. Becket 2019, Fassin 2012, Ilcan & Lacey 2006, 2011, Ticktin 2011).   

         At the same time, the colonial central government also increased attention to the welfare 

of its population through the establishment of the Department of Social Welfare in 1948. Its 

work, however, primarily concerned non-Africans, and the only function that covered all the 

races was that related to juvenile delinquency. Even so, by 1958 it had only handled 625 

African cases (Gargett 1977, 59). As Leigh Gardner (2012, 157) has argued, despite the 

ideological/developmental shift, the colonial administrations faced financial constraints on 

implementing their welfare policies and delegated the responsibility to provide social welfare 

to the local authorities.  

          Indeed, pressured by civil society and governmental and international authorities, the 

BCC established a municipal Department of Native Affairs25 in 1949. It had primary 

responsibility for implementing the Urban Areas Act (UAA) introduced in 1947, and the 1946 

Native (Urban Areas) Registration and Accommodation Act. These instruments banned 

housing for unemployed Blacks, made employers responsible for their workers’ rents, and 

required all African men in the city to register and carry town passes (Mlambo 2009, 84). Led 

by Hugh Ashton, the BCC department had ‘authority over every aspect of African urban life’ 

and the responsibility to improve race relations (Gargett 1977, 22). The BCC’s increased 

attention to African development and welfare drew on modernization theory, and aimed to 

introduce Western ways of life to the African population through recreational and educational 

activities organized by township-level welfare officers (e.g. Ashton 1957, 1). While Ashton 

was trained in the UK, many of the top municipal administrators had received anthropological 

training in the Rhodes Livingstone’s Institute in Livingstone, present-day Zambia. Their 

interpretation – that the challenges caused by urbanization and individualization were an 

outcome of the break-down of ‘tribal patterns’ and communal identities – influenced the 

activities of the Department of Native Affairs (Lessing 1957, 191; Summers 1998). These were 

organized around three core themes: welfare/community development (recreational and 

educational activities); administration (especially residents registration and housing such as 

 
25 The BCC’s Native Administration Department was later renamed several times; since 1975 it has been referred 
to as the Housing and Community Services Department, which provides stands for houses and rented 
accommodation, among other things (BCC 2022). 



 
 

75 
 

collecting rents); and liquor sales and distribution (Ndubiwa 1972, Hutton 2018, 54). Welfare 

and housing were not funded by White taxpayers, but by municipal African beer brewing and 

selling, and later also the revenue gained from house loans and rents (Gargett 1977, 22, 

Ndubiwa 1972, 15, Ranger 2007, 186).  

        While the city councillors were all White, Ashton established African Advisory Boards 

in townships where local needs could be aired, whose members comprised African elites, such 

as trade unionists, association activists, and businessmen, many of whom later became central 

liberation figures (Ndubiwa 1972, 50). Municipal sub-offices were built in African townships 

to oversee such activities, directed by township superintendents, welfare and administration 

officers, and their often unpaid support staff who made home visits to destitute families and 

organized children’s clubs, among other activities (ibid., 55, Gargett 1977, 73-74). These 

township-level authorities were referred to as ‘lower-tier authorities’, that is, ‘the African 

representatives’ of their communities, whilst the (predominantly White) BCC officials 

constituted the ‘upper-tier’ authorities of local government (Ndubiwa 1972, 85). This 

highlights the various kinds of agents engaged in welfare activities, their differing levels of 

authority, and the relationships between such agents and local residents. It brings out the 

essential work of grassroots frontline workers who were expected, due to their physical and 

social proximity, to represent their communities to the higher authorities, thus reflecting the 

role of present-day Community Case Workers (CCWs, discussed in Chapter Nine). Such 

community-level bureaucrats were already functioning in the colonial era to mediate relations 

between the urban poor and the upper-level state agencies. Furthermore, the township Housing 

and Welfare Offices still function as the most local level municipal offices, around which 

supermarkets, clinics, and schools are usually built.26  

             After the war, the colonial government tried to diversify its production from mining 

and agriculture to manufacturing, which translated into an industrial boom, particularly in 

Bulawayo, increasing the need for labour. To promote economic growth, the Federation of 

Rhodesia and Nyasaland (1953-1963) was established by Southern Rhodesia, Northern 

Rhodesia (Zambia), and Nyasaland (Malawi) (Mlambo 2009, 76). While Southern Rhodesia 

became the industrial and agricultural hub of the Federation, Northern Rhodesia specialized in 

providing mining products, and the poorest country, Nyasaland, cheap labour, mainly to fill 

Southern Rhodesian needs on farms and in mines (ibid.). Ian Phimister and Brian Raftopoulos 

 
26 The beer gardens are no longer administered by the municipality but closed down or rented for other businesses. 
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(2000, 295) have estimated that in the 1940s and 1950s between 40 and 60 percent of the people 

in urban settings were ‘alien natives’, labour migrants from neighbouring countries, but intra-

country migration also expanded. The implementation of the Native Land Husbandry Act in 

1951, which limited the number of stock in rural areas and created extensive landlessness, 

increased internal rural-urban migration. According to Gargett (1977, 57), the Black population 

of Bulawayo grew from 50,000 in 1947 to 130,200 in 1961, increasing to 270,000 in 1975. In 

the 1950s, to encourage both ‘native’ and ‘foreign’ labour migrants to settle in the city, the 

BCC started to build more diverse housing and allow families to reside in the urban 

townships.27 Indeed, Bulawayo’s townships became increasingly feminized, especially in the 

1950s-60s when workers began to be able to bring their wives to the cities. In addition, young 

women fleeing the patriarchal order of rural life found urban livelihoods in fashion, shebeens 

(beer gardens), housekeeping, and factory work, forming their own associations to give voice 

to their concerns (Ranger 2010, 174), while widows and divorcees also increasingly stayed in 

the city (Gargett 1977, 21). Women were seen as key to maintaining social cohesion and 

supporting colonial Black labour, so the ideal place for women and children was still 

considered to be within ‘the fabric of the tribe, with all her responsibilities and duties well 

marked out for her’. In urban settings her role would be diminished to that of a wife and a 

mother, and this transition from rural to urban life needed attention (Lessing 1957, 191). On 

the one hand, tying women to the patriarchal order as legal minors was seen as a measure to 

protect women from becoming ‘surplus’ and ‘loose’, leading to prostitution (e.g. Barnes 1997, 

Ncube 1987b, 194); yet another idea for maintaining African workers was to modernize 

African families by teaching European domestic skills to African wives (Ranchold-Nilsson 

1992). At the same time, the BCC was trying to increase Africans’ sense of belonging in 

Bulawayo by strategically calling the city the City of Kings, and by allowing Black residents 

to name the new townships after pre-colonial Ndebele royals (Hutton 2018, 153-155).  

       Despite these efforts, however, poverty, overcrowding, and unemployment remained 

key features in townships. The BCC’s housing schemes could not keep up with the speed of 

in-migration. To illustrate, a municipal social worker, working in one of the township offices, 

noted in the early 1960s: “In the process of doing our work, we have the privilege of visiting 

homes, seeing families in their homes…It is shocking to see that many families are poor and 

we do not understand how they manage to be alive the next day” (quoted in Gargett 1971, 112). 

 
27 However, the BCC had already in 1937 established houses for middle-class married couples in Luveve 
location, but in smaller scale (Mpofu 2010, 6).  
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Again, this resonates strikingly with the descriptions of present-day CCWs who similarly make 

home visits, without wages, in high-density suburbs (see Chapter Nine). 

          Towards the end of the 1950s the African voices calling for majority rule increased, 

and the largest nationalist party, the Zimbabwe African People’s Union (ZAPU), was 

established in 1961. Due to internal disagreements, it split a few years later into ZAPU, 

consisting mainly of Ndebele speakers and led by Joshua Nkomo, and the Zimbabwe African 

National Union (ZANU), consisting mainly of Shona speakers and headed by Robert Mugabe. 

At the same time, nationalist right-wing ideology intensified among the White population. The 

Federation era ended in 1964. Northern Rhodesia (Zambia) and Nyasaland (Malawi) got 

independence and Black majority rule. Southern Rhodesia, in contrast, declared independence 

unilaterally from the United Kingdom and formed the state of Rhodesia, with an illegal White 

minority government led by Ian Smith and his Rhodesian Front party. The era of the Unilateral 

Declaration of Independence (UDI), from 1965-1979, was characterized by the war between 

the Rhodesian government and its army, and the two nationalist armies, ZANU’s Zimbabwe 

National Liberation Army (ZANLA) and ZAPU’s Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary Army 

(ZIPRA).28 During this period, urban unemployment and poverty grew nation-wide. The 

Rhodesian Front aimed at reviving urban municipalities as ‘White spaces’ by curtailing African 

housing and tenure rights (Hutton 2022, 1). The BCC, however, contradicted these policies, 

and continued promoting housing programmes, based both on tenure and ownership by Black 

residents from different classes (Ndubiwa 1972, 15). It is telling that, according to a population 

survey in 1968, an average African household in Bulawayo accommodated 6.6 persons, an 

average 2.3 adults and 4.3 children (Gargett 1977, 22). However, Gargett argued that those 

numbers underestimated the real situation, as the domestic units also accommodated 

unauthorized residents, both related and non-related. Similar to the households of my 

interlocutors in present-day high-density areas, a typical household was  

characterised by high mobility among many of its members. Children come and 

go, for schooling, or customary ‘fosterings’. Families double up, for economic 

reasons, or because there is not enough housing…relatives come in to stay. Work 

 
28 The UDI Rhodesia was not internationally recognized as a sovereign country and the UN and many countries, 
Britain at the forefront, set economic sanctions and cut diplomatic ties with the country. While it strengthened 
ties between Rhodesia and apartheid South Africa, it also severely affected the exports of Rhodesian products, 
resulting into oversupply, declining prices, unemployment, and the need for state subsidies and loans that were 
largely directed to support the White farms. (Mtisi et al 2009a). 
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seekers are helped. A married son and his wife may remain, or a daughter and 

child, unable to set up house on their own. (Gargett 1977, 23)  

 

The BCC also responded reluctantly to the Closed Labours Order of 1966 that, among other 

things, prohibited foreign Africans from seeking employment anywhere except farms and 

mines, a measure that tried to secure jobs for local Africans to minimize their militarization. 

Unlike in the capital Salisbury, the BCC did not remove ‘African aliens’ from jobs and council 

housing but, rather, referred to them ‘as Bulawayo people’ as well (Kaarsholm 1995). Indeed, 

many of my interlocutors were descendants of labour migrants who had arrived in the country 

during the UDI era from present day Malawi and Mozambique to work in unskilled or semi-

skilled work, mostly in manufacturing, and defined themselves as Ndebele, belonging to 

Bulawayo.  

        A key measure aimed at controlling Black militarization was the expansion of the pass 

laws in 1977 to cover not only Black men but everyone, Black and White, women and men. 

This was the first time women were required to register, so that the whole population could be 

identified and its movements monitored (Barnes 1997, 75). Another measure was the 

introduction of the Welfare Organizations Act (1967) to monitor and sanction the activities of 

welfare organizations perceived to be promoting opposition mobilization (Hartnack 2016, 

172). The post-colonial government has adopted similar measures to control the opposition, 

explained later in this chapter, thereby manifesting the ambivalent relations between the state 

and NGOs (cf. Moyo et. al. 2000).  

           The UDI era – and its end in 1979 – was part of Cold War global politics. ZANLA and 

ZIPRA got support from the Soviet bloc and China respectively, while, rather controversially 

given the United Nations’ sanctions against the UDI, South Africa, the United States and its 

allies backed White Rhodesia until 1975. However, with Mozambique and Angola gaining 

independence in 1975 and South Africa struggling to maintain its Apartheid rule, the US was 

trying to diminish the socialist threat in the region – hence its attempts to solve the Rhodesian 

war by trying to bring the UDI regime into negotiations with the two, still at the time united, 

nationalist parties (Mtisi et al. 2009b, 144-45). Ian Smith’s regime tried to maintain White rule 

by re-establishing the British colony of Southern Rhodesia, named Zimbabwe Rhodesia, which 

was an unrecognised country during a brief period, from June 1979 to December 1979. Backed 

by pressure at international, regional, and national levels, and finally by the White farmers who 

had also suffered major losses, the long independence war ended with the Lancaster House 
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Agreement in 1979 (Mtisi et al. 2009b, 145). A further element contributing to the end of war, 

yet absent in many scholarly analyses, is the role of religion and ancestral spirits in the ‘moral 

economy’ of the liberation war (Ranger 1985). As Terence Ranger (1985) and David Lan 

(1985) have argued, spirit mediums performed a significant part in protecting the ‘comrades’ 

fighting to win back their ancestral lands,29 while religion and ancestral protection continue to 

constitute key aspects in contemporary economies of care (see Chapters Five and Six).  

 

Independence and its early transformations  

In 1980, the government of the Republic of Zimbabwe inherited a country with a USD 200 

million debt and layers of grievances, a country that was severely affected by the decades-long 

civil war that had damaged the rural infrastructure, and with one of the largest inequalities in 

the world (Hampson & Kaseke 1987, 282). While the Lancaster House Agreement led to Black 

majority rule, it also made it impossible for large-scale land distribution before 1990, thus 

feeding into post-colonial tensions.30 At the time of indendence, the city of Bulawayo was a 

centre of heavy industry, manufacturing mining equipment and the railways ferrying coal from 

Hwange (e.g. Sunday News 2015). Nevertheless, most urban households in Bulawayo lived in 

poverty with challenges to secure food, accommodation, and education (Gargett 1977, 35). 

Besides salaries, they relied on urban and rural relatives, savings groups, burial societies, and 

voluntary and religious organizations to sustain life (Ndubiwa 1974, Gargett 1977). Similar 

obstacles and economies of care still constitute key elements in the everyday life of ordinary 

people post-independence (see e.g. Mbiba & Ndubiwa 2006) and among my interlocutors and 

other urban dwellers, as future chapters show.  

        Notwithstanding these challenges, the first decade of Zimbabwe’s independence has 

been described as an era of ‘restoration and hope’ (Raftopoulos 2004, 2), with high 

expectations of positive social transformation and access to state services and citizenship rights. 

Formally, all institutional controls over labour mobility and urban housing were lifted (Potts 

2011, 22), state law and services were expanded to include the Black population, international 

relations reopened, and international treaties related to women and children’s rights were 

 
29 However, Bourdillon (1987) and Kriger (1988) have argued that the role of spirit mediums in the liberation war 
was not as influential as Ranger (1985) and Lan (1985) suggested.  
30 Although with modest redistributive effects, a land resettlement programme was implemented during the first 
decade of independence. After 1990 new kinds of land reforms were introduced, but remained largely 
unimplemented until the 2000s (see e.g. Kinsey 2004). 
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ratified (see Chapter Eight). Indeed, my interlocutors praised the new government’s early 

attempts to democratize the distribution of free health and social services for the population in 

both rural and urban areas; during the first decade of independence access to education and 

health services extended substantially, yet it was largely funded by international aid 

(Raftopoulos 2004). For instance, primary school enrolment rates rose from 82,000 in 1979 to 

2,216,878 in 1985, and between 1980 and 1990 the number of primary and secondary schools 

grew by 80 percent (Mlambo 1997, 59). As part of its wider process of national political and 

economic change, the new government formally initiated a decentralization process to 

coordinate and streamline service delivery between the provincial, district, and local 

development committees and other agencies, and to reduce poverty at the local level (e.g. 

Conyers 2003). In this spirit, the educational reforms were implemented by local communities 

with political rhetoric that defined them as the most capable of reaching the areas that had been 

ignored by the colonial state (Muzondidiya 2009, 168, see also Chapter Nine).  

         Ultimately, however, the promising early social policy changes were temporary and 

their gains unevenly distributed. Post-colonial Bulawayo and Matabeleland are known as areas 

where the ruling party ZANU-PF, which has ruled the country since the beginning of the 

independent era – first by Robert Mugabe and since November 2017 by Emmerson 

Mnangagwa – has faced strong opposition and challenges to its control over both urban and 

rural local governments (Raftopoulos 2009). The largest opposition parties, first ZAPU and, 

since 1999, the MDC – supported by trade unionists and commercial farmers, students and 

civic organizations, and its sub-wings – have been particularly popular in the area, but have 

also won the majority of votes in most urban councils. Consequently, Bulawayo and 

Matabeleland have been the locus of several national-level incidents of state violence and 

forced displacement operations. These have been underpinned by the ZANU-PF’s narrow form 

of nationalist politics which have violently excluded the isiNdebele-speaking population from 

the nation-building project, defining them as ‘dissidents’, a term used to legitimize state 

violence (e.g. Hammar et al. 2003). The mass killings of the Gukurahundi by the North Korean 

trained Fifth Brigade that took place in mid-1980s, for instance, targeted the ZAPU supporters, 

killing at least 20,000 primarily isiNdebele speaking people. A ZIPRA war veteran, who had 

been fighting in the liberation movement and who now relied on remittances from his South 

Africa-based children and by selling local beer, described the horror: 
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People were butchered by Gukurahundi. They say twenty thousand [died], but it’s a lie. 

50-60,000 people were slaughtered by the so-called Gukurahundi.…I can’t interpret the 

word Gukurahundi. Is it Shona, not my language, but of course, it is massacre! 

Massacre! Massacre!... My uncle was killed with a castration iron. It was really, really, 

bad. People died like animals. [My uncle] was tortured 24 hours and then he passed 

away.  

Gukurahundi also disrupted ancestral ties, due especially to people’s inability to conduct 

appropriate burial rituals for family members, many of whose graves are unknown and whose 

remains are unidentified (see Chapter Six). This also caused widescale documentation 

problems: many lost their own or their family members’ identification documents or could not 

claim death certificates for their missing family members since the government refused to 

recognize the massacres (see The Economist 2021). Gukurahundi was brought to an end in 

1987 with the signing of the Unity Accord by President Mugabe and Bulawayo-based ZAPU-

leader Joshua Nkomo. ZANU and ZAPU merged to form the combined ZANU-PF party, from 

which the ZAPU withdrew in 2008. However, despite continuous calls from civil society as 

well as religious and international organizations for recognition of the massacres, and hence 

for reconciliation, the government has still not acknowledged the widespread violence 

(CCPJ/LRF 1997, Ngwenya 2018).  

          Furthermore, the power and resources of the local governments have been limited, as 

the central government has established controls over local government structures and 

resources. For this, it largely makes use of legislation linked to the Ministry of Local 

Government, allowing it not only to monitor but also dominate the work of urban and rural 

councils. In practice, many key state institutions have both local and central government bodies 

operating in Bulawayo. While the BCC itself still has municipal social welfare officers serving 

in the township offices, most social welfare work falls under the central government’s District 

Social Welfare Department, giving municipal workers ‘a complementary role to that of the 

central government’, as a senior officer at the BCC put it. As Beacon Mbiba and Michael 

Ndubiwa (2006, i) have argued, social security has become an issue that is ‘the domain of 

national authorities’. District-level welfare offices became and continue to be responsible for 

child welfare services, such as foster care, family casework, and work with the aged and 

disabled, as well as registration of voluntary welfare organizations, often faith-based 

organizations that provide care for orphaned children and other ‘destitute’ groups, and by so 

doing ‘fill the gaps left by the state in the provision of welfare services’ (Hampson & Kaseke 
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1987, 285, see also Kaseke 1991, 37). Edward Kaseke (1991) has pointed out that to release 

social workers for more demanding tasks, assessing the degree of destitution in families was 

carried out by ‘paraprofessionals’. Similarly, Mildred Mushunje (2006, 23) has noted that at 

the community level, much of the welfare work is ‘done by well-wishers such as volunteers 

who give up some of their time to work with non-governmental organisations’ and, as I have 

shown, volunteers, including White housewives, were already operating during the colonial era 

(see also Hartnack 2016). I discuss their diverse roles in managing contemporary welfare 

provision on the ground in Chapter Nine, and how, since the 2000s, ‘destitution’ has been 

reframed as ‘vulnerability’ and ‘orphanhood’. 

 The government was not able to sustain free education and health services due to an 

escalating economic decline that started in the late 1980s, exacerbated by the adoption of 

neoliberal policies, particularly the Economic Structural Adjustment Program (ESAP) in 1991 

(Danserau 2005, Hendricks 2007, Mate 2018, Sachikonye 1992). As a condition of getting 

loans, the IMF and the World Bank pressured Zimbabwe to abandon its socialist policies, 

privatize many of its social services, reduce government spending, and remove government 

subsidies, among other measures (Hendricks 2007, 136, Muzondidiya 2009, 169). ESAP has 

been defined as causing ‘the most negative turn in the country’s economic trajectory’ (Mawowa 

& Matongo 2010, 323). Instead of accelerating economic progress, it created mass 

unemployment in general, particularly affecting public servants, ran public services down, 

displaced formal job opportunities, and led to increasing numbers of school dropouts, 

especially among girls. The formally employed population dropped from 18 percent in 1965 to 

under 10 percent in 2000 (EIU 2003, 23). The ESAP weakened the formal health sector and 

people’s ability to afford services, taking effect concurrently with the HIV/AIDS pandemic. 

Patrick Bond (2007, 207) has pointed out that ‘just as the HIV/AIDS pandemic hit Zimbabwe, 

from 1990-1995, per capita spending on care fell by 20 per cent in real terms’, and health 

services and medicine became inaccessible to the majority. This increased informal care duties, 

especially among women, and ‘added new expenditures to the already overstreched budgets of 

affected households and kinship networks’ (Bond 2007, 217). By 2010 an estimated one in five 

Zimbabwean children had lost one or both parents because of HIV/AIDS (UNICEF 2012). The 

economy was further devastated by unbudgeted pensions given to war veterans in 1997 to 

maintain their loyalty towards the ruling party (Hendricks 2007), followed by a very costly 

military intervention in the Democratic Republic of Congo in 1998 (Nest 2001). In an 
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interview, Mr. Sithole, a senior officer who had worked in the BCC, explained the situation 

during the ESAP in Bulawayo in the following way:  

Economically life was difficult, so they had to adopt user fees so that people would pay 

for services. It meant that there was introduction of user fees like, education, health, 

and so on. With the massive retrenchment they thought they would be introducing a 

fund, a fund administered by the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, so that the 

people pushed out of industries would benefit. But it was only theoretical and not 

practical. There was nothing. Soon after the introduction of user fees, I saw a number 

of people coming to seek help from the [municipal] Social Welfare. Some needed food, 

some health, school fees. But even when they came, we had no resources to assist those 

people. It was just maintaining the register. So even if you referred them to the 

Government [Social Welfare Department], there was nothing. 

 

Although the World Bank introduced a Social Development Fund to mitigate the catastrophic 

effects of the ESAP, apart from kin and community networks, since the 1990s social security 

has largely relied on NGOs and donor funding.  

 

Post-2000 chaos 
 

Zimbabwe’s politico-economic situation in the 2000s became ‘synonymous with economic and 

social chaos’ (Jones 2010, 285), characterized by several disruptive events and prolonged 

politico-economic uncertainty. The plan behind Mugabe’s famous, internationally mostly 

criticized, but also supported Fast Track Land Reform Programme (FTLRP) in the early 2000s 

was to reverse almost a century of unequal, racialized land patterns which had privileged 

minority White settlers, and redistribute land to Black small-scale farmers. This entailed 

widescale land occupations and the displacement of thousands of White commercial farming 

families and hundreds of thousands of Black farm-worker households. In Bulawayo, access to 

land increased the food production of some urban families who were able to grow surplus food 

commodities (Moyo 2013). However, as people I met explained, the programme destroyed beef 

and crop production in general, and weakened the related leather, dairy, and textile industries. 

According to Showers Mawowa and Alois Matongo (2010, 323), in 2000 alone, four hundred 

companies closed, nation-wide. In Bulawayo, the number of formal jobs fell by twenty 

thousand in twelve years, from 1989 to 2002 (CSO 2004, 3). Most workers left for South 
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Africa, some for overseas or rural areas, while others engaged in informal economies, such as 

trading, retailing, and manufacturing services (Mbiba & Ndubiwa 2006, 12).   

        Furthermore, the FTLRP undermined Zimbabwe’s diplomatic relations and access to 

international aid. Due to the political violence and human rights abuses it caused, Zimbabwe 

has faced economic sanctions and an inability to get loans and budget support from Western 

countries. At the same time, the ruling party has continued to associate civil society 

organizations and NGOs, especially those focusing on issues of governance, human rights, and 

democracy, with opposition parties (Moyo et al. 2000), and has adjusted colonial legal 

measures to control their space of operations (Bornstein 2003, Chatiza 2010, Hartnack 2016, 

172-174, Dorman 2001, Morreira 2016). For instance, it introduced the Private Voluntary 

Organization (PVO) Act (1995) and the Public Order and Security Act (POSA) in 2002, which 

resulted in welfare organizations having to be monitored and registered by the central 

government.  

          The lives of my interlocutors were further challenged by a mass urban eviction 

campaign in 2005, titled Operation Murambatsvina (Clean up the Filth). It was officially 

launched to remove illegally built squatter settlements in urban areas but, in reality, it also 

destroyed homes and livelihoods, displacing an estimated 700,000 people (Tibaijuka 2005) and 

destroyed informal businesses and extra ‘backyard’ buildings, which some of my interlocutors 

had inhabited themselves or rented out to make extra income. Yet it has been argued that the 

government's main reason for the operation was to punish the urban poor for voting for the 

opposition during the parliamentary elections (ibid.). In Bulawayo, more than 10,000 housing 

structures were torn down (The New Humanitarian 2007). In some selected areas, especially 

in Cowdray Park, which is an expanding high-density area in Western Bulawayo, the BCC had 

allocated land and the International Organization of Migration (IOM) provided materials and 

covered some of the costs of building for people who lost homes during Murambatsvina; 

however, people told me that many of the houses were never completed or had no water and 

sewer reticulation, since the beneficiaries were expected to complete and service the houses 

themselves. Others argued that this was because the government ran out of building materials.   

        Resulting from this mixture of overlapping crises, Zimbabwe’s first decade in the 2000s 

was characterized by steep economic decline, the world’s second-highest-ever recorded 

inflation rates, large-scale disintegration of public services, and the lack of formal employment 

opportunities. The economic crisis peaked in 2007-8, when levels of hyperinflation were 
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extreme, and prices would double roughly every day. Normal economic activities virtually 

broke down, basic commodities vanished, people lost their savings, and companies closed. It 

is illustrative that as an outcome of multiple overlapping crises, including the HIV/AIDS, life 

expectancy decreased from 60 in 1990 to 43 in 2010 (Nyazema 2010, 233). Furthermore, ‘by 

mid-2009, the country was operating at about 10 percent of its industrial capacity’ (Mawowa 

& Matongo 2010, 323). My interlocutors told me how they ‘could get money today that would 

not even be enough to buy a loaf of bread the same day’, how they had lost all their savings in 

one night, and how people from diverse socio-economic backgrounds started moving across 

the borders to sustain their families. As Mrs. Nyoni, a senior officer at Bulawayo City Council, 

explained: 

We started to have brain drain. First it was the engineers, then the nurses. …And those 

ones who were left, did not want to work. So, our service delivery was heavily affected. 

Our numbers of municipal workers went down, drastically. Our full establishment was 

supposed to be 5,052, but it dropped to 3,300 or something. That’s where we are 

currently.  

 

The hyperinflation destroyed industries in Bulawayo, as elsewhere in the country. Indeed, in 

2013, in his re-inauguration speech, Mugabe described Bulawayo as ‘a sorry industrial 

scrapyard’, acknowledging that over 100 industries had closed since hyperinflation, affecting 

tens of thousands of workers (Southern Eye 2013). When moving around the CBD, it is not 

difficult to imagine that the city was once a flourishing industrial hub, with broad, jacaranda-

lined streets, cycling lanes, department stores, and a number of businesses. Today, however, 

most industries are closed, and many previous factory buildings now function as funeral 

parlours, religious venues, or education centres. The official unemployment rate in the city, 

following the national trend, was estimated to be around 90 percent by a senior Bulawayo City 

Council officer.  

          Due to the informal nature of mobility, it is difficult to estimate the number of people 

who have left Zimbabwe. Solidarity Peace Trust (2009) suggests that in 2009 about 75 percent 

of families in Matabeleland, my study area, had at least one family member in the diaspora, 

and more than 95 percent of them were in South Africa. Most of my informants had left the 

country during this period and later returned home after difficulties in making do in South 

Africa (I return to cross-border mobility in Chapter Four). With the disappearance of the formal 
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economy, engagement in informal economies, cross-border migration, mutual aid societies,31 

and illegal money trading, among other activities, continue to constitute the key survival 

strategies for ordinary Zimbabweans. Mr. Sithole at the Bulawayo City Council explained how 

the hyperinflation was experienced in Bulawayo and how it affected the BCC’s social welfare 

activities:  

That is when we started to kiya-kiya, mixing activities in order to survive, to make ends 

meet. There was a lot of informal trading around. People selling this and that. Some 

selling the food they got from NGOs, repacking them. Like porridge, barley, and millet 

were given to those living with HIV/AIDS by an organization. So, if someone was sick, 

the other dependents would eat too. That is how people survived. There was a lot of 

traffic as people went from organization to organization. We were coordinating, sharing 

data matrix so there would not be double dipping. We could see the traffic of people as 

they were going right, left, and centre. People carrying food, pushing carts of donated 

food. They came to Social Welfare, there was nothing we could give. It was just 

maintaining registers.  

As I show in Chapter Nine, the situation among community-level welfare volunteers resembles 

Mr Sithole’s description: maintaining registers continues to constitute a key task of welfare 

officers in conditions of enduring crisis.   

 In early 2009, due to electoral violence and resulting pressure from the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC), the ZANU-PF was pressured into accepting the 

establishment of a Government of National Unity (GNU) with the two MDC formations. To 

stop hyperinflation, the GNU introduced the multicurrency system (‘dollarization’) with an 

almost immediate stabilizing effect. The GNU period, 2009-2013, stands out as a specific 

historical moment when Zimbabweans, both in Zimbabwe and in the diaspora, started to hope 

that the end of the political and economic crisis was imminent (see e.g. McGregor 2013, 

Mortensen 2014). The period did prove to be a time of recovery, based, for instance, on an 

increase in Gross Domestic Product (GDP), and on constitutional reforms, as different political 

parties were involved in replacing the Lancaster House constitution with a new constitution in 

 
31 As I explain in Chapter Six, my interlocutors belonged, for instance, to funeral societies where each member 
contributes monthly to a joint insurance that covers at least some of the costs of burials, such as the coffin, food, 
and/or transport.  
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2013. However, the 2013 elections re-established ZANU-PF domination and one-party 

government, and economic decline and political instability continued. 

 

’The new dispensation’, 2017 onwards 

In November 2017, Operation Restore Legacy, a relatively peaceful coup, replaced Mugabe 

with his former vice president, Emmerson Mnangagwa. It was the outcome of factional 

struggles within the ZANU-PF and Mugabe’s decision to oust army chief Constantine 

Chiwenga and his former ally Mnangagwa (e.g. Breadsworth et al. 2019, Helliker & Murisa 

2020). Although Mugabe’s resignation brought a sense of hope to ordinary Zimbabweans, 

people in Matabeleland had little trust in the new dispensation’s promises of inclusion and 

equality, as Mnangagwa had served as Minister of State Security during Gukurahundi.  

        Two weeks before I arrived in Bulawayo in August 2018, Zimbabwe had had its first 

general elections in which Robert Mugabe, who had ruled the country since independence in 

1980 – first as prime minister and then as president – was not a candidate. Mnangagwa won 

the election against the MDC Alliance leader, Nelson Chamisa, followed by accusations of 

unfair elections. Despite Mnangagwa’s pre-election promises of an inclusive nation-building 

project, and the slogan ‘Zimbabwe is open for businesses’, post-election Zimbabwe has been 

increasingly volatile and the ‘New Dispensation’ seems to operate through fear and violence. 

People said that they ‘had been naïve’ to believe that the post-Mugabe era would see a positive 

social, political, and economic transformation. The election results were disputed by the 

opposition and demonstrations on the streets took place, ending in a brutal army crackdown in 

which soldiers shot six civilians.  The ‘West’ renewed its sanctions and would not increase 

development aid on the ground, which especially frustrated those involved in the NGO sector, 

such as the volunteer CCWs, who had hoped the political shift would enable them to find the 

means to make do in the charitable economies of care (see Chapter Nine).  

       Instead, the era following the 2018 elections saw a ‘renewed sense of despair, 

disappointment and confusion’ (Helliker & Murisa 2020, 7), manifesting in shortages of cash, 

fuel, and basic commodities, power cuts, and fluctuating currencies. Kilometre-long fuel 

queues dominated the landscape. In October 2018, junior doctors and nurses went on strike due 

to low and unpaid salaries, the shortage of qualified health care workers, and the lack of basic 

medicine and equipment such as rubber gloves. Teachers followed suit after Christmas, 
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demanding a salary increase and payment in US Dollars. Although people largely sympathized 

with those striking, they were concerned that children were being poorly educated, and that 

clinics and public hospitals had become ‘death traps’, as one interlocutor put it. For instance, 

Ben, a 56-year-old returnee who died in a government hospital in November 2018, and whose 

funeral I describe in Chapter Six, had been reluctant to go to the clinic. Like my other 

interlocutors, he complained that the government hospitals were paralyzed due to the shortage 

of medicine, basic supplies, and personnel resulting from strikes and outmigration, while 

Zimbabwe’s elite citizens travel abroad for medical treatment (see e.g. Nyoka 2019). 

Pharmacies started to sell drugs in foreign currency, and it was common gossip that nurses and 

doctors were reselling scarce medicine and basic supplies.  

       People told me that, unlike during the period of hyperinflation in 2008, the shops were 

now full of groceries, but they had no money to purchase even basic commodities. In 2016, the 

government introduced the Zimbabwe ‘bond note’, a quasi-currency to ease the cash crisis and 

to pay civil servants’ delayed salaries. Although the government and the Reserve Bank of 

Zimbabwe (RZB) set an artificial rate for the currency of 1:1 with the US Dollar, the bond note 

did not have any exchange value and could not be used anywhere else in the world. In practice, 

it is the street market that has determined the real rate of the bond note and, during my 

fieldwork, its value dropped drastically. Since the bond note did not solve the cash crisis and 

people could withdrew only small sums of money from banks, the most common payment 

method was EcoCash mobile money with street market rates close to the bond note. At the 

beginning of my fieldwork, in August 2018, the value of 1 USD was 1.6 bonds. In March 2019 

when my fieldwork ended it was 4 bonds. In February 2019, the RBZ introduced the Real Time 

Gross Settlement (RTGS) Dollar that replaced and brought together the bond notes, EcoCash, 

and moneys in local bank accounts.32 At the time of writing (11.01.2022), the value of 1 USD 

was 210 RTGS Dollars.  

           Given these conditions, a big part of people’s daily lives revolved around attempts to 

find ‘the best rates’ of the day and to foresee future changes in currency policies through their 

networks, social, and public media. For instance, in October 2018 the government introduced 

a two percent taxation for all EcoCash transactions above 10 Dollars, leading to the devaluation 

of the EcoCash. At the same time, rumours circulated in social media about the government 

and the RBZ suspending the EcoCash platform entirely, so many people hurried to exchange 

 
32 RTGS was Zimbabwe’s sole currency from June 2019 to March 2020. After that foreign currency was allowed 
again. 
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their EcoCash money for US Dollars and other foreign currencies in the street market, or for 

valued commodities such as livestock. As salaries were largely paid in bonds or EcoCash, 

people expressed their deep grievance that their real income had less than one third of the value 

that it used to have, exemplified by the price of a loaf of bread, which increased from 75 cents 

in August 2018 to 2.5 RTGS Dollars in March 2019. Five months after my fieldwork ended, 

in August 2019, the IMF estimated that Zimbabwe had the highest inflation rates in the world, 

at about 300 percent, although the Zimbabwean government refused to release official inflation 

data (Muronzi 2019)33. In addition, informal petrol sales escalated and, those who could, 

travelled themselves or used malaytshas to bring groceries from South Africa, especially from 

Musina, which is the closest city to the border. 

         The economic meltdown and the fear of repeating the dramatic 2008 situation was 

reflected almost daily in local and national newspapers, exemplified by headlines such as 

‘Beware of the 2008’ (Daily News 2018) and ‘Zim at Crossroads as horror 2019 unfolds’ (Daily 

News 2019a). As a result, many people talked about their plans to cross the border to South 

Africa, ‘to seek greener pastures’, as it was commonly put. Media reports alerted readers to an 

increasing ‘outcry over diaspora remittances’ (Chamba 2019) and stated that ‘the hope for the 

economy [was in] the hand[s] of the Zimbabwean diaspora’ (Sunday News 2019a). However, 

while many people planned to leave the country, getting a national ID and travel documents 

constituted a key challenge. The increased prices, prolonged processing times, and the lack of 

foreign currency and consequent inability of the government to import ink and bond paper, 

dominated discussions as the processing time extended to over six months (e.g. Samaita 2019, 

Zimbabwe Situation 2019; Chapters Four and Seven discuss how people dealt with 

undocumentedness).  

       In January 2019, the government tripled the fuel price as it struggled to pay for imports 

in US Dollars. This was followed by country-wide fuel protests. The three-day-long general 

strike known as a ‘stay away’ turned into protests and street violence in the city centres and 

‘high-density areas’ in Bulawayo and other large cities. It was motivated by decades of 

deprivation and more recent dissatisfaction over the new government’s monetary policies, 

hiked prices, and hours, if not days, spent in fuel queues; shops were looted and cars, car tyres, 

and filling stations were torched. The government responded with another violent ‘crackdown’, 

shutting internet networks for a couple of days and sending security forces into the cities to use 

 
33 However, the inflation rates were significantly lower than during the hyperinflation from 2007 to 2009.  
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excessive force against protesters. According to Human Rights Watch these forces fired live 

ammunition, killed 17 people, and raped at least 17 women; shops remained closed for a couple 

of days in the low-density areas and in some cases for months in high-density suburbs (HRW 

2019). Rumours and NGO reports circulated about doctors, human rights lawyers, and 

opposition politicians who went underground and across the border out of fear for their own 

lives (e.g. Amnesty International 2019). The post-upheaval situation in Bulawayo proved to be 

mostly peaceful, but the presence of the security forces, including the army, the Zimbabwe 

Republic Police (ZRP), and the Central Intelligence Organization (CIO) was tangible, and a 

police officer I knew told me that most of the regular police officers had been given orders to 

patrol the streets. After the ‘fuel protests’ the government tightened its control by using the 

newly introduced Maintenance of Peace and Order Act (MOPA), an updated version of POSA, 

which commanded all NGOs and PVOs to register with the Zimbabwe Republic Police and 

inform them about all public gatherings. It materialized in the charity sector as unexpected 

office raids and letters that required organizations to report all operations to the ZRP, which 

were then often accompanied by a ZRP representative. As in most of the post-independence 

period, NGOs have continued to maintain, as Sam Moyo and colleagues (2000, xi) have put it, 

‘a cautious ambivalence towards the state’.  

 

 

Conclusion: Care in crisis 

Although my research is not about the crisis per se, this chapter has illustrated that multiple 

crises constitute the context in which my research took place (cf. Vigh 2008). Like many other 

scholars who have examined post-2000 Zimbabwe, I refer to the critical conditions in the 

country as a crisis (e.g. Bracking 2014, Chiumbu & Musemwa 2012, Cousins 2003, Hammar 

2014a, 2014b, Hammar et al. 2003, 2010, Helliker et al. 2020, Jaji 2021, Raftopoulos 2003, 

2009); however, I acknowledge that the term risks portraying the situation either as something 

temporary, momentary, and exceptional, or as fixed and incurable. Indeed, crisis is sometimes 

understood as ‘a temporary abnormality linked to a particular event – the loss of a parent, a 

physical assault, or a natural disaster’ (Scheper-Hughes 2008, 36). In the Zimbabwean context, 

perhaps more than in most others, the crisis is ‘endemic rather than episodic’ and lives are 

characterized with the ‘ever-present possibility of conflict, poverty, and disorder’ (Vigh 2008, 

5); indeed, some scholars have defined the crisis as ‘chronic’ to emphasize the prolonged nature 

of the situation (Hammar 2014b, Vigh 2008). However, while it is hard to sense the possibility 
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of stabilization or improvement in the current conditions, structural realities, and daily 

experiences of my interlocutors, the term ‘chronic’ is associated with disease that cannot be 

cured. Therefore, I approach the Zimbabwean crisis primarily as an open-ended condition 

where lives are characterized by uncertainty and the inability to plan for the future, but also 

where attempts are made to manage such conditions and continue living. And, indeed, the 

economies of care framework directs focus to these active processes, the groundwork of life: 

in other words, the ways that people live in, rather than through crisis (cf. Vigh 2008, 8).   

       As this chapter has shown, and future chapters will illustrate in more detail, a series of 

intertwined financial-economic, social, political, and health ‘crises’ framed my research 

context. Such crises, as Amanda Hammar (2014) has argued, have not only caused disruption 

and displacement (symbolic, physical, and existential), but, paradoxically, also generated new 

forms of life and living that coexist with various forms of everyday struggles. My fieldwork 

provided insights not only into what the crises and displacements in Zimbabwe, especially 

Matabeleland, had disrupted and torn apart, but also into the ‘new physical, social, economic, 

and political spaces, relations, systems and practices…the displacement itself was producing’ 

(Hammar 2014a, 3, emphasis original). The remainder of the dissertation explores more 

thoroughly how the disruptive events and the more non-spectacular forms of suffering (Das 

2006) discussed in this chapter were experienced on the ground. I tease out the crisis responses 

of low-income injiva individuals and their families, as well as the various authorities they 

encountered – in social welfare and charitable economies of care, in cross-border mobility and 

migration – and the new institutions of care that grew out of the long-term crisis.  

        In thinking about how people ‘maintain’ and ‘repair’ life-sustaining relations and 

practices in such conditions, it is, however, worth noting that it is not just the precarious present 

that needs care. Although the majority of my interlocutors, like Zimbabweans in general, have 

faced ‘radical changes and chronically unpredictable shifts in almost all spheres of their lives’ 

(Hammar 2014b, 83), and caring involves large amounts of ad hoc, kukiya-kiya/ukuhlanganisa 

improvisation and creativity, their lives are not merely randomly organized. In their attempts 

to establish a sense of belonging and security, people draw on historically constructed ideals, 

ideologies, practices, and relations, which I have explored in this chapter. Among my 

interlocutors, these included their patrilineal kin system, ancestral continuity and protection, 

long-term transnational labour migration patterns, and associated networks with South Africa, 

as well as international ‘aid’ and rights discourses. Yet care in precarity does not merely 

‘maintain, continue, repair’ social worlds as fixed entities (Tronto & Fisher 1990, 40); it also 
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reconfigures them, sometimes in unintended ways. In a similar vein, my ethnography suggests 

that while struggles over care and large-scale precarity create a myriad of needs, they also 

reorder old and create new forms of subjectivity, sociality, intimacy, and state-citizen relations, 

such as infrastructures of mobility, insurance societies and channels to remit money, and modes 

of constructing kinship links. This is not to romanticize the weapons of the weak, as such 

economies of care and networks of solidarity are often ambivalent, contain conflicts, and 

generate disputes over resources for managing precarity.  
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FOUR 
Journeys, (im)mobilities, and migrant subjectivities 

 
Introduction 
 
In this chapter, I examine the diversity and intersection of migrant subjectivities and state-

centred migrant labels, as well as the various forms of mobility and border-crossing practices 

that were central to my interlocutors’ life-worlds and experiences. I address the historical and 

structural conditions in which these are embedded, and the various measures and migrant 

categorizations the states on both sides of the border have applied in their attempts to control 

their national territories and people’s mobility. I also show how aspiring contemporary 

migrants have responded to such techniques with tactics designed to overcome conditions of 

precarity and undocumentedness. I use the morally and politically loaded subject position of 

injiva – an old but still-used term to describe Zimbabwean migrants based in South Africa – as 

both empirical and analytical reference point to examine the past and present vulnerabilities 

and expectations of migration. To begin, I provide a story from my first field trip.  

      In August 2016 I took a long-distance bus from Johannesburg to Bulawayo, departing 

at 2pm from Park Station, Johannesburg, the second largest transport centre in Africa. At a 

distance of around 900 kilometres, this is the most popular route between the two cities and 

includes crossing the busiest southern African border: the Alfred Beit Bridge over the Limpopo 

River, which runs between South Africa and Zimbabwe (see Map 1, p. 16). The border is open 

around the clock and facilitates approximately five million border crossings annually. I had 

booked a first-row seat online to be able to observe the route and avoid motion sickness over 

the estimated 16-hour trip. The bus was full and the atmosphere festive and cheerful. The more 

senior passengers were dressed in colourful, hand-tailored clothes in African patterns, formal 

suits similar to those I had observed people wearing to church during my earlier visit to 

Zimbabwe; younger people had trendy clothes displaying famous sports brands; women had 

their hair braided. The air quickly filled with laughter merging with the sounds of a popular 

Hollywood comedy running in the background. During the journey I learned that most of my 

co-passengers were Zimbabweans from Matabeleland. Many were injivas who were going to 

visit their families in Zimbabwe during the holiday season, while others had been visiting their 

relatives in South Africa and were now returning home. For my part, I was making a short 

preliminary fieldtrip, standing out as the only White passenger.   
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         On our way to the border, we had a break at a filling station at Polokwane, the capital 

city of Limpopo Province. As people returned to the bus, and the aroma of take-away fried 

chicken filled the air, a small woman whom I estimated to be in her mid-thirties came on board. 

To my initial annoyance, the driver seated her between me and the passenger next to me, 

although there were no seats available. I soon learned her name, Chipo, and that she originally 

came from the town of Gwanda, located between Beit Bridge and Bulawayo, but had been 

residing in Polokwane with her Zimbabwean husband and two school-age daughters for over a 

decade. Her husband worked in mining and Chipo had been practicing cross-border trading for 

a couple of years to eke out her family’s income in South Africa, and also that of her own and 

her husband’s parents at home. She did not tell me, and I did not dare ask, exactly what she 

was trading, but I was genuinely happy to meet a co-passenger who knew the route and was 

willing to assist and accompany me through border procedures: first at the South African and 

then the Zimbabwean border post.  

     The queues at passport control on the South African border side were hours long and 

as we finally reached the counter, Chipo was asked to step aside. There was a problem with the 

stamps in her passport, I understood, before the border official hurried me to proceed with my 

own passport check. Upon her return, Chipo showed me the document she had been given by 

the immigration official, which stated that she had violated South African immigration laws 

and was prohibited from re-entering the country for five years. She seemed confused. However, 

as we sat on the bus waiting for our co-passengers, she told me that she would be back in 

Polokwane in four days as she had initially planned. The ban would not stop her crossing 

borders. She would not ‘get stuck in Zimbabwe’ but would return after she had ‘made a plan’, 

she stressed.  

     As we proceeded to the Zimbabwean border, Chipo, who had crossed it frequently, 

warned me that clearing customs would take time. The government of Zimbabwe had recently 

gazetted Statutory Instrument 64 (SI64/2016), which limited the importation of a list of 

groceries and goods, mainly from South Africa. Its formal objective was to support domestic 

production by protecting local industries from foreign imports, but people complained that it 

had disrupted livelihoods for cross-border traders and the informal sector (see Donga et al. 

2018).34 Familiar with the changed border procedures, Chipo advised me to unwrap any 

 
34 This had led to protests at the border and the burning of a warehouse where ZIMRA officials had stored the 
confiscated goods. 
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presents to avoid paying duty on them, as one was only allowed to bring in items worth R15035 

free of charge. Contrary to expectations, however, customs clearing went smoothly. Our bags 

were lined up, opened, and then searched so haphazardly by Zimbabwe Revenue Authority 

(ZIMRA) officials that it seemed as if the driver might have paid them to do so (see Murangwa 

& Njaya 2016). As I waited on the bus, I observed people queuing at a counter in a small 

separate concrete building. A co-passenger explained that they were ‘border jumpers’ who had 

been caught by the border guards as they were crossing the Limpopo River illegally and were 

waiting to pay their fine for doing so. Their appearance contrasted with that of my co-

passengers, and their second (third or fourth)-hand clothes and the cotton kanga cloths wrapped 

around their hips suggested poorer circumstances in life. Upon my asking what they would do 

after paying the fine, the co-passenger suggested that instead of returning home, they would 

find their way across the border again.  

       When speaking about this experience later to my research assistant, Dumi, he defined 

my co-passengers on the bus as injivas, referencing the aspect of achievement and success 

manifested in their outlook and means of travelling. However, as this chapter will show, the 

term injiva is also increasingly applied to the poorer migrant sectors, such as border jumpers 

who cross without state authorization, and cross-border traders, who together constitute equally 

mobile yet more vulnerable groups. Indeed, in this chapter, I demonstrate that, while the 

concept of injiva is linked to a morally and economically charged social category dating back 

to colonial labour migration and the ideal of the successful migrant who returns home typically 

once a year with remittances, it has been adjusted to fit the post-2000 conditions of precarious 

and feminized migration (Crush & Tevera 2010, 9) in a context of multiple crises. For instance, 

although many interlocutors argued that injiva is primarily a masculine concept, many women 

also used the term in their self-definitions. I also identified the emergence of a new category of 

injivas – injiva children who had been ‘posted back’ home or who had been ‘left behind’ as 

their parents resided in South Africa – as I discuss below (cf. M. Ncube 2018).     

       Following the everyday life of injivas, it became apparent that the meaning of ‘return 

migration’ needed to be problematized. Yet, despite what the word suggests, ‘return’ in practice 

was rarely intended by my migrant interlocutors to be a ‘close of the migration cycle’, but 

‘rather as one of the multiple steps of a continued movement’ (Ammassari & Black 2001, 12). 

In the following chapters I illustrate how such movement, demonstrated by the opening case, 

 
35 Equivalent to about 8-9 Euros. 
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appears to be influenced by various state procedures of registration, documentation, legislation, 

and other measures, both direct and indirect. These in turn affect people’s ability to make plans 

and find ways to sustain life for themselves and their families, or to claim access to different 

welfare resources and services. In short, to maintain the life-sustaining web (Tronto & Fisher 

1990, 40), permanent return was to be avoided at all costs. Rather than a being a final act, 

‘return’ to Zimbabwe was imagined by many as a periodic and temporary stage. Those who 

returned were expected to find their way back to South Africa, sooner or later, apart from those 

considered to have morally legitimate reasons to return for longer periods: children, the sick, 

and the dying, in other words, those unable to work.  

       While some scholars have employed the term ‘circular migration’ (Crush & Tevera 

2010, 22, Mlambo 2010, 53) to refer to continuous back-and-forth movement, such a term, I 

think, evokes the image of a somewhat predictable, symmetric, and cyclical mobility trajectory. 

This image of symmetric movement and designated return times echoes the trajectories of 

regional and internal southern African labour migration during the colonial and Apartheid eras. 

In the early 20th century, the ticket system in Southern Rhodesia, as elsewhere in the region, 

worked around 30-day contracts (a ticket), and labourers were allowed to work a set number 

of tickets (Van Onselen 1975, 98-99). Due to the increased need for more permanent labour, 

and especially in the context of cross-border labour migration, contracts were typically 

lengthened to eleven months, after which mine workers were expected to return to their ‘rural 

homes’ for the ‘festive season’ of Christmas (see e.g. Mlambo 2010, 53, Ngwane 2003)36. 

While cycles of movement determined by labour migration patterns might also aptly describe 

the mobility and livelihood patterns of some contemporary Zimbabwean migrants, and while 

Christmas continues to be a specific time when injivas are expected to return with remittances, 

I could not identify such cyclical, predictable patterns of movement among my interlocutors. 

On the contrary, their experiences of mobility and movement were rather unpredictable and 

jerky, shaped by shifting legal statutes on both sides of the border and unstable temporalities 

and rhythms. Indeed, the nature of migratory movement has shifted, especially since the 2000s, 

generating new migrant groups and migration practices that need new definitions and 

expansions of old terms, as I discuss below.  

 
36 The term ‘circular migrant’ is also used to define the internal rural-urban migration (Potts 2010).  
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       In existing scholarship, focused on the post-2000 context, Zimbabwean migrants are 

also defined as ‘border jumpers’37 (Musoni 2020) and ‘undocumented migrants’ (Galvin 2017, 

Morreira 2010). This directs attention to particular moments and practices (such as crossing a 

border) and experiences of categorizations (such as undocumentedness) shared by many people 

whom I encountered. However, while such matters are certainly real, material, and embodied 

facts, they appear insufficient to capture the multiplicity of temporalities, events, and moral 

expectations framing the experiences of my interlocutors. Furthermore, as I explain later in this 

chapter and in Chapters Six and Seven, the term ‘undocumented migrant’ excludes the fact that 

many migrants actually have documents, but they might be strategically hidden or played with, 

‘fake’ or ‘authentic’, recognized or sanctioned by the South African state. Rather, like the term 

‘return migrant’, the terms ‘border jumper’ and ‘undocumented migrant’ are labels that have 

the nation state and ‘the national order of things’ (Malkki 1995) as reference points, narrowing 

their focus on the mobility acts that challenge – or maintain – such order (see also De Genova 

2002, Wimmer & Glick Schiller 2002).  

        Indeed, many migration scholars have suggested looking beyond state-driven 

bureaucratic categorizations that divide mobile people and mobility practices into legal-illegal, 

formal-informal polarities (Bakewell 2008, De Genova 2002, Polzer & Hammond 2008, 

Wimmer & Glick Schiller 2002, Zetter 1991). In this spirit, I shift the epistemic focus from 

bureaucratic labels to the migrants’ own conceptualizations of their migration experiences, 

their identities, and the emerging infrastructures and agents of mobility. This does not equal a 

shift away from bureaucratic labels as such, as people recognize and are affected by such state-

centred categories, and the state power they hold, while often trying to avoid them. Like Jesper 

Bjarnesen and Simon Turner (2020, see also Chauvin & Garcés-Mascareñas 2012), my aim is 

not to reproduce a dichotomy between ‘top down’-constructed policy categories and the 

proposed ‘authentic’, ‘less formal’ local conceptualizations as separate entities. Rather, I 

consider how both colonial and postcolonial state-building processes have shaped mobility 

trajectories and practices on the ground, and how people themselves operate both beyond and 

within these categories, reproducing, utilizing, and tactically avoiding them (Bjarnesen & 

Turner 2020, 5, Kleist & Thorsen 2017).  

 
37 The term has a longer genealogy, however, one embedded in local responses to the colonial state formation 
that disrupted and ‘illegalized’ many of the cross-border activities after the inception of the colonial boundary 
between Transvaal (today’s Limpopo Province in South Africa) and Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) (Musoni 
2020).  
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        This chapter is organized into four sections. I first interrogate how different attributes 

and expectations attached to the injiva are shaped by shifting colonial and post-independence 

policies and control over human mobility, and the increasingly precaritized and feminized out-

migration in post-2000 Zimbabwe. I show how the historical shifts have also shaped border-

crossing practices and mobility trajectories, contributing to the growth of different formal and 

alternative institutions and agents of mobility. The second part further complicates the 

discourses of ‘illegal’ and ‘undocumented’ migration by exploring the ways that illegality is 

produced by the state and how people have responded to state regulations by developing 

alternative modes of mobility. The third part shows how the precaritization and feminization 

of migration have influenced child-care and mobility practices. Finally, I return to the keyword 
of the chapter, injiva, which constitutes a central economic, ethically caring figure expected to 

‘continue, maintain and repair the world’ (Tronto & Fisher 1990, 40). Yet the real life of the 

injiva is often framed by vulnerabilities and struggles to fulfil the expectations and avoid the 

risks of ‘losing track’ in the precarious realities that are commonly assumed, if not known, by 

their families in Zimbabwe. The overall goal of this chapter is to lay the empirical and 

conceptual ground for the future chapters that discuss the nuances of the economies of care, 

and the ways injivas – in relation to their kin and peer networks, to the state and other 

authorities – try to live and make a living. 

 

Historical context of cross-border mobility: State policies and counter-
responses  
 
In this section, I discuss the measures that the governments on both sides of the Limpopo River 

have introduced to control the cross-border mobility of the ordinary Black population. I also 

show how people themselves have responded to such measures, often in creative ways that 

echo contemporary responses to the state-produced condition of illegality.  

     The movement of Black male ‘labour migrants’ was largely rooted in the building of 

colonial capitalist states and their industries and the finding of gold in the Witwatersrand in the 

late 19th century, where today’s Johannesburg is located. South African gold mines became the 

largest employer of male labour migrants in the early 20th century, with the recruitment 

organization, the Witwatersrand Native Labour Association (WNLA), playing an important 

role in bringing in young male workers from across southern Africa, especially from present-

day Mozambique, but also from Zimbabwe’s Matabeleland region (Mlambo 2010, 63, 68, Van 

Onselen 1975); in the 1940s the WNLA contracted over 16,000 Southern Rhodesian labour 
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migrants (Crush et. al. 1991, 234-235). The peak year was 1977, when 37,900 Zimbabweans 

were working in South African mines (Mlambo 2010, 69-70).  

       Nevertheless, accounts that define Southern Rhodesia/Zimbabwe as ‘a migrant-sending 

country’ until the 1990s (see e.g. Crush & Tevera 2010, 41, Mlambo 2010) are somewhat 

misleading. The state did not explicitly ‘send’ migrants anywhere; on the contrary, it tried to 

restrict the mobility of its ‘natives’ and recruit labour migrants itself, especially from poorer 

Nyasaland (Malawi) and Northern Rhodesia (Zambia). This need increased, especially after 

the Second World War, with the rapid industrialization of the country.38 Besides recruiting 

labour migrants from the neighbouring countries, it also tried to turn its ‘native’ men from 

rural, subsistence farmers into urban labourers engaged in a cash/commodity economy. To this 

end, measures such as land use and taxation policies were introduced, while increased border 

control and the registration of Black men were used as means to restrict ‘the local natives’ from 

travelling to benefit from the considerably better wages provided by its southern neighbour 

(Musoni 2020, 54). For instance, Kundai Manawere (2014, 97) has found that in 1937 the 

salaries from the Witwatersrand gold mines were about three times higher than those in 

Southern Rhodesian mines. Indeed, the popularity of migration to the South African mines and 

the emergence of the injiva figure needs to be seen in the broader context of regional history 

and colonial state-building processes whereby Indigenous people in (Southern) Rhodesia, as 

elsewhere in the region, were impoverished by racist legal measures, with concomitant 

struggles to sustain life in rural homes (Chapter Three). While the motivation to migrate has 

been explained by the ‘anticipated economic rewards’ (Mlambo 2010, 69), migration was 

grounded in severe poverty. The rise of the wage-based economy and the consequent need to 

raise money for different kinds of taxes (e.g. hut tax, dog tax, poll tax) were meant to push 

African men into precarious internal labour migration, but in fact drove many to cross into 

South Africa.  

         As mentioned in Chapter Three, the colonial era’s identification documents were not 

symbols of inclusion and citizenship that distinguished citizens from noncitizens, as is one 

common understanding of them today. On the contrary, they were tools used to trace the 

 
38 This said, it is worth mentioning that in 1974 the Rhodesian government allowed the WNLA to recruit 50,000 
Rhodesian African workers officially. Rather than ‘encouraging’ mobility, however, it was calculated that by 
decreasing the emergent unemployment among its African population, it would decrease their mobilization by 
Black nationalism (Musoni 2020).  
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movement of Africans (Musoni 2020, 24).39 For instance, while the 1895 Registration of 

Natives Regulations required all Africans who entered townships or mining compounds to be 

registered and to carry a permit or a pass authorizing them to do so, the Natives Pass Ordinance 

in 1902 required all male Africans who aimed to leave any district to obtain a permit from a 

district pass office. It also required all African men to obtain a registration certificate that 

indicated one’s ‘belonging’ to a specific ‘native, rural home’, defined by the name of a 

headman, a village head, and a district of residence. It also made the African local authorities 

responsible for ensuring that such registration was carried out (ibid., 27). At the same time, 

South Africa’s Transvaal province in particular was benefiting from the labour migration and 

did little to restrict the movement of Black labourers from the north, although there were a 

number of exceptions, such as the 1913-1933 ban of ‘tropical workers’. In the overcrowded 

compounds, infectious diseases spread rapidly, especially during the Spanish flu outbreak in 

1918. The ban was justified officially as a measure to improve the health of mineworkers and 

to decrease the number of deaths in the mines by banning employment of migrants from the 

‘north’ coming to Limpopo. It required migrants to carry medical certificates and proof of their 

reading and writing skills in any European language, as well as evidence of sufficient financial 

resources to support themselves in South Africa. Yet the mines had an acute shortage of 

manpower as the epidemic killed thousands of mineworkers (ibid., 53-55). The labour shortage 

further escalated as the colonial officials in Mozambique, from where most of South Africa’s 

labour migrants were recruited, restricted the number of legal recruitments of Mozambican 

migrants to South Africa. The ban was lifted during the Great Depression (1929-1932) and the 

growing need for cheap labour shifted the focus of South Africa’s recruitment from 

Mozambique to its northern neighbours (ibid., 74).  

       Besides registration and documentation practices, Southern Rhodesia aimed at 

controlling the mobility of Black male workers by increasing its border surveillance at the 

Alfred Beit Bridge border post, built across the Limpopo in 1929. Although a lot of measures 

to restrict land usage and the mobility of both ‘native’ and ‘foreign’ Africans were in place 

during the colonial period, these were consolidated in South Africa by the Afrikaner-dominated 

National Party that came into power in 1948. It adopted Apartheid policies that forcibly 

 
39 This is not only a Zimbabwean case; it was also present in South Africa and in many other contexts. In a similar 
vein, John Torpey (2000) has discussed the monopolization of the legitimate ‘means of movement’ by the state, 
and how the mobility of the peasant population in Europe was also controlled by passes. Rahdika Mongia (2018) 
has similarly shown how the development of passports was to control the mobility of Indians by the British 
administration in colonial India.  
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displaced Black people from cities and areas allocated for Whites to the so-called tribal 

homelands, forcing many to seek employment in farms and mines, which translated into a 

reduced need for labour migration and stronger border surveillance. In the 1960s, as 

anticolonial liberation struggles intensified in Southern Rhodesian, the South African 

government feared that the anticolonial war would influence the Black population within its 

territory (Musoni 2020, 107) and also that Southern Rhodesian natives would settle in South 

Africa. To avoid this, it wanted to reduce its reliance on foreign labour by introducing several 

labour agreements that limited the number of, and increased control over migrant workers. In 

general, after Southern Rhodesia’s transformation into Rhodesia in 1965, with its UDI 

government, the South African authorities started to control Black mobility in cooperation with 

its northern neighbour. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s South Africa increased the number of 

checkpoints at the borders, and compelled migrants to carry passports issued by their home 

governments to enter South Africa.  

         Despite multiple attempts to govern and control the mobility of Black people, Africans 

have responded to such practices by improvising several ‘tactics’, to use the term developed 

by Michel de Certeau (1984). He differentiates between ‘strategic’ and ‘tactical’ practices and 

agencies, noting that whilst strategies are applied by dominant institutions to reach their 

objectives, tactics are employed by those who are subjugated to such structures and power 

relations in order to turn events into opportunities to navigate the relations that frame the 

everyday (de Certeau 1984). Africans also responded to state regulations by developing various 

‘economies of mediation and fabrication’, often in relation to specific authorities (Reeves 

2019). For instance, these involved engagement with mobility mediators – both official and 

unofficial labour recruiters – who assisted migrants to cross the increasingly controlled border 

or recruited migrants as soon as they had crossed into South Africa. Furthermore, migrants 

themselves also helped others to enter the South African labour markets by sending money, 

lending their own documents, or obtaining (often fraudulently acquired) travel documents or 

work contracts for their family members and peers (Musoni 2002, 83-96). Such migrant tactics 

shifted along with policy changes, which again often enforced state strategies. For instance, 

when the Southern Rhodesian authorities stopped issuing passes to South Africa during the 

Spanish flu epidemic, migrants changed their tactics by seeking permits to work on Southern 

Rhodesian domestic farms and mines that were located near the South African border, where 

they earned money before crossing the border ‘informally’ (ibid., 70). In response, the 

government further banned passes for work in the border areas, leading many migrants to seek 



 
 

102 
 

passes to travel to Botswana or Mozambique, from where they found their way onward to South 

Africa. They often presented themselves as if they were originally from those areas, sometimes 

with the help of local community leaders who testified in support of their false stories of origin 

(ibid., 70-71). Some migrants who were already in South Africa obtained South African 

identity documents by making up stories of kin relations with South Africans, sometimes with 

the help of their employers (ibid., 123). Similar tactics are applied in the contemporary context 

of migration, as I discuss particularly in Chapters Six and Seven (see also Vasta 2011).  

       Improvised tactics that question the nation-state order should not be romanticized but, 

rather, seen in the context of highly coercive labour system producing life-endangering 

conditions, with limited resources and alternatives available to the labour migrants. It cannot 

be denied, however, that the colonial figure of the injiva has been associated with the possibility 

of upward economic mobility. According to Pathisa Nyathi, a leading Zimbabwean historian 

of the Ndebele, the term injiva originally ‘referred to a coat or jacket that had a three-quarter 

length that many Ndebele migrants brought back when they were coming back from South 

Africa’ (cited in Maviza 2020, 160). It has been suggested that migrant workers who were 

engaged by the WNLA usually returned to Southern Rhodesia at Christmas ‘with large sums 

of money, bicycles, flashy tailor-made suits and other luxuries’ (Manawere 2014, 97). 

Nevertheless, although a pertinent stereotype, describing the colonial injiva as an ultimately 

successful economic provider risks hiding the more complex, and often dire situations that 

pushed Africans to take dangerous, irregular routes and sell their labour in life-risking working 

conditions.40 The structural conditions in the background included unequal land distribution – 

or land alienation – and overcrowding of ‘native reserves’ and the pressure to pay various kinds 

of taxes, along with commonly experienced violence, such as whipping, and low salaries in 

Southern Rhodesian mines and farms (Paton 1995, Mlambo 2010, Musoni 2020, 23-24, 68-69, 

Van Onselen 1976). Consider, for instance, Alois Mlambo’s (2010, 69) description of the 

journeys to the mines, that include ‘walking for weeks through lion-infested country, spending 

nights tied to branches in trees to escape the ravages of wild animals and braving the crocodile-

infested Limpopo River’. While arguably a rather heroic description, it also features the 

colonial-era injiva as resilient, brave, and able to bear hardship. Such qualities continue to be 

highly valued features of contemporary migrants, who often have an overwhelming 

 
40 The WNLA has been described as ‘a slave system’ by an opposition MP of the 1910 established Union of South 
Africa as, between 1904 and 1909, an estimated five thousand deaths of migrant workers took place in Transvaal’s 
mining industry (Musoni 2020, 45).  
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responsibility to maintain belonging and family welfare through material accumulation and 

distribution of remittances.  

 

Postcolonial precarity and increased migration 

As illustrated above, the term injiva was originally a masculine concept, referring to African 

male migrants working primarily in South African mines, typically returning once a year, 

during the Christmas season, with remittances. Since independence, and particularly since the 

2000s, the term has adjusted to the feminization and precaritization of Zimbabwean migration 

as women, men, and children with diverse economic and social backgrounds have left the 

country (Crush & Tevera 2010, 9). The determinants behind the feminization of migration are 

multiple. While Zimbabwe’s economic decline has forced families to diversify their livelihood 

methods, in South Africa, as more broadly in southern Africa, there have been fewer wage 

labour options in general, especially for men (Ferguson 2015). For example, a study in 

Tsholotsho district in Matabeleland, which is heavily affected by migration, shows that, besides 

the general dysfunctional economy, women of the area migrate due to an inability to continue 

at school as their parents cannot afford to pay school fees, or to join their partners who have 

migrated first, or to flee family conflicts (Thebe 2019). My female interlocutors claimed that 

their key reason to migrate was the need to care for their children and other family members, 

such as their parents and in-laws, as the following chapters illustrate.  

      Although Zimbabwe’s economic prospects were promising in the early 1980s, in 

Matabeleland livelihoods were already heavily disrupted by, for instance, Gukurahundi and the 

severe droughts of the decade (1982-1984, 1986-1987, and 1991-1992) (e.g. Chapter Three, 

Musemwa 2006). Furthermore, since the 1990s, political-economic instability has grown and 

outmigration accelerated. I have elaborated on the multitude of overlapping factors that 

contributed to the crises in Chapter Three and focus here on the state policies used to control 

the borders and mobility, and migrant responses to them.  

       In the early 1990s, while Zimbabweans were being heavily impacted by the effects of 

structural adjustment in tandem with the HIV/Aids pandemic, the South African government, 

challenged by the anti-Apartheid movement and the high numbers of Mozambicans seeking 

refuge from its civil war, restricted immigration. It built an electrified fence across its 

Mozambican and Zimbabwean borders, with lethal voltage levels (until 1993), causing many 

violent deaths (Musoni 2020, 137). In 1991, it introduced the Aliens Control Act, amended in 



 
 

104 
 

1995, regarded by some critics as ‘possibly the ugliest leftover from Apartheid’ (Koch 1994). 

It required all foreigners from Zimbabwe and many other countries to have visas, introduced 

penalties for employers who hired ‘illegal immigrants’, and enforced detention and deportation 

regimes (e.g. Tessier 1995).41 In the following years, South Africa further raised visa charges 

and deposit fees, and required letters of invitation, bank statements, and proof of employment 

to obtain visas (ibid., 137-139). This made it very difficult for many Zimbabweans to cross the 

border legally (see Chapter Seven). Despite the end of Apartheid in 1994 and the officially 

adopted non-racial policies, the African National Council (ANC) regime in South Africa 

remained strict with its migration control until 2009, when it relaxed visa requirements for 

Zimbabweans (Tshabalala 2017, 33-34, see also Crush and Tevera 2010). Meanwhile, 

Zimbabweans’ claims for asylum and protection were ineffective. The South African president, 

Thabo Mbeki (2000-2008), officially practiced ‘quiet diplomacy’ and non-interference, tacitly 

supporting Robert Mugabe and rejecting claims of crisis conditions in Zimbabwe (Phimister & 

Raftopoulos 2004). Therefore, Zimbabweans were not considered to have a ‘well-founded fear 

[of] being persecuted’, the basis that the UN and South Africa’s Refugee Act defines for a 

refugee (ibid., McGregor 2010, 3, Morreira 2016). Nevertheless, such measures have not 

stopped Zimbabweans from leaving Zimbabwe. While recorded border crossings in the 1980s 

had been about 200,000 annually, by 1990 the number had increased to about 400,000, and at 

end of the apartheid in 1994, it peaked at 750,000 (Crush & Tevera 2010, 4-5).42 Yet such 

figures exclude people who made use of informal forms of border-crossing, who plausibly 

constituted the largest group of injivas. The politico-economic situation in Zimbabwe became 

more critical in the 2000s, characterized by a deep economic decline, the world’s second-

highest ever recorded inflation rates, the large-scale disintegration of public services, and a 

lack of formal employment opportunities, coupled with political violence (see Chapter Three). 

Amidst the radical disappearance of jobs and devaluation of salaries, increasing numbers of 

both skilled and non-skilled people left the country. In 2008 there were 1.25 million recorded 

border crossings, with most people officially claiming to be travelling to South Africa ‘on 

holiday’. This is, as Crush and Tevera (2010, 7-8) point out, ‘an all-purpose category that 

conceals a multitude of motives for entry and provides no insights at all into what people 

actually do in South Africa’. As a matter of fact, many overstayed their visas, and the number 

 
41 At the same time, however, South Africa was considered to have one of the most liberal admission policies for 
asylum seekers and refugees. 
42 Crush and Tevera (2010, 4-5) do not differentiate between multiple categories of people who crossed the border; 
these numbers include all legal border crossings, including both shorter and longer-term stayees.  
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of undocumented border crossings remains invisible in such statistics. This is the period when 

most of my interlocutors had left Zimbabwe.  

        The era of Government of National Unity (GNU) in Zimbabwe from 2009-2013, and 

the introduction of the multicurrency system in 2009, saw a brief period of recovery. At the 

same time, in 2009, South Africa’s migration policy towards Zimbabweans also became more 

relaxed; the previous visa requirements were replaced by a free-of-charge, 90-day visitor’s 

permit, and a Dispensation of Zimbabweans Project (DZP), granting temporary residence 

permits to illegal Zimbabwean migrants was introduced (Kriger 2010).43 Judging from the 

statistics of the Southern African Migration Programme, the GNU period did not translate into 

a decline of migration; in 2010 there were some 1.5 million legal entries from Zimbabwe to 

South Africa (Crush et al. 2012, 8). Another source estimates that, in 2010, 1-1.5 million 

Zimbabweans resided in South Africa, mostly irregularly (FMSP, 2010).  

          Indeed, during the 2000s the number of Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa 

increased. ‘Everyone just migrated to SA because there was no livelihood in Zimbabwe’, as 

one interlocutor put it. Scholars have tried to capture the magnitude of this migration with 

powerful and threatening aquatic and biblical metaphors of ‘flows’, ‘floods’, and ‘exodus’ 

(Crush & Tevera 2010, Mawadza & Crush 2010); however, such metaphors do not only hide 

individual experiences of migration, but also feed discrimination and xenophobia towards 

migrants. In fact, the 2000s were framed by disruptive xenophobic events and experiences of 

everyday hostility and discrimination against Zimbabweans and other African foreigners in 

South Africa. In the background lies the collapse of labour markets in low-skilled and low-

paying jobs (Seekings & Nattrass 2005). Although the post-apartheid South African 

government was expected to improve the economic conditions of its poor and working-class 

Black population, it has been argued that few concrete changes took place (Ferguson 2015, 5, 

see also James 2015). Jeremy Seekings and Nicoli Nattrass (2005), for instance, have argued 

that due to a combination of global economic restructurings and the ANC’s policies, 

inequalities continue to be reproduced, although less on the basis of race and more on class. In 

2004, unemployment and economic inequalities intensified, and were worse than ten years 

earlier when apartheid officially ended (Seekings & Nattrass 2005). This created space for 

discrimination and hostility directed at those who were referred to as non-citizens, as 

 
43 In Chapter Seven I investigate how the injiva responded to this, as well as earlier and later shifts in migration 
policies.  
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undeserving of entitlements and rights, who faced prejudice and stereotypes (e.g. Neocosmos 

2006).  

        Many interlocutors had experienced, witnessed, or feared xenophobic incidents, 

especially in 2008 and 2015, in South Africa. In the words of one interlocutor: ‘They [South 

Africans] were coming after us, beating us, doing all those things you see on TV. They were 

saying that we were makwerekwere, we should go back to our country rather than coming here 

to take their jobs.’ The things seen on TV referred to looting and burning the businesses and 

properties – as well as the bodies – of those regarded as makwerekwere (foreigners/outsiders). 

Others talked about the indirect, more hidden forms of discrimination related to their vulnerable 

status, manifesting, for instance, in abuse by employers who failed to pay salaries, or as 

discrimination in health care. To overcome such challenges, many had tried to learn local 

dialects and to ‘blend into’ the local population by adopting their way of dressing and talking 

or giving themselves local, typically Zulu, names (see e.g. Chekero & Morreira 2022, Chekero 

& Ross 2018, Crush & Ramachandran 2015, Muzondidiya 2010). During my fieldwork, news 

of xenophobic attacks also circulated in both print and social media (e.g. Chronicle 2019).    

         As I described in Chapter Three, the economic decline and outmigration have 

continued. Although the number of people leaving the country was unknown at the time of my 

fieldwork, discussions in the field constantly returned to the economic plight and plans to 

migrate; the younger generation and those who had been to South Africa earlier were especially 

keen to cross the border. I interviewed teachers at two public primary schools in Bulawayo’s 

high-density areas, who estimated that over 50 percent of their pupils had at least one parent in 

South Africa. Due to the precaritization of the economy and feminization of migration, they 

had seen more and more children moving to South Africa, despite the well-known challenges.  

       In this chapter so far, I have provided a view of the history of migration from Zimbabwe 

to South Africa, showing how forms of mobility and its trajectories have shifted along with 

changes in migration control and labour policies and structural realities on both sides of the 

border. On the one hand, this brief sketch shows that the mobility of Zimbabweans has been 

governed and largely ‘illegalized’ during the long history of, first, colonial capitalism, and then 

intensified precarity, especially in post-2000 Zimbabwe; on the other, the disruptions and 

displacement from the early colonial era onwards have created ‘new spaces, agents and 

dynamics of exchange and accumulation’ (Hammar et al. 2010, 282). This view neither 

glorifies the resistance and agency of people who move, nor underestimates experiences of 
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uncertainty and vulnerability; rather, it demonstrates how ‘the terms in which people envisage 

everyday life’s possibilities themselves are shaped by historical processes and give rise to 

particular ethical horizons and forms of life’ (Ross 2015, 97). In this spirit, I move on to discuss 

local concepts of mobility that were central for my interlocutors. I start with the mobility 

trajectory of my interlocutor Martha to illustrate the asymmetric, vulnerable rhythms of 

mobility and immobility that are at the core of the injiva experience, particularly that of female 

migrants, the calculation between risks involved in unauthorized travel, and to introduce a 

number of central concepts, such as dabulapu and omalaytsha, which frame the mobility and 

documentary experiences of many injivas – and challenge the one-dimensional, state-centric, 

moralizing concepts of the ‘illegal’ or ‘undocumented’ migrant that direct attention to the acts 

and actors violating the administrative regulations.  

 

Local conceptualisations of mobility 

The first time I met Martha, then a 37-year-old mother of four children, during my 2016 

fieldtrip, she had just returned from South Africa. She had worked as a house maid there, but 

her employer had repeatedly refused to pay her salary and she had experienced the ever-present 

possibility of deportation due to her legal vulnerability (De Genova 2002). She had been 

detained for shoplifting in Hillbrow, an inner-city suburb in Johannesburg with a high density 

of migrants but released after paying a bribe. Nevertheless, she returned home as it proved hard 

to sustain life in South Africa. Finding it difficult to provide for her family, she ‘found [her] 

way back’ to South Africa in 2017. By August 2018, she had lived in Johannesburg three times. 

The first time she left for South Africa was in 2008, following her sister who had found her a 

job as a maid there and using dabulapu methods because she could not meet the visa 

requirements. My interlocutors defined dabulapu as ‘going by foot’, ‘going through the bush’, 

and ‘border jumping,44 applying it to the practice of crossing the Limpopo River that runs 

between the two countries without state authorization, often with a group of other migrants. 

When we met again in August 2018, Martha had also returned recently to Bulawayo, after 

working as a live-in domestic in ‘a devil’s house’, as she put it, with long working hours, hard 

physical labour, and a low salary, like most of the other Zimbabwean female migrants I 

 
44 During the liberation war, in the 1960s and 1970s the term ‘border jumping’ was also used to refer to crossing 
into neighbouring countries for military training (Musoni 2020, 115-117).   
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encountered. I discuss her motives for returning to Bulawayo, but also her constant plans to 

return to Johannesburg in Chapter One.  

During the following months, however, Martha frequently told me about her fears of 

dabulapu and her desire to obtain a passport. Dabulapu was often facilitated by third parties –

maguma-guma or impisi (hyenas) – who Martha feared. While Francis Musoni (2020, 142) 

defines maguma-guma as, typically, ‘unemployed Zimbabwean men who saw an opportunity 

to earn a living by smuggling travellers across the border’, Xolani Tshabalala (2017) describes 

them as ‘bandits’ who rob, rape, and abuse border jumpers like Martha. Officially, the state 

and international organizations framed them officially as ‘criminal networks’, ‘smugglers,’ or 

‘human traffickers’ (see also IOM 2010).  The impisi is also defined in two ways. Either he45 

protects the travellers from wild animals, water currents, border guards, and the maguma-guma 

(ibid., see also Rutherford 2008, 2010), or he robs people who cross the river (Worby 2010, 7). 

My observation suggests that people sometimes use the terms impisi and maguma-guma as 

synonyms, as Mrs Farai, an immigration officer, demonstrates in the following extract: 

 

Mrs Farai: It is only some of the maguma-gumas who do robbing, when they discover 

that these desperate people have a lot of money. They will say: pay me this much and I 

will take you where you want to go. But before they even reach the destination they are 

robbed at gunpoint or at knifepoint, whatever, and they tell you to find your own 

way…They are the people who know the place so well. Some are born there and know 

how to cross the river. They know the routes. They know how to evade authorities in 

the bush. They know where the police bases are, or where the army are. Those are the 

people who help these people to cross.  

Saana: Who are the people who use these maguma-gumas? 

Mrs Farai: Most of them have never been to SA, so they need a lot of assistance. Being 

first timers, they have never crossed into SA before. So, they need experienced people 

to take them through to get to SA.  

 

Indeed, Martha spoke often, at length and in detail, about her previous experiences of border 

crossings over the Limpopo and the fence, with the fear of getting robbed or raped by maguma-

guma. She also feared being caught by the border guards or hurt by wild animals. Many 

interlocutors described their experiences, typically as first-timers, of dabulapu, crossing the 

 
45 All maguma-gumas that I heard about, either from my interlocutors or in existing scholarship, were male.  
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Limpopo River and the fence before sunrise, and walking in ‘the bush’. The dry months, from 

June to October, were defined as ideal for dabulapu, but many had crossed even when the river 

was almost full – often in groups, holding hands and forming a chain so as not to be swept 

away. During the walk they had carried children in turn. Accidents and bribe payments 

dominated such narratives, including instances of river currents that had sometimes washed 

away people, and injuries by crocodiles and hippos (cf. Thebe & Maombera 2019). Multiple 

scars on bodies were visible reminders of the fence and river crossings. Although the practice 

of dabulapu is rooted in precolonial, cross-Limpopo mobility patterns of the people, especially 

the Venda who lived on both sides of the border and had historically cumulated knowledge on 

the behaviour of the river (Musoni 2020, 22), today dabulapu is perceived as the most 

dangerous and undesirable way to cross the border. 

        The concept of malaytsha is derived from ukulaysha (to transport) and refers primarily 

to the transportation of people and goods without official licences via the Alfred Beit Bridge 

(Thebe 2011, 648, see also Musoni 2020, 96). According to Vuzilizwe Thebe (2011), the term 

was popularized in the late 1980s and early 1990s when malaytsha drivers, typically 

neighbours, friends, and kin with trustworthy records, transported Zimbabweans home and 

back to South Africa during the holidays, with remittances and groceries – typically once a 

year (see also Solidarity Peace Trust 2009). This followed decades-long, colonial-era ‘labour 

migration’ practices of moving people, goods, and money between cities, mines, farms, and 

rural hinterlands (Thebe 2015, 196-197), but also the cross-border mobility of the colonial era, 

as described above. After the late 1990s, the malaytsha industry became a notorious system for 

bringing anything, from people to consumables, building materials, and foreign currency into 

the country, especially to the Matabeleland region (Thebe 2015).46 Indeed, the cross-border 

economy was visible in the landscape of Buluwayo’s CBD, with multiple hubs for long-

distance transporters, cross-border traders, and the omalaytsha. The largest hub, Max Garage, 

was a filling station located on the main road leading to Beitbridge, and, along with several 

smaller hubs, was busy with omalaytsha and Toyota Quantum vehicles bearing South African 

number plates being packed and unpacked with goods and people, both those with and without 

valid travel documents. 

         Observations in the field posit a hierarchy among the omalaytsha. These hubs were 

central for omalaytsha who had recently entered the business and who charged as little as R500 

 
46 However, as I discuss in Chapter Three, my material indicates that today there are other, more reliable ways 
to remit money to the urban cities.  
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for a crossing without valid documents. They were regarded as those who hurried into the 

business, or those who lacked the skill and connections to facilitate border crossings via 

designated border posts in cooperation with the border guards. Instead, they usually hand their 

customers over to maguma-guma who facilitate dabulapu; meanwhile the driver typically 

clears the vehicle through border controls to the other side and picks up his passengers there. 

This category of malaytsha is used primarily by passengers who cannot afford to pay enough 

and do not know the drivers. Some omalaytsha had also been requesting more money en route, 

while others had disappeared after dropping passengers at the border. As Thulani, a 32-year-

old umalaytsha said, ‘You see hopeless people in Max Garage, those who just must go to any 

buses.’ He, on the other hand, had been taking family members, friends, and acquaintances 

across the border for six years and had built trust and prestige with both his clientele and the 

border officials whom he would call before he arrived at the border so that they expected him 

(see also Tshabalala 2017). Thulani, like other drivers, had started as an apprentice assisting a 

more senior driver; after earning enough money, gaining vital knowledge, and building 

networks, he had started his own business. Indeed, among my interlocutors it was a matter of 

high importance to use a reliable driver. They had typically established trustful connections 

with malaytsha drivers who picked them up directly from home and delivered them to the given 

address in South Africa. Often the driver was a family member or a friend. Rather than 

criminals or traffickers, as they are defined by official state and NGO reports, as well as in 

public media (e.g. Chitumba 2014), they are locally seen as bottom-up humanitarians, caring 

figures, with accumulated knowledge of how to protect their clients throughout the course of 

their trip.  

       Thulani and other younger omalaytsha drivers in their 30s with whom I talked had 

started in the business during the hyper-inflation in the last half of 2000s. By contrast, Abel, 

48, had been driving malaytsha for 25 years. He had education as a technician but, due to 

challenges in finding work in Bulawayo in the 1990s, he had started to transport people and 

goods across the borders. Now he had a large network of customers and a good reputation, and 

he explained that even companies in Zimbabwe ordered equipment and groceries from him. 

Well established and connected, he also facilitated border crossings via official border posts. 

He explained that despite the 2009 relaxation of the visa requirements for Zimbabweans, and 

the increase in numbers of people crossing the border officially, his work has nevertheless 

declined due to greater competition as more and more malaytsha drivers, with varying skills 

and reputations, entered the scene; long-distance buses also transported the growing number of 
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people who could now cross without visa. Similarly, a former umalaytsha, Dennis (44), 

explained that he had stopped cross-border transportation in 2009 and started a kombi business 

in Bulawayo, since the relaxation of the visa requirements in South Africa made it easier for 

people to cross with legal documents. Later, it turned out that Dennis had been an umalaytsha 

engaged in dabulapu and, while more experienced drivers could facilitate border crossing more 

safely via designated border posts, his business had suffered as dabulapu lost favour. 

 

 
1)  Omalaytsha car with a fully packed trailer. Picture by an interlocutor.  

 

To avoid dabulapu and the condition of ‘undocumentedness’, Martha tried to obtain a passport. 

Yet getting a passport – and gathering together the related documents – appeared to be a 

cumbersome process. During the 2000s, following an international shift in identity 

documentation requirements, the Registrar General’s Office had introduced a number of 

changes in the national ID documents required to file a passport application. She now needed 

a national ID card and a new, ‘long’, A4-size birth certificate that replaced the former ‘short’ 

A5 one with fewer details. The long one would include the ID numbers and names of her 

parents, and for that she needed certified copies of her parents’ national ID cards, or death 

certificates. Martha only had a certified copy of the long birth certificate.  
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         One day I accompanied Martha to the Birth and Death Registration office to request an 

authentic long birth certificate. This was Martha’s third attempt. On both earlier occasions, she 

had paid 10 Dollars, the price of a birth certificate at the time, but she had lost the receipts 

proving payment.47 This time, they would only accept payment in cash and, as none of us had 

the required sum in cash and they refused mobile money because the ‘connection [was] too 

bad’, we returned another day. The next time, Martha looked for an official whom she knew 

through her church who promised to ‘look for a solution’, and, indeed, a few days later Martha 

picked up her birth certificate. After another two visits and several hours of waiting in queues 

in the office, she also got the ID card, another passport requirement.  

       Although she had now secured all the required documents to apply for a passport, 

rumours and media sources circulated information that the government could not process 

applications in a timely fashion. The Registrar-General Office reported receiving 1,200 

passport applications daily, but due to the lack of passport paper and ink – both required foreign 

currency for purchase and importation, which the government was struggling to raise – some 

166,000 passport applications were waiting to be processed in November 2018 (Herald 2018a). 

Two months after my fieldwork ended, in June 2019, the government was reported to be issuing 

only 5 to 10 passports a day, with more than 300,000 applications waiting to be processed, a 

situation described by the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission (ZHRC) as ‘one of the major 

human rights challenges affecting the country’ (Samaita 2019). The waiting times were 

extremely long, estimated to be from six months up to two years, especially if not using the 

costly option to jump the queue by bribing officials (see AfricaNews 2019), and Martha seemed 

to be giving up on her desire to obtain a valid passport that would allow her a legal and safe 

border crossing. If it materialized, the passport would have enabled her to cross the bridge with 

valid documents on a long-distance bus – or a malaytsha – for about R400. She could then get 

a temporary visitor’s permit stamp at the border that she would then overstay or, alternatively, 

send the passport to the border to get an exit stamp (a method discussed in greater detail in 

Chapter Seven). Yet her hopes of finding livelihood in Zimbabwe and legal ways to cross the 

border were also fading. Her neighbour had told her about a certain umalaytsha who would 

charge ‘only’ R800, compared to the R1,600 that she had earlier paid when travelling through 

the border post. The low price indicated that the trip would include dabulapu.  

 
47 See discussion of the complexities of Zimbabwe’s currency system in Chapter Two.   
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        While the state seems to imagine that its incapacity to provide citizens with certificates 

and travel documents means that people have to stay put and not travel, it has not stopped 

people migrating. Martha’s narrative provides an example of how conditions of ‘illegality’ and 

undocumentedness are legally produced (De Genova 2002), and how, paradoxically, in the 

absence of ‘legal’ options to move, new institutions, brokers, and forms of mobility are 

constructed and deployed. In addition, new categories of migrants and figures of care have 

emerged out of the precaritization and feminization of the Zimbabwean migration as I discuss 

in the next sections.48  

 

Feminization of migration  

As already noted, since the 1990s, Zimbabwean migration has increased and pluralized. In the 

words of Rose Jaji, a Zimbabwean anthropologist, ‘against the background of Zimbabwe’s 

protracted economic and humanitarian crisis, amid a lethal cocktail of macroeconomic 

instability, climate shocks, and policy missteps, many Zimbabwean women have migrated to 

neighboring countries in Southern Africa and beyond’ (Jaji 2021, 134). I struggle to find up-

to-date data on the number of Zimbabwean women in South Africa, but according to the 

Southern African Migration Programme (SAMP), in 2005 approximately 44 percent of 

Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa were women, compared to the 15.5 percent of migrants 

from other SADC countries (Crush & Tevera 2010, 17)49. Although it is difficult to estimate 

the absolute or relative increase of Zimbabwean female migration due to the lack of reliable 

data at earlier dates, the SAMP has estimated that the number of Zimbabwean female migrants 

compared to the male migrants was almost as high already in 1997 than in 2005 (Zinyama 

2000, 77, quoted in Crush & Tevera 2010, 17). However, the overall number of both 

Zimbabwean male and female migrants has increased, most of them recent migrants, and the 

nature of female migration has shifted. Rather than accompanying spouses or other family 

 
48 Although I do not have any statistical data, it is worth noting that Zimbabweans also travel to South Africa to 
seek health care, especially those who have the economic means to do so. However, despite Zimbabwe’s economic 
and political challenges, people defined the antiretroviral programme in Zimbabwe as relatively well functioning 
and expansive, and free of charge. It was common practice for family members of migrants to pick up the 
antiretrovirals from the clinics in Zimbabwe and transport them to their migrant family members.    
49 It is worth noting, however, that although female migration has increased in Africa as a whole, as well as in 
terms of internal migration in Southern Africa, male migration seems to continue dominating cross-border 
mobility from other SADC countries to South Africa, according to the SAMP figures (Crush & Tevera 2010, 17). 
While the ratios might have shifted since 2005, statistical data on the feminization of Zimbabwean migration 
remains to be documented. 
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members, Zimbabwean women migrate more autonomously to engage in in a range of 

economic activities in the labour market (Crush & Tevera 2010, 17). 

       Indeed, despite historically constructed framings of injivas as male breadwinners and 

economic caregivers, today the term is also used to refer to low-income migrant women. 

Women who were defined as injivas usually have real-life migration experiences characterized 

by legal and economic insecurity, exploitation in the labour market, and the inability to meet 

the high economic and social expectations from home (cf. Bolt 2014, Kihato 2013, Worby 

2010). There are, of course, significant exceptions and it is important to note that due to class, 

education, gender, ethnicity, and other factors people have varying access to different forms of 

capital and regimes of care. Furthermore, the migration experience can have a positive impact 

on migrant women’s position and status in their families, increase their decision-making power, 

and enable them to enhance their families’ wellbeing at home (see Jaji 2016). However, all my 

injiva interlocutors, most of whom were women, had experienced legal and economic 

uncertainty in South Africa. 

         Resonating with earlier accounts (see e.g. Worby 2010, Morreira 2010, Crush et al. 

2015), many of my collaborators had been living in precarious conditions. These included 

crowded spaces, rooms separated by curtains into smaller units, and rooms in dilapidated, 

abandoned buildings in the centre, which were regarded as standard ways to start living in 

Johannesburg where most of my interlocuters had been based, or in other urban areas, 

especially for those who cannot find relatives to accommodate them (cf. Worby 2010). For 

instance, a brick fence in Hillbrow that I passed was covered with handwritten advertisements 

for accommodation: shared rooms available from R2,000 and up; ‘a door space with hot water, 

R1,300/month’ and ‘a balcony, R800/month’.50 It was also known that injivas typically try to 

find employment in restaurants, domestic service, and other low-paid sectors that are known 

for employing people without papers.  

      Women also pursued livelihood strategies in sex work, or in mashilasisane, (marriages 

of convenience) – a common phrase referring to securing accommodation and other material 

support in exchange for sexual services both in Zimbabwe and in South Africa; it is rooted in 

 
50 The sums are equivalent to approximately 85 and 53 USD. According to my collaborators, at the time of my 
fieldwork a typical salary for a domestic worker in South Africa was between R2,500-3,500, i.e. 170-240 USD/per 
month, and in Zimbabwe from 60-200 Bond Dollars. The equivalent is difficult to estimate in US Dollars as the 
informal interest rates between the Bond notes and the USD varied substantially during the fieldwork. However, 
when 60 Bond notes in August 2018 was equivalent to some 40 USD in the black market, in March 2019 it was 
only ca. 10 USD.  
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the migrant labour system and women’s limited economic opportunities.51 Given the precarious 

conditions, however, it was commonly argued that having children South Africa was an 

undesirable option. Besides the challenges of accommodating and caring for them there, some 

interlocutors claimed that it was important for children, especially at school-age, to return to 

Zimbabwe and reside with relatives for moral reasons, while those raised in South Africa were 

described as ‘undisciplined’ and ‘vocal’. One interlocutor also suggested that children who 

have lived in South Africa hold ‘negative behavioural attitudes’, which influence relatives’ 

willingness to care for them. This echoes the findings of Ushehwedu Kufakurinani et al. (2014, 

121-122) and JoAnn McGregor (2008) who have found that Zimbabwean mothers in the UK 

often send older children back home to avoid ‘westernization’ of their values, and to maintain 

parental and patriarchal respect. 

         Arranging child-care emerged as a central concern among my female interlocutors, as 

I discuss in more detail in next chapter. While some had used inner-city crèches, their costs 

were considered high and the quality of care low, with instances of abuse and neglect. Mary, a 

34-year-old single mother from Bulawayo, who lived in Hillbrow and worked as a cleaner in a 

restaurant with long and irregular work shifts, had arranged the care of her two children 

differently. She and the children shared a one-bed flat with her sister, her sister’s three children, 

and two maternal cousins. While Mary, her sister, and one of the cousins worked shifts in 

restaurants and as domestic helpers, the other cousin, a 17-year-old female, cared for the five 

children. Due to financial struggles, an inability to pay the rent, and the occasional need to find 

larger accommodation when joined by incoming relatives, they had frequently moved from one 

place to another. Meanwhile, Mary’s mother, Susan, a 56-year-old widow, who lived in their 

‘family house’ in Bulawayo, was taking care of a daughter of Mary’s brother and two children 

of another sister. In Chapter Five I return to this shifting family setting, and the roles of paternal 

and maternal grandparents. All the children had been sent from South Africa to Susan via 

malaytsha.  

 

 

 

 
51 Other strategies include, for instance, securing ‘legal’ stay and access to state benefits such as child grants, 
pensions, and health care by gaining citizenship through more or less strategically organized marriages, or finding 
suitable ‘paper parents’ who perform as their parents. I discuss these issues in greater detail in Chapter Five.  
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Child migration 

During fieldwork I constantly heard about and encountered children, from new-borns to 

teenagers, who had been or were going to cross borders. Some of them had been visiting their 

parents, while others were ‘posted back’ from South Africa to the care of their families, usually 

grandmothers or other female relatives in Zimbabwe (cf. M. Ncube 2018). Some were moving 

to South Africa for longer periods. In public policy discourse, a category of Unaccompanied 

Refugee Minor (URM) is used to refer to Zimbabwean children who ‘come to South Africa in 

search of education, shelter, or jobs to support family back in Zimbabwe’ (Fritsch et al. 2010, 

623). This bureaucratic category, however, was not used by my interlocutors. I discuss the 

nuances of kin relations and negotiations over child belonging and transnational family life in 

the following chapter; here I focus on the practices, trajectories, and agents involved in the 

mobility of children, a topic largely untouched in existing scholarship. 

In general, children travel across the Limpopo River using similar routes and modes as 

adults. However, while the price of malaytsha journeys for adults depends on the available 

identity and travel documentation, and the method of border crossing, my material suggests 

that the charges for children fluctuated depending on the season and the age of the child. Babies 

and toddlers were regarded as needing more care during the trip, and the transportation of 

minors in general was perceived as a risk for the omalaytsha. Therefore, more money, up to 

R2,500, was needed to pay the border officials to allow children to cross without the required 

papers. In public discourse, omalaysthas specializing in transporting children have been 

dubbed ‘road nannies’ (NewZimbabwe 2013).  

       Following South Africa’s 2002 Immigration Act and its amendment in 2014, the 

immigration regulations on children were tightened. To cross borders, children need to carry 

certified copies of unabridged birth certificates in addition to their valid passports. If the child 

travels without one (or both) parents, affidavits consenting to such travel should be provided. 

If neither of the parents is travelling with the child, both parents should write affidavits 

consenting to the trip. As Thebe and Maombera (2019, 136) have also found, getting an 

affidavit to take a child across a border legally was sometimes impossible, since the other parent 

on the birth certificate, usually the father, was not present in the child’s life, although an 

affidavit was not required if the father’s name did not appear on the child’s birth certificate 

(ibid. 146-147). It was suggested that some mothers prefer leaving the name of the father off 

the birth certificate, even if the father was around, to make it easier to move the child across 
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borders. However, while Thebe and Maombera (2019, 136) define the lack of affidavit as ‘a 

major challenge’ to transporting children legally, my findings question this. Although, as I 

show in Chapter Seven, the content of national ID cards and passports has become difficult to 

manipulate due to the introduction of biometric controls, an affidavit is usually a hand-written 

paper requiring the signature of the parent consenting to the child’s travel, and that of a 

Commissioner of Oath, usually a senior civil servant or a clerk who has a mandate to verify 

statements. My interlocutors argued that it was relatively easy to obtain an affidavit with false 

information since in challenging economic conditions, the Commissioners of Oath were also 

trying to maximize their income as best they could. Nevertheless, many children who are born 

to Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa do not have any travel and identity documents that 

would enable them to cross borders, largely due to the legal precarity of their parents. Thebe 

and Maombera (2019, 136) have argued that the difficulty of providing the range of necessary 

documents has made ‘the legal cross-border movement of children nearly impossible under the 

new regulation’.   

          Although there are no reliable statistics on the actual number of children who cross the 

border without documents, between January and September 2018, the Beitbridge Reception 

and Support Centre had received a total of 8,610 deported people, comprising 160 

‘accompanied’ and 331 ‘unaccompanied minors’, and 8,119 adults. Besides the deported 

children, the border guards apprehend children on buses and in the border zone who lack the 

documentation to cross the border and are then handed over to the District Social Welfare 

Department in Beitbridge town, which has the responsibility of tracking the parents and 

returning the children.52 A senior immigration officer whom I interviewed in Beitbridge 

estimated that the number of such children is between 20 and 40 a month, depending on the 

time of the year. School holidays, especially the summer holiday around Christmas time, were 

regarded as the peak period for ‘child smuggling’ by the immigration officer.   

           The balancing required between the dangers and costs of different modes of child 

transportation is exemplified by the case of Susan, who planned to take her seven-year-old 

granddaughter, who resided with her, to visit her mother in Johannesburg. While Susan herself 

held a valid passport with ‘enough days left’, as she had not used the full 90 days that a 

Zimbabwean can spend annually in South Africa as ‘a visitor’, the 7-year-old had no passport. 

 
52 As my research permit from the Social Welfare Department only allowed me to interview officials at the 
reception centre, I could not access officers and information from the District Social Welfare Department in 
Beitbridge.  
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Their regular and trusted courier, a neighbourhood acquaintance, had refused to transport 

children. He, like the four omalaytsha couriers whom I interviewed, were cautious about 

transporting undocumented children during the festive season, when the border control was 

tighter and the risk of getting caught high. Such an act would, in addition, be counted as child 

trafficking.53 Several immigration officers claimed that during the school holidays, and 

particularly around Christmas, they were ‘on high alert’ and showed ‘zero tolerance’ for ‘child 

smuggling’, although this is challenged by several stories of bribery at the border and an 

interlocutor’s definition of malaytshas as ‘traffickers’ and ‘smugglers’ (see e.g. Musoni 2020, 

Tshabalala 2017).54 Susan spent a long day trying to find a safe driver who would not require 

them engage in dabulapu and finally tracked down a long-distance bus driver who successfully 

transported both Susan and her granddaughter across the border, via a border post. However, 

they had to pay ‘too much’ as the girl did not have any of the required documents: affidavits 

from her parents or a passport.  

        These examples underline how the practices of dabulapu and the subject position of 

umalaytsha constitute central agents and institutions in overcoming challenges at home by 

delivering food, groceries, money, and family members, across borders. The rise and 

functioning of such institutions are an emerging response to the vast material and physical care 

needs at home and, along with the feminization of migration, increasingly also in the diaspora 

in terms of childcare. These actions, although ‘illegal’ and ‘illicit’ from the nation-state’s point 

of view, are largely deemed acceptable in the eyes of the people who participate in them. While 

the social welfare and immigration officials and border guards seem to be following a ‘formal’ 

rationale of ‘rescuing’ children from human smugglers and child traffickers in accordance with 

border policing and migration law, these alleged ‘criminals’ transport children to get care ‘at 

home’ and are thought of as subjects of solidarity and protection. Nevertheless, while 

supplementing their income by taking bribes, the state agents are also playing an essential role 

in maintaining alternative economies of mobility, enabling the omalaytsha to operate, people 

 
53 As stated in South Africa’s Prevention and Combating of Trafficking in Persons Act No. 7 of 2013, for instance. 
South Africa has also ratified the United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress, and Punish Trafficking in Persons, 
Especially Women and Children, and its content is amended in Chapter 18 of the Children’s Act. 
54 Long-distance drivers and immigration officers with whom I discussed the possible penalties for transporting 
an undocumented child suggested various punishments, ranging from a life sentence to a year of imprisonment. 
As always, the court sentences depend on a multitude of circumstances. For instance, the High Court of Zimbabwe 
handled a case State v. Dlamini (2011) that dealt with the unauthorized transporting of two juveniles to South 
Africa. The sentence was reduced from original eight years of imprisonment to four years (with a possibility of 
two years of suspension). The justification was that the accused was not a family member but ‘a human courier 
who transports human beings to South Africa’, and the juveniles were not forced but willing to cross the border. 
Therefore, the case was not judged as ‘kidnapping’ or a forced detainment. 
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to cross borders, and vehicles to remain unscrutinized. Furthermore, the state agents with whom 

I discussed these issues also perceived migrants as human beings confronted by immense 

challenges to make do in Zimbabwe and expressed empathy for their compatriots. In other 

words, the state agents and local people’s views on care and protection might, in ethnographic 

eyes, be closer together than indicated by the official protocols that guide state agents’ work. 

          Finally, I return to the keyword of this chapter, injiva, to spell out what the 

precaritization and feminization of migration have done to the social, moral, and economic 

expectations attached to it. 

 

Present-day injivas: Economic expectations and performances of 
success 

Transnational kinship networks and the figure of the injiva continue to provide essential means 

of material survival for ordinary Zimbabweans.55 As in colonial times, present-day injivas are 

expected to remain mobile, work hard, remit funds, and maintain a lifeline to home – but not 

to return permanently; meanwhile, politicians attach economic aspirations to their activities. 

Consider, for instance the statement of former Deputy Prime Minister Arthur Mutambara on 

the economic value of Zimbabwe’s diaspora, in which he suggests that the state values the 

injiva: ‘We don’t expect all Zimbabweans to come back. It will not be in our interests especially 

under globalization…While they are out there, we can use them just like we use money in the 

bank’ (Chronicle 2010). This quote indicates that the government recognized the crucial need 

for remittances, which are expected both to sustain the life of ordinary Zimbabweans and 

benefit national development, especially by increasing the revenue of the state.  

         However, since the hyperinflation in 2007-2008 Zimbabweans have had very little trust 

in the formal banking system, and the remittances that my interlocutors sent or received did 

not fatten the state’s pockets. Withdrawing money from banks has been heavily regulated and 

insecure. At the time of my fieldwork it was impossible to withdraw foreign currency from the 

banks; even the formal forex transferring agents started to limit withdrawals, and the queues in 

front of them stretched for dozens of metres, while channelling money through them was only 

possible for those with valid ID documentation. In such conditions, alternative forms of transfer 

emerged. Earlier research has suggested that omalaytsha couriers form a key method for 

 
55 However, as I will show in Chapter Five, they are not automatic but rather an unevenly distributed, vulnerable 
source of income.  
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remitting among ordinary Zimbabwean households (cf. Maphosa 2007, Tshabalala 2017). 

While my interlocutors suggested that this is indeed the case in rural contexts, and omalaytshas 

also delivered groceries and basic commodities to urban areas, they rarely transported money 

to urban families as they were perceived as overly risky and slow. Rather, people used so-called 

‘money salons’, jokingly called ‘injiva banks’, which operated in certain stores in Bulawayo’s 

CBD. They had their counterparts in beauty salons and corner shops in Hillbrow and other 

migrant-dominated areas in Johannesburg. Typically, small sums of money were handed over 

in a South African salon and after a phone call to the Bulawayo counterpart, the receiver could 

withdraw an equivalent sum of money. Although both the salons and omalaytshas charged 10 

per cent of the transfer, the speed and ‘safety’ of the salon transfers seemed to explain their 

popularity. While sending goods or money through omalaytshas risked their loss on route, 

money transfers through salons happened konapho konapho (now now), instantly. This made 

such transactions less open to abuse, not only during the travel but also afterwards, as the 

rapidity of the transfer together with mobile technology made it easy to monitor the transactions 

and usage of the scarce moneys. Malaytshas and injiva banks, in other words, constitute central 

institutions that provide financial care in the context of uncertainty. 

         Despite voiced hopes of economic benefits, the government has also defined migrants 

as ‘traitors’, who are ‘unpatriotic’ and ‘runaways’ (New Zimbabwe 2013, Mano & Willems 

2010, 186). In his speech on Independence Day in April 2006, then-President Mugabe blamed 

Zimbabweans for joining the diaspora, saying, ‘You might go there but you will be 

discriminated against there…If you flee who will make the country better? Is it Mugabe 

alone?...You might flee and go to South Africa and the UK, but we will meet; nyaya haiperi 

[the crimes will not be forgiven]’ (Mano & Willems 2010, 186). In a political rally in 2013 he 

adsked, ‘You have your country; you fought for it, why are you running away?’ (New 

Zimbabwe 2013). 

         Similar rhetoric became apparent as I followed a deportation procedure at the 

Beitbridge reception centre in which a tall, uniformed Zimbabwean army commander, in 

polished army boots with a baton in his hand, gave a ‘lesson’ to a group of some 100 deported 

people, who were mostly men but also women, who had been brought in some thirty minutes 

earlier by gumbagumba police trucks. Walking in an ordered and disciplined military way 

around the deportees who were seated on the ground in age groups, he shouted in an imperative 

tone, ‘Why are you running away, you traitors! You should stay here, build your own country.’ 

This illustrates that migration – and the value of diaspora and injiva – can be framed by both 
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celebration and moral judgement, which resonates with, and results in differing ideas of caring. 

On the one hand, the diaspora is expected to care economically not only for families but also 

for the nation-state more broadly through sustained displacement, rather than permanent return; 

on the other, calling migrants unpatriotic traitors frames them politically as not deserving to 

belong to the nation-state and its imagined provisions of care.  

           Given the precarious conditions in both South Africa and Zimbabwe, the term injiva 

continues to connote a sense of endurance and an ability to ‘take suffering’ and to accumulate 

knowledge on how to navigate in the bureaucratic field of migration and labour control. This 

expectation is echoed by Richard, a male interlocutor in his mid-sixties, who explained that the 

ideal injivas were associated with economic prosperity, marriage, and regular remittance flows. 

He defined many returning injivas as not being worthy of the title and offered his own 

definition: “An injiva is someone with a wife. He drives a car. Those who really return are the 

very poor ones, those ones who are low on the social ladder. They do not deserve the name 

injiva. They do not qualify as such. Real injiva knows how to kiya-kiya. He comes only 

seasonally, not to stay.” Referring to the ability ‘to mix things to make do’ by trying out 

different options, knowing how to kiya-kiya is a key attribute associated with injivas.  

Like Richard, many senior interlocutors saw the present-day migrants as morally and 

economically dissociated from the ideal injiva of the past. Sarah, a female elder in her sixties, 

took care of her two granddaughters whose mother was in Johannesburg and was unable to 

send remittances regularly. She was well-aware of the risks that her daughter might encounter 

in South Africa and, while she did ‘not want to know about’ how her daughter made a living, 

she expressed a sense of empathy with her and other injivas. The challenges of her daughter’s 

life in South Africa and her own struggles to maintain the wellbeing of her grandchildren were 

in marked contrast with the situation of her neighbour, who had moved to South Africa in the 

late 1990s, but returned every year at Christmas to a house that she has managed to build. Sarah 

said that her neighbour ‘is a successful lawyer there. She went to a university there. She is 

driving a car and has got a good job there. That is what we want, if everyone could be like that.’  

Building a house, investing in the home area by buying a plot and importing building material, 

were indeed signs of a ‘successful’ injiva, although these ‘injiva houses’, visible in the high-

density areas, were often incomplete. ‘These houses are stopped, nothing happens’, an 

interlocutor explained when we passed by houses whose owners were in South Africa and faced 

challenges finishing their building projects.  
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     Besides knowing how to kiya-kiya, managing precarious and uncertain livelihoods in 

South Africa required patience and the enthusiasm to work hard and to survive on the bare 

minimum (cf. Jones 2010, 2014). As Martha, for instance, explained: 

When you go to South Africa, there is one thing that you learn. You learn to work hard. 

I don't want to lie, but those [Zimbabweans] who are there, who are working, they are 

hard workers. SA is for a tough person. You can stay there for two to three years 

suffering and pretending back home that you are ok. In South Africa, you need patience, 

you need to take two or three years suffering and then later we hear that oh, now this 

person is better. I believe they believe that a person must go through suffering first.  

 

While the ability to persevere was generally perceived as a virtue for injivas, many were 

described as having ‘given up’, as ‘not able to take the suffering’, or as having ‘lost face’. My 

observations echo Eric Worby’s (2010) findings in his ethnography on Zimbabwean migrants 

who struggle to meet the expectations to host and provide for relatives and friends both at home 

and in Johannesburg. In trying to manage these expectations, and to keep the largely precarious 

ways of living and earning a living a under the radar of relatives, people deployed a range of 

strategies of social disconnection. This also involved ‘economies of appearance’ (Cole 2014), 

or ways of manipulating the information they share with their social networks at home, 

sometimes remaining invisible and disconnected. When discussing the living conditions in 

South Africa, people explained that many newcomers find their phone calls un-answered when 

they arrive and try to reach their relatives. Indeed, injiva life was often seen as being surrounded 

by ‘socially inconvenient truths’ (see Uusihakala et al. 2019, 4) and secrecies. As Richard 

explained: 

Our kids go to South on a daily basis, crossing Limpopo, to seek greener pastures. Some 

of them are abused, raped, killed. As a parent you might think that they are working, 

but they are secretly suffering. Many stop communicating, they work as slaves, in sex 

work. You never know their current jobs. You think, maybe they joined bad things, but 

they don’t tell you. 

 
One manifestation of such efforts to manage the information and keep secrets is particularly 

pertinent with regard to deported people. Most of the deported people who talked to me, both 

at the Botswana border at Plumtree and in Beitbridge, were not planning to stay in Zimbabwe 

but to cross back over as soon as possible, after sorting out trips with omalaytshas, 
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impisis/maguma-gumas, and their diasporic networks, who typically assisted in financing their 

travels. These observations contribute to the existing literature on Zimbabwean deportees 

which recognizes that instead of returning to Zimbabwe, deportees tend to sneak back into 

South Africa. Blair Rutherford (2008, 405), who has examined the everyday life of 

Zimbabwean farm workers in the border zone between South Africa and Zimbabwe, has argued 

that this is due to a pressing lack of jobs and threats of violence in Zimbabwe. While these 

factors might certainly inform decisions not to return to Zimbabwe, there are other reasons as 

well, such as the shame of returning ‘empty handed’, as the local and global phrase goes, and 

the salience of ‘keeping face’. Yet, without glorifying the realities of the deported, my 

observations challenge both the idea that deportation signifies ‘the ultimate failure of migration 

projects’, and the framing of the deportee as a migrant with negligible options and agency (cf. 

Kleist 2017, 173). Furthermore, while there are certainly various economies of appearance and 

modes of self-fashioning at play, the dire circumstances that many injivas encounter in South 

Africa are often at least assumed, if not ‘known’, empathised with but also communally 

masked. Therefore, experiences of return and (im)mobility cannot be reduced merely to 

experiences of empty-handedness, giving-up-ness, and a sense of having no future, or ‘social 

death’ (Kleist 2017).56 

         It was largely claimed that although injivas may struggle to meet economic 

expectations, they typically show off when they come home after having saved hard to present 

themselves as successful. Indeed, during the Christmas period, the cityscape of Bulawayo 

became busy with cars with South African, especially GP (Gauteng Province) number plates. 

Restaurants that had seen their customers disappearing due to increased prices were 

temporarily filled, and bouncing castles were erected in a public park that I passed daily. 

Omalaytshas brought trailers filled with remittances known as ‘Christmas boxes’. Once a year, 

during the Christmas ‘festive season’, injivas sent washing powder, fish oil (for cooking), soap, 

sugar, and other groceries to their homesteads. The tradition and expectation are rooted in 

colonial labour migration when migrants typically spent the year in the mines and industries, 

visiting home during the holiday season of their European employers, bringing remittances 

(Ngwane 2003). Furthermore, during colonial times European employers used to give food 

boxes to their domestic staff. This continued during my fieldwork; most of the White people I 

 
56 Furthermore, the stages of ‘immobility’ and ‘stuckness’ do not equal absence of action and passivity; rather, 
the life upon return is animated by trying to find ways of getting by and securing care from a range of care regimes 
as the following chapters illustrate. 
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knew had Black domestic helpers, ‘maids’, to whom they gave Christmas boxes. Similarly, one 

of my interlocutors advised me to give Christmas boxes to some other interlocutors, making it 

manifest that my position was often associated with the White minority.  

        The Zimbabweans whom I met in South Africa described November and December as 

a stressful time as they had to top up the Christmas boxes. To ease the pressure, they had formed 

solidarity societies with other Zimbabweans, who usually came from the same areas or were 

working together.57 For instance, Zeluleko, a Zimbabwean teacher who worked as a child-

minder in Johannesburg, had formed a ‘grocery club’ with three other Zimbabwean women, 

who all came from Plumtree, her home area. Once a month they contributed R300 (ca. 15 

euros) and bought groceries that were on offer in the catalogues of big grocery chains. Zeluleko 

explained that she and her husband sent three Christmas boxes: one to her own family, one to 

her husband’s family, and a third to their ‘other in-laws’. After Christmas, life got ‘easier’, as 

they could spend more money on their own needs with less pressure to contribute to the 

wellbeing of their families in Zimbabwe, she explained. The high value placed on the boxes 

and the moral obligation to send them is also exemplified by the situation of Paul, a 54-year-

old Zimbabwean man, whom I encountered less than two weeks before Christmas in 2018, in 

the reception centre for deportees in Beitbridge. He had been deported from Musina where he 

had been working on a farm for many years, as his visitor’s permit had expired. As it was just 

before Christmas, I asked if he was going to use the opportunity to visit his home in the 

Beitbridge area, only some 20 kilometres from the deportation centre. Shaking his head, he 

explained in a calm voice that it was the fifth time that year that he had been deported, and that 

the next day he would be back on the farm. He would be returning home to his wife and children 

after the following weekend, with his Christmas box. Now he would not inform his family of 

his deportation but do the dabulapu, crossing the Limpopo River on foot.  

          All this signals the importance of returning and behaving like ‘a real’ injiva (cf. Chara 

2019). As a flipside, this performance was also seen as providing a dangerous model and an 

overly glorified vision of the life-worlds of injivas. Indeed, ‘the decision to move can arise 

from unrealistic hopes of a better life elsewhere and a lack of awareness of the risks involved’ 

(Bourdillon et al. 2010, 141). For instance, as Fiona, one of my interlocutors, whose 17-year-

old daughter left for South Africa with a group of friends after Christmas in 2018, explained, 

‘[The young] have seen fancy cars, fashion clothes and all, and they want to become injivas 

 
57 However, as I show in Chapter Six, similar solidarity groups were also established to bring the sick and other 
economically unproductive migrants back home. 
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too. They don’t see any future here.’ Her daughter had dropped out of Form Four and run away. 

After finding out what had happened, Fiona had phoned her late husband’s brother in South 

Africa and asked him to care for the girl. After a month of living with his family, the girl asked 

Fiona to send her the money to return home as her image of life in South Africa was confuted. 

         As I have shown, the injiva concept is often associated with negativity, secrecy, 

immoral behaviour, and infidelity (cf. Manawere 2014). Rumours, jokes, and gossip about 

injivas circulated. Stories of injivas who had established new families were common, but also 

those about injivas who had come home to find their spouses with a new partner, or their 

remittances misspent. One circulating story regarded a man who had sent materials to build his 

house in a high-density suburb in Bulawayo, but his family members had sold the materials on 

and sent him pictures of someone else’s house project to keep him remitting. The risks were 

defined as largely gendered in local and public discussions. Female injivas were often 

associated with prostitution and sexual exploitation, unplanned pregnancies, and the emergence 

of a new migrant category of ‘left behind’ or ‘posted back’ children who lacked role models 

(cf. M. Ncube 2018, Madhomu 2019). Male injivas were described as breaking marriages, 

abandoning their families at home, ‘enjoying their life in SA’, and ‘losing track’.  In addition, 

injivas were seen as potential criminals. For instance, when a wide-scale ‘crackdown’ took 

place following the general strike in January 2019, it was generally felt that the looting and 

street violence in Bulawayo had ‘an injiva flare’, as the injivas were accused of having 

introduced South African styles of criminality, tyre burning, and shop looting to the city (Daily 

News 2019b, 15). 

       To conclude, the figure of the injiva continues to provide an ideal type of working-class 

migrant, performed through the material symbols of cars, houses and remittances, and ways of 

dressing up that signal the urban South African lifestyle. In everyday language the term injiva 

is attached to a diverse group of migrants, both women and men, whose life trajectories might 

or might not resonate with historically rooted expectations. Furthermore, whilst the return of 

the ideal injiva was only ever temporary, many of the injivas who had returned to Zimbabwe 

usually (re)imagined their lives across the border, either symbolically or practically, and their 

return to Zimbabwe was articulated as ephemeral, an open-ended stage of immobility, with the 

next step under constant negotiation. They had rarely returned with the intention to ‘stay’, but 

had come ‘to rest’, like Martha, or ‘sort things out’, like Chipo whom I encountered on my bus 

trip from Johannesburg to Bulawayo (see above). Many women said they had returned to secure 

care for their children, both material and emotional, such as finding resources to pay school 
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fees or locating a reliable caretaker. Others had returned ‘to get better’, to claim healing through 

medical or spiritual means, after which they would go back to Egoli. The observations also 

suggest that maintaining the talk of a mobile future also works as a narrative strategy to justify 

return and to manage a sense of existential immobility and ‘stuckness’: the absence of choices 

and alternatives that would help them move forward in their lives, socially and economically 

(Jones 2014, Hage 2009, 100). Indeed, as Alcinda Honwana (2012) has explored in her research 

on time and African youth, ‘waithood’ is not merely a passive period of suspension in the life 

cycle, but a space containing constant manipulation aimed at eking out a life worth living. The 

goal of the future chapters is to illuminate how life upon return is animated by trying to find 

ways of getting by and securing care from a range of care regimes. 

 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have mapped out how different forms, institutions, and categories of mobility 

and migration have been constructed by the state in colonial and present-day Zimbabwe, and 

how ordinary people have responded to such measures. I have discussed the development of 

various local conceptualizations of mobility, and the range of agents and institutions that 

facilitate the movement of people, goods, and money, thereby maintaining transnational caring 

chains. I have pointed out the unproductive dichotomy between subjective experiences of 

mobility and bureaucratic categories, such as ‘illegal migrant’ or ‘border jumper’. While the 

material manifests the effects and limits of legal state-centred categories, it also points out how 

injivas recognize, utilize, and avoid migrant labels to further their own ends. The figure of the 

injiva, therefore, brings to the fore the coexistence of state-centred, legalistic perspectives on 

mobility with local, moral ideals and expectations of care attached to the people who move, 

along with attributes of cleverness and inventiveness. 

      The chapter makes a contribution to scholarship on what Amanda Hammar (2014) has 

conceptualized as ‘displacement economies’, the paradoxical outcomes of displacement which 

both produce disruption but also generate opportunities for livelihoods – along with new forms 

of belonging (Hammar 2014a, 8) and practices and agents of caring. By looking at the history 

of other local concepts, such as malaytsha and dabulapu, we can see that this paradox has not 

merely appeared in post-2000 Zimbabwe but was already present during the colonial era. I have 

also explored how the colonial figure of the injiva has become an ambiguous economic and 

morally dubious postcolonial subject position, increasingly surrounded by risk, vulnerability, 
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and struggles to fulfil high expectations of material care. Originally a masculine concept, it has 

adjusted to the feminization of migration and is used to refer to women and children too. I 

suggest that the figure of the injiva and the emerging institutions of mobility ought to be seen 

from the perspective of care, with the goal of maintaining the lifeline with home, as the mobility 

motivations of Zimbabwean migrants are largely embedded in responsibilities towards families 

and dependants. In the chapters that follow, I use the subject position of the injiva as a lens to 

investigate the entanglement of the various economies of care that are used to maintain life at 

home. 
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FIVE 
Relocating injiva children 

 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I explored how children move across the South Africa-Zimbabwe 

border in conditions of legal and economic insecurity, to be cared for by their family members 

at home. This chapter addresses the moral and economic discussions and practical 

arrangements involved in their care. During my fieldwork, I often observed the practical 

challenges of accommodating ‘baby parcels’, ‘posted back children’ (M. Ncube 2018), and 

those ‘left behind’, and heard the morally loaded arguments accompanying such activity. For 

instance, these injiva children could be described by my interlocutors as ‘extra mouths to feed’ 

and ‘a burden’, or with the more neutral term of ‘extra children’. Yet in other situations they 

were referenced, using biblical idioms, as ‘blessings’ or subjects of ‘worship’, not only 

reflecting the emotional bond between children and their caregivers, but also the children’s 

potential to maintain ancestral and cross-generational continuity, and to mobilize scarce 

material assets, remittances at first hand.  

        On one occasion, I accompanied an interlocutor to a ‘women’s meeting’ in a youth 

centre in one of the Bulawayo’s high-density suburbs where the discussion exemplified this 

range of attitude. Responding to my question on how migration has affected families in the 

area, Mrs Ndlovu, an older lady, said, ‘This injiva thing has made our children so vulnerable.’ 

She went on to add that since her three adult children had moved to South Africa in the mid-

2000s, she had been accommodating their children, who had been ‘posted back’ to her 

‘doorstep’, as she put it. Mrs Ndlovu’s opening remark sparked a lively conversation about the 

situation of children who had been transported from South Africa to Zimbabwe and those who 

had been ‘left behind’ when their parents migrated to South Africa. ‘You are a lucky gogo if 

you don’t get a baby parcel’, another older woman said. A third participant offered a 

qualification, observing, ‘We must be grateful that our kids are out there, at least they are trying 

to do something.’ The second woman, touching the shoulder of a toddler, stated, ‘The mother 

of this one ran away. The only thing that she has ever sent is this baby.’ 

      This chapter investigates how care for injiva children is discussed and arranged, with a 

particular focus on the form of fostering in which children move between different household 
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settings, often multiple times during their childhood.58 I examine how ideas and ideals of 

childcare and kinship, especially those relating to the nature of consanguinity and affinity, are 

transformed and acted upon in a context of crisis and displacement. I illustrate how, amidst 

material and moral struggles to meet care-giving responsibilities within kin and family 

networks, kin care becomes experienced and practiced as a situated and relational process. 

Although culturally (and politically) constituted kinship ideals – in relation to the patrilineal 

descent structure, for instance – are used as a means to claim access to necessities or to express 

how social relations should ideally be organized, childcare was often claimed and arranged in 

ways that, for me, did not seem follow any such scripts.59 Indeed, to cope with ongoing crises 

and material scarcity, various ad hoc and improvisational elements appeared to be central in 

the moral and economic articulations of child belonging, discussed here and in the remaining 

chapters. This chapter illustrates how ‘the everyday experience of kinship’ (Carsten 2004, 8) 

among low-income families was framed by the fiscal and practical challenges of distributing 

care in economically and morally justified ways. In such conditions, the social institution of 

the family was rarely experienced as sedentary unit, and ideas of lineage and filiation were 

under constant renegotiation (e.g. Alber et al. 2013). Furthermore, the chapter illustrates the 

situational and improvisational nature of the prevailing economies of care, which urges us to 

rethink how the categories of family and care – and their relation to each other – are shaped by 

the crises and the broader economic circumstances.  

        Here, it is worth noting that many scholars have made a distinction between the 

concepts of ‘kinship’ and ‘family’, understanding kinship as a structuring, cultural norm, and 

family as politically shaped. For instance, Michael Lambek (2013, 243) differentiates between 

family as ‘a potent symbol and central part of lived experience’, and ‘kinship’ as ‘an analytical 

concept in the anthropological repertoire’. Similarly, Jane Guyer (1991) has noted that while 

early anthropological accounts of African ‘families’ largely deployed the concepts of ‘kinship’ 

 
58 I acknowledge that the term childhood is not neutral, but morally and politically charged with ever-shifting 
meanings. Once described as a distinctive Western feature, the transnational circulation of laws and ideologies, 
such as ‘the right of the child’ framed in the 1989 convention adopted by the United Nations, has influenced the 
notion of childhood globally, affecting how states, NGOs, and others define, value, and police childhood, and 
channel resources (e.g. Donzelot 1979, Fassin 2013). The convention, among other things, declares that every 
child has the right to reside with her parents unless that would be deemed detrimental to the ‘best interest of a 
child’ by authorities (articles 7 and 9, see Einarsdottir 2006, 184). Nevertheless, the global principle of ‘best 
interest’ is formulated and interpreted with significant differences in my study field, as I discuss in Chapter Eight, 
as well as across the globe (e.g. Skivenes & Sørsdal 2018, Uusihakala 2021). 
59 As explained in Chapter One, according to the patrilineal idea of kinship, children belong to their father’s 
lineage, sharing the paternal ancestors, surname, totem, and descent, and should also be buried in the ancestral 
land of the father’s lineage. At the event of marriage, women move from their father’s lineage and household to 
their husband’s lineage and household (see e.g. Ranger 1994). 
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and ‘chieftaincy’, terms like ‘household’ and ‘community’ emerged as the economic units and 

administrative categories of the colonial state and were then adopted by scholars (Guyer 1991). 

Jane Collier and colleagues (1992, 40) have stated that ‘the family as we know it…is a sphere 

of human relationships shaped by a state that recognizes families as units that hold property, 

provide for care and welfare, and attend particularly to the young – a sphere conceptualized as 

a realm of love and intimacy in opposition to the more ‘impersonal’ norms that dominate 

modern economics and politics’ (Collier, Rosaldo & Yanagisako 1992, 40, emphasis mine). In 

this study, my purpose is not to draw boundaries between family, kinship, and household, or 

consider them as discrete units. For instance, kinship has not only been a cultural and 

cosmological way to organize societies, a construction of ‘traditional norms’, it has also been 

a political project, shaped by micro and macro-economics and entangled with other domains 

of life. Furthermore, as others have recognized and this dissertation confirms, intimate family 

relations should not be romanticized simply as ‘safe and cozy’ (Pine 2018, 99, see also e.g. 

Carsten 2013, Reynolds 2016), but as also involving conflicts and dire economic calculations 

wherein boundaries of belonging and caring are redrafted.  

       The chapter is divided into four sections. I begin by situating how children have 

historically moved between different kin configurations in both colonial and postcolonial 

contexts in southern Africa in general, and Zimbabwe in particular. I then provide the life 

history of Sharon, a 31-year-old returnee, to illustrate how different perceptions of kinship and 

caring are articulated in daily life, and to tease out how child relocation has become both an 

extremely prevalent yet increasingly fragile form of child fostering, as children move from one 

household to another at an often uncertain tempo. Sharon’s various attempts to secure the 

material wellbeing of her children and herself, and to repair the discontinuities and maintain 

belonging to her past and present kin networks, exemplify the struggles to ‘hold things together 

in a livable way’ in Zimbabwe’s multi-layered crisis (Puig de la Bellacasa 2012); they also 

raise questions about the connection between remittances and childcare. In the third part, I 

explore how intimate relations are intertwined with economic interactions and the trajectories 

of people, goods, and money in the reciprocal care expectations of mutual benefit (cf. Dahl 

2009, 2016, Constable 2009, Pugh 2008, Reynolds 2015, 2016, Zelizer 1994 [1985], 2005). 

The fourth and final part discusses how ancestral continuity and care constitute central 

components of the economies of care among my interlocutors, presenting the various ways that 

my interlocutors tried to repair their disconnections to sustain life-worlds.  
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  Ultimately, illustrated by a repertoire of child-care configurations and the moral and 

economic discussions framing them, the chapter points out that domestic care arrangements do 

not draw on economic calculations or any other single logic in a static way. Rather, the 

domestic economies of childcare emerge as open-ended, affective, economically, and morally 

entwined processes.  

 

Child ‘circulation’: Historical patterns and contemporary practices 

Ross Parsons examined the everyday life and care arrangements of HIV-positive children in 

Mutare, a border city between Zimbabwe and Mozambique, in the early 2000s. He maintained 

that contemporary forms of child mobility in Zimbabwe are ‘current versions of historical 

patterns, related to long-established migrant labour practices within the southern African 

region, where families often maintain rural and urban homes and children are parented by fluid 

configurations of adult kin’ (Parsons 2010, 450). Here, I contextualize the common form of 

child fostering in which children move between households by showing how it is linked to and 

examined as a historical, African, and Zimbabwean context of labour migration, HIV/AIDS 

crisis, and transnational – largely middle-class – migration. The recent case of injivas who 

struggle to fulfil reciprocal kinship obligations adds to such discussions, underlining that the 

multi-layered crisis in Zimbabwe has challenged kinship norms among lower income 

migrations, and indicating how relations of intimacy are bound up with monetary and material 

transmissions (cf. Zelizer 2005, see also Ferguson 2015, 127).  

            An extensive corpus of literature demonstrates that such a form of childcare is common 

in many African contexts, studies which are typically framed in terms of colonial labour 

migration and the HIV/AIDS crisis (Alber et al.2013, Bledsoe 1990, 1995, Einarsdottir 2006, 

Goody 1984, Madhavan 2004, Manderson & Bloch 2016). For instance, the southern African 

labour migration to the mines of the colonial era, explored in Chapter Four, separated families 

and resulted in children being cared for by both kin and non-kin (e.g. Spiegel 1987). In the 

Zimbabwean context, the earliest accounts of child mobility have similarly been produced in 

light of colonial (mostly internal rural-urban) labour migration; several show that there is no 

static way, or singular ‘cultural’ or ‘ethnic’ principle, that determines how care is arranged, yet 

such ideals provide frameworks for organizing social life. For instance, Richard Werbner 

(1975, 1991), who conducted ethnographic studies among Kalanga families in both the 

Matabeleland region and Botswana from the 1960s to the 1990s, describes how, in the context 
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of cross-border and national-level labour migration, children moved from one setting to 

another, cared for by various family members including their father’s other wives; yet he also 

notes internal family disagreements over care arrangements. Michael Bourdillon (2000 

[1976]), in turn, has researched Shona kinship and shown how patrilineal kinship lines were 

strengthened by residential patterns in rural Shona society, also pointing out that conflicts and 

diverse practices exist within the societies studied (ibid., xvii). There were also several 

exceptions to these ‘rules’: for instance, if a man was unable to pay the required bride price he 

would live at his wife’s father’s homestead until he had worked it off (Bourdillon 2000 [1976], 

28). Michael Gelfand (1985 [1979]), who studied Shona childhoods in native reserves in the 

late colonial period, has argued that while children live close to their paternal grandparents, it 

was also preferrable for toddlers to go to their maternal grandparents for a time, usually for 

about two years. Maternal grandparents, a grandmother in particular, were seen as better at 

disciplining children and teaching them good manners due to their physical distance from them 

compared to the paternal grandparents who were ‘always close at hand and with whom there 

may have been clashes’ (ibid., 12). Portraying his interlocutors’ kin care practices as following 

‘an essentially African way of life’ (ibid., vi), however, Gelfand largely ignores the broader 

structural, political, and economic issues that influence how kinship is experienced in the 

everyday.60 

          Indeed, as I have already stated here and in Chapter Three, domestic kin relations have 

been inherently political matters in Zimbabwe, both during and after colonialism. For instance, 

the principle of patrilineal kinship and its gendered division and child belonging has been used 

to turn Black male peasants into a cheap colonial labour force and to create fiscal subjects, 

taxpayers, and consumers involved in the cash economy (Ncube 1987a, 6, Schmidt 1992a, 6).61 

While the divide between rural caring women responsible for social reproduction and the urban 

male labourer as an economic provider was never as absolute as the colonial administration 

anticipated it to be (ibid., Barnes 1997), the notion of caring rural women and the extended 

family is replicated in the present-day care practices. During the ongoing political, economic, 

and humanitarian crisis, needy family members continue to be transported not only across 

borders, but also between rural kumushas (homesteads) – where people practice subsistence 

farming and where the cost of living and school fees are lower – and urban ‘family houses’, 

 
60 Furthermore, Gelfand’s work has been accused of having been framed by his colonial prejudice and concomitant 
portrayal of the life of Africans as primitive in contrast to the Western way of life (G. Ncube 2014).  
61 It is worth noting, though, that similar measures have also been enforced to stimulate labour migration in 
matrilineal situations, for instance among LuBemba in Northern Rhodesia (Mvusi 1994). 
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also expected to accommodate different kin members, such as relatives visiting or seeking 

livelihoods in the city.  

        Since the 1990s, the HIV/AIDS crisis has stretched and tested southern African kin 

networks to provide care for the millions of children orphaned by AIDS, at the same time as 

the neoliberal Structural Adjustment Programme largely drove health services out of the reach 

of ordinary people (e.g. Madhavan 2004, Mellins et al. 1996, Preble 1990). In such a context, 

it has been argued – in a rather romanticized manner – that ‘due to the strong extended family 

system, orphans have usually been willingly and relatively easily adopted by other family 

members’ (Preble 1990, 678), and that ‘in the past, the sense of duty and responsibility of 

extended families towards other members was almost without limits’ (Foster 2000, 4). In post-

independence Zimbabwe, the circulation of children has been closely examined in the context 

of the HIV/AIDS pandemic (Parsons 2005, 2010, 2012), the complex and multi-layered crisis 

since the 2000s, and the feminization of migration (Alexander & Chitofiri 2010, McGregor 

2007, 2008, Chinoya 2010, Kufakurinani et al. 2014), which is also the context that frames this 

study. Parsons (2005, 2010, 2012), for example, has examined the consequences of the 

devastating HIV/AIDS pandemic in Zimbabwe, intertwined with the radical restructuring of 

public healthcare services in 1990s and the collapse of state services during the 2000s; by 2010 

an estimated one in five Zimbabwean children had lost one or both parents because of 

HIV/AIDS (UNICEF 2012). Parsons (2005, 450) has argued that, as a response to extreme 

adversity including orphanhood and numerous forced displacements, ‘children in 

contemporary urban Zimbabwe are routinely displaced within kin and community networks’. 

Similarly, people whom I encountered, especially the Community Case Workers (CCWs), 

explained that family networks had become extremely stretched due to the HIV/AIDS, forcing 

children to circulate between different arrangements, not only to be cared for, but also to take 

care of sick relatives.  

          Casting light on transnational migration, JoAnn McGregor (2008) has examined family 

life reconfigurations among Zimbabwean migrant mothers in Britain, presenting children as 

central to discussions of identity and belonging, and suggesting that, due to the cost of living 

and education, parents typically leave their children in Zimbabwe. Martha Chinouya (2010) 

has examined how HIV positive Zimbabwean women in Britain view their obligations to 

support their families, especially the children who remain in Zimbabwe. Most of her informants 

had left their children to live with their own mothers, even if their children had been recognized 

by the fathers and ‘traditionally’ belonged to their husband’s lineage. This emphasizes the 
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maternal grandparents’ strong ‘emotional’ ties to their grandchildren, a point also made by 

many of my interlocutors (Chinouya 2010, 165). Ushehwedu Kufakurinani, Dominic Pashura, 

and JoAnn McGregor (2014) have explored the emergence of ‘diaspora orphans’, children of 

middle-class Zimbabweans, especially women, who have migrated overseas to work in the care 

industry, focusing on the emotional and practical challenges that the children back home face. 

These accounts provide valuable insights into how kin networks, transnational family life, and 

childcare are arranged in contemporary Zimbabwe, yet they focus on relatively highly skilled, 

middle-class Zimbabwean women engaged in care work in the global North. Although 

acknowledging the precarious working conditions and experiences of deskilling overseas 

(McGregor 2007, 2008, Chinouya 2010, Kufakurinani et al 2014), they address situations 

where women have usually been able to remit money and reciprocity to those who care for 

their children, strengthening the ties to their homes. In effect, the women they describe are 

maintaining ‘global care chains’ by looking after the aging population in the global North in 

order to care for their families in the global South (Hochschild 2000, Baldassar & Merla 

2014).62  

  In the current study, most of my female interlocutors were or had been working as 

domestic helpers in South Africa, exemplifying a South-South version of such care chains. I 

observed that in situations where the expectation of reciprocal care – that is, the exchange of 

regular transmissions of remittances for childcare – could be fulfilled, the child’s emplacement 

seemed to be relatively stable, and the caring chain was functional. As Janet Carsten (2013) 

has maintained, different factors, including economic resources, can ‘thicken’ or ‘thin’ kinship 

ties and the ability to realize the ideals of belonging and caring. In the aforementioned cases, 

remittances seemed to thicken the child’s ties to the household and caregiver, typically a 

grandmother, who received remittances in return. Indeed, often the primary reason for people 

to migrate was to be able to finance the caring and support for their children by sending money 

home to finance their schooling and everyday living.  

      No doubt, kin ties have been, and continue to be largely affectionate, conscientious, and 

organized around caring. Nevertheless, presentations of an ideal African kinship, where 

children are smoothly incorporated into non-natal households, risk overlooking the 

 
62 These practices also take place within the national borders where lower-class women are also employed as 
domestic workers, or ‘maids’, by middle-class families. Many of my female interlocutors were looking for such 
options, but it was commonly known that the wages were considerably lower in Zimbabwe than in South Africa. 
While the monthly wages that my interlocutors had gained in South Africa ranged from 2,000 to 4,000 Rands, 
equivalent to about 130 to 260 USD, in Zimbabwe the salaries were between 60 to 120 USD during my fieldwork.  
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vulnerabilities and tensions underpinning fostering arrangements resulting from multi-layered 

structural factors. For instance, Lindsey Reynolds (2015, 2016) in South Africa and Bianca 

Dahl (2009, 2016) in Botswana have powerfully illustrated that decisions about who is to care 

for HIV orphans and vulnerable children are also politically and economically rationalized, 

showing that ‘African kinship’ does not necessarily offer the ultimate security zone, although 

compared to other formations, such as the nuclear family, it may provide more options (see 

also Bledsoe 1990, 1995, Einarsdottir 2004, Oni 1995). My research adds to the literature 

highlighting children’s sometimes disadvantaged position in kin networks and the economic 

concerns raised by fostering among Zimbabwean transnational families. Indeed, the remainder 

of this chapter demonstrates that, among low-income injivas, familial relations are 

characterized by challenges to reciprocate and send remittances back to the child’s place of 

residence. In such conditions, the caring chains are not always solid, and ‘care debts’ risk 

thinning the sense of belonging and access to resources. Child fostering practices in Zimbabwe 

and more broadly in Africa are often described with metaphors of ‘circulation’ and ‘fluidity’, 

terms that strengthen tropes of African kinship as flexible and caring (Mkhawanazi & Bloch 

2016, Preble 1990). Yet these terms risk glossing over experiences of neglect and tension 

among family members, and the uncertainty of not knowing where children will live next. 

Consequently, the rest of the chapter adds a layer to this ongoing discussion by exploring how, 

in situations where reciprocal obligations are challenging or impossible to meet, childcare is 

articulated and practically arranged.  

 

Sharon’s attempts to arrange childcare  

As I explained in the Introduction, at the beginning of my research, I felt reluctant to make 

kinship the key concept of this study. However, one amongst the multiple moving stories that 

challenged me to think about the dynamics of kin care was that of Sharon, a 31-year-old 

returnee. During our many encounters I learned that her life was characterized by a knot of 

intertwined misfortunes, ranging from her weak health and consequent struggle to manage 

menial piece work, to disconnections with her paternal family and bad luck caused by her 

deceased maternal grandmother. First and foremost, she was concerned about the wellbeing 

and the care arrangements for her four children – 11-year-old twin daughters and 4 and 3-year-

old sons, whose fathers were absent, as I will explore in more detail later – and spent 

considerable effort trying to locate kin members who would be willing and able to add her 



 
 

136 
 

children to their households and share resources with them. This proved challenging in a 

situation where her maternal and paternal relatives in Zimbabwe were already struggling under 

the obligation to accommodate and provide for needy relatives.  

          Like many other interlocutors Sharon had lived in multiple family settings in her own 

childhood in the 1990s and early 2000s. Her father and mother had separated when she was 

small63 and her father had then formed a polygamous household, with his ‘senior wife’ and 

children in Bulawayo and a ‘junior wife’ and children in South Africa. All in all, he had eleven 

children from these three unions. After the divorce, Sharon and her two brothers were separated 

from their mother and moved to their father’s home in Bulawayo; she maintained contact with 

her mother although, due to lack of resources, they rarely met. Sharon never explained, and I 

never asked why this separation took place, yet it was commonly argued that if lobola has been 

paid, the paternal family are entitled to custody of ensuing children. Likewise, it was also 

proposed that if lobola is not paid, the child belongs to the mother’s lineage and is identified 

with maternal relatives. Whatever the root cause in this instance, while the father himself lived 

and worked primarily in South Africa, Sharon and her brothers lived with their father’s 

Bulawayo-based senior wife, whom Sharon called ‘a stepmother’. Although Sharon said her 

father loved her and her brothers, and she remembered occasions when he had sent money and 

groceries to maintain their wellbeing, the stepmother had treated Sharon and her brothers 

unequally compared to her own children. For instance, while the latter’s school fees were paid 

and they finished their primary education, Sharon and her brothers were responsible for most 

of the household work without the opportunity to go to school, illustrating that consanguine 

proximity can be one signifier in how resources are distributed. Echoing this, despite the 

physical distance from her own mother, Sharon’s memories and visions of proper care were 

mirrored by her material and affective attention, in contrast to the pain of separation from her 

in her childhood. Yet, although many interlocutors displayed stronger practical and affective 

assumptions about mothers and maternal relatives, while paternal care obligations were often 

articulated through financial and material expectations, this gendered division of caring is also 

challenged. For instance, when Sharon moved to South Africa in 2004 on the eve of the 

hyperinflation, she got financial help from her mother, who ‘saw that [she] was not living well 

 
63 I do not have specific details on the nature of this particular marriage. My interlocutors identified four types of 
marriage in Zimbabwe: civil marriage registered under the Marriage Act (chapter 5:11); customary marriage, 
registered under the Customary Marriages Act (chapter 5:07); unregistered customary law unions facilitated by 
lobola; and cohabitation, with no registration or lobola payments, which was argued to be the most common form.  
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with [her] stepmother’. Similarly, when I asked who could assist her in various instances, she 

sighed, ‘if only my mother were here’.  

         In South Africa, Sharon first resided with her father’s South Africa-based family, but 

she soon met her first husband and they managed to rent a room in Hillbrow, Johannesburg. 

The relationship had started as masihlalisane (‘let’s stay together’) or ‘marriage of 

convenience’ – cohabitation as the result of a sexual relationship that develops between 

migrants and locals as well as among migrants (Maphosa 2012, 131) – although this way of 

forming a household was also vernacularly called ‘marriage’ (cf. Jones 2009). However, 

Sharon’s masihlalisane evolved into a longer-term relationship that was neither legally 

registered nor customarily recognized by lobola, but produced twin daughters, who turned 11 

during my fieldwork. The relationship ended when they were three years old, and the father 

had since remarried and retained limited contact with the girls. Sharon explained that her 

daughters ‘belonged’ to her father, as unmarried and divorced women and illegitimate children 

do, according to the patrilineal idea. Since Sharon’s marriage was not recognized and lobola 

was not paid, it was the responsibility of Sharon’s father and his lineage to care for the 

daughters, but Sharon’s father’s senior wife, Sharon’s stepmother, had been unwilling to 

accommodate ‘extra children’. Therefore, Sharon had first ‘posted’ her daughters from South 

Africa to her own mother, the maternal grandmother of the children. Indeed, in the case of 

parents’ separation, many interlocutors suggested that if a marriage was not recognised – that 

is, registered either customarily through lobola or the courts – children, especially girls, often 

stayed with their maternal relatives, formally in the custody of their maternal grandfather or 

uncle, but under the affective and practical care of female relatives. Many also argued that the 

gender of a child played a role when making decisions on where the children of a separated 

couple ought to reside and to whom they should belong. In situations where siblings were 

separated into different households, it was argued that girls more often stayed with their 

mothers and maternal kin than boys, who tended to live with their fathers and paternal family 

with whom they would always share a surname and totem. Economic backgrounds also matter, 

however. For instance, whichever side of the family could care for children financially – by 

paying for their travel from South Africa to Zimbabwe, for instance – seemed to have the right 

and responsibility to care for them.  

        In 2014, Sharon herself returned to her mother’s place in Bulawayo where her daughters 

lived, moving in with a new partner in a nearby township the following year and leaving the 

girls with her mother. It was common practice to relocate children from previous relationships 
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at the time of forming a new conjugal union, a topic I return to below. Sharon and her new 

partner had two sons but, in 2017, Sharon’s mother passed away and later the same year Sharon 

separated again. Now, she had to organize housing for her two daughters, two sons, and herself. 

The daughters were sent to Sharon’s father’s senior wife in Bulawayo, with whom Sharon had 

also lived in her childhood but who had initially been reluctant to accommodate her daughters. 

Sharon explained this decision as one of desperation, adding that her daughters experienced 

abuse due to their consanguineously distant kinship status to their stepmother. As she 

explained: 

Now the problem was that when my mother died, my stepmother took my girls to stay 

with them as maids. When my girls came to visit me, they told me that they don’t want 

to go back as they make them to go to school without eating. They also made them fetch 

water from the borehole. They were beating them without reason.  

Later, a maternal female cousin agreed to accommodate the girls in her household in a rural 

village some 100 kilometres away from Bulawayo to reduce the cost of living. Indeed, at the 

time of my fieldwork, the school fees per term ranged from 15 Dollars in rural schools to 45 

Dollars in Bulawayo. Furthermore, people said that, unlike in urban schools, principals at rural 

schools often did not send children away even if their school fees were not paid. Sharon often 

showed me pictures of the girls sent by her cousin. In them, the girls were smiling, wearing 

school uniforms or eating isithwala, thick corn-flour porridge. The pictures assured Sharon that 

the girls were receiving good care. However, Sharon expressed concerns over whether the 

cousin would continue to care for them as she had not been able to send groceries or money in 

many months.    

 Sharon initially tried to care for the sons herself. When I first met them in November 

2018, the three of them lived in a rented room in Bulawayo and Sharon worked occasionally 

as a housemaid in her church councillor’s household. However, due to her erratic and 

insufficient income, and the challenges of arranging care over her irregularly long working 

days, the three of them soon moved to the home of her maternal aunt in another township in 

Bulawayo. She called the aunt her mamncane (small mother), a common term that refers to a 

younger sister of one’s mother.64 Her mamncane and her husband had four children themselves, 

but only the youngest one, a boy under school-age, resided with them. The other three were 

cared for by their paternal grandparents in a rural village where they also went to school. In a 

 
64 This kin idiom can also be used to refer to the father’s junior wife.  
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situation where the mamncane and her husband were already struggling to provide for their 

own children, Sharon seemed to be constantly re-evaluating their capacity to ‘share the pot’ 

with her children and herself – a metaphor referring to the distribution of the basic material 

resources of food and accommodation, medical attention, and schooling. After Sharon 

overheard the two arguing about their dire economic situation, she arranged for the two boys 

to live with their paternal grandparents, who were also caring for the boys’ terminally ill and 

bed-ridden father. Sharon herself started lodging at a friend’s home, ‘only for a short time’, she 

emphasized. The paternal family of Sharon’s sons had asked Sharon to move there too, to 

provide care for her ex-husband. 

They want me to move and take care of him because he is so sick. What I want to do is 

to take care of my children. When I ask advice from my brothers, they say that I must 

come to South [Africa], to do something myself. But I am scared as I don’t have a 

passport, and what would I do with the kids? 

Clearly, the capacity to care and decisions to take on care responsibilities are influenced by 

resources and assets. Sharon’s narrative touches upon myriad social, moral, and economic 

considerations, and practical, material challenges as to how to arrange childcare and claim 

access to kin resources in the context of enduring crisis and asymmetric reciprocity. In 

comparison to middle-class migrants who manage to remit and thereby compensate for their 

care debt to family members who accommodate and care for their children (Alexander & 

Chitofiri 2010, McGregor 2008, Chinoyua 2010), under poorer circumstances, where the 

ability to reciprocate is reduced, the rhythm of children’s movement between households can 

become rather erratic and recurrent. In conditions of widespread anxiety about kin care 

provision, children’s habitation patterns were often characterized by vulnerability and 

uncertainty, breaks and disruptions. Sharon’s complicated relationship with her stepmother, or 

the stepmother’s desire to manage her own family life autonomously might explain the 

difficulties that Sharon’s daughters faced. That said, economic factors certainly influenced 

different family members’ willingness and ability to provide care for Sharon, and her children.  

In the following section, I expand the discussion of how family economics encompass childcare 

arrangements by teasing out connections between the trajectories of money transfers and those 

of injiva children. This helps to demonstrate that, although the practices of kinship and 

relatedness are not static, but open-ended and relational, genealogies and kinship norms 

provide central resources for navigating the contemporary world and envisaging the future 

(Carsten 2020). I later discuss how such disparities are reasoned and repaired.  
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Remittances and the willingness to care   

Globally, transnational migration – along with increasingly advanced transportation and 

communication channels – has resulted in a growing interest in the influence of diaspora 

economies and remittances on development and poverty reduction (Omata 2011, de Haas 

2005). However, as I discuss in the Introduction, although it was evident that many households 

in my study field expected, and were to a large extent dependent on, monetary and material 

transmissions from their family members abroad, many injivas struggled to send money and 

meet these expectations. In this section, I explore the local consequences of irregular remitting, 

and how the probability of receiving such scarce resources was monitored and used at the 

domestic level.  

      As explained in the previous chapter, it was well known that injivas cannot always 

make do in South Africa and therefore deploy multiple strategies to keep face, managing 

communication and information to maintain the image of a successful migrant. However, the 

wellbeing of a left-behind or posted-back child was used by my interlocutors as a yardstick to 

judge the real success of an injiva especially a female. ‘If the mother is not able to send money, 

you see [her] children abused. You can see it in the kind of food they have to eat, the amount 

of work they have to do’, one CCW put it. Similarly, many CCWs and charity workers whom 

I encountered explained that there are ‘many children who are suffering because their parents 

are not remitting anything back home’, to borrow the words of one. Sharon’s case provides a 

concrete example of this; towards the end of my fieldwork the two girls living with Sharon’s 

maternal cousin needed to be relocated. According to Sharon, this was due to her inability to 

provide for them, and they were sent to another maternal relative in the town of Gwanda, 

located between Bulawayo and Beitbridge. Sharon explained that it was due to her continued 

struggles to make a living, which caused the family to mistreat the girls and forced them to 

drop out of school.  

  People often talked about the dire situations of older women who were providing care 

for their own grandchildren and others. For instance, Mrs Moyo, a 53-year-old widow whom I 

met as she was visiting her Bulawayo-based cousin, lived in their rural home with her two 

adult, divorced sons and two grandchildren, who were children of one of the sons. She also had 

one daughter in South Africa, who planned to send her five-year-old and an eight-month-old 

child to their maternal grandmother.  
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Life is going to be difficult as I am a widow. It will be hard to fend for them. My duties 

will be tight, because I will be having infants to take care of…Now [when the two other 

children will be sent from South Africa] we have to cook a larger pot and increase in 

farming, tilling, and all… [My daughter] is just seated there in South Africa. My son-

in-law is the one working and taking care of the family. But now he has no job, and the 

children need to be sent here.  

Mrs Moyo’s story is typical; the older women whom I encountered usually accommodated 

small children: their grandchildren, great-grandchildren, nephews, and nieces, sometimes the 

children of their neighbours, friends, or more distant family members. Often the parents of the 

children had passed away or migrated, mostly to South Africa. Discussions of childcare among 

them were framed by considerable concern about the material challenges of ‘sharing the pot’, 

as Mrs Moyo’s case illustrates.  

         If remittances were sent at all, they were most likely to be sent to the household caring 

for the remitter’s children. Kufakurinani and colleagues (2014, 130) have made similar 

observations among middle-class Zimbabwean ‘diaspora orphans’, who are not parentless as 

such but whose parents, especially mothers, are abroad. They have argued that among the 

diaspora orphans ‘elevated status [is] achieved through money’, as their parents – once again, 

especially mothers – direct their remittances to those households where they reside. This echoes 

Bianca Dahl’s (2016) account of orphan care in Botswana where the households who 

accommodate orphans are entitled to NGO and state-provided monthly food baskets. She has 

observed that, as a result, relatives often compete for the ‘right’ to house an orphan (Dahl 2016). 

Similarly, Reynolds (2015, 2016) has examined how cash grants allocated to households 

fostering ‘vulnerable’ children in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, influenced the willingness of 

different family members to shoulder ‘the duty of support’ for fostering children categorized 

as ‘vulnerable’. All these accounts illustrate the economic value that can accrue to children, 

and how economic realities influence the willingness and practical capacity to care, drawing 

lines between inclusion and exclusion in terms of household sharing. They also make it 

apparent that children are not mere economic dependants but also potential economic 

contributors (cf. Zelizer 1994 [1985], 2005, Pugh 2008, McKinnon & Cannell 2013, 8-12). 

Nevertheless, in the absence of steady, monthly food baskets and child support grants, my 

observations among the low-income earning injivas and their families suggest that although 

‘posted-back’ or ‘left-behind’ children do embody a degree of hope for the mobilization of 

money and assets, they also embody the risk of becoming ‘extra mouths to feed’ as the food 
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parcels and money remitted by their parents or other relatives are often irregular in nature or 

non-existent. Yet considerations of child belonging go beyond an economic calculus. Consider 

the following examples. 

        In August 2018, when I visited Susan, a 56-year-old widow with transnational family 

split between Hillbrow (South Africa) and Bulawayo where she had her ‘family home’, she 

was taking care of three grandchildren whose parents were in South Africa. One of them, 

Petronella (to whom I return below), was the daughter of Susan’s son, currently in South 

Africa; the other two were her daughter’s children and had recently been transported via 

omalaytsha from South Africa to Susan’s home. Typical of injivas, Susan’s daughter and her 

husband had struggled to accommodate the children due to their long working hours and 

precarious living conditions and had decided to send them to Zimbabwe (see Chapter Four). 

Susan explained that as lobola had facilitated the customary marriage, the children had their 

father’s surname and belonged to his lineage. Therefore, she reasoned, the children should 

ideally have gone to their paternal relatives, but they had been unwilling to accommodate them. 

Possibly there were other tensions underpinning these relations that I was unable to grasp, but, 

according to Susan, the paternal grandparents had feared that Susan’s daughter and her husband 

would not be able to remit anything, so they were sent to their maternal grandmother. However, 

during my fieldwork they were relocated to the homestead of the paternal grandparents, who 

had demanded that the children be transferred to them. It might be that their material 

circumstances had improved and they were now able to provide for the children, but in Susan’s 

view, ‘They were waiting first to see if their parents are going to send anything. It was only 

after they saw that I was actually receiving something that they wanted the children.’  

          Although children ‘belong’ to their fathers according to patrilineal custom, especially 

when lobola has been paid, people defined the maternal relatives as still having a specific 

nurturing role and an affective tie to children, while the paternal grandparents were suggested 

as first and foremost the material care providers. As one male interlocutor recounted: 

My mother’s side is always the nurturing side of the child’s life. It is the kindergarten 

side of life. That is why upon payment of bride price, the son-in-law must pay [for] the 

mother’s cow, to thank the maternal side for a job well done in raising a wife for him. 

If the child’s parents are poor and there are no cows, no lobola, or if there are no 

remittances, the paternal side might not want the child. So, it is finally the maternal side 

that is ready to receive even a poor child. They rarely give problems, even if we falter 



 
 

143 
 

with remittances. But if the child brings benefits, oh yes, both sides want the child. But 

in conflicts, kids go to the paternal side.  

Susan and her grandchildren’s situation partly adhered to this division of care between paternal 

and maternal kin, but also complicated it. This was apparent in the case of Susan’s third 

grandchild, six-year-old Petronella, the daughter of Susan’s son. Petronella’s father also 

resided in South Africa but his whereabouts were unknown and Susan rarely talked about him. 

In September 2016, when I first met Susan, she explained that Petronella’s mother and father 

had separated when living in South Africa. Sometime after the separation, Petronella’s mother 

had returned without notice from South Africa and ‘dumped’ a new-born baby, Petronella, with 

Susan, before returning to South Africa. The child’s birth was not recorded or registered, and 

at four years of age Petronella could neither access school nor get sufficient medical care. When 

I met her for a second time in August 2018, Susan explained that the mother had reappeared 

earlier the same year. Susan’s daughter had found Petronella’s mother through social media 

and ascertained that she was not ‘doing well’. Furthermore, she was living with a new partner, 

who would not accommodate Petronella, the daughter of another man. Although Susan 

denounced Petronella’s mother for ‘not having enough motherly love’, she also expressed 

empathy for her. It was Susan’s family, Petronella’s paternal family, to whom Petronella 

‘belonged’ and who should provide economically. She also emphasized that Petronella’s 

maternal grandmother, who lived in the same neighbourhood, already cared for Petronella’s 

mother’s older daughter, Petronella’s ‘half-sister’, who had been born in a previous 

relationship. The embracive tenderness between Susan and Petronella suggested an affective 

bond between the two, and Susan never seemed to question her duty to care for Petronella.  

However, she complained that although they ‘shared the pot’, the other two injiva children 

occasionally received clothing, food, and money from their parents in South Africa; Petronella 

did not and was wearing her cousin’s old clothes and could not attend school. Since Petronella’s 

birth was unregistered, Susan was considering how to obtain a birth certificate for Petronella 

via ‘alternatives means’, discussed in Chapter Seven.  

         The evaluation of the usage of remittances worked both ways, and I often heard 

complaints that family members, friends, or ‘maids’ who had received remittances to look after 

children, had misspent the money. This typically resulted in shifting the accommodation of the 

children and redirecting remittance trajectories. Indeed, both the usage of remittances by 

relatives and caregivers at home and injivas’ ability to remit were subjects of speculation and 

monitoring. For instance, when I accompanied Martha to withdraw 15 USD that her sister had 
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sent her from South Africa from a furniture shop that operated as an ‘injiva bank’ (see Chapter 

Three), she assured me that she would send a picture of the items bought or the receipt as 

evidence that the remittance had been appropriately spent. Another female interlocutor, who 

had been taking care of her sister’s granddaughter, whose mother was working in South Africa, 

was accused by her relatives of misusing remittances sent by the mother to provide care for her 

daughter. Angered by the accusations and observing that the mother was ‘doing fine and 

enjoying her life’, judging by the pictures on her social media account, she had sent the girl 

back to her mother in South Africa. Thus, while remittances maintain and shape vital 

relationships, they also cause disagreements between family members and paternal and 

maternal relatives. Similarly, frustrated by the constant demands of her relatives to send 

groceries, Primrose, a 42-year-old Zimbabwean single mother whom I met in Hillbrow, 

Johannesburg, brought her 6-year-old daughter to live with her in South Africa due to the high 

demands from her sister’s family in Zimbabwe, who had been looking after her.  

They always called me that your child needs this, she doesn’t have this, she doesn’t 

have that. So, I find it better to stay with her. My sister is not scared of calling me. She 

would call me here and there and let you know that she needs money. Now they want 

me to send her back to them, but me, eish, I don’t take her home. She must stay with 

mommy.  

Examination of the reciprocal expectation between remitting and child rearing brings to the 

fore the simultaneous vitality and vulnerability of remittances, the significance of money and 

material assets in mediating social relations and directing children’s mobility trajectories. 

Indeed, the combination of the critical currency and cash crisis, and the legal and economic 

marginality of injivas and their limited economic potential, caused tense moral-economic 

negotiations over how to arrange care within transnational families in the most practical way. 

I suggest that while remittances do not straightforwardly determine a child’s belonging and 

residential patterns, they do play a significant role in how kinship is experienced and childcare 

arranged. Indeed, insecurity over material compensation for childcare can ‘thin’ intimate ties 

(Carsten 2013), leading to the need to alter living arrangements, while their regularity and 

stability thicken the sense of obligation. Childcare can become a process fraught with anxiety, 

constantly under negotiation as families attempt to manage ‘everyday extremity’ (Parsons 

2005) in morally acceptable ways, with no easy solutions available. Sharon’s narrative, for 

instance, shows that kin relations were not a bottomless source of support (cf. Carsten 2013, 

Dahl 2009, Peletz 1995, 2000). On the other hand, relatives do not only accommodate children 
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when they stand to benefit materially. Indeed, domestic care policies are not only economic 

questions, but take into consideration moral, cosmological ideals of belonging, also having a 

strong affective dimension illustrated, for instance, by Primrose, quoted above, who addressed 

her uneasy feelings about being separated from her child. As Puig de la Bellacasa (2011, 2012) 

has argued, concerns over how to arrange care are also affectively animated and intimately 

entangled in material re-makings of the world.  

  Related to these issues is the concern with rebuilding ancestral continuity, especially 

with the maternal side, as such continuity and its concomitant blessings are crucial for 

successful migration projects, as discussed next.  

 

‘It’s a two-way thing’: Repairing ancestral connection 

Like many other interlocutors who had returned from South Africa after struggling to make a 

living, Sharon argued that her challenges in South Africa and the reluctance of kin to care were 

linked to disconnections in her larger kin networks. Once she asked me, ‘How can anyone live 

four or five years in Egoli65 without finding a job?’ Without waiting for me to answer, she 

continued, ‘It is because someone is angry at you.’ She explained that the multitude of 

misfortunes she had faced, such as her disrupted marriages and experiences of abuse, her 

inability to find proper care for her children, and the disconnection with her daughters’ father, 

had been caused by her deceased maternal grandmother who had not been consulted before she 

left for South Africa. As a result, lacking protection from the gogo, she had fallen in love with 

the ‘wrong’ men, got sick, and was now living in a condition where ‘no one want[ed] to look 

after [her]’. In other words, she had experienced a form of social abandonment due to 

disconnection from her ancestral ties, implying an understanding of kinship and relatedness as 

a sense of shared ancestors, a ‘sense of shared faith’ and shared lineage (Sahlins 2013), and 

related access to kin-distributed care. She further explained that for similar reasons her two 

injiva brothers had disconnected from and forgotten their maternal family in Zimbabwe.66  

            People commonly observed that many injivas had returned to repair disrupted 

connections with their ancestors, via the intervention of elderly kin members, spirit mediums, 

 
65 Johannesburg. 
66 Nevertheless, it was argued that people mostly seek reconnection with the paternal ancestors, with whom they 
share surname, totem, and descent. 
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or Apostolic Prophets,67 who have then mediated protection through ritual negotiations with 

the ancestors and by providing material protective artefacts, such as armbands or blessed water 

for bathing. ‘Ancestral spirits can make you forget your children, to get involved in prostitution 

and criminality’, a pastor at a local branch of an international church explained. Indeed, as 

Jospath Gwenzi and others (2016, 55) have found in their study of Zimbabwean child 

migration, the travels to South Africa of some of my interlocutors had been blessed prior their 

embarkation, especially by maternal ancestors and religious authorities. ‘The spirits from the 

maternal side are the ones that always fight our battles and make our paths prosperous’, an 

NGO worker explained to me. Yet others claimed that some injivas purposely concealed their 

migration plans from family members due to their fears of being bewitched before their 

departure. People also told me that their passports and earlier visa applications had been blessed 

by religious and spiritual authorities, adding that unlucky injivas sometimes returned to repair 

disconnections with the spirit world in order to be able to make do in South Africa. For instance, 

after her return from South Africa – intended as a temporary visit but lasting much longer – 

Sharon too had consulted a Vapostori prophet to repair relations with her maternal 

grandmother, who had not been consulted before she left for South Africa. To rebuild ancestral 

continuity and turn misfortune into a blessing, she had been adding a spoonful of pink cleansing 

water to her bath for years. The water was bought for five Dollars from a local Apostolic 

prophet and kept in a 0.5 litre soft drink bottle. Furthermore, as an active member of an 

evangelical charismatic church, she had approached a church councillor to seek advice on the 

relocation of her sons and been told, ‘Stay with the children. Just pray. God will find a solution 

for you.’        

        Despite Sharon’s attempts to fix her situation by claiming care from relatives and 

seeking advice from different spiritual and religious parties, her economic situation was not 

improving. In an ambivalent condition of worsening finances and health, and as her own ability 

to contribute to her daughters’ material wellbeing was retreating, Sharon was increasingly 

worried about how to arrange care for them. Her care debt seemed to be becoming unbearable. 

With no confidence that her own ability to care would improve anytime soon, Sharon 

increasingly talked about her plans to re-migrate to South Africa and tried to locate available 

jobs through her South Africa-based relatives. She also approached a CCW to ask whether her 

 
67 The Prophets my interlocutors mentioned belonged to the Vapostori Church. Maxwell (1995, 312) defines 
Vapostori as ‘a Pentecostal church of the indigenous prophetic type’, established in 1962 by Johana Marange. The 
Vapostori prophets are known for their connection to the spirit world and traditional healing, and ascetic outfit. 
Physically the Vapostori are recognised by their all-white garments and lengthy open-air gatherings. 
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children could be placed in a children’s home governed by the District Social Welfare and run 

by a religious organization, as her social networks had proved no longer able to stretch their 

budgets to look after the girls. ‘At least my children would get food, shelter and medical care’, 

Sharon reasoned, while suggesting that ‘Social Welfare’ was her last option.68 

           Sharon’s life-story reflects an amalgam of examples that demonstrate that the 

reproduction of significant ties and a sense of continuity is not automatic and smooth; rather, 

the boundaries of inclusion and exclusion are under constant (re)negotiation, heavily affected 

by material scarcity (cf. Puig de la Bellacasa 2011, 2012). It also highlights the significance of 

the principles of consanguine relatedness and ancestral continuity, which are not only used to 

explain life’s disarrays, but also to claim access to domestic care distributions. Not only care 

but also its refusal can be articulated through ideas of relatedness and belonging. The following 

empirical case further illustrates how the ethics of caring are articulated in kinship terms, that 

is, how care needs are recognized and acted (or not acted) upon.  

            Nobuhle, a female NGO worker in her mid-40s, once complained about an unexpected 

phone call she had received from the wife of her late brother, who resided in South Africa. 

After the death of Nobuhle’s brother, his widowed wife had given birth to a child with another 

man; however, the couple separated. Later, the mother, who wanted to establish a new family 

with a new partner, asked Nobuhle, as a sister of her late husband, to accommodate and care 

for the child, although its father was not related to Nobuhle’s family. Nobuhle had refused on 

the basis that she was not morally obligated to care for the child, since ‘the baby was not related 

to us. She [the mother] was just testing if we can take the child’, she explained. She added that 

she had already taken in one of her late sister’s children and was paying school fees for another 

child who ‘was related’. Another time, Nobuhle told me a story about a neighbour’s family 

with a daughter in South Africa who also had a baby as a single mother. Out of desperation, 

she had contacted the Social Department in South Africa in order to give the child up for 

‘adoption’.69 Her mother, the baby’s maternal grandmother, travelled to South Africa after 

hearing about the plan, and brought the child to live with her in Zimbabwe where the child 

‘belonged’. This caused discord in the family, since resources were already scarce and the 

 
68 This was the situation when my fieldwork ended in March 2019. She later informed me over the phone that she 
had, once again, found a short-term, substitute job as a maid in a ‘white family’ in Nkulamo, one of Bulawayo’s 
low-density areas, and had manage to relocate her daughters to live with another cousin’s household in a rural 
area.  
69 I use the quotation marks here as the term ‘adoption’ is used in a variable of ways, and the meaning of it remains 
unclear in the context.  
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mother of the child was not sending anything to support the wellbeing of the child, who 

urgently needed formula and care.  

        Thus, moral articulations and practices of kin care and belonging draw on and use 

norms of kinship, cultural scripts of care and belonging (Coe 2016), such as the idea of lineage 

and shared blood, as Nobuhle’s narrative illustrates. In so doing people deploy various aspects 

and ideas of kinship, using and activating them as resources to imagine a liveable life and to 

claim resources – or to address moral statements to different family members (cf. Dahl 2009, 

2016). There are multiple variations in daily practice in how the care of injiva children is 

arranged. As we can see, consanguine proximity and belonging to either paternal or maternal 

lineage are central signifiers in the complex moral discussion of how to organize kin care in 

situations where the capacities to care are limited. This is also apparent, for instance, in 

situations where birth children, who share the same ancestors, and children with more distant 

kin status are treated differently, for instance when ‘step-parents’, like Sharon’s stepmother, 

favour their ‘own’ children before their ‘step-children’. In addition, as we saw in Sharon’s case, 

lineage proximity and patrilineal belonging were also used to justify why the ‘children of other 

men’ were not accepted in their mothers’ new relationships. Although such instances were not 

universal, stories of children whose mothers had relocated their children in order to remarry 

were widespread and people also observed that men were unwilling to let their children grow 

up with other men and were also not willing to live with children from their wives’ previous 

relationships.  

        Although fostering practices vary, as research on adoption in southern Africa 

demonstrates (e.g. Gerrand 2018), my interlocutors also pointed out the significance of 

ancestral connection through blood ties, and that a child emplaced purportedly permanently in 

a biologically unrelated family might not be recognized by ancestors. Therefore, it was not 

uncommon that children who had been wrongly placed were accused of bringing misfortune to 

the households where they resided (cf. ibid., 300). Signe Howell’s (2003, 2006a) concept of 

kinning is useful here. As noted in the first chapter, the term refers to the ‘process by which a 

foetus, new-born child, or any previously unconnected person is brought into a significant and 

permanent relationship that is expressed in a kin idiom’ (Howell 2003, 465)70. In the current 

case, if the kinning process was ‘wrongful’ in the sense that it involved secrecies and 

 
70 However, as discussed in the introduction, I find describing the outcome of kinning processes as ‘permanent’ 
relations problematic. However, Howell (2006a) herself does not claim that kin relations are static, rather, that 
they can be unmade and remade, and suggesting the terms dekinning and rekinning to describe this. 
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masquerade, it might cause misfortune, and ‘fixing’ things required dekinning practices to 

expel the previously kinned person from the kin community (Howell 2006a, 63). For instance, 

sangomas (spirit mediums) and Apostolic prophets had revealed cases where mothers, 

sometimes supported by broader social networks, had pretended that their children were the 

biological offspring of their partners when they actually ‘belonged to other men’, and therefore 

to another kin. Revealing these secretly misplaced children and turning misfortune into good 

fortune required mediation from elderly or spiritual authorities who could reconnect with the 

ancestors, to repair the disrupted lineage by dekinning and removing the child from the place 

and kin group, in which they were ‘wrongly’ located. Ideally, the child would then be rekinned 

with their biological father’s families, re-connecting the child to their kin, and re-establishing 

a belonging that had been jeopardised by false information. Ancestors had also helped to track 

the biological fathers of such children. Patricia, an older woman who accommodated the 

children of her relatives, explained to me how what she jokingly called ‘spiritual DNA tests’ 

worked: ‘our culture does not accept adoption’, she observed, since misplacing children would 

bring misfortune (see also X. Ncube 2018), while they might also get sick or have other 

problems when the spirit who owns the child ‘comes to fight and tell that they want their child’. 

While fostering arrangements vary, as I have shown, and children live in different kin 

configurations or are also fostered by non-kin, such as neighbours and friends, or ‘anyone who 

can take care of the kids’, a child’s wrongful emplacement within kinship and lineage was a 

serious, negatively valued practice, although not their practical care arrangements and 

habitation as such.  

         As we can see, the entitlement to kin care can be claimed on the basis of common 

descent and cross-generational belonging to a lineage, and the power of kinship and the 

underlying ideals can become strongly articulated and experienced in situations of 

displacement and abandonment (cf. Carsten 2013, Pine 2007). On the other hand, rekinning 

children with the family and ancestors with whom they belong was discussed as a blessing, a 

way to pursue generational continuity, welfare, and prosperity. Patricia, an older woman caring 

for two of her daughter’s children while the daughter lived in South Africa, explained this in 

the following way:  

Have you noticed one thing? When the injivas go, they leave the kids with the 

grandmother, not with the sister or whoever. Why? Because you need your mother’s 

blessing or your grandmother’s blessing. If I go, I leave my child to my mom, since I 

need my mother’s blessing. I know that if I leave my child to my mom or my 
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grandmother, she will be praying for me to be able to get something and send back 

home. They know that you have to provide for the family, so they will be praying for 

you and wishing you all the best. It is a two-way thing.   

The material here demonstrates that ideas of descent, religion, and the spirit world offer moral 

frameworks for trying to make sense of, justify, and make claims on potential care 

configurations – and repairing social worlds (cf. Tronto & Fisher 1990, 40). Nevertheless, 

although ideas of kinship, ancestry, and lineage regulate kin behaviour and child trajectories, 

they are neither automatically acted upon nor shared universally by my interlocutors. Some 

interlocutors who defined themselves as Christians, for instance, distanced themselves from 

these practices and emphasized that they were employed by ‘those ones who believe in the 

ancestral world and worship’.    

            Furthermore, although contemporary ideas of belonging and domesticity often draw on 

earlier ideals that shaped the organization of intimate relations (Carsten 2007, Pine 2007), in 

conditions of multi-layered precarity and uncertain futures, caring is characterized by 

precariousness, compromise, and vulnerability; indeed, realities may conflict with ideal notions 

about how to arrange care (Parsons 2012, 91). Sharon’s life story illustrates how attempts to 

‘make a plan’ – in her case for childcare – draw on larger assemblages from surrounding 

contexts of material and non-material resources, ideas of kin structures and norms, and cross-

generational relations. Hence, it is the complexity of kin ties and social relations that forms a 

starting point for my reading of how social life is organized and resources distributed. In other 

words, a sense of continuity and care is not automatic and merely ‘mutual’, but part of everyday 

life where negotiations over care also entail elements of disruption, uncertainty, and 

abandonment (e.g. Carsten 2007, 2012, Manderson & Bloch 2016, Pine 2007, 2018, Das 1995).  

         In the context of prolonged precarity families are forced into distressing situations 

where they have to make decisions concerning how (and whether) to accommodate relatives 

and others who need care. Furthermore, various cultural scripts about care, parenting, and 

intimate relations have been appropriated to support arguments on who is entitled – and who 

is not – to kin care, in situations where expectations of reciprocity are difficult to meet, and 

where ‘extensive kin networks’ are already extremely stretched to meet care needs. Indeed, the 

material illustrates that in Zimbabwe, too, intimate relations are not separate from economics; 

rather, they are, among other constituents, ‘created by economic interactions, not apart from 

them’ (McKinnon & Cannell 2013, 10).  
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Conclusion 

In this chapter I have examined how fostering by relatives back home of injiva children with 

parents in South Africa is articulated, rationalized, and organized in practical terms among 

transnational, low-income families in Bulawayo. While Zimbabwe’s enduring conditions of 

wide-scale impoverishment and uncertainty and their impact on short or long-term planning 

have been explored in relation to economic modes of making do (see Jones 2010, 2014, Bolt 

2015), this chapter has explored how they are acutely experienced in the domestic sphere, 

shaping reconfigurations of childcare. It has demonstrated that the increased levels of 

vulnerability related to migration projects has added pressure to kin networks that are already 

critically stretched by the need to care for the sick and orphaned population in the absence of 

functioning public services. Under such conditions, practices of care have become 

characterized by unpredictability and continued physical, social and affective detachment, 

meaning that ideas and ideals of care might differ radically from actual practices, shaped by 

the scarcity of resources on the ground, leading children (and other ‘needy’ members of 

society) to move between different kin configurations in a way that is not marked by pre-

existing ‘routine’; rather, it reflects a continuous struggle to secure care by (re)locating 

available networks and resources. Yet, at the same time, scripts on how kin care ought to be 

structured and practiced, such as through ideals of patrilineality and economic reciprocity, 

appear and are (re)negotiated in discussions of childcare. Replicating historically formatted 

care traditions where children circulate between different kin configurations, such care chains 

have become characterized by their short-termness and open-endedness, as we could see, for 

instance, in the trajectories of Sharon’s children. Drawing on my ethnographic material, I 

suggest that those children whose parents cannot send remittances, or do so unfrequently, like 

Sharon, seem to experience more frequent movement from place to place than those whose 

parents are able to remit. This, of course, also depends on the overall household economy and 

ability to provide. On the one hand, these observations direct attention to the economic 

importance of transnational social relations, and the entanglement of economic interactions and 

relocation of children (cf. Dahl 2015, 2016, Constable 2009, Pugh 2008, Reynolds 2014; 2016, 

Zelizer 1994 [1985], 2005,); on the other, relatives do not only accommodate children when 

they stand to benefit materially. Indeed, the complexity and shifting experiences and 

refashioning of kin care mean that in the process of caring and in each shift of conditions people 

need to ask ‘how to care’, to find ways and resources that will ‘hold things together in a livable 

way’ (Puig de la Bellacasa 2011, 100). 
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        As the situation further tests the domestic capacity to care, historically formatted 

ideologies of kinship and domestic care are difficult to meet and are reworked and mobilized 

in articulating inclusion and exclusion in terms of domestic resources. In such discussions, the 

chapter points out how the domestic economies of childcare are registered simultaneously as 

affective, ethical, and economic processes, not guarantors of ‘smooth harmonious world’; 

rather, they are better understood as asymmetric, complex, and compromised practice, 

grounded in ‘inescapable troubles of interdependent existences’ (Puig de La Bellagasa 2012, 

197-199). This brings everyday complex praxis to the forefront, where calculations and norms 

do not follow a linear static logic but are constantly reworked. In such reworkings, kinscripts 

continue to provide normative ideas on how people should live and organize life, thereby 

performing a central role in how life is imagined and animated (cf. Andrikopoulos & 

Duyvendak 2020, Carsten 2020, Geschiere 2020). Yet practices of care on the ground often 

diverge from such ideals, amplifying moral and material anxiety over how to manage the duty 

of care. 

        The next chapter further illustrates the complex ways continuity, protection, and care 

are organized in the context of legal and material insecurity by directing ethnographical 

attention to another group of returning migrants, the sick and the dead, and the diverse politics 

of death that secure safe passage to the afterlife.  
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SIX 
Politics of death, burial, and afterlife 

 

Introduction 

In Chapter Four I noted that the term ‘return migration’ was largely absent from the vocabulary 

of my interlocutors. They felt that able-bodied injivas should remain in South Africa, to 

maintain the lifeline to those at home in Zimbabwe; indeed, people told me that those injivas 

who de facto return are children, the sick, and the dead – in other words, those who are not yet 

or no longer able to engage in the precarious labour market. This speaks about the rude realities 

of racialized capitalism in South Africa, whereby migrants in the most marginalized jobs, often 

in legal and economic precarity, who can no longer produce return to Zimbabwe with the help 

of their family and peers. This resonates strikingly with the exploitative ideology and policies 

of colonial capitalism and a period during which able-bodied women in rural reserves were 

expected to reproduce a cheap manual labour force and to bear the cost of social reproduction: 

namely, child raising and caring for the sick and the dead – the economically unproductive 

segments of the population – who were transported home from mines, farms, and factories. In 

other words, the colonial economy was assumed to depend on unremunerated private 

reproduction as many Marxist and feminist scholars of the 1970s and 1980s have pointed out 

(e.g. Boserup 1970, Mies 1980). This colonial legacy of continues in the neoliberal order of 

things, as this chapter illustrates. 

Indeed, similarly, in the present-day context, those injivas who can no longer produce 

continue to be sent back to their homes by their families and peers, both in urban and rural 

settings (c.f. Kaseke 2002, Ferguson 2015, 76). Furthermore, today, as James Ferguson (2015, 

11) has put it, ‘a restructured capitalism has ever less need for the ready supply of low-wage, 

low-skilled laborers that the [colonial] migrant labour system generated’. Maintaining life and 

caring for the dying and the dead remains the responsibility of intimate networks of kin and 

community. Home, therefore, continues to be ‘a place where the elderly care for the young, 

and where the sick die’ (M. Ncube 2018, 296). The idea of home as a dignified place of nurture 

and dying, however, should not be idealized as something ‘cultural’ or ‘natural’, as it is also 

politically produced. The previous chapter addressed the situation of ‘posted-back’ and ‘left-

behind’ children but this chapter shifts attention to those who return, as one interlocutor put it, 
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‘in coffins and wheelbarrows’, and the concomitant economies of care that are needed to 

emplace the body in a religiously, economically and bureaucratically respectful way.  

It became apparent that bringing terminally sick and dead injivas home and burying 

them with dignity was a central concern for my interlocutors, and the prevalence and 

significance of death and burial is tangible in the Central Business District (CBD) of Bulawayo 

and its outskirts. On Friday afternoons and Saturday mornings many funeral parlours and 

malaytshas arrive in Bulawayo along the A6 highway from the Beitbridge border pulling low, 

coffin-shaped trailers, bringing deceased injivas to be buried at home during the weekend: a 

reminder of the dangers and the presence of death in South Africa. Since the early 2000s, 

Bulawayo, formerly a flourishing industrial city, has witnessed industries closing, and the great 

majority of the old mills and factory buildings located at the fringes of the CBD look deserted, 

although some function as religious and educational venues, others as garages accommodating 

old Renault 4s and other used cars and spare parts. While these businesses are characterized by 

modesty of presentation, a multitude of funeral services stand out in the otherwise melancholic 

landscape. The seemingly prosperous offices, carrying expressive nameplates such as Dove, 

Kingdom Blue, Kings and Queens, Moonlight, Exodus, and African Pride, reflect a sense of 

piety and honour, but also economic prosperity.  

These funeral parlours provide domestic and international funeral insurance policies 

and services, including, for instance, the hearse, coffins of different values, catering, and 

transportation for the mourners – whatever people can afford. Transnational repatriation of a 

body also requires paperwork, such as death registration and certification, to be lodged with a 

range of state authorities, and clearing the body to cross the border by health professionals and 

immigration officers. Many of the parlours began to operate in the post-2000 context of 

intensified Zimbabwean migration; however, the history of funeral parlours dates back to the 

early 20th century and to the context of colonial labour migration, when both indigenous and 

migrant workers established and joined a large number of self-help associations – burial 

associations constituting the most significant examples in Bulawayo as in other Southern 

African cities (Hall 1987, Ranger 2004, 118-119). Similarly, in South Africa both local and 

migrant mine workers formed solidarity societies from the early 20th century, with the main 

objective being to send destitute and injured mine workers back home and provide decent 

burials for those who died in the mines (Van Onselen 1976, 198-204). In the ongoing absence 

of state-assisted schemes, people typically contributed monthly sums to formal funeral parlours 

that would bring them or their family members home in the event of death. They also belonged 
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to various informal associations in both South Africa and Zimbabwe, meaning that the cost of 

repatriation and burial was pooled by a wide spectrum of family members, friends and 

communities, such as peer and neighbourhood societies.  

Death and burial have long constituted a central concern for anthropological writing on 

African societies, with the major emphasis on mortuary rituals and belief systems providing 

central scripts on how appropriate end-of-life care secures safe transformation from the living 

to the ancestral worlds (e.g. Fontein 2010, 2011, Geschiere 2005, Jindra and Noel 2011, Lee 

and Vaughan 2008). This chapter continues and contributes to this discussion by exploring how 

transnational, mostly urban, injiva families deal with the realities of death, and how the current 

condition of crisis and the consequent legal and economic vulnerability of migrants have 

affected such practices. It shows that appropriate care for the dying and the dead is central in 

sustaining ties of relatedness between the dead and the living and seen to be best secured by 

burying injivas in their ancestral territories. However, such ties are not automatic, and the 

economies of care in the event of death are not only organized around the cultural politics of 

death, but are simultaneously entwined with state politics, such as state documentary and cross-

border practices, as well as broader political economies of migration (cf. Lambek 2013, 

McKinnon & Cannell 2013). Given this, I also explore how conditions affecting 

(un)documented injivas and the ambiguity of legal identities are dealt with in the event of death, 

and what kinds of unintended consequences this might have for someone’s national belonging. 

These kinds of situations emerge, for instance, from the common practices of ‘papered kin’ 

relations, in which Zimbabwean migrants access South African citizenship documents by 

forming legally recognized kin relations with South Africans via invented stories of birth 

(Chapter Seven). By examining the range of religious, political, and economic ideologies, 

practices, and institutions involved in caring for dying and dead injivas, this chapter suggests 

that, firstly, the social world to be sustained, maintained, and repaired (Tronto & Fisher 1990, 

40) is constituted by both the living and the dead, and, secondly, that the object that the state 

cares for differs from the object of kin care, yet both forms are needed to safeguard passage to 

the afterlife. To lay empirical ground for the argument, I start by introducing how the 

significance of death and a decent burial was revealed to me during my fieldwork when Ben, a 

56-year-old returning injiva, passed away.  
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Ben’s death and afterlife 

For over three decades, Ben had been working abroad as a plumber, first in Botswana and most 

recently in South Africa, returning periodically to Zimbabwe. He had returned two years earlier 

primarily to get treatment for pneumonia associated with HIV. Despite his plans to return to 

South Africa after he had ‘got stronger’, as he had done several times before, his health 

condition did not improve and Martha, my key interlocutor and one of Ben’s nieces, and his 

new wife, whom Ben had married after returning home from South Africa, had been taking 

care of him over the past weeks, along with other female relatives. Nonetheless, he passed away 

in Mpilo Central Hospital in November 2018. 

Martha, my partner, and I attended Ben’s funeral service with some 300 other 

participants on an otherwise ordinary Tuesday morning. The service began at a Roman Catholic 

Church, with polyphonic singing and the scent of incense filling the air. This was followed by 

a burial ceremony at West Park cemetery, one of the expanding urban cemeteries in Bulawayo. 

The burial was facilitated by Kings and Queens funeral parlour, which provided a hearse and 

kombi van transportation for some 15 participants, as well as a tent with chairs for some 100 

people. When entering the graveyard, the atmosphere changed strikingly from the harmonic 

and pious church environment to one packed with perhaps a dozen tents of different funeral 

parlours, so close to each other that it was difficult to distinguish one funeral procession from 

another, while the different psalms of the various groups merged into a cacophonic jumble. 

Martha looked frustrated and whispered to me that the atmosphere was ‘like in a market’. Later 

she explained that, nevertheless, it was good that they could hold the funeral on a weekday 

since at weekends the place was even more crowded. The funeral was followed by an overnight 

wake, a mourning session with food and refreshments that I did not attend.  
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2) Funeral service at West Park cemetary. Picture by an interlocutor. 

 

After about a week, I accompanied Martha and Paul, Ben’s paternal cousin whom 

Martha introduced as the elder of the family, to take care of the grave, uprooting weeds and 

removing the shrivelled funeral flowers. Paul explained that it would be his duty to take care 

of the umbuyiso ceremony a year later, taking the spirit home by brewing beer, sacrificing a 

beast, and putting up the tombstone. Umbuyiso is a ‘bringing home’ ceremony, which is 

conducted one year after the burial and constitutes ‘the key testimony of a dignified death’ 

(Ranger 2004, 114) as it brings the spirits of the deceased home from a liminal period in ´the 

bush´ (Fontein 2010, 426-7). Pathisa Nyathi, a leading historian of the Ndebele, defines 

umbuyiso as ‘the basis for the Ndebele religion’ and ‘a communication system’, that brings ‘the 

dead to life’, which, in order to function, needs appropriately conducted rituals (Nyathi 2001, 

133-134). Similarly, Joost Fontein has argued that ‘failure to perform these rites leaves the 

deceased unsettled and incomplete in their transformation into ancestors’, with a risk of their 

becoming dangerous ngozi spirits that can harm those who caused their death and their relatives 

and friends (Fontein 2010, 427). Besides the appropriate rituals, the liminal period between the 

burial and umbuyiso troubled Paul and Martha. They were concerned about the absence of close 

injiva relatives, especially Ben’s son who lived in Cape Town, who had not come to the funeral. 

In general, injivas were expected to attend the funerals of their close family members, and a 

failure to do so could cause disarray in the passage to the afterlife. However, although it was a 
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common complaint that injivas did not always do so, people were well aware of the generally 

precarious conditions of the labour market in South Africa and the complexities of border 

crossing without valid documents. Injivas’ inability to attend funerals was also largely 

understood to be due to high expenses, to difficulties in securing sufficient time off from work, 

or to the shame of returning with ‘empty hands’.  

Paul and Martha’s second worry concerned disagreements over the distribution of the 

costs of Ben’s funeral. Martha maintained that the injivas had contributed too little to the 

funeral pot. A third concern had to do with the family house and the grief of the wife of Ben’s 

deceased brother. The three-bedroom house had initially belonged to Ben’s father and had 

accommodated not only Ben and his wife, but also Ben’s sister-in-law and son, as well as two 

tenants and occasionally other relatives too. Now that Ben had passed away, Paul accused 

Ben’s sister-in-law of trying to chase Ben’s widow away from the house in order to rent out 

another room. This scheming and the failure of injivas to bury their relative and contribute to 

the funeral pot were risky, since Ben’s spirit was at a vulnerable stage. Some weeks later, when 

Ben’s other brother fell sick, Martha was certain that this had to do with wrongdoings around 

Ben’s death.  

Ben’s story introduces several issues central to the politics of death among my 

interlocutors. One is the significance of an injiva’s being buried with appropriate practices in 

Zimbabwe, and both the spiritual and economic importance of returning the sick home as they 

approach death. Furthermore, Ben’s death challenged me to discuss the question of 

transnational death with other interlocutors. Although not explicitly articulated by Ben’s 

funeral, in further discussions the assumed ‘intimate’ kin practices surrounding death, such as 

rituals and resource mobilization, were revealed as simultaneously entangled with a range of 

economic and bureaucratic practices, state and non-state institutions and agents. This can be 

seen in the ways that injiva deaths incur a range of bureaucratic practices on the part of the 

postcolonial state, such as the registering and documenting of deaths, births, and people who 

move across borders (Szreter & Breckenridge 2012). At the same time, as illustrated by the 

proliferation of funeral parlours, death has become a blooming business for some, and an 

economic headache for others. These issues are addressed in the remainder of the chapter.  
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The significance of being buried in Zimbabwe 

Although a deceased migrant, documented or not, can be buried in a South African cemetery 

(see Moyo et al. 2016), this was not a realistic option for Ben and my other interlocutors. 

Although such an idea was not unheard of, it was regarded as a practice among those who had 

cut ties to Zimbabwe, often by establishing families in South Africa or by disconnecting due 

to an inability to make do (Worby 2010). As graves in South Africa are emptied after a few 

decades, burial there does not guarantee eternal emplacement but requires the exhuming and 

reburial of the remains at a later stage. As in most African societies, burial away from home is 

considered a risk, since it does not secure a safe passage to the afterlife and the protection and 

guidance of the spirit for the younger generations (cf. Lee & Vaughan 2008). If the spirit does 

not find ancestors with whom to reunite, it is left roaming in search of a home, which might 

cause misfortune (ibid., Moyo et al. 2016, 300). Since the spirit leaves the body at the time of 

death, it must also be captured and repatriated. For instance, Susan, a 56-year-old woman with 

a large transnational family, was in charge of bringing back the body and spirit of her brother 

who had died in a car accident in Johannesburg, to be buried with appropriate rituals in 

Bulawayo. She brought a branch of buffalo thorn (Umphafa in isiNdebele) with which to 

collect the spirit from the location of the accident, to be repatriated and buried with the body. 

Besides using such a branch, sand can be collected from the place of death to be placed in the 

grave (cf. Maviza 2020, 190, Moyo et al. 2016, 300).  

Echoing many earlier accounts of burial in Zimbabwe and elsewhere in Africa (e.g. 

Fontein 2010, 2011, Geschiere 2005, Jindra & Noret 2011, Mbiba 2010), my interlocutors 

emphasized a person’s attachment and belonging to a physical territory. Many stated that a 

grave should ideally be located in ancestral, rural land where the spirit can be reunited with 

ancestors who have been buried there earlier, such as the parents and grandparents of the 

deceased. This resonates with Fontein’s (2010, 2011) research on the politics of death in 

Zimbabwe which examines how both colonial and post-colonial politics have disrupted 

ancestral continuity, highlighting the importance of autochthony, belonging to an ancestral, 

rural land, and burying the bones of the dead respectfully. For instance, the lack of appropriate 

burial ceremonies and the misplacement of human remains in mass graves or in unknown 

places far away from ancestral homes – which occurred during the national liberation struggles, 

in connection with the Gukurahundi massacres in the 1980s, and during the Murambatsvina 

forced displacement operation in the mid-2000s – have had catastrophic consequences at 

national and provincial levels. My interlocutors also explained that such disturbances have not 
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only unsettled families and lineages, but also brought droughts and economic as well as 

political crises, especially in Matabeleland where unhappy spirits who have been 

disrespectfully buried, if at all, demand appropriate interment (see Alexander et al. 2000, CCPJ 

& LRF 2007, Eppel 2001, 2014, Ngwenya 2018, Fontein 2010). Therefore, caring for death 

through appropriate rituals does not only protect families and communities, but is entangled 

with state-making processes. There have, for instance, been attempts to exhume mass graves 

and identify the remains of people killed by Rhodesian forces during the 1970s (Shoko 2006) 

and during the Gukurahundi in the 1980s (Eppel 2001, 2014), not only to reconnect the spirits 

to their ancestors, but also to heal the nation and its economy.  

However, as Ben’s case exemplifies, injivas are also buried in urban cemeteries. Within 

the limits of my material, a range of overlapping motives can be identified.71 As Terence 

Ranger (2004) has shown, even in the colonial city of Bulawayo, Black urban residents never 

shared a single culture of death and, while those highlighting their Ndebele identity maintained 

close connections with the countryside, many migrant workers were buried in urban 

cemeteries, largely due to the rapid urbanization and Christianization since the Second World 

War. Similarly, many of my interlocutors were descendants of labour migrants who, therefore, 

had never had a rural, ancestral homeland in Zimbabwe. For instance, Ben’s father had been a 

labour migrant from present-day Malawi, without a homestead in the rural reserves in 

Zimbabwe. Nevertheless, not only those with a family history of labour migration preferred 

their relatives and themselves to be buried in the urban cemeteries in Bulawayo. For instance, 

when discussing the final destination of human remains, physical and social proximity not only 

with other ancestors but also with the living emerged as a central concern. Some interlocutors 

posited that a grave should be located within reasonable proximity to living relatives, so that 

the bereaved, especially children and other relatives, can both mourn and commemorate the 

deceased and care for and consult their spirit (cf. Mbiba 2010). For instance, Priscilla, a 

Bulawayo-born woman residing in Johannesburg to whom I return later, explained that she has 

to be buried in a place where her ‘family can come and mourn’.  

Furthermore, there seemed to be a variety of interpretations concerning ancestral 

continuity. One interlocutor told me that urban burial was ‘safe’ in the sense that unlike in 

South Africa, if a cemetery is full in Bulawayo, another burial ground is opened, and graves 

remain untouched to allow spiritual connectivity. Furthermore, in line with Ranger’s (2004, 

 
71 It is worth noting that, despite a few rural visits, I collected my material in an urban setting, and my 
understanding of rural burials draws on narratives and secondary material.  
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115-116) observations on the politics of death among Bulawayo’s Ndebele residents in the 

colonial era, some interlocutors explained that even if the human remains were emplaced in an 

urban cemetery, the family of the deceased might also collect soil from the grave and take it to 

their kumushas, rural homes, with appropriate rituals, to secure ancestral continuity. Others, 

however, regarded such practices as highly inappropriate, noting they could only be carried out 

‘quietly’, in secrecy, since local leaders, who have a strong say in who gets buried in their soil, 

would not easily accept foreign soil being brought into their administrative areas.  

Nevertheless, the pragmatic reasons for urban burial were often economic. For instance, 

during my fieldwork, Zimbabwe faced a serious fuel crisis and rising inflation, which made it 

economically and logistically challenging to visit kumushas for many who had one. Urban 

burial, therefore, was considered cost-efficient, while repatriating a body and financing the 

travels of the mourners to rural areas was too expensive given the continuous economic crises 

(cf. Moyo 2020). On the other hand, it was also suggested that injivas and other urban people 

who had not maintained ties to their rural families might have lost their entitlement to be buried 

in their kumushas, ‘There is a great shame if you suddenly appear with a dead who never gave 

a damn about the suffering of rural folks’, as one male interlocutor put it. The growing 

popularity of urban burial can also reflect a shift in gender relations and women’s increased 

independence to make decisions over their final emplacement. For instance, a female 

interlocutor said that as a married woman she would customarily be buried with the family into 

which she had married but, uncomfortable with the idea of being buried at her husband’s rural 

home, she would ‘definitely choose urban cemeteries as it is a neutral place, neither on my 

biological or my in-laws side’. Furthermore, she described herself as a Christian, and distanced 

herself from the ancestral worship that she regarded as ‘traditional’.  

Similarly, most of my interlocutors were active churchgoers. Nevertheless, while some 

defined the ancestral belief as traditional and backward (cf. Adamo 2011), others explained the 

need to be buried at home in biblical language. As an elderly interlocutor, a retired civil servant 

and a member of the Methodist church, explained to me,  

 

One thing is sure: we want to return here with our ancestors. Even in the Bible it was 

important to bring the body back home. Do you remember that Jacob had twelve sons 

and Joseph went to Egypt? His brothers sold him, but he got promoted...Then when 

Jacob died in Egypt, he gave his prophesy and said, ‘God will visit you again and take 

you back to the land he promised, which is Canaan. And when that happens, make sure 
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to take my bones back to Canaan.’ In our culture, people do ceremonies, they do a 

ceremony to bring back their spirit to the family. Although the body dies, the spirit stays 

alive. They have oversight. They look after the family. They exercise care.  

Resonating with Ranger’s work (2004), urban burials in Bulawayo since the Second World 

War have often included traditional rituals, notwithstanding the importance of Christian 

ceremonies. This seems to be the case with Ben’s funeral, which involved both the Roman 

Catholic service and burial ceremony and also traditional rituals and mourning practices. 

Certainly, the importance of being reunited with ancestors appeared to be most often not in 

contrast to, but, rather, more pronounced vis-á-vis Christian faith, and my interlocutors were 

often active in multiple religious organizations. As Moyo and others (2016, 277) have posited, 

although African Initiated Churches would not explicitly recognize ancestral belonging in their 

theologies, in practice ancestral spirits are recognized as part of everyday life. Many religious 

leaders of mission churches, such as the Methodist Church, disagreed with ancestral worship; 

however, like pastors representing, for instance, the Pentecostal and Apostolic churches, they 

agreed that ancestral spirits played a significant role in the life of their parishioners in which 

they also sometimes participated.   

Whichever theological doctrine or combination thereof my interlocutors practiced, 

most of them endorsed the significance of maintaining reciprocity between the dead and the 

living, but the means of doing so differed and were adapted to the surrounding realities. This 

suggests that caring appropriately for the dying and the dead translates into ancestral care for 

the living, which can best be secured if the dying and the dead are emplaced within close 

physical and social proximity to their relatives, dead and alive. Yet, in real life, these ideals 

often get complicated, and are compromised by rural-urban, internal, and international 

migration, with relatives living at long distances from one another.  

 

‘It is simply too expensive to die in South Africa’ 

The importance of being buried in Zimbabwe is entangled with economic considerations. 

Dennis, a former malaytsha driver whom I interviewed, told me that many of the people he 

used to transport back from South Africa were in weak condition; in response to a further 

question about the reason for their return, he answered, ‘It is simply too expensive to die in 

South Africa.’ As Beacon Mbiba (2010, 156) has argued, death is perceived as big and booming 

business and those involved in it, especially the formal funeral parlours, make ‘funerals and 
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death…a financial nightmare for many poor people’. The cost of repatriating a body through a 

funeral parlour from South Africa to Zimbabwe, according to the estimates of my interlocutors, 

ranged from 13,000 to 16,000 South African Rands during my fieldwork.72 Two strategies 

emerge as central to managing the cost: first, as already mentioned, it is vital to return home 

before dying; second, it is important to be part of a range of risk-pooling associations in order 

to manage the cost of repatriation. Priscilla, a 42-year-old Zimbabwean woman whose 

residence permit had expired, living in Hillbrow, Johannesburg, with her six-year-old daughter, 

reflected upon the first strategy as follows: 

When you find out that you are sick, you have to go back home before you die. It’s 

cheaper. When you die, you have to have like R15-16,000 for the parlour. So, it’s like 

when I see that I am not walking or that this disease is not coming to an end, it’s better 

for me to look for R600, then I will go home with a Quantum.73 

 

Similarly, as Martha explained, ‘In South Africa, everyone must work. If I cannot work, very 

few can take care of me. Once you are incapacitated, you are ill and you cannot work, you find 

relatives, friends, families. They would rather pay you to take malaytsha back.’  

Another example that speaks to the economic importance of dying at home, relates to 

the suicide of an eighteen-year-old Bulawayo man who had been staying in South Africa. 

Having attended his funeral in Bulawayo, Martha explained that the ‘boy’, as she called him, 

committed suicide due to the embarrassment and difficulties of making do. She described the 

event as a terrible disaster that required specific burial rituals, such as not bringing the body 

inside a residential house to prevent the spirit that had caused the suicide migrating to the house. 

However, she also identified an aspect of respectfulness in this tragedy. After all, the boy had 

not died in South Africa, but decided to return to die in Zimbabwe, ‘to save 13,000 Rands’, 

that Martha estimated to be the cost of repatriating a body. 

Repatriating ‘totally undocumented’ bodies was generally viewed as uncommon 

practice. The four omalaytsha drivers whom I interviewed all maintained that they did not 

transport dead people without documents. It was well known that many injivas return in very 

weak condition so, as Abel, a 48-year-old umalaytsha, explained, ‘I always check if this one 

can make it.’ He had once transported an injiva who passed away during the trip, but it was 

 
72 This is equivalent to approximately 600-1,000 Euros. The cost had gone up from previous years. In 2010, Mbiba 
(2010, 146) estimated the rate to be R10,000.  
73 This refers to the Toyota Quantums that operate as malaytshas. 
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‘luckily on Zimbabwe’s side of the border’. When I asked what he would do if the passenger 

passed away in South Africa, he said that he would drive to the nearest clinic and inform the 

family members that he had left the body there. However, one interlocutor told me that some 

omalaytshas do transport dead bodies, stating, ‘the cheapest way to bring a body back is to find 

an umalaytsha who actually takes those injivas who are already dead, but they make them to 

sit in the car’. Another interlocutor observed, ´Some omalaytshas go to extremes. Some 

relatives buy a refrigerator and enclose a dead body there and hit the road using buses or the 

malaytshas.´ Nevertheless, these examples appear to be sporadic exceptions. 

In general, those who die in South Africa and need repatriation are not people whose 

death has been foreseen, but who have died in traffic accidents, violent activities, or other 

unexpected events. Consider the following claim by an immigration officer: ‘People who come 

with funeral parlours are not people who have died of disease. If you see that you are going to 

die, you come back. People who return in coffins are those who have died in accidents or who 

have been shot or killed, or those who have died in South African hospitals.’  

           Since death can occur unexpectedly, the importance of belonging to various funeral 

societies in order to manage the cost of repatriation was highlighted. Repatriating and burying 

an injiva involves a range of institutions that facilitate services, from non-regulated and 

regulated funeral parlours to neighbourhood/residence burial societies. Official insurance 

companies provide insurance to cover burial costs which ranges from about 200 USD upwards, 

but due to the inflation rates people prefer to pay in Zimbabwean Dollars (ZWL) (cf. Moyo 

2020). My interlocutors did not, however, have such insurance; rather, they belonged to burial 

societies, both in Zimbabwe and in South Africa. I am not able to track all the memberships 

that Ben and his relatives had in different societies but Martha told me that to organize Ben’s 

burial, the family had contributed US$1 per family member monthly to a residents’ association, 

which then had paid the licenced funeral parlour to facilitate the actual burial service.74 Much 

like the burial societies that Billy Kalima (2013) studied in the Masowe mining compound, the 

moneys collected by the resident’s association were not kept in a formal bank account but at 

the home of an appointed secretary. Many people had little trust in formal banking after losing 

their savings in the hyperinflation of 2007-2008, and having cash available at any time of the 

day provided the flexibility to organize funerals quickly. Although Ben had not made his 

monthly payments in the past few months, according to Martha his past contributions covered 

 
74 The amounts that I heard people paying for these neighbourhood societies ranged between 1 and 3 USD. Many 
claimed, however, that such societies are largely disappearing due to inflation. 
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him. In addition, to cover the cost of food and the transportation of guests, they had pooled 

funds from relatives in South Africa and Zimbabwe. Like many others, Ben’s family was part 

of a WhatsApp group that was used to collect and keep account of resources. Although my 

partner and I were not members of the group, Martha had asked us to bring mealie meal (maize 

flour) and Mazoe orange cordial for the post-funeral mourning ceremony, which entailed large-

scale catering.  

In addition, in South Africa, many injivas had formed savings associations with people 

who come from the same area or with whom they worked and attended church. There appeared 

to be a great amount of variation on how these associations functioned. Some were savings 

clubs which sent groceries home, but here I focus on the institutions oriented to covering the 

costs of sending dead and sick injivas home. While many of these societies operated on the 

basis of steady monthly deposits, with one interlocutor describing being part of a society whose 

members contribute R30 each month to a joint bank account, others collected funds ad hoc in 

situations of emergency; coverage also varied. As noted earlier, people had little trust in formal 

banking in Zimbabwe and used other means to keep the money safe. In South Africa banks 

were commonly used for such purposes, and they also offered services, such as signatories and 

reporting, for funeral clubs (Bähre 2012). In general, each club had its own policies governing 

whom it would cover. Another interlocutor was part of a society where each member, 

depending on economic situation and the closeness of their relationship with the deceased, 

contributed a minimum of R100 each time someone who was part of the society lost a husband, 

wife or a child who lived in South Africa. The society had some 200 members who could miss 

a maximum of three times, after which membership would be cancelled; it also had a club 

constitution and detailed records of transactions and audit trails maintained through a shared 

WhatsApp platform.  

Interestingly, although only those with a permit to stay in South Africa could have bank 

accounts and send money through formal remittance agents, they typically also helped those 

without documents transfer money by undertaking transactions on their behalf. As all 

contributions entered the accounts via photographing the South African bank transfer receipts, 

the receipts that I saw included the hand-written names of those who had contributed to a 

payment. To give an example, a receipt for a R500 bank transfer towards the repatriation and 
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funeral of a Mr Dube,75 who had died unexpectedly in South Africa, included the following 

hand-written note: 

To Mr Dube:  

R200 Xolani Maphosa 

R50 Phillip Njema 

another R250 Francis Dube.  

 

The note indicates that Francis Dube had also transferred money on behalf of Xolani Maphosa 

and Phillip Njema, who could not – as the interlocutor who showed me the message told me – 

transfer money themselves as they were without resident permits and, therefore, access to 

formal banking. This practice differs from the findings of Deborah James (2015, 137-8) who 

has examined various forms of social clubs favoured by the upwardly mobile South African 

middle class, observing that they were ‘not unlike formal financial institutions and banks’ 

(James 2015, 138). Primarily, they were only for those who had bank accounts, and, therefore, 

the formal employment or pension which were a prerequisite for this. My material shows that, 

on the contrary, the burial clubs to which my interlocutors belonged enabled the coexistence 

of formal and informal, legal and ‘illegal’, in at least two important ways. On the one hand, 

banking systems could be used by people without formal economic status through interpersonal 

relations with those who had it; on the other, ‘informal’ solidarity networks relied on formal 

institutions, such as banks and official funeral parlours, to repatriate bodies home.  

Mr Dube’s funeral policy also illustrates how such platforms and the sociality that they 

facilitate do not only discipline people to save money and enable appropriate burial for the 

deceased (see James 2015, 124); they also provide platforms on which to perform oneself as a 

financially and morally respectful relative and peer. This can either increase or decrease one’s 

recognition and status among contributors and their communities, since each contribution is 

transparent for all members. Mr Dube’s funeral pot totalled R30,000 and the leftover funds 

after the funeral parlour had been paid were used to cover other funeral costs, such as catering 

and the transportation of the mourners. An updated list of names and contribution amounts was 

shared in daily messages, allowing all participants to monitor each other’s ability (or inability) 

to contribute. 

 

 

 
75 All names used are fictive. 
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Claiming bodies: Recognizing, registering, and documenting death 

Besides being a highly religious and financial concern, dying in South Africa is also subject to 

the regulative, and especially the documentary practices of the state, manifesting in the 

registration of the death, clearing the body at the border and granting burial orders. Likewise, 

in principle, all deaths should be recorded in Zimbabwe, and a body cannot be buried without 

an official burial order, which again is only possible if there is a death certificate from the 

Registrar General’s office (Mbiba 2010, 151). In the case of transnational death, another set of 

documents is required in order to repatriate the body, including a post-mortem report, a non-

infectious disease certificate, and a death certificate. But first and foremost, the identity of the 

deceased needs to be verified. A commonly cited scenario was that if the death occurs in South 

Africa, relatives provide the Zimbabwean ID documents: the deceased’s birth certificate or 

identity card from home. This brings out one paradox of undocumentedness: ‘undocumented’ 

migrants are not always ‘totally undocumented’. Even though they might not have a valid 

passport and residence permit – the documents that would secure their legal stay in South 

Africa – they often do have proof of their Zimbabwean citizenship. One interlocutor whom I 

asked about the documentary requirements to repatriate a body explained that he only knew 

that upon the event of death, the families send the identity documents of the deceased from 

Zimbabwe. Referring to the official funeral parlours, he further explained that ‘the funeral 

people know the required papers to bring someone home, and how it is handled by the police 

and ministry of health, and home affairs’. Susan, who took her brother’s body and spirit home, 

carried his identity card from their family home in Zimbabwe to South Africa to get the 

necessary clearances to claim his remains and ensure repatriation authorization.  

Yet the process of repatriation is more complex if the person who needs repatriation 

does not possess Zimbabwean ID documents or has acquired South African citizenship. In 

situations where the deceased does not have any documents at all, affidavits from two people, 

such as relatives or traditional leaders, are needed to declare their identity. This discloses 

another paradox of (un)documentedness, which is that it is often only at the time of death, 

whether in South Africa or in Zimbabwe, that a person’s birth is registered and nationality 

affirmed. Indeed, in Bulawayo, birth registration is required in order to procure a death 

certificate from the Birth and Death Registration office, and a burial order from the City 

Council, which again requires a death record from the clinic or hospital where the death 

occurred. In real life, such national belonging has, as a lived fact, only been temporary, as the 

birth has been registered only after the actual death, yet it appears in registers as a life-long 
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fact, lasting from the point of birth to the end of life. As the immigration officer in Zimbabwe 

put it, ‘Before [the undocumented people] are buried, they are entered into the system and then 

removed and then they can give you a burial order.’ 

She went on to explain that at the Zimbabwe border the Ministry of Health and the 

Registrar General’s office are involved in checking the body and confirming the identity, but 

the work of the immigration services is primarily documentary in nature. ‘We do not exactly 

concern ourselves with the body. For us it is the paperwork: Is there a Zimbabwean identity? 

How about South African particulars? Is there an affidavit that would explain this disparity?’ 

As we can see, the state here does not appear to be interested in tracing the ‘real’ identity of 

those who cross borders per se, as long as the bits of the story constitute a coherent narrative 

that fits within the legal framework constructed by instruments such as the Citizenship Act. 

This illustrates what Yael Navaro-Yashin defines as ‘make-believe space’. Drawing on Begoña 

Aretxaga’s (2005) idea of the ‘fictional realities’ of political space, she argues that in the non-

recognized state of the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC) where she conducted 

research, state administrative practices include aspects of ‘manufactured reality’ (Navaro-

Yashin 2007, 80, see also Navaro-Yashin 2012). The moment of death and the related practices 

of citizen registration and the repatriation of a body being discussed here reveal how the state 

responds to and deals with the fictional aspects of reality, enabling dead, unregistered bodies 

to be recognized and buried with dignity. However, as the current case shows, the made-up 

narratives are not necessarily accepted as fact by the parties who assess and process them as 

such. The state agents who administer and process documents and facilitate border-crossing 

might be well aware of the complex realities wherein the practices ‘make-believe’ are 

grounded. However, it is often ‘enough’ that such practices are aligned with the existing legal 

procedures and in such way as to be believable, as I now demonstrate, providing similar 

examples later in relation to birth registration (Chapter Seven) and narratives of vulnerability 

(Chapter Nine).  

As with a ‘totally undocumented’ person, when repatriating the body of someone with 

South African identity, one has to prove through affidavits from witnesses that the deceased is 

from Zimbabwe but has acquired South African citizenship, albeit fraudulently. Although the 

revised Constitution of Zimbabwe (2013) finally recognized dual citizenship, the Government 

of Zimbabwe has not recorded this change in its Immigration and Citizenship Acts. In practice, 

then, one can officially only belong to one nation at a time, but in lived reality, it is commonly 

known that Zimbabwean migrants sometimes obtain South African particulars by acquiring 
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‘paper parents’ through kinning stories: that is, by building fictive yet realistic-sounding stories 

of a homebirth in South Africa, in ways that I describe in Chapter Seven. The struggles that 

this can involve were mentioned as a key reason why some of my interlocutors were reluctant 

to obtain South African citizenship. Priscilla, for instance, had been considering the option of 

obtaining it through a ‘paper mother’ because a South African woman had suggested that her 

own mother could claim that Priscilla was her daughter, whose birth had remained non-

registered. Although such papered kinship would give her South African citizenship and would 

ease her constant fear of deportation and lack of state protection, Priscilla was hesitant. As she 

explained, ‘When I die, what’s gonna happen? I am gonna go home. My family, they gonna 

come down here to take me home, but it’s gonna be a big problem…The thing is that you might 

never know when the death is gonna come. If you die and you have South African papers, eish, 

it is a big problem.’ 

Priscilla’s case accentuates that dying and burial are simultaneously both significant 

acts of the state and kinship. The aims of reproducing kin ties and caring for the continuity 

between the living and the dead are by no means just private, religious, or cosmological matters, 

but acts that involve the state and its bureaucratic and legal framings, thereby also raising 

questions of national belonging (Lambek 2013, 251). However, there were other means to 

overcome the challenges than those Priscilla described. As an immigration officer explained,  

 

It is not a secret that Zimbabweans, or migrants from other countries, have two 

identities. So, if someone has died, what normally happens is that the family obviously 

needs to come out and say, ‘Actually, in South Africa he has been living as so and so, 

but he is Zimbabwean by birth.’ So, the relatives pick up the [Zimbabwean] identity 

documents and write affidavits that ‘This is so and so, who went to South Africa and 

lived in South Africa as so and so. I would like him to be declared dead. So, may we be 

allowed to repatriate the body back home?’  

 

Nevertheless, the body needs to be claimed within 30 days, after which those who lack identity 

papers and remain unclaimed are buried as ‘paupers’ (Moyo et al. 2016, 287). The immigration 

officer suggested that should a body have already been buried in South Africa, it will be 

difficult to reconcile the two identities. This contrasts with a funeral parlour representative 

interviewed by Khalengani Moyo and others (2016, 288), who claimed that in South Africa 

undocumented, unclaimed bodies are buried with proper records indicating the deceased’s date 
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and place of death and exact location in the graveyard. Whatever the case, claiming a body that 

has already been buried would require exhumation and authorization from the Department of 

Health and the South African Police (ibid.), making it a cumbersome documentary and state-

regulated process.  

Some of those who return to Zimbabwe before they die have also obtained South 

African identity. In such cases, it is typical that while the Zimbabwean identity is declared and 

the body is registered as dead in Zimbabwe, the South African identity remains untouched and 

‘very much alive’, as the immigration officer put it, turning such a death into a window of 

opportunity. Although Priscilla, whom I quoted above, maintained that South African 

particulars would translate into burial in a South African cemetery, causing social disruption, 

others suggested that keeping the South African identity alive could continue to provide 

opportunities for the family of the deceased. Identity papers are not merely tools of governance 

but also a means to promote life. The often fraudulently obtained Southern African ID helps 

the relatives of the deceased to continue claiming state-distributed benefits, such as the 

pensions and social grants available to South African citizens, permanent residents, or those 

with refugee status (e.g. Ferguson 2015). An immigration officer tellingly joked that she 

wonders whether the Department of Home Affairs of South Africa will one day wake up to 

realize that a small segment of its population just keeps aging, as their deaths remain 

unregistered. 

These examples vividly illustrate the discrepancy between (sometimes multiple) lived 

identities and kin relations, and those recognized and recorded officially by the state. The 

modern state, in Zimbabwe as elsewhere, with its regulatory frameworks and documentary 

practices, usually formally and officially recognizes only a singular identity and citizenship, as 

one can only belong to one family and one nation at a time. Yet the material discussed here 

also shows that the agents who formally represent the state, such as the immigration officer 

quoted above, are typically well aware of the limits of such a state view, and recognize the 

coexistence and the intended and unintended outcomes of the multiple papered identities that 

an individual can embody. The officers therefore do not necessarily believe the fictive stories 

of birth that they are told; indeed, they often know rather precisely what is going on as such 

hidden realities are commonly shared. Such stories have ‘potency and real effects’, illustrating 

how arbitrary binary categories such as ‘fake’/‘authentic’ are in real life (Navaro Yashin 2007, 

80, Reeves 2013); they also demonstrate that ‘many acts of kinship are simultaneously acts of 

the state’ (Lambek 2013, 251), including birth registration, which simultaneously makes 
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citizens and kin members, as people become related through state-authorized acts of 

certification and registration. 

The material discussed here underlines how actions, whether ‘real’ or ‘fictive’, and 

typically defined as ‘private’ or ‘familial’, such as home-birthing and dying, reveal themselves 

as simultaneously public/political and economic matters, open to manoeuvre and creativity. 

Indeed, the politics of death are also intertwined and dependent on various other bureaucratic 

acts, such as registering deaths and births and granting burial orders that might, on closer 

inspection, open up as a field of arbitrariness and reinterpretation. What this makes visible is 

the discrepancy between lived identities and kin relations on the one hand, and those recorded 

and recognized by the state on the other. Indeed, the body, which constitutes the object of care 

here, is not a discrete entity, but has differing symbolic and political significations. In this 

respect, the body for which the state – according to its legal procedures – officially cares is an 

individual, material, and mortal body, a body that can be ‘removed from a system’ and that can 

cease to exist as a recognized, recorded body. Instead, the body that is the subject of kin care 

is an immortal, communal body, a body with a spirit and soul that is (em)placed in an ancestral 

network and therefore needs radically different care to the physical body that interests the state. 

Yet, the Zimbabwean state does allow those of its citizens who die outside the country to be 

buried in Zimbabwe, which also indicates a symbolic dimension to state practices. 

Furthermore, through the actual work of the frontline state officials, the state seems to be not 

just oriented towards a material, registered body that required biopolitics measures; it also 

recognizes a body’s cultural and spiritual dimensions. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has explored how present-day transnational families in Bulawayo and 

Johannesburg rationalize the need to be buried at home and carry it out in practice. By engaging 

in the precarious labour market in South Africa, Zimbabwean migrants constitute the core 

provision of care for their families. On the other hand, the event of injiva death provides a 

critical lens onto contemporary labour migration, highlighting that social reproduction and care 

for those who engage in the precarious and uncertain migration regime remain in the hands of 

their homes and peers. The moment of death reveals that caring is not just ‘the concern of 

living, [where] active humans engage in the process of everyday living’ (Tronto 2013: 104); 

rather, maintaining, continuing, and repairing the world (Tronto & Fisher 1990: 40) requires 

the maintenance of reciprocal ties between the dead and the living, reconfirming that everyday 
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life is intimately entangled with the dynamics of the afterlife and the spiritual and religious 

domain. Indeed, I have traced how the continuity of the social world is maintained by both the 

living and the dead.  

However, while ancestral and kin proximity certainly plays a powerful role in how 

injivas are buried, there are other, equally important but perhaps less examined dynamics 

embedded in the economies of death that this study brings to the fore. The material here 

highlights a complex plethora of care practices such as rituals, mutual help societies, cross-

border transportations, and bureaucratic means of registration and recognition that provide 

lifelines in contemporary critical conditions in Zimbabwe.  As illustrated here and elsewhere 

in the dissertation, such practices and organizations are not novel as such, but refashioned  

forms of responses to the colonial-era labour migration and modernist bureaucratic 

understandings (of death).Thus, the chapter demonstrates that repatriation and burial, in the 

given context of transnational survival migration, is a process wherein belonging to physical, 

national territories means that ties to kin (both dead and alive) and the state are simultaneously 

processed, contested, and redefined (cf. McKinnon & Cannell 2013). 

The various institutions – formal and informal, kin-related, and state regulated – that 

constitute the economies of care here do not just coexist but often share distinct moral-ethical 

framings and ideas of personhood, and distinct means of caring about the dying and the dead. 

Furthermore, such domains can also be internally diverse. For instance, while state law builds 

on an idea of individual, legal identity that can be recognized and registered, the frontline state 

agents involved in the politics of death often play a part in the cultural politics. Their acts are 

equally necessary in enabling significant, ancestral ties to be reproduced after death in the 

precarious context of Zimbabwean migration. Furthermore, what might at first sight appear as 

a care practice belonging to one domain, with closer ethnographic investigation might be 

revealed as an act that has broader caring impact. Therefore, it is not only the kin-belonging 

that needs state care, but also kin-care. As we saw, dignified burial is not only a matter of a kin 

group and community; inappropriate cultural rituals can harm the wellbeing of a nation-state 

and its economy. This points to the crucial entanglement of various domains, which cannot be 

empirically separated.    

While this chapter has focused largely on registration practices at the time of injiva 

death, closer attention is paid in the next chapter to other documentation practices that were 

central to sustaining life among my interlocutors. 
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SEVEN 
Registration, documentation, and paper-mediated care 

 

Introduction 

During fieldwork I was repeatedly involved in situations where different state documents were 

sought and claimed, assessed, and processed. The possession of documents, the lack of them, 

and the challenges to obtain them sparked lively discussions among many of my interlocutors. 

Sometimes I accompanied them to the birth and death registration offices. I also observed the 

work of, and participated in, the field visits of the Trust,76 a Private Voluntary Organization 

(PVO) that provided assistance and awareness-raising campaigns on birth registration 

processes. I also regularly visited the immigration services in Bulawayo and occasionally the 

border posts in Beitbridge and Plumtree – where various permits were claimed and processed 

– and other local authorities including voluntary Community Case Workers (CCWs) and ward 

councillors to whom questions and claims concerning documentation were addressed. The 

public media also presented the pragmatic and institutional difficulties of producing and issuing 

civil registration and travel documents, highlighting increased prices, prolonged processing 

times, the lack of foreign currency and consequent inability of the government to import ink 

and bond paper, and the need to decentralize and more efficiently computerize the processing 

to avoid ‘undocumentedness’ (e.g. Samaita 2019, Zimbabwe Situation 2019). The challenges 

related to birth registration likewise constituted a matter of public and policy discussion, 

reported in the media (Samaita 2019, Zimbabwe Situation 2019) as well as being discussed at 

parliament level; a National Inquiry on Access to Documentation, led by the Zimbabwe Human 

Rights Commission (ZHRC)77 was ongoing during my fieldwork (Parliament of Zimbabwe 

2017, 2018).  

Reflected in my analysis in this chapter, these issues had a spatial dimension, as 

problems in accessing documents took place in specific locations. Queues for passports, birth 

and death certificates, and ID cards dominated the scenery around the Registrar General’s 

Office buildings in the Central Business District (CBD) of Bulawayo. During the time of my 

 
76 I use the pseudonym Trust to refer to this organization.  
77 ZHRC is the national Human Rights Institution for Zimbabwe, mandated by the constitution to promote and 
protect human rights.  
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fieldwork, people would spend hours, even days submitting their applications as the 

government could not process them in a timely fashion.78  

While the previous chapter shed light on documentary practices in the event of injiva 

death, this chapter focuses on the issuance, usage, and production of travel documents (and 

related residence permits) and birth certificates, which constituted a central concern for many 

interlocutors. I also discuss the intended and unintended impacts of such documentation on 

one’s belonging to the nation-state and kin – before, during, and after return. As will become 

apparent, documentation mediated injivas’ experiences of the state, of conditions of 

statelessness, and of citizenship, and influenced mobility prospects and inclusion in various 

assistance and protection schemes, as well as the pragmatic and legal ways kinship relations 

are created and enacted. In this chapter, I investigate how documents and temporal, spatial, and 

social experiences of ‘(un)documentedness’ are constituted in a range of encounters between 

injivas and public authorities, such as immigration officers, omalaytsha cross-border 

transporters, teachers, and charity workers. I further examine how people use, produce, claim, 

manipulate, and mobilize documents to seek recognition and state protection through various 

creative practices to maintain life in conditions of decline and crisis. 

I begin by looking at the mobility history of Susan, a 56-year-old widow from 

Bulawayo with a trans-local family. While Chapter Four contextualized the colonial and 

postcolonial political economies of mobility and emerging conceptualizations of migration and 

mobility, here the emphasis is especially on the documentation practices that mediate access to 

protective identities, citizenship, and kinship care. Susan’s story illuminates how the shifts in 

migration regimes, legislation, and documentary requirements have influenced mobility 

practices and experiences of the state among Zimbabwean migrants, whether potentially caring 

or excluding, and how people seek and make use of alternative bureaucratic categorizations, 

documents, and legal loopholes. In the second part of the chapter, I investigate birth registration 

practices and borrow the term ‘kinning’ from Signe Howell (2003, 2006a) to analyse the 

processes whereby displaced Zimbabweans strategically establish papered kin relations. These 

they use to access ID documents which secure their national belonging and access to protective 

identities, but which also entangle them with their new, papered relatives and kin networks 

both in South Africa and in Zimbabwe, often in unintended ways. I also investigate how people 

 
78 I did not have specific clearance to conduct research at the Registrar General’s Office, which is responsible for 
processing and issuing travel documents, national identity documents, birth and death certificates, and marriage 
documents.  
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respond to these newly created relations when trying to navigate legal, social, and economic 

precarity. I show how the credibility of birth certificates and other related documents such as 

affidavits are socially constituted via the creation of a convincing story of birth, and explore 

the often unintended impacts such papered kin relations have on people’s lives.  

This chapter contributes to the study’s overall conceptual framework of ‘economies of 

care’ by directing attention to how the political economies of migration and civic registration 

procedures, and local responses to them, shift old forms, subjects, logics, and practices of care 

and create new, and how citizenship and kinship processes get entangled in the registration of 

births. Although such activities are often dubbed ‘illegal’ in public and policy discussions, 

taking the perspective of continuity and care casts light on how protective identities and kinship 

relations are manipulated, asserted, and invented, and authentic citizenship documents are 

claimed – sustaining life and cross-generational continuity in the midst of legal, economic, and 

social insecurity, and the state’s incapacity to provide documentation. In so doing, the chapter 

engages with the rich ethnographic scholarship on bureaucratic documents, which emphasizes 

that while statutory certification is a central mode whereby the state classifies people and 

creates and secures control over governable subjects, documents are also open to manoeuvre 

and manipulation (e.g. Caplan and Torpey 2001, Das & Poole 2004b, Gordillo 2006, Gupta 

2012, Hull 2012b, Jeganathan 2004, Navaro-Yashin 2007, Piot 2019, Reeves 2013, 2019, Riles 

2000, 2006). My own contribution points to the relationality of documentary practices, 

focusing on the ways people have responded to shifting documentation requirements, the 

largely state-produced condition of undocumentedness, and how such responses effect not only 

experiences of citizenship but also of kinship.  

 

Identification and the control of mobility, past and present 

I got to know Susan, then a 54-year-old widow, in 2016 during my first short-term fieldtrip to 

Bulawayo. In August 2018 when I started my longer stint in the field, Susan had just returned 

from South Africa, where her two daughters, a son, and five grandchildren were living. In 

Bulawayo, at that time, she lived with her other two daughters and four grandchildren; 

however, as I explain in greater detail in Chapter Five, the household setting was flexible and 

constantly changing. One day, when Susan and I were engaged in our usual discussions of her 

experiences of mobility and frustration over contemporary political and economic conditions 

in Zimbabwe, she asked if I wanted to see her ‘documents’. I agreed and she went into the 
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bedroom, climbed on a chair, and took a brown envelope from the top of the wardrobe. It 

contained valued papers of various sorts, including various identification documents for 

herself, her children, and grandchildren, laminated birth certificates, ‘baby cards’ containing 

matrixes of vaccinations, head sizes, and weights of various babies, and information on how to 

breast feed, her late mother’s Rhodesian passport, her own expired asylum-seeker’s temporary 

permit, passports, and family pictures. We delved into dissection of her family’s mobility 

history.  

 
3) Susan’s travel documents. Picture by the author. 

 

Susan’s father came from Mozambique to Southern Rhodesia in the early 1960s to engage in 

cross-border trading in Umtali, present-day Mutare, and still a busy border town between 

today’s Zimbabwe and Mozambique. It is also where a few cross-border traders I got to know 

travelled frequently to buy clothes, shoes, and groceries, importing them from Mozambique. 

Susan’s mother had also worked as a cross-border trader and Susan thinks that is how her 



 
 

177 
 

parents met. Among her documents is her mother’s Rhodesian passport from the mid-1960s. 

Besides hair and eye colour and other racial signifiers, it also states that she has a permit to 

travel to ‘Mozambique only’ and judging from the stamps it had clearly been used on several 

occasions between 1966-67 to visit Mozambique. As explained in Chapter Three, during White 

minority rule all African men in cities and working in industries were required to carry a Situpa 

pass. However, while the 1966 Closed Labours Order prohibited certain categories of foreign 

Africans from working in urban areas, Umtali and some other cities made an exception. This 

enabled Susan’s father to engage in cross-border trading without a pass.  

In the early 1970s Susan’s father found employment in a sugar factory and the family 

moved from Mutare to Njube in western Bulawayo, one of the African locations that was built 

in the 1950s to accommodate married couples.79  Susan later married a man who was working 

in the police force whom she described as ‘the provider for the family’. They had three 

daughters and a son in the 1980s and lived in in an extra building in the compound of Susan’s 

parents’ family house.80 Later in the 1990s the family moved to Cowdray Park, a new, fast-

growing, high-density suburb on the western side of Bulawayo. Susan’s husband passed away 

in the late 1990s, leaving Susan, as a single mother, financially dependent on the widow’s 

pension of 50 Dollars per month that she continued to receive from the National Social Security 

Authority (NSSA). However, as discussed in Chapter Three, the value of the currency has 

fluctuated during the postcolonial era and its fiscal crises, especially since the 2000s. Since her 

husband died, she had been struggling financially. Not only was she widowed, the government 

had recently introduced school fees along with other ‘reforms’, such as user fees in clinics and 

hospitals, that accompanied the adoption of the Economic Structural Adjustment Programme 

(ESAP) in the early 1990s. Given these circumstances, Susan started to supplement the 

household income by producing jam and selling it in Entumbane market, about a ten-kilometre 

walk from her home in Cowdray Park, and importing clothing and shoes from Botswana. 

However, she had no valid travel documents, and due to Botswana’s strict immigration control 

she had to ‘make new plans’.81 Her three children, who were in their late teens and early 

twenties, had relocated to Johannesburg in 2003 to try and secure an income, and Susan also 

 
79 As explained in Chapter Two, in the 1950s the Bulawayo City Council tried to attract labour migration to meet 
its increasing needs for African workers during the industrial boom. To stabilize the work force, it started to 
provide council housing not only for ‘bachelor’ single-male migrants, as it had earlier, but also for those who 
brought their families along.  
80 This arrangement is in contradiction with the idea of patrilineality and patrilocality, but Susan articulated this 
as a practical solution, given that her family had secured urban housing in Bulawayo.  
81 Like Susan, many of my collaborators described the Botswanan immigration policies as comparable to the strict 
Rhodesian government in their control over Situpas and mobility of black populations.  
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crossed the borders rather frequently to practice small-scale trading –importing cold drinks 

during festive seasons, for instance – but also to take up piece work and take care of her 

grandchildren there.  

Until mid-2009 Zimbabweans who were not able to obtain a South African work permit 

before arrival were required to have a visa to visit South Africa, which could only be procured 

at the South African Embassy in Harare (Masawi 2017, 46-47). Even if Susan had been able to 

provide a letter of invitation from a host in South Africa, she had no means of producing the 

visa security deposit of around 2,000 Rands.82 Nor could she afford the transportation cost from 

Bulawayo to Harare to apply for and collect the visa. Furthermore, although a visa would have 

allowed her to cross the border and reside ‘safely’ in South Africa, it would only have been 

temporary, with a maximum 90 days, and it would not have allowed her to work. Centrally, the 

case shows how the value of applying for visas (and the consequent protection and rights) is 

judged, among other things, on the basis of applicants’ financial and social capacities. 

Consequently, during Susan’s first trips to South Africa in 2003-2005 she entered by 

‘border jumping’ at unauthorized, undesignated points along the Limpopo River (see Chapter 

Four). As explained in Chapter Four, due to deteriorating humanitarian and political conditions 

in the 2000s, culminating in 2008 in hyperinflation, Zimbabwean migration escalated, and in 

2010, it was estimated that there were between 1 and 1.5 million Zimbabweans in South Africa 

(FMSP, 2010). Both South African and Zimbabwean immigration policies responded to this 

crisis, thereby also influencing the documentary practices of Susan and those like her. In 2005 

she acquired a temporary Emergency Travel document that the government issued because the 

processing of passports was delayed when it ran out of funds for importing passport paper 

(HRW 2008, 107).  

However, as Shannon Morreira (2016, 115) has argued, since the hyperinflation and 

intensified political violence that followed the 2008 general elections in Zimbabwe, for most 

Zimbabwean migrants a central way to longer term legal protection in South Africa has been 

via asylum-seeking papers, with the possibility of gaining refugee status. In 2008 Susan also 

lodged her claim for asylum at a Refugee Reception Office in Musina, the closest South African 

town to the Beitbridge border. She was issued an Asylum Seekers Temporary Permit, 

colloquially just called ‘asylum’, that enabled her to secure a stay in South Africa with the right 

to work (and study) for a period of six months, as the application was supposed to be handled 

 
82 Equivalent to ca. 320 USD.  



 
 

179 
 

within this window by the Department of Home Affairs. However, while between 2005 and 

2007 44,423 Zimbabweans had claimed asylum in South Africa (HRW 2008, 31), the number 

multiplied radically in 2008 and 2009. In 2009, Zimbabweans accounted for 149,500 new 

asylum applications in South Africa (UNHCR 2010, 41).  

This was followed by delays in the processing of the asylum decisions and long queues 

in the offices. Morreira has observed that in Cape Town potential applicants sometimes camped 

outside the offices for weeks to get an appointment either to submit their first application for 

the Asylum Seekers Permit, or to have the status determination interview which offered the 

possibility of proving that they fulfilled the criteria for refugee status (Morreira 2016, 116-

117). However, since the processing times were delayed, the Asylum Seekers Permits might 

need to be repeatedly renewed every six months until the claim would be processed. Susan, for 

instance got her permit extended multiple times, but she emphasizes that she ‘was given six 

months, sometimes three months, sometimes one month. It depended on the officer who was 

there’, until her application for refugee status was finally rejected as unfounded in mid-2009. 

As we can see, on the one hand, the institutional challenges to processing asylum claims 

provided a temporary opportunity for longer stays in South Africa, with the right to work and 

study; however, Asylum Seekers Permits also manifest a tension between protection and 

control (Caplan and Torpey 2001, Gordillo 2006, 163). As she was formally an asylum-seeker, 

Susan could not, officially, return to Zimbabwe during the process. Visiting home would rule 

out her claim for humanitarian protection as a result of suffering a ‘well-founded fear of 

persecution’, as stated in the UN Convention on Refugee Rights, reproduced in the South 

African Refugee Act. Return would mean that her application for asylum would be rejected, 

based on a ‘Refugee Status Determination Offer’, as underlined in her Asylum Seekers Permit. 

Nonetheless, while remaining in South Africa on paper, she circumvented official procedure 

and travelled back and forth to Zimbabwe using the malaytsha system when the social and 

economic reality of her family required her to zigzag across the border.83  

On the whole, however, the Home Affairs Department in South Africa shaped its 

migration policy in the mid-2009 with shifts that were largely perceived as sympathetic towards 

Zimbabwean migrants. This was due to its need to reduce pressure on its asylum-seekers’ 

management system due to the high volume of applications (Bimha 2017, Kriger 2010, 78), 

 
83 For instance, she was a central figure in transporting her grandchildren across the borders without papers, and, 
as an elder of the family, she had the spiritual responsibility to perform necessary rituals and bring the bodies of 
deceased family members home for respectful burial. 
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nudged by the reports of various NGOs on the scandalous conditions of the detention centres 

(e.g. Lawyers for Human Rights 2008). In practice, South Africa removed the earlier visa 

requirements and introduced a moratorium on deportations for two years and a free 90-day 

visitor’s permit, following the trend elsewhere in the Southern African Development 

Corporation (SADC) region. It also introduced a special Dispensation of Zimbabweans Project 

which offered an opportunity for Zimbabweans to legalize their stay in South Africa, although 

it was also a way to create a record of Zimbabweans who had been living, until then, without 

permits in the country (Kriger 2010, 78-79). DZPs were free-of-charge and they would allow 

their holders to work, study, or conduct business in South Africa for a period of four years. 

Applications for the original DZP permits were initially accepted from September 2010 to 31 

December 2010, but the registration period was finally extended by six months (until June 

2011) on Zimbabwe’s request, ‘largely due to backlog in the processing passports by the 

Registrar General’s Office’ (Chronicle 2013). During that window Home Affairs in South 

Africa received nearly 300,000 applications: 242,731 were granted and 51,780 either rejected 

or not finalized.84 

DZPs did not, however, offer a real option for Susan’s family or many other 

interlocutors. Although dubbed as amnesty in public and policy discussions, Susan and some 

other collaborators had, rather, found it a policy that made their undocumentedness visible, and 

their stay in South Africa vulnerable. They were concerned that if their cases proved 

unsuccessful, or when the programme ran out, they would risk deportation (see also Masawi 

2017, 50-51). Furthermore, although the lack of valid passports – a key challenge when 

applying for a DZP in the first place – was solved by being given the chance to apply for 

Zimbabwean passports at the Embassy of Zimbabwe in Pretoria, it was hard for many to fulfil 

other permit prerequisites. As most people describe the nature of their work as irregular and 

temporary – far from stable, employee-employer contract work – it was difficult to meet the 

requirement of providing proof of employment from an employer or proof of their own 

businesses, neither of which matched with real-life, fragmented ways of making do. In 

summary, although some 300,000 Zimbabweans applied for a DZP, they seemed to balance 

 
84 The original DZP permits were valid until the end of 2014. After that the holders were given two options: one 
was to apply for regular study, work, or business visas, but they needed to do so in Zimbabwe; the other was to 
apply for the newly introduced Zimbabwe Special Dispensation Permit (ZSP). However, only applicants that were 
already on the DZP database could do so – leaving post-2010 arrivals without an option for this amnesty. This 
time, they also had to hold a valid Zimbabwean passport and have evidence of employment, business, or accredited 
study.  
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this with the paradox of uneven forms of state care. While the South African state could provide 

protection to those considered rightful recipients of the permits – that is, those who could fulfil 

the financial and social requirements – they were well aware of the temporality of this state 

care, thus demonstrating the inseparability of state care and control. The decision over 

registration was, at least for some interlocutors, a case of comparing the pros and cons: the 

benefits of state care versus the downsides of state control and the general lack of trust in the 

sincerity of the state and its protection claims. 

Against this backdrop, in late 2009 Susan applied for a Zimbabwe passport and started 

to cross the border with this passport and a temporary, free-of-charge visitor’s permit and, due 

to the lucky timing of her application, she did not have to wait very long for her passport to be 

processed. Many others who had applied for a passport after the abolishment of the visa 

requirements described the frustration of queues lasting days in the passport offices, with the 

choice of paying to ‘fast-forward’ or cut the queue, or facing extended processing of the 

applications that could take over six months (cf. Masawi 2017). At the time of my fieldwork, 

some years later, people saw similar situations emerging, as explained at the beginning of this 

chapter and in Chapter Four. People that I met commonly referred to these as ‘2008 symptoms’, 

like those that had preceded hyperinflation. They described themselves as being ‘stuck’ in the 

county. However, although many mentioned the pragmatic and economic difficulties of 

crossing the border formally, it was a common argument among both injivas and immigration 

officers whom I met that, although the government was trying to stop people ‘fleeing’ the 

country, Zimbabweans were leaving in large numbers anyway. Furthermore, rumours and 

speculations that South Africa would be reintroducing visa requirements for Zimbabweans 

circulated. This worried Susan, as she explained: “I am now coming and going, to keep my 

family alive, but eish... If xenophobia comes and I need a visa to get to SA, I am finished. That 

is the end of it. If they introduce visas people cannot cross [the borders] with passports. They 

cannot go straight, but they have to do dabulapu. Look at me! I am too old for that.”  

Susan’s mobility narrative shows how migration regimes and related identification 

documents, such as travel documents and residence permits, have constituted highly selective 

yet, in real-life, fluid categories of people assigned differing rights to enter a country and access 

rights to move, to get protection, to work and study. On the one hand, Susan and her family 

members have been excluded from protected categories of migrants and assessed as ‘non-

deserving’ of certain rights (judged on their financial, social, or other capacities); on the other, 
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they have also made use of a range of alternative bureaucratic documents and legal loopholes 

‘to keep the family alive’, as Susan put it. In demonstrating these paradoxes, her case shows 

that experiences of undocumentedness and documentedness are often temporary and socially 

mediated. Therefore, such categories are insufficient to capture the complexities of everyday 

life that is largely structured around the need to care for oneself and others, as documented 

throughout this dissertation.  

 

Biometric citizenship and ghost passports 

Like Susan, my other interlocutors had also lived in South Africa without permits, at least 

periodically. The everyday life of injivas, as I observed it, was largely about trying to 

overcome, or at least have some level of control over, this condition of liminality by managing 

the materiality, durability, and movement of documents. While the state tries to control the 

mobility of different populations via border control, legislation, and other techniques, valuing 

and categorizing them as deserving and undeserving of state-provided protection and 

assistance, the process and practices of obtaining documents can be creatively manoeuvred and 

managed by those using them (e.g. Caplan & Torpey 2011, Hammar 2018, Navaro-Yashin 

2007). It was often explained to me that, in the early 2000s, documents, especially passports, 

were fabricated or falsified by replacing pictures and written details. This was, however, no 

longer a viable option due to the introduction of the new national identity card and passport by 

the Department of Home Affairs of South Africa in 2013, with its requirement of biometric 

fingerprints. Zimbabwe introduced biometric passports in June 2017. Consequently, it has 

become virtually impossible to duplicate or manipulate the material content of the South 

African passport and national identity card or Zimbabwean passport, although I did hear about 

a singular, exceptional attempt to fabricate fingerprints. For instance, Martha, a 39-year-old 

woman to whose story I have returned in most chapters, used to cross the border with her half-

sister’s documents, but due to the introduction of the biometric system she had to find other 

means. ‘I remember when they changed the system. Right now, I cannot use my sister’s 

[documents] anymore. Otherwise, people would cross with anyone’s passports, like before.’  

Officially, the biometric system in South Africa was introduced to prevent identity theft 

(DHA 2012). Yet, while the efforts of the Department of Home Affairs in South Africa had 

successfully made it harder to fabricate identity documents, this did not stop the legally 



 
 

183 
 

vulnerable migrant population from accessing citizenship certificates. Indeed, local practices 

have adjusted to, and shifted along with, the changes in the official procedures as people 

followed the changes in immigration policies carefully and are aligned their tactics 

accordingly: rather than altering existing documents and manipulating their materiality, 

obtaining or borrowing authentic documents was a matter of high importance, as well as the 

fabrication of stamps.  

At the time of my fieldwork Susan was crossing the borders with a valid five-year 

passport, which was going to expire in late 2019. Its stamps presented a record of 68 border 

crossings in the past four years: 34 entry and 34 exit stamps. Since the passport had been 

stamped in and out at both Zimbabwe and South Africa’s border posts, one official border 

crossing means two stamps. According to the stamps, during the ‘validity’ of the passport she 

had, on paper, visited South Africa seventeen times, between three and four times a year. When 

I commented on the high number of stamps, Susan explained that ‘you need to be careful to 

keep account of the number of days’. She further clarified that she has tried to be careful that 

the number of days that she is in South Africa ‘on paper’ should not exceed 90 per annum, the 

limit without a visa set by the South African Immigration Act (2014), with one visit not to 

exceed 30 days; in reality, however, the regulation was open to negotiation. In fact, Susan did 

not know exactly how many times she had visited South Africa as she has sometimes sent the 

passport with omalaytsha couriers to the border to be ‘stamped out’ before the permit expires, 

while remaining in South Africa herself. Once, she had done this due to the birth of her twin 

grandchildren in South Africa as her help was needed longer than her stamp would allow.  
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4) Passport stamps. Picture by the author.  

This illustrates a typical tactic that people apply to ensure that their passports are in order. 

Xolani Tshabalala (2017) who has examined the social practices of informal border crossing 

between Zimbabwe and South Africa uses the term ‘ghost passports’ (see also Masawi 2017) 

for passports whose holders get third parties, typically omalaytshas or long-distance bus 

drivers, to take them to the border post to get them stamped on their behalf. There are at least 

two ways to manipulate the stamps. Firstly, much as Tshabalala (2017) has suggested, some of 

my interlocutors had used omalaytshas to negotiate more residence days on their passports, ‘to 

keep them valid’; however, it was suggested that this type of manoeuvre is more common for 

Zimbabweans who stay in Botswana, as there the police officers and the deportation system 

have the reputation of being less flexible and ‘more efficient’ than in South Africa. Indeed, 

although the estimated number of Zimbabweans is significantly higher in South Africa,85 the 

number of deported people is lower than the documented figure deported from Botswana. 

According to the estimates provided by Zimbabwe’s Immigration Services and Social Welfare 

Department, in the past few years (2016-2018) Botswana has deported some 22,000 and South 

Africa some 15,000 Zimbabweans annually. Consequently, valid permits are more crucial in 

 
85 Since movement is largely unauthorized it is impossible to estimate the actual number of Zimbabweans in its 
neighbouring countries. However, estimates of the number of Zimbabweans in South Africa range from 1-3 
million, and in Botswana from 40-100,000 according to my personal connections in the Zimbabwe Immigration 
services and Social Welfare departments, and in Médecins Sans Frontières in Harare and Beitbridge. 
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Botswana than in South Africa, where the police officers are known for making extra income 

by taking bribes from migrants with non-valid papers. As Charles, a 36-year-old man who 

works ‘irregularly’ in ‘the faculty of welding’ in Johannesburg but regularly visits his wife and 

children in Bulawayo, explains: ‘I travelled to South Africa last year April and I had to stamp 

[my passport] out. I never bothered myself about the soliciting for days, because usually it is 

not that…The police guys are not that much of a problem in SA.’ 

Charles explained that during his periods of undocumentedness, when his permits had 

expired and he had not got new stamps, he typically carried extra cash to pay police officers to 

secure his stay in South Africa. Indeed, rather than negotiating more days per stamp, I more 

often heard about a second way of dealing with the problem, that of sending the ghost passports 

to the border to get an exit stamp in time, as Susan and Charles had done. The motive is rooted 

not only in needing to protect one’s legal stay in South Africa, but in the value of a valid 

passport in itself, and the chance it provided to cross the border formally, without border 

jumping or taking the risk of having to pay a fine of between 2,500 and 3,500 Rands for 

overstaying one’s visa. Failure to pay the fine might cause denial of entry into South Africa or 

denial of a permit in the future. However, as explained in the following conversation with 

Charles and Martha, the ways to play with the stamps are manifold and people were usually 

well aware of the bureaucratic processes. This conversation follows Charles’ having just 

explained that he sends his passport to the border to get the exit stamp.  

Charles: You give [the passport] to the bus drivers or the malayitshas…So, they charge 

500 Rands. It depends. Some they say 700, some they say 500...for the passport, to 

stamp it out. So, they work with immigration officers. They pay there to get it stamped. 

If you also intend…to keep it valid they can also facilitate that one. You pay 700 again. 

They stamp it in and then they give it to you. It's valid. And then if you wish to extend, 

also pay, then they give you two months you survive with that one. But my question 

is...as far as I know there are regulations that stipulate 90 days. A visitor is given 90 

days per year, but my question was how do these guys do it because they said the 

machine says you have exceeded your visiting whatever... 

Martha: This other omalayitsha. When I was coming because I had overstayed, he [the 

omalaytsha driver] said, ‘Give me 500 to go stamp it for you’. I refused. I said, ‘I am 

going myself.’ So, when I got in [to the border post] I pretended as if I didn't know that 
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I had overstayed. Actually, she [the immigration officer] just said, ‘Ok, just give me 

100 and let me stamp it for you’. 

Saana: But passport is such a valuable document. How can you make sure that the 

Omalaytsha is actually going to do it for you? 

Charles: You give him half [of the money] and then you wait for him to come. And if 

he fails to do that then obviously you go to the police guys and then you compile an 

affidavit that your passport has been stolen. And then, I don’t know how they do it in 

the border post, but if someone uses [the passport] against you, they confiscate it and 

they take it to where you applied for it. For instance, mine would go to the Bulawayo 

Registrar General. 

There is a large group of de facto undocumented Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa who 

do not have a passport or other documents to hand; however, the diverse practices connected 

with the acquisition of stamps illustrates that the experience of state protection is usually 

temporary for the injivas. It also suggests that, contrary to international law and the state, which 

assumes a singular state of being, day-to-day experiences of undocumentedness and illegality 

among those who use the ghost passports fluctuate between shifting temporal experiences of 

undocumentedness and documentedness. This means that people typically remain ‘on the safe 

side of the law’ for three months per year, while the remaining months they live without a 

permit to stay in the country, and at risk of deportation – a risk that is not, however, always 

absolute, as illustrated above. 

The manipulation of stamps also occurs in many other contexts of precarious migration, 

for instance in Pakistan (Khosravi 2007) and Northern Cyprus (Navaro-Yashin 2007). 

Madeleine Reeves (2019), in her research on the Russian migration regime and migrant 

workers, points out the similar ‘paradoxical outcome’ that results from the temporal constraints 

of documents. She explores how the migrant workers, in order to safeguard their stay and to 

keep their permits in order, produce fabricated exit stamps from Russia every few months in 

order to appear to be newly arrived. The stamps are also needed as evidence for permanent 

residence permit applications. She argues that the ‘systems of bureaucratic legibility also 

generate their own economies of mediation and fabrication’ (Reeves 2019, 26). The migration 

regimes that create migrant illegality, also generate alternative practices, economic exchanges 

and street-level experts who master the field of documentation. In a similar vein, Amanda 

Hammar has argued that the long-term crisis and mass displacements in Zimbabwe have 
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produced a range of novel ‘physical, social, economic and political spaces, relations, systems 

and practices’ (Hammar 2014a, 3). I argue similarly that the long history of large-scale 

displacement, crisis, and informalization of institutions, especially in post-2000 Zimbabwe, 

have generated novel economies of mediation and fabrication, such as the omalaytsha industry 

and the practices related to acquiring false exit stamps. They have become routinized, repeated, 

and commonly known ways to care for the continuity of life in conditions of economic, social, 

and legal precarity.  

In the following section, I discuss a similar type of production by focusing on the ways 

in which entitlement to a birth certificate is established, here via the fabrication of kin relations 

and birth stories in order to access authentic documents legitimately. 

 

Birth registration 
 
Birth registration is a relatively recent practice in the postcolonial world, and constitutes a large 

challenge in Zimbabwe, as in many other African countries. In Zimbabwe, although the Births 

and Deaths Act in 1904 made it compulsory to register the births and deaths of non-Africans, 

this was not mandatory for the Black population until independence, although the 1962 Birth 

and Registration Act provided voluntary registration of births for Africans, and made it 

compulsory to register African deaths in urban areas (Hirsch 1962, see Usher Nyoni 2017, 1-

2). As explained earlier, the registration of Black people and the concomitant pass laws were 

first and foremost designed to control the mobility of Black male workers, not to provide 

citizenship rights. Births and deaths in Black populations were considered a domestic issue, 

dealt with by their rural families and local leaders, as in a large part of the colonial world (see 

e.g. Szreter & Breckenridge 2012, 2). 

Since independence the rhetoric around civil registration has shifted from the need to 

govern and control the population to focus on human rights and citizenship. Indeed, civil 

registration has become the raison d’être of the modern state (Giddens 1985, 2), and birth 

registration a linchpin for children’s access to human rights (Szreter 2007, UNICEF 2013, 

2015). Since 1982, Zimbabwe’s Registrar General’s Office has been in charge of all birth and 

death registrations (Usher Nyoni 2017, 1). Indeed, the country has ratified central international 

and regional child welfare instruments, most notably the UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Children, which defines birth registration as the ‘foundation for the fulfillment of other rights’ 
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(Szreter 2007, 68), replicated in the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the African 

Child. Furthermore, birth registration has been presented as ‘a priority for child survival’ 

(Dodds & Ellis 2010, 73) and ‘a passport to social protection’ (UNICEF 2013). Having an 

identity and being registered is also defined as one of the Sustainable Development Goals. 

Indeed, birth registration constitutes, ideally, the starting point for a plethora of other rights 

that ought to guarantee the actualization of the ‘child’s best interest’, a key concept and a moral 

guideline in the global lexicon of child’s rights and welfare, as I discuss in Chapter Eight.  

However, although the 2013 Constitution of Zimbabwe requires that all births be 

registered with the Births and Deaths Registry, only an estimated 31 percent of children up to 

5 years old were registered in Zimbabwe in 2015 (UNICEF 2015, cited in Chereni 2016, 745), 

while a worker at the Trust suggested that, according to their estimates, the number of non-

registered children in Matabeleland was about 43 percent in 2018. Both figures appear 

relatively low compared to sub-Saharan Africa’s overall figure of 56 percent in 2014 (UNICEF 

2014). The low rate of birth registrations has been addressed at international and national 

levels, by child welfare and human rights organizations, at government level, and in the public 

media (Justice for Children Trust 2007, Hurungudo 2019, 9, Parliament of Zimbabwe 2017, 

2018). For instance, the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission (ZHRC) has processed a 

National Inquiry on Access to Documentation and organized consultation meetings for 

stakeholders. 

In the following, I first describe the formal context of obtaining a birth certificate in 

Zimbabwe and the common obstacles to obtaining these highly valued documents for injiva 

families. The remainder of the chapter focuses on mundane ways of getting the birth 

registration ‘straight’ or ‘fixed’, as my interlocutors put it. Although birth registration is a larger 

challenge in Zimbabwe and globally for diverse reasons (see e.g. Chereni 2016), here I direct 

my attention to the situation of birth registration challenges stemming from migration.86 

Indeed, when I asked about the key problems of ‘injiva families’, referring in a broad sense to 

families that currently or previously have had at least one family member in South Africa, the 

answer was typically related to issues connected to birth registration, which was described as 

the major challenge for children born in South Africa to undocumented migrants. 

 
86 Birth certificates might also get lost, destroyed, or have problems in their content, such as spelling mistakes. It 
was generally asserted that most people working the Registrar General’s office are Shona speakers and make 
errors in spelling isiNdebele and other non-Shona languages. 
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Birth registration is a primary form of access to political identity, a prerequisite for 

other citizenship rights for minors, including taking the national examination in primary and 

secondary school, accessing justice, and reporting cases to the police, claiming maintenance 

fees, and crossing national borders. Furthermore, my interlocutors explained that without a 

birth certificate one cannot get a national identification document, nor a passport, a bank 

or phone account, a formal job, or apply for many state or charity-sponsored programmes 

including the Basic Education Assistance Module (BEAM), a donor-funded, state coordinated, 

nationwide school fees programme, which received more than a million applications in 2019 

(Sunday News 2019b). Paradoxically, although formally targetting selected ‘orphans and 

vulnerable children’, unregistered children, who were locally defined as the most vulnerable, 

could not get placed in the programme. I return to the limitations and the ambivalent ways that 

the state and NGOs define vulnerability in Chapter Nine.87  

In short, without a birth certificate one does not legally exist in any records and it is a 

challenge to access citizenship rights (cf. Gordillo 2006). My interlocutors confirm the findings 

of existing scholarship, observing that civil registration is the key to legal personhood and one’s 

membership of a state (e.g. Gordillo 2006, Hammar 2018, Hull 2012a, 2012b). However, my 

material on practices connected with birth registration highlights that it also defines 

interrelations in the domestic and intimate sphere. ‘Acts surrounding birth make the infant 

simultaneously a member of both family and state’, as Michael Lambek (2013, 250) has put it, 

yet it is not merely infants whose births get registered, but also those of adult kin and sometimes 

those who are dead, as I have shown in Chapter Six. 

Officially, according to the Birth and Death Registration Act (Chapter 5:02), birth 

certificates are issued by the Registrar General’s Office, the registering authority, in exchange 

for a birth confirmation record obtained from the clinic or the hospital where the child was 

born, whether in South Africa or Zimbabwe. When claiming the certificate, the mother needs 

to prove her national citizenship with her own birth certificate or an ID, and if the birth 

certificate has both parents’ names, the same also applies to the father. In the event of a parent’s 

death, death certificates are needed. Should the child’s birth not have been recorded, due, for 

instance, to a home birth, birth registration can be processed with affidavits from eyewitnesses 

who testify to the child’s birth, and possible school attendance records. However, families that 

I encountered often faced major challenges in fulfilling the requirements. The parents, 

 
87 However, Community Case Workers (CCWs) with whom I discussed the matter, said that it was not unheard 
of for children without birth certificates to get assistance from BEAM.  
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especially the mother, frequently did not have birth certificates themselves. Sometimes the 

births of children of ‘undocumented migrants’ were never registered or had been registered 

using fake names or fraudulently acquired documents. 

Therefore, although most children were born in clinics rather than homes in both 

Zimbabwe and South Africa, they often lacked the birth record that was needed for a birth 

certificate. Although South Africa has signed the international protocols that secure migrants’ 

rights to healthcare, the reality is more complex. As Tamuka Chekero and Fiona Ross (2018) 

have pointed out, many migrant women with irregular status who lack the right documentation 

avoid using public reproductive health care as they fear drawing attention to their irregular 

status. Although pregnant women do not need IDs to go to a public clinic or hospital, in real 

life they might face discrimination. Besides, the women themselves and the health workers in 

the clinic might not be aware of women’s right to maternal health services. Consequently, some 

women prefer to use more expensive private healthcare due to experiences of discrimination in 

the public health care sector (Chekero & Ross 2018). My interlocutors considered the prices of 

private health care in South Africa to be high. While it was commonly argued that many women 

return home to give birth in Zimbabwe, those who feared revealing their own vulnerable status 

to the health staff had also used someone else’s authentic papers to assure a safe birth. Thus, 

they had used false names at the public clinics, which were then recorded in the birth cards that 

are a prerequisite for birth registration.  

For instance, the Trust had recorded hundreds of cases of children who were born in 

local clinics/hospitals in South Africa with their own and their mother’s names incorrectly 

recorded in the health cards. Often, as described in Chapter Four, even if the fathers are known, 

unmarried mothers might prefer leaving the father’s name off the birth certificate, since it 

would be challenging to obtain affidavits from them when required, such as when crossing the 

borders. Both of these solutions were, however, described as risky, since the importance of a 

surname appeared to be a central factor. Rebecca, a volunteer field officer at the Trust, 

explained that she had encountered people who had asked for help in changing their surname 

due to the bad luck caused by the false name. A child should ideally share the father’s surname, 

linking the child to the father’s ancestral line. ‘If my father is Nyoni, and I am going to use 

another surname, it is going to give me bad luck. But if I am linked to my father’s surname, I 

do not bring bad luck’, Rebecca explained. As an example, she mentioned an elderly man who 

had approached her to help him change his surname, because ‘he was having bad luck, and his 

children were not prospering because of his surname’. 
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In addition to reasons related to the absence of parents’ documents and religious issues, 

undocumentedness is grounded in economic struggles. In December 2018 the widely criticized 

birth certificate processing fee of 50 USD for children born outside Zimbabwe was decreased 

to 2 USD for children over six, and made free for younger children (see e.g. Herald 2018b). As 

an result, the number of applications multiplied; an interlocutor who had close connections to 

the Registrar General’s Office in Bulawayo estimated that in January the office received over 

250 birth registration applications daily, and people commonly complained about the long 

queues and processing times. However, in cases of external births, the applicants were expected 

to provide a Provisional Restriction Order for the Registrar General’s Office, a document that 

is solely provided at the border by the Zimbabwean immigration officers for children still 

entitled to Zimbabwean citizenship who are born in South Africa but remain unregistered. It is 

a paper that facilitates the issuance of the birth certificate and is only given to the parents of 

the child (which must be proved by documents, birth records, and affidavits). An omalaytsha 

driver, or any other third party, cannot obtain the document. The economic constraints of travel 

to the border and back to get that document were often articulated.  

To exemplify, the Trust had recorded and provided assistance in 2018 for nearly 350 

cases of children without birth certificates. One third of the cases were marked as ‘external’, 

meaning that the children were born outside the country or that their mothers resided abroad, 

almost exclusively in South Africa. The following extracts are problem descriptions from one 

of the Trust’s client databases. 

Problem description: Jaison was born in South Africa. He is staying with his granny. 

He came to Zimbabwe in 2017 when he was four years old. Currently he is not going 

to school because he does not have a b/c [birth certificate]. Both parents are staying in 

South Africa. The client [the granny] is carrying an ID, b/c, and passports for the parents 

as well as health card for the child.  

Problem description: Janet was born in South Africa in 2007. The client [mother] did 

not obtain b/c on time, because she lost the health card when Janet was 6 years. 

Currently the child is at grade 6 and she does not have a b/c. She needs b/c for grade 7 

exams. 

Advice given: The client needs to go to SA and look for a health card.  
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Problem description: James was born in South Africa in August 2011. The child came 

with malayitsha when he was 1 year 6 months. Since then, the child was staying with 

his grandmother. The mother is in South Africa and she is not communicating. 

Currently the mother does not care about the child. James is in grade 1 and he does not 

have a b/c. The child does not know his mother. 

 

Kinning by other means: Paper relatives and narrative strategies 

During fieldwork, I often got involved in discussions in which alternative ways of obtaining 

birth certificates that met or circumvented legal-bureaucratic demands were explored. This 

section considers the creative, strategic practices of ‘kinning’: the range of ways that 

Zimbabweans create interpersonal, domestic, state-recognized relations with South Africans in 

order to obtain authentic South African or/and Zimbabwean birth registration. As explained in 

Chapter One, Signe Howell uses kinning (2003, 2006a, 2006b) to refer to processes whereby 

previously unconnected people are connected into ‘a significant and permanent relationship’ 

(Howell 2006a, 8). In this chapter, I extend the concept to investigate not only the processes 

that aim at incorporating previously unconnected people into new kin groups, but also – 

simultaneously – into relations registered and recognized by the state.  

Drawing on the idea of kinning, I distinguish here a range of tactical, precarious 

practices of kinning with which my interlocutors engaged. As in Howell’s work, my research 

context also brings to light the ‘ambiguities and contradictions embedded in the relationship 

between biological and social relatedness’ (Howell 2003, 465); however, the kinning practices 

that I describe here differ essentially from those of adoptive families as they are rarely 

embedded in the desire to build biological or social relatedness per se. Although the kind of 

kinning practices I examine often require and constitute social and affective relationships, they 

do not necessarily aim at permanent relatedness. Instead, kinning here is used as an 

instrumentalized tactic to establish membership of a state, to access citizenship and institutional 

care regimes, and to relate to uncertainty. The newly created papered relatedness is not intended 

to affect intimate everyday relations, let alone to create a sense of belonging and ‘mutuality of 

being’ (Sahlins 2013). Yet, as I show, through these practices people as in fact get fixed in 

relations – to other people and societies, legally and on paper, and often in ambivalent and 

unintended ways – that have real-life effect on how kinship is experienced, by both the newly 
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kinned and his/her new kin members. To ‘get things straight’, might require creative de-kinning 

practices, as the following examples illustrate. 

Jane, a nineteen-year-old woman whom I frequently encountered, had border-jumped 

(dabulapu) to South Africa with her boyfriend when she was fifteen years old and pregnant. 

To access the South African maternity services, she had borrowed fraudulently acquired South 

African ID documents from her Zimbabwean landlord’s daughter. She gave birth to a baby girl 

who was, on paper, born to another South African woman, the child’s ‘paper mother’, as Jane 

called her. Due to difficult circumstances in South Africa Jane later returned to Zimbabwe with 

her daughter, a trip organized through an omalaytsha. To enrol the child in pre-school and to 

apply for assistance with the school fees from an international NGO, she was now struggling 

to get her child registered as a Zimbabwean citizen. She knew that ‘to get it straight’ according 

to official protocol would require her to return to South Africa and obtain an affidavit from the 

paper mother, as well as a baby card from the clinic where her daughter was born. This formal 

way was not an option for her for many reasons. On the one hand, she had no economic means 

to go back to South Africa; on the other, and more crucially, she was assured that the paper 

mother would not agree to give her testimony for at least two reasons: firstly, she had acquired 

her own South African identification papers fraudulently and would, according to Jane, not be 

willing to reveal this unlawful action; secondly, she was benefitting from her paper parentage 

by receiving a Child Support Grant from the Southern African Social Security Agency 

(SASSA) to maintain Jane’s daughter, whose primary caretaker and mother, she was – on 

paper.88 Furthermore, Jane was also unwilling to reveal her own fraudulent actions to the 

authorities due to fear of the legal consequences, such as possible child protection 

interventions. The baby girl had been brought back to Zimbabwe with no papers, and Jane’s 

mother was taking care of her in their rural home as Jane herself worked night shifts in a 

restaurant trying to finish her O-level education in an evening school. 

Rather than being desperate, however, Jane was planning to get a birth certificate from 

a local hospital, as her sister knew a nurse who worked there. She showed me a long WhatsApp 

conversation in which she discussed the cost of getting her daughter’s birth registered in a local 

hospital by a nurse whose contact details Jane had got through her sister, whose friend, in turn, 

knew the nurse. It appeared that she would need to pay 150 USD ‘to get it straight’. Another 

 
88 In South Africa, to receive a Child Support Grant, the adult applicant needs to provide an identity document 
and the birth of the child must be registered (Lund 2012, 475). Although non-citizens who are permanent residents 
or have a refugee status are also entitled to such grants (ibid., 489), my interlocutors were not formally eligible to 
apply such grant as they fell outside these categories.  
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alternative was to build a reliable story of birth. Indeed, Jane’s mother had tried to identify 

suitable witnesses to accompany her in the Registrar General’s Office to ‘testify’, to explain 

the non-registration by telling a convincing yet fictive story of Jane’s homebirth in a rural 

home. 

Jane’s case illustrates how the very precarity and dysfunctionality of registration creates 

‘spaces of possibility’ (Reeves 2013) or opportunities for ‘gaming’ (Piot 2019). Getting things 

fixed – or ‘straight’ or ‘moving’, as it was commonly termed by my interlocutors – often 

required ‘experts’. These were a range of facilitators who knew how to access documents, for 

instance by ‘paying off’ or knowing how to build a legitimate birth story, retrospectively 

documenting it by providing affidavits from eyewitnesses and possibly the birth and death 

certificates of parents, sometimes going back several decades. These fixers did not appear as 

organized gangs or even something remarkable, but were typically ordinary state officers, such 

as the nurse that Jane’s sister knew, trying to make extra income in the ‘spaces of possibility’ 

(cf. Reeves 2013, see also Blundo 2006, Hamani 2014). Yet the motivation to assist did not 

merely stem from economic considerations but could also be seen as a form of solidarity and 

care, a way to sympathize with those more unfortunate and to help get their lives moving, both 

in South Africa and in Zimbabwe, as the following examples show. Other officials, in turn, 

were not equally sympathetic but, rather, could be intimidating and frightening. Both cases 

nevertheless illustrate the power that the state officials have on people’s life-maintaining 

endeavours. 

 

Stick with one story! 

One Tuesday afternoon in November, I was sitting in the office of the Trust, going through 

their database and waiting for Rebecca to explain some of the details to me. For an inquisitive 

ethnographer, the office was an exciting site for hearing multiple stories, encountering people 

who had returned from South Africa, and coming to understand the legal-bureaucratic 

framework and constraints surrounding the registration of births. Rebecca, who was in her late 

20s, had begun working for the charity as an unpaid intern, and had later held both paid and 

unpaid positions, as salaries depended on foreign donors were, therefore, irregular. I normally 

accompanied Rebecca around the office and on her field visits to follow up on how cases were 

managed. The Trust had drop-in hours during which people could come and ask for guidance 

on questions related to birth registration. 
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On that Tuesday afternoon four people – a boy who looked to be in his teens, two 

women, and a man – entered the room. The group seemed to be distressed as they tried to 

explain the situation to Rebecca. The discussion was in isiNdebele, and I could only understand 

bits and pieces as the different parties talked loudly, with worried faces, and often on top of 

each other. Rebecca offered them chairs and asked them to calm down and talk one at a time; 

when this did not work, she decided to interview each person separately. It turned out that the 

boy did not have a birth certificate and one of the women was his mother and the others were 

their eyewitnesses. The group had come directly from the Registrar General’s Office where 

they had hoped to get the birth of the boy registered. To their disappointment, they had been 

sent away as their ‘story did not work’, and now they were frightened. The officer had turned 

their application down and threatened to report them to the Zimbabwe Republic Police (ZRP) 

for ‘telling lies’. It took more than an hour to understand what exactly had been said at the 

RG’s Office. Finally, it turned out that the group had provided a range of contradicting support 

documents and conflicting stories of the boy’s birth. The details in the application, and those 

in the affidavits from the head of the school and the village head, and the oral and written 

testimonies of the two eyewitnesses did not match. They had different dates of birth and the 

eyewitnesses’ accounts of the place of birth also differed. The boy himself declared that he was 

born in 1996, but the papers claimed that he was born in 1998, 2000, and 2003. Rebecca, whose 

patience I normally admired, shook her head, looked at me with her eyes rolling as she stood 

up, raised her voice, and told the group: ‘Stick with one story! Whatever you say, stick with 

only one story! Go home and rehearse your story!’ 

Besides Rebecca, I got to know teachers, Community Case Workers and other local 

authorities who had used their expert knowledge to help invent coherent stories of birth (see 

also Chapter Nine). For instance, a retired primary school teacher, Mrs. Sibanda, one of my 

interlocutors, told me about how she had helped pupils without birth certificates to construct a 

consistent birth story by asking their families to present themselves as ‘Apostolic faith people, 

because even the police officers know that they don’t go to hospital’. She had advised them to 

dress up in white gowns, like people who follow the Apostolic faith.  

So, I phoned the district officer for births and deaths so she was expecting me. I spoke 

very professionally, [saying], ‘I am the head of school here and here and I have some 

children here who do not have birth certificates. And I have persuaded their families to 

come and [get] birth certificates [for] them. So, what are they supposed to bring? They 

gave birth at home.’ So, she told what they need and I took all that information, days of 
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births, where was it [that the birth took place]. I took two witnesses, the father, and 

mother, and we rehearsed the story.  

As mentioned earlier, in cases of home births, to request a birth certificate one needs two 

eyewitnesses of the event to give their testimonies. Rehearsing the story here refers to the need 

to get the details harmonized. Another teacher explained how he had also invented dates of 

births in his affidavits and asked families to stick to the fictive age that the teachers had 

provided.  

Temba: Actually, when a child doesn’t have a birth certificate, we [teachers] give that 

child an age. Like, let's say in the case of O-levels and the children are in the range of 

16 years, we then decide for that child his or her own age. We tell him that this is your 

age, even if you are going to get a birth certificate later on in life, this is your age. Are 

you getting me? 

Saana: I am not sure, so you are giving him new... 

Temba: Ja. Because we say, ‘You are about to write O-Level, you are about to write 

grade 7.’ We simply write you were born on 22 December 2001. Stick to this age. We 

write it down and now it is in the diary [so] that if ever she has to get a birth certificate, 

she will use the age that we marked in the school. 

The Registrar General’s Office evaluates whether a story is legitimate. The people who brought 

their story to the Trust (described above) had not been consistent, and the Registrar General’s 

Office had rejected it, meaning that it then needed rehearsal. In the case Mrs Sibanda described, 

the narrative had worked, and the children had been registered. I argue that the witnesses, 

affidavits, the invented birth dates and places of birth and other details, the rehearsals, and the 

expert who knows how to piece together a convincing narrative, together do crucial kinning 

work that creates social ties that are state-registered, and central to accessing citizenship and 

related rights, for instance, the right to education. This also resembles the guidance asylum 

seekers receive to represent events in their lives in ways that will make them eligible for refugee 

status (e.g. Beneduce 2015, Holland 2018, Shuman & Bohmer 2004). Roberto Beneduce 

(2015), for instance, has investigated how asylum seekers from sub-Saharan Africa in northern 

Italy arrange and ‘remember’ their biographical details strategically, trying to learn the 

bureaucratic language for telling a convincing story from those more connected than 

themselves in order to meet the criteria established by asylum law. In a similar vein, in the 

following section I discuss other narrative strategies used in kinning processes to forge papered 
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relatedness, which accentuates what Charles Piot (2019, 66) calls ‘the performative kinship 

that brings into being and makes real that which it enacts’ (see also Frohmann 2008, 166), but 

also makes other, unexpected, things real.  

 

Amnesty through paper parents? 

During my fieldwork I encountered many Zimbabweans who had received South African 

citizenship, and it was commonly known that many Zimbabweans try to obtain South African 

papers to avoid arrest, detention, and deportation (Kriger 2010). As Jane’s case indicates, 

citizenship documents are also obtained and kin relations created to get access to South African 

social grants, education, and health services. A typical way of going about it is to create papered 

relatedness, such as through marriages. While these marriages are often without doubt genuine, 

and entered into for reasons other than citizenship, I often also heard stories of marriages 

arranged out of solidarity or through reciprocal agreements whereby services or, typically, 

money were required in payment for citizenship. For instance, a taxi driver living in South 

Africa with a temporary residence permit told me that he was looking for a suitable wife to get 

access to South African citizenship through naturalization.89 However, the option is only 

available to those who have been married for two years before making the application and had 

a permanent residence permit before the marriage (South African Citizenship Act 1995). Given 

these criteria, it seems to be more common to try and naturalize citizenship by birth, ‘to find 

amnesty through paper parents’, as a social welfare officer in Bulawayo put it. 

Priscilla, the 42-year-old Zimbabwean woman whose story I mention briefly in Chapter 

Six, was considering such option. She lived with her six-year-old daughter, Lily, in Berea, 

Johannesburg, working in a restaurant with a temporary work permit. Lily had a valid 

Zimbabwean passport, but her visitor’s permit had expired and the passport had been ‘stamped 

out’ by an omalaytsha. Priscilla’s two other children, aged seventeen and nineteen, were living 

with her older sister in Mutare, Zimbabwe. Priscilla had separated from the father of the older 

children and had recently also separated from Lily’s father, who supported the child irregularly 

with school fees. Although Lily was ‘undocumented’, Priscilla did not consider sending Lily 

to Zimbabwe as the cost of living there was high, and she also explained how lonely she would 

 
89 People often referred broadly to a ‘South African passport’, but it was not always clear whether they held South 
African citizenship or a permanent residence permit. The two biggest differences are that, unlike citizenship, a 
permanent residence permit does not allow its holder to vote in the national elections and, unlike citizenship, it 
can be cancelled. 
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feel without her daughter. In the past she had sent Rands to her Mutare-based sister to care for 

the two older children but, due to the inflation and the periodical lack of basic commodities in 

Zimbabwe, she had started to send oil, sugar, soap, and mealie meal instead. In mid-February 

2018, as we sat in a fast-food chain restaurant near Park Station in the central business district 

of Johannesburg, a popular destination where buses from around Zimbabwe arrive, Priscilla 

told me that she was now considering getting South African citizenship ‘by birth’. As stated in 

the South African Citizenship Act (1995), a person born to a South African mother is entitled 

to South African citizenship. She explained that a good friend of hers, a South African female 

police officer, had suggested that her own mother could go and testify to Home Affairs that she 

was also Priscilla’s mother. This would make them paper sisters. The story would be that the 

birth of Priscilla had occurred at home in a rural area, leaving her unregistered; if successful, 

this would later enable Lily to secure her stay and South African citizenship rights too. Priscilla, 

like many others, told me that finding suitable, yet fictive ‘paper parents’, to testify on an 

applicant’s behalf is a common way to access South African citizenship. In her case, Lily’s age 

was also such that it would be a feasible argument since she had to go to school and, ideally, 

she needed papers to do that. Yet, despite these plans, Priscilla was, as described in Chapter 

Six, reluctant to change her national identity, since she was aware that in the event of death, it 

would be a challenge for her family to repatriate her body to be buried with dignity to 

Zimbabwe, as it would then be challenging to prove that she was Zimbabwean by origin. 

 

Not exactly tourists 

‘Everyone knows that the bulk of our people get South African identities fraudulently’, Mrs. 

Masango, a senior immigration officer in Zimbabwe, explained to me in a discussion of 

citizenship procedures. Whilst this is common knowledge, it is also known that sometimes this 

causes tensions and unintended challenges at the level of both intimate and statutory relations. 

Resonating with Priscilla’s narrative, the officer described how many Zimbabweans ‘make 

friends and will get registered with the help of South Africans who will go to the Home Affairs 

telling, “This is my son”’. She was well aware that many of those who came to extend their 

tourist travel permits were South Africans on paper, but originally from Zimbabwe.  

The reality is that they have come home. Whether they are on leave or have no job in 

SA at the time, they decide to come back home. So, he is home, but he is just carrying 

a South African passport which they also want to keep in order, for the next time they 
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want to go back. So, they will be here extending their stay. They are not exactly tourists. 

They are people who come back home… You can see this person is Zimbabwean, but 

they are carrying authentic [South African] documents. Legally speaking, it will take a 

lot of investigation to say [that] someone is not a South African. So normally we then 

just work with what they have presented. 

I got to know Mrs. Masango during my regular visits to her office when she often told me about 

her acquaintance who had moved to South Africa a long time back and fraudulently acquired 

a South African passport, while maintaining her Zimbabwean identity in active use. She was a 

retired teacher who had recently moved back to Zimbabwe; however, she travelled frequently 

to South Africa with her Zimbabwean passport to collect her monthly pension with her South 

African ID. This was due to immigration regulations that allowed the holder of a Zimbabwean 

passport to spend a limited number of days in South Africa without a work permit, as explained 

above.  

Mrs. Masango also taught me that the two identities might give rise to anomalies in the 

case of death. While one of the identities is certified dead – normally the Zimbabwean 

particulars due to the fact that Zimbabweans typically wish to be buried at home in Zimbabwe90 

– the other identity might remain ‘active’. As discussed in Chapter Six, the ‘still active’ South 

African identities of dead Zimbabweans might be used by the relatives of the deceased to 

continue collecting pensions or possible rents from South Africa. Sometimes this strategic, ‘de 

facto’ dual citizenship can have disparate outcomes, for instance, in terms of inheritance. A 

social welfare officer explained the situation as follows: 

If I have registered a child [in] my name, it might cause surprises at the time of 

inheritance. If I pass away there might be surprises when they find out that there is this 

other child. The register will say that ‘we cannot give you anything unless so and so is 

present’. And meanwhile you don’t even know who and where that one is. It creates big 

problems.  

To summarize, the teachers, the immigration officer, and the charity worker introduced here, 

like many state officers, are experts in guiding people in the alternative ways of getting access 

to birth registration. The ethnographic materials analysed in this chapter exemplify how getting 

a birth certificate is essentially the outcome of a more complex set of social relations than 

 
90 See Chapter Four. 
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formal procedures would suggest. By following the social processes of how birth documents 

are obtained, we can see that they are motivated by a pragmatic sense of hope in the possibility 

of improving things, especially by gaining access to statutory care, such as citizenship, and 

related entitlements, like the right to work and move, social grants in South Africa, or access 

to school examinations or the limited welfare provisions in Zimbabwe (see Chapter Nine). To 

borrow from Nugent (1994, 357), fabricated kinship stories are an example of how ordinary 

people have learned to ‘manipulate the state institutions to their own benefits’.  

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have discussed the importance of identification documents in the lives of 

injivas. I have showed how the materiality of the documents, such as their stamps, date of birth, 

and parents’ names – or the lack of such material detail – influences the lives of those who 

possess, use, or claim the papers. I have also shown how documents work as a tool for migration 

and population governance, meanwhile mediating access to (temporary or permanent) 

protective identities – to both legal and kinship-based personhood that constitutes the 

prerequisite for concomitant resources. Besides focusing on what is in the document, I have 

discussed how the documents and their content come into being in social interaction, for 

instance in situations where ‘false’ passport stamps are produced to secure mobile livelihoods, 

and to maintain the passport itself as valid, or when legible birth stories are created and 

rehearsed, and papered relatedness forged to access birth registration. My research shows ‘how 

documents should not merely be regarded as containers for words, images, information, 

instructions, and so forth, but how they can influence episodes of social interaction, and 

schemes of social organization’, to borrow from sociologist Lindsay Prior (2008, 822). 

Indeed, the chapter highlights that the narrative strategies and the ‘generative capacity’ 

of documents (Hull 2012a, 251) are central elements of the economies of care, sustaining life 

in conditions of legal and economic precarity. It has illustrated how documents and practices 

around documentation mediate access to citizenship and kin networks, and the sometimes 

unintended consequences of one’s membership in such organizations. Furthermore, the chapter 

has directed attention to how a range of local authorities are, to variable and shifting degrees, 

involved in these bureaucratic, yet often intrinsically ‘informal’ social practices and processes 

whereby claims over documents and the content of the documents are processed. Such brokers, 

whether omalaytsha drivers of those helping to compose believable stories of birth, are central 
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gatekeepers helping to sustain the vital web of life by approximating the conditions under 

which the state can recognize their representation of kinship and life. Such activities often 

involve economic transfers, but their logic is centrally oriented towards the care and 

maintenance of cross-generational continuity and livelihoods in the context of the largely state-

produced condition of undocumentedness. However, this is not intrinsically always the case, 

and gatekeepers might also refuse to help. Indeed, the cases here have illustrated that while 

many officials are sympathetic and willing to assist, others dispensed fear and the threat of 

violence, such as the Registrar General’s officer who had threated to report the family who 

visited the Trust to the police. Indeed, creative kinning processes to obtain state recognition 

may not, despite people’s best efforts, sustain life but, rather, push them further away from 

protection.  
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EIGHT 
Serving ‘the child’s best interests’? Custody, maintenance, and 

repatriation of children 
  

Introduction 

Although the capacity of the state of Zimbabwe to provide welfare services is limited, by virtue 

of its agents and agencies it nevertheless plays a central role in the distribution of domestic 

economic resources. This chapter investigates how the state legitimizes kinship relations by 

handling cases and making decisions on children’s custody, maintenance, and repatriation. 

However, as Philip Abrams (1988) has famously argued, the state as a monolithic subject is an 

illusion. Illustrating that, this chapter empirically investigates the diverse ways that the rights 

and duties of care are assigned by various state agencies either to individual parents and 

caretakers or more collective institutions, such as family and lineage. It also shows how 

Zimbabwe’s informalized and precarious micro and macro-economic environment shapes how 

individuals and families use state space to draft claims on family resources, and how such 

claims are assessed by agents operating in the formal child welfare institutions in Zimbabwe. 

It points out how the logic of the state does not follow a single principle, such as neoliberal 

capitalism, but is also attuned to cultural understandings of mutuality, kinship, and family care. 

The chapter thus casts light on the everyday entanglement of (both global and local) politics 

and state processes, economic realities, and family and kinship (McKinnon & Cannell 2013).  

          To capture this, the chapter uses the notion of ‘the child’s best interests’ as an analytic 

optic. The principle, adopted from the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC) into national state law, constitutes both a dominant policy discourse and a moral 

guideline in the global lexicon of children’s rights and welfare today. It is expected to govern 

all work undertaken in the field of child welfare, whether by a governmental, nongovernmental, 

or traditional authority. Anthropologists have empirically investigated the interpretation and 

usage of the child’s best interests across various child welfare settings, ranging from 

transnational adoptions (Briggs 2012, Howell 2006b) to unaccompanied asylum seekers 

(Dalrymple 2006), and from child protection interventions, especially in immigrant families 

(Ramsay 2017, Rodriguez 2016) to colonial child migration and child removal regimes 

(Armitage 1995, Uusihakala 2021). These accounts unanimously illustrate, and this chapter 

confirms, that although being defined as a ‘primary’ concern and ‘paramount’ principle in all 

child welfare policies at all levels, there is no shared understanding of what constitutes a child’s 
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best interests. As with global ideas and legal concepts in general, the notion leaves space for 

discussion and interpretation (cf. Englund & Nyamnjoh 2004, Morreira 2016). It is beyond my 

scope to suggest whether there ought to be a universal meaning for the concept (cf. Freeman 

2007, 30-31), let alone to evaluate the performance of Zimbabwe’s state agents in 

implementing children’s rights;91 rather, I examine here how the principle is used by public 

authorities, individuals, and families, often through gatekeepers such as legal practitioners, to 

make claims on state-distributed domestic resources, mobilizing and making visible different 

culturally, politically, and economically influenced ideas of kinship and care. Indeed, while 

some writers have suggested a decline in the significance of kinship in ‘modern’ liberal states, 

this chapter shows that while the state has power to discipline the family (e.g. Donzelot 1979), 

it often does so by reproducing and drawing on different models of kinship and belonging when 

defining a child’s best interests (Drotbohm & Alber 2015, Thelen & Alber 2018, 2022). To 

cast light on these models, this chapter explores the sometimes contrasting ideas of social care 

relations and child belonging (in relation to family and lineage, but also to nation states) the 

concept accommodates. It also examines how such (re)interpretations are influenced by 

historical, global, and local broader structures and conditions, such as neoliberal policies, the 

informalization of the economy, and multilayered precarity: in other words, how this globally 

circulating concept, conceived in the West, translates into practice in Zimbabwe and ‘come to 

terms with, the realities of particular societies, with their accumulated – that is to say, historical 

– cultures and ways of life’ (Inda and Rosaldo 2008, 7, see also Behrends et al. 2014).  

Chapter Five explored how transnational Zimbabwean families deal with the practical, 

economic, and moral challenges of meeting the care needs of injiva children whose parents 

reside on the legal and economic margins in South Africa and have sent them back home. This 

chapter looks at diverse situations where different state institutions and authorities are involved 

in assessing how family care duties and resources should be distributed in situations of 

custodial and maintenance disputes and the repatriation of orphaned children. The analysis 

draws on documentary material from cases which involve judges and social welfare officers in 

assessing what constitutes the best interests of the children in question, thereby exercising 

authority over the wellbeing of children and channelling economic assets and social 

responsibilities to the domestic field. Documentary resources are complemented by interviews 

 
91 For readers interested in such accounts, see e.g. UNCRC (2015), Magaya & Fambasayi (2021).  
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with legal practitioners, social welfare officers, NGO workers, and those of my interlocutors 

who were involved in legal claim-making processes, as well as media sources. 

        I begin the chapter by linking the notion of the child’s best interests to the colonial and 

post-colonial context of child welfare in Zimbabwe. I then explore how it is used to make 

claims of care and belonging in a child custody and maintenance dispute in the High Court in 

Bulawayo that followed the death of an undocumented Zimbabwean child migrant in 

Johannesburg. The case brings out three core observations that structure the rest of the paper. 

The first regards the ambivalent ways in which the different state agents and agencies define 

the domestic duty of care. Besides the court case, I draw attention to assessment enquiries by 

South Africa’s Department of Social Development, and related assessment reports by 

Zimbabwe’s Social Welfare Department on the repatriation of orphaned children born to 

Zimbabwean mothers in South Africa. The second observation is to do with the ways that the 

child’s best interests are embedded in ideas of national belonging. Finally, I pay attention to 

the centrality of financial issues, particularly maintenance orders, in shaping care relations, 

conceptualizing maintenance fees as a critical, yet vulnerable, gendered livelihood method used 

to sustain life that is highly influenced by the informalization of economies. In general, I look 

at how the child’s best interests principle is used to evaluate child belonging and the caring 

capacity of Bulawayo-based relatives, and how the term provokes and reproduces varying 

narratives of kinship, national belonging, and gendered care relations in a flexible and 

instrumental manner. 

 

 

The emergence of ‘the child’s best interests’ in Zimbabwe 

Prior to Zimbabwe’s independence in 1980, the welfare of Black Indigenous children – and 

women – was conceptualized as a domestic concern, the responsibility of paternal authority, 

with little state intervention. Domestic issues in Indigenous families, including that of child 

custody, were considered to belong primarily to their rural-based families. Indeed, as explained 

in greater detail in Chapters Three and Five, women were considered permanently legal minors, 

and the father was automatically entitled to custody of any children if lobola was paid 

according to laws manufactured to serve colonial capitalism (see e.g. Barnes 1997, Ncube 

1987b, 194). In such conditions, disputes over child custody, for instance, were decided 

between the child’s father and his/her maternal grandfather – or another maternal male figure, 
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as women had to be assisted by their guardians (Maboroke 1987, 139). If contested, the disputes 

were solved by local chiefs and headmen.  

           However, as legal scholar Mary Maboroke (1987, 142) has found, after the passing of 

the African Law and Tribal Courts Act in 1969, it was considered to be in the child’s best 

interests to reside for the first six years in the custody of the mother, indicating that ‘the mother 

is the young child’s best protector’. Meanwhile, towards the end of the colonial era, judges 

started, in selected cases, to use the best interests of the child principle to ‘award custody to the 

mother on this basis’, if the father was proved unsuitable for the role of custodian – by 

endangering his children’s lives, for instance (Maboroke 1987, 138). The ideology and 

practices of domesticity in Zimbabwe and elsewhere in Africa have also been powerfully 

influenced by Christian, middle-class, missionary teaching and pedagogy (e.g. Comaroff & 

Comaroff 1991, Hansen 1992, Schmidt 1992b), also reflected in legal actions. In situations 

where a marriage conducted according to ‘native rites’ was also ‘blessed by Christian rites’, 

and the mother was a practicing Christian, she could be considered fit to ‘bring the children up 

in a good moral atmosphere’, indicating the idea that the best kind of mother to serve a child’s 

best interests was a Christian mother (Maboroke 1987, 144).  

          Since independence, Zimbabwe, like many countries with a colonial past, has retained 

a dual legal system: general or statutory law that is applied in the Magistrate’s Courts and the 

High Courts, operating side by side with the customary law of the Indigenous community 

(Maboroke 1987, 137). After independence, however, state law was also applied to Black 

populations, and the rights and empowerment of women and children emerged as an 

increasingly powerful trope in national, regional, and international welfare agendas. This 

included, for instance, the passing of the Legal Age of Majority Act in 1982. Additionally, 

women’s access to property and maintenance payments on divorce was significantly bettered 

by the Matrimonial Causes Act 1985 (Ncube 1987a, 1987b). State law defines that both the 

father and the mother have ‘a duty’ and ‘right’ to provide care to a child, yet customary law 

can be applied in any civil case where ‘the parties have expressly agreed that it should apply’ 

(Customary Law and Local Courts Act (Chapter 7:05). Irrespective of the legal arena, the 

child’s best interests are expected to be at the heart of the decision-making process. This 

indicates that, lacking a steady definition, the principle reveals itself as relational, including 

possibly conflicting ideas of child welfare.  
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         Over time, the ‘child’s best interest’ has become a major legal principle both globally 

and in Zimbabwe, especially since 1990 when Zimbabwe ratified the 1989 UNCRC, whose 

Article 3 declares that: “In all actions concerning children, whether undertaken by public or 

private social welfare institutions, courts of law, administrative authorities or legislative bodies, 

the best interest of the child shall be a primary consideration.” The concept is also included in 

regional and national legal frameworks. Article 4 of the African Charter on the Rights of and 

Welfare of a Child, which resembles the UNCRC and which Zimbabwe ratified in 1995, states, 

‘In all actions concerning the child undertaken by any person or authority the best interests of 

the child shall be the primary consideration.’ At the national level, Zimbabwe’s 2013 amended 

Constitution specifically entrenches children’s rights. Section 81(2) provides that ‘a child’s 

best interests are paramount in every matter concerning the child’. Furthermore, the principle 

is also written into the Customary Law and Local Courts Act [Chapter 7:05], similar to 

Guardianship of Minors Act [Chapter 5:08], Children’s Act [Chapter 5:06], and the 

Maintenance Act [Chapter 5:09].92 The highest authority to make decisions on what constitutes 
the best interest and to protect ‘vulnerable’93 children, is the High Court, defined as children’s 

‘upper guardian’ (Section 81 [3] Constitution of Zimbabwe, 2013). This national legal 

framework constitutes the immediate context in which the social welfare officers, judges, legal 

practitioners, and other ‘child welfare authorities’ whom I encountered, in person or through 

state documents, operated.  

        Although there are studies on child vulnerability and poverty in Zimbabwe (see 

Chapters Five and Nine), I have only come across one anthropological account focusing 

explicitly on the child’s best interest principle (Bourdillon 2006). Bourdillon’s (2006) work 

examines the concept in the field of child labour, bringing out the controversies embedded in 

usage of the term to determine whether it is the child’s best interest to be kept from labour 

sphere or, for instance, to accompany parents in their work. Besides that, the principle has been 

examined by socio-legal scholars in the context of post-colonial legal change and the 

coexistence of so-called customary law and formal state law (Armstrong 1994, Maboroke 

1987). Here, rather than building on the broad literature on legal pluralism, my material points 

to the ambivalent ways that the state, in its plurality, and the affected families, define the notion 

of ‘the child’s best interest’, paradoxically privileging both individual responsibilities and 

 
92 It is worth noting that the earlier versions of the current Customary Law and Local Courts Act already applied 
the principle of the best interest of the child (Maboroke 1987, 137-138).  
93 In Chapter Seven, I problematize the category of ‘the vulnerable’, the most deserving subject position when 
claiming access to state and NGO provisions of welfare. 
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historically (and politically) constructed ‘cultural’ norms that advance the family and caring as 

a collective responsibility. In the following section I introduce the key themes of this paper 

through a custody dispute.  

 

The death of Tendai and custodial claims 

In August 2018, the High Court of Zimbabwe in Bulawayo heard a custody and maintenance 

case that followed the death in Johannesburg of an eight-year-old Zimbabwean child, Tendai. 

Tendai had lived without a passport or residence permit in Hillbrow, an inner-city suburb in 

Johannesburg with a high concentration of migrants, in a dilapidated building with her mother 

and two siblings, a common situation for many newly arriving Zimbabwean migrants (Worby 

2010, Chapter Four). Tendai’s Zimbabwean parents had divorced in 2015 and her father had 

since remarried and moved overseas as a contract worker. As stated in the Divorce Order, the 

mother had custody rights over the (then) four children, and the father had the responsibility of 

paying 83 USD monthly maintenance fees per child for Tendai and two of her siblings, as well 

as financing boarding school for the oldest child. The father had struggled to pay maintenance 

during a period of eight months of unemployment in 2017, at which time the mother had 

relocated from Bulawayo to South Africa, leaving the children in the care of her two brothers, 

the maternal uncles of the children; however, she soon organized an omalaystha to bring her 

three youngest children to Johannesburg. In Hillbrow, she had ended up working in ‘video sex 

slavery’, as stated in the documents.94 Later in 2017, with the help of her church peers, Tendai’s 

mother had found work in a restaurant and brought her three children to live with her, without 

passports and permits, in a squatted apartment building. 

        One night in August 2018, Tendai tragically fell from a tenth-floor, unglazed window and 

died; her body was repatriated to Zimbabwe and buried in her father’s rural home village. On 

the day following the burial, the father submitted an Application for Variation of Custody 

Rights through a legal practitioner to the High Court of Zimbabwe in Bulawayo, claiming sole 

custody over the remaining three children. According to the application, the living conditions 

in Hillbrow threatened the children’s lives and it was ‘surely not in the children’s best interest 

to reside in a foreign land illegally’, with the risk of being deported or apprehended. The next 

day, he further lodged an Urgent Chamber Application that stressed the importance of handling 

 
94 This refers to a common exploitative form of sex work that Zimbabwean migrants, women in particular, 
sometimes end up undertaking in South Africa. 
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the application quickly as he was scheduled to fly back to his contract work overseas. It warned 

that ‘if the court does not intervene the Respondent [Tendai’s mother] will take the children 

back through the same illegal means she initially used’, as she had custody rights. It further 

stressed that ‘it would be against the best interest of the children’ for the mother to retain the 

custody rights over them as ‘she has failed to provide [a] safe and healthy environment for the 

children to live in’. By taking the children to ‘reside illegally in a foreign land’, the mother had 

shown ‘beyond doubt that she cannot make decisions that are in the best interest of the 

children’, and therefore did not ‘deserve’ custody rights. While working himself as a contract 

worker overseas, the father requested the children to reside with his aunt, the sister of his late 

mother, in their family house in one of Bulawayo’s high-density townships. This request was 

supported by an affidavit from the aunt expressing her willingness to care for the children in 

her ‘comfortable house’. Paradoxically, while the father’s court papers suggest that the court 

should accelerate its decisions so that he could return overseas to work, they also suggest that 

the mother had, unlike other women, failed to see the economic opportunities in Zimbabwe. 

This echoes the historically constructed, gendered discourse of migration, described in more 

detail in Chapter Four, wherein the ideal migrant is an able-bodied man caring for his family 

back home, while women have, through colonial legislation, been perceived as responsible for 

social reproduction and subsistence farming back home. The gendered division of migration 

and economies of care have never been absolute, however, and have often shifted, especially 

alongside the deepening crisis in post-2000 Zimbabwe that has seen an increasing number of 

women becoming breadwinners and leaving the country. 

         The mother responded by submitting two Notices of Opposition, in which she 

maintained that the tragic accident happened when they had been moving furniture and the 

cupboard covering the open window was being replaced. The accident had been investigated 

by the police in South Africa, who ‘absolved [the respondent] of negligence or criminal intent’. 

Instead, she claimed that the father had ‘approached the court with dirty hands’ and ‘failed to 

perform his duties as a father’ by paying inadequate maintenance that had forced the mother to 

leave and find work in South Africa. Rather than having ‘failed to realize the threats and risks 

that the children were exposed to’ she, the Respondent, ‘acknowledges the dangerous and 

inappropriate living conditions that her children [have] been exposed to in Johannesburg’. 

Nevertheless, it was not due to her failure to respect the ‘best interests’ of Tendai, but the 

failure of the father to provide adequately which led her, as ‘an ignorant young mother 

desperate to fend for her children’ to engage in sex work, and to take the children to live in 
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such conditions by illegal means, and finally to Tendai’s death. Indeed, ‘the question to be 

raised is one that discusses what kind of a father would fail to provide for his children to the 

extent that they are forced to leave the country’, the statement continued. Emphasizing the 

mother’s willingness to return and make a living in Zimbabwe, the submission demanded that 

the father provide accommodation for the children and the mother, and to pay ‘reasonable 

maintenance’ of 200 USD per child. The father was also to pay the mother 4,000 USD in order 

for her to start a catering business that would enable her to sustain herself and the remaining 

three children. 

       After both parties had submitted their Heads of Arguments introducing the key points 

of their statements, the case was settled out of court by mutual agreement between the two 

parties in question. Although such ‘informal negotiations’ where domestic disputes are solved 

outside the court system often involve attorneys, this case was dealt with ‘customarily’, the 

legal practitioner who described the case to me explained. Therefore, there is no court 

judgement revealing how the court, in this particular case, defined domestic duties of care or 

the ‘child’s best interest’ per se; however, the court papers manifest expectations concerning 

the state’s definition of the principle. Litigation in the High Court is mediated by legal 

practitioners who draft their arguments selectively to sway the judge or jury. Therefore, the 

court documents reflect the speculations and experiences of the legal experts, who are 

experienced in anticipating how High Court judges will interpret the child’s best interest, 

including what constitutes a good mother, a good father, or some other caregiver (cf. Armstrong 

1994, 154). Similarly, the court documents submitted by Tendai’s parents, and the narratives 

they constructed, were strategic invitations for the judge to express sympathy and trust towards 

one party and antipathy and mistrust towards the other (see also Fischer 2015). They were 

drafted to appeal to the ‘heart of the state’ (Fassin 2015), where the child’s best interest was 

expected to reside. In other words, such applications express the expectations of aggrieved 

citizens of a caring state. Indeed, irrespective of its outcome, the case provides insights into the 

underlying moral, gendered, and affective discourses attached to domestic care relations, 

parenting, and child belonging upon which the state is expected, and asked to agree.  

         Among other things, the court case highlights a range of ‘interests’ that a child can have 

– material, emotional, and ‘national’ – and suggestions as to who should be considered an 

appropriate person to safeguard such interests, which the judge is asked to endorse when 

making decisions concerning child custody and maintenance. Reflections on the nature of these 
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interests structure the remainder of the chapter. One aspect regards the ambivalent ways in 

which the ‘family’ and its caring relations are perceived by different faces of the state. As the 

case above illustrates, child welfare court cases are typically contests between two individuals, 

the Applicant and the Respondent, that deal with their individual rights (and obligations) 

regarding minor children. However, on examining other state agencies and agents it becomes 

apparent that at other times the state privileges the idea of caring as a collective responsibility 

within the larger kin group (discussed below).  

       A second observation, and ‘an interest’ that this case brings to the foreground, relates 

to the idea of national belonging. The accommodation and physical living conditions of 

children are univocally described as being best secured in Zimbabwe. Third, the case also 

draws attention to the centrality of financial matters in care relations, the different (both more 

and less aspirational) forms of employment, and the role of maintenance payments. These are 

largely gendered issues: a mother – or another female figure – is expected to care for the safety 

of the children and to accommodate them, while the father’s duty is to provide material care 

not only for the children, but also his ex-spouse. The ‘best’, among multiple interests, is rooted 

in the material circumstance and options available. 

 

Individualizing poverty, claiming parental (un)fitness 

As already mentioned, the dispute over child custody in the court case was finally settled 

privately, between the two families in question. I do not have any material that casts light on 

the reasons why the parties in this case decided to withdraw their claims, or how exactly the 

case was resolved. However, the legal practitioner who described the case to me suggested that 

fathers often prefer custodial disputes to be handled out of court, since ‘customary’ 

adjudication is expected to favour the father, while state law tends to prioritize the mother’s 

role as ‘a natural caregiver’. This resonates with the view of Alice Armstrong (1994), who 

examined how the best interests of the child were defined in custody disputes among Shona 

families in Mashonaland in the early 1990s. Armstrong has argued that while state law draws 

on the idea of the nuclear family and has been found to favour the mother, customary law 

privileges the father’s extended family (Armstrong 1994). This is especially the case if lobola 

has been paid (Maboreke 1987, 138). Another legal practitioner with whom I discussed the 

case stressed that, in Zimbabwe, ‘the culture to go to court is new. People typically solve their 
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problems in their families, customarily’. Taking custody away from the mother requires strong 

evidence of the mother’s individual incapacity to protect the child or children and, in such 

situations, the father needs to satisfy the court that to grant custody to him is in the best interest 

of the child. If the mother could prove that her challenges in managing the custody of her 

children are the result of the father’s inability to perform his economic duty of care, the father’s 

chances of winning the case would be thin. Indeed, the case also exemplifies the effect of the 

statutory legal system on the ways that care claims are individualized and centred around 

parental failures. 

       As we can see, the claims concerned with custody and maintenance hinge upon 

individual capacities, or lack thereof, to safeguard the best interests of children. They limit 

attention to the individual failures and unfitness of the respective parties to take the child’s best 

interests into consideration, enforcing the idea of individual, legal personhood that juridical 

institutions, in general, draw on and reconstitute. Indeed, the claims and narratives of the two 

parties in question are primarily built around moral and economic judgments regarding one 

another’s individual incapacities to fulfill the largely gendered and differentiated expectations 

of good mothering and fathering. This is not exceptional as legal claims are often drafted by 

claiming what is not in a child’s best interests (Freeman 2007, 8). Indeed, the court and social 

welfare officers make their judgements based on the premise that children should be legally 

separated from their parents only if the parents can be determined to be unfit to take the child’s 

best interests into consideration (cf. Rodriguez 2016). Yet, since the best interest principle itself 

is open-ended, there are neither fixed guidelines for how it is to be implemented, nor how 

violations against the principle should be defined and judged. Therefore, it is illuminating that 

allegations of abuse, neglect, and abandonment are substantially defined in gendered moral and 

economic terms, thus suggesting what constitutes a violation against the principle. This is 

exemplified in the following quotation from the father’s answer to the mother’s Notice of 

Opposition. 

It is disturbing that Respondent is confessing that she engaged in video sex slavery to 

make money. This shows how unfit she is to be given custody of the children. 

Respondent is not the only mother who has faced challenges in getting 

employment…The Court ought to see that Respondent is not a responsible mother. This 

is not a parent who upholds the best interests of her children. Allowing Respondent to 

continue exercising custody rights is tantamount to denying the children of what is best 

for them.  
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The father’s story, as narrated above by his legal practitioner, draws on a claim of the mother’s 

failure to protect, and socially and emotionally care for the children. Engagement in sex work 

is used here as evidence of the mother’s irresponsibility as a caregiver and her disregard of 

Christian morals. Furthermore, the mother has allegedly ‘failed to provide [a] safe and healthy 

environment for the children to live in’.  Consider the following quotation from the father’s 

Heads of Arguments.  

It is unbelievable that a mother can stay in such an environment with children and fail 

to realize the threats and risks that the children are being exposed to… The mother has 

blatantly failed to discharge her custodial rights and to keep the children’s best interest 

at heart, as such she deserves to be stripped off of those rights through the variation of 

custody order.   

The above claim states that it was ‘unbelievable’ that the mother did not realize the dangers to 

which she was exposing the children by living in the precarious conditions where the tragic 

demise of Tendai took place, positing the mother as a failed custodian. However, my other 

materials suggest that rather than being ‘unbelievable’, such conditions and livelihood methods 

are mundane for many ordinary Zimbabwean migrants trying to live and make a living in the 

urban inner-city suburbs of Johannesburg (Chapter Four). The living circumstances ‘in 

diaspora’ are often described as uncertain and dangerous, especially for those without passports 

or permits to protect their stay in the country, and who lack social networks and skills, like 

Tendai, her mother, and siblings (see e.g. Worby 2010, Crush et al. 2015). Nevertheless, the 

father’s claims depict the mother as an economically irresponsible and morally inappropriate 

person, ‘reckless in the manner in which she handled finances’, who has failed to fulfil her 

maternal duty to provide a safe environment and care for her children.  

         The statement continues by suggesting that the mother has, furthermore, ‘failed to see 

opportunities in Zimbabwe’. It states that ‘The Respondent forgets that there are many other 

women in similar circumstances who are living a safer life. The Respondent could have lived 

a better life in Zimbabwe.’ By referring to other mothers and women in similar circumstances, 

the statement of her inability to make do is contrasted to the ‘many other women in similar 

situations’, thus individualizing her economic shortcomings. Furthermore, her individual 

failure to see livelihood opportunities is linked to her alleged incapacities to meet the best 

interests of the child, and to live a good life in Zimbabwe, something that ‘other women in 

similar situations’ have managed to do. Thus, the statement seems to suggest that ideally, to 
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make do and care, women should be innovative, entrepreneurial, business minded, self-

governing – a definition, in other words, of neoliberal personhood (Boltanski & Chiapello 

2005, Mensitieri 2020).  

          Yet this idea of self-sustaining, entrepreneurial personhood has multiple roots. During 

the colonial era, ideas of autonomous persons characterized the discourse of a colonial worker 

and Christian ideals of a civilized person (Bornstein 2003). The entrepreneurial idea was 

further enforced in the neoliberal policies and structural adjustment programmes of the 1990s, 

and even further during the economic downturn and collapse of services and formal 

employment in the 2000s.95 The claim is particularly characteristic of the post-2000 conditions 

of serious precariousness when economic actions were largely informalized, reflected in the 

Shona term kukiya-kiya (‘mixing things to make do’) and its isiNdebele version ukuhlanganisa 

(See Introduction, Jones 2010, 2014). The claim that the mother has failed to see the available 

opportunities in Zimbabwe refers to her inability to exploit the resources available (Jones 2010, 

286), and exemplifies how the kukiya-kiya/ukuhlanganisa trope of making a living is embedded 

in understandings of proper personhood – and that of motherhood, a proper way to practice 

kinship care.  

       In turn, the mother’s counter claims build on putative, gendered, maternal and paternal 

roles. Indeed, they suggest that motherhood naturally subsumes the willingness to nurture and 

care, by stating that ‘there is no mother in the world, human or not, who does not desire safety 

and comfort for the children’. Conversely, the father has failed in his ‘natural’ duties as a 

financial caregiver. Her engagement in sex work, and the conditions in which she and the 

children lived in South Africa, are introduced as evidence of the father's negligence. This 

highlights the ambivalent morality of the mother's participation in sex work: for her, it was 

evidence of the father's economic care default; for him, it was evidence of her inadequate 

fulfilment of the maternal duty to provide a safe and comfortable home for the children. Thus, 

the narrative builds on the idea of a natural, pre-given order of parentage and kinship by 

suggesting that mothers, universally, embody the biological or social function of 

nurturing/caring for their offspring, while the father’s role is to provide, materially, for his 

dependents. Furthermore, she emphasizes that the father remarried ‘before the ink of the 

divorce order had even dried’, using this as an affective, metaphoric claim that the father has 

offended ‘traditional African morals’. This, indeed, is argued to be ‘relevant to the moral, 

 
95 See Chapter Three. 
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emotional, and general stability of the Applicant and his marriages and relationships which is 

in turn relevant to the stability of the children should they be given into his custody’.   

         Here, we can see how the claims draw on gendered stereotypes with ‘traditional’ and 

‘modern’ moral grounds that are simultaneously placed in the discourse of ‘the child’s best 

interest’. My purpose is not to imply that the state, the legal practitioners, or the litigants 

themselves would support a theory of kinship that builds on parental naturals, or ‘local’ 

interests and logics, such as neoliberalism or ‘traditional African morals’, per se. Nonetheless, 

while the father’s court documents seem to mobilize a theory of care and kinship that conforms 

to principles of self-reliance, personal responsibility, and economic responsibility, the mother’s 

claims are grounded in the idea of a universal and pre-given ‘natural’ order of kinship roles, a 

model that was politically enforced during the colonial era (Chapter Three). While actual care 

practices on the ground are more fluid and complex than those presented in the court papers, 

and people are situated in multiple ways in their social networks, various kinship theories are 

being activated here to strengthen the claimants’ respective visions of how custody and 

maintenance issues should be organized by the state, of course to their own ends. Both parties 

build a narrative of proper kinship and care roles that ‘the state’, in this setting the Judge, is 

expected to endorse.  

         Notably, the eligibility of the legal claims stem from the other party’s individual 

unwillingness or material and moral failure to care, largely excising structural and social 

conditions, such as the fragile political and economic context in both South Africa and 

Zimbabwe, as well as the fluidity and complexity of day-to-day care obligations. The legal 

papers are shaped to bring certain aspects of parental (in)competence to the fore that the state 

is assumed to value, while going beyond the rights-based approaches that modern states are 

expected to follow, to include aspects from other ‘value regimes’ (Narotzky & Besnier 2016, 

see also Uusihakala 2021). Although the legal practitioner suggested that the father dropped 

his claims after realizing that his chances of winning the custody dispute were slim, 

withdrawing it from a statutory arena and transforming it into a negotiation between the two 

families exemplifies how, in lived reality, care negotiations are often communal, reaching 

beyond individual caretakers and their duties. Furthermore, while the state, via the court 

system, seems to favour individual care-taking behaviour, the responsibility to care is also seen 

as the task of the broader family, not only individual family members, thereby reflecting the 

understanding that the basis of personhood is always social, as it is related and fused with those 

of others. This coexistence of multiple value regimes becomes particularly visible in the 
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following social welfare cases, in which Zimbabwean children were being considered for 

repatriation from South Africa to Zimbabwe. The cases also help to tease out various issues 

related to borders, and national, kin-related, and economic considerations, which influence the 

economies of care on the ground.  

 

Repatriating children and assessing varying forms of belonging  

During fieldwork, I came across two separate documentary cases where children, Jonathan (11) 

and Prosper (9), both born to Zimbabwean women in South Africa, had been orphaned, placed 

in children’s homes in South Africa, and were to be repatriated to Zimbabwe. Since the fathers 

of the children were ‘not known’ – a detail emphasized multiple times in the assessment 

documents – the Department of Social Development in South Africa had requested its 

Zimbabwean counterpart, the Department of Social Welfare, to assess the suitability and 

willingness of the children’s Zimbabwe-based maternal relatives to care for them. Hence, the 

social welfare officers had conducted home visits to assess the maternal relatives’ capacity to 

care.  

          After the death of their mothers, both children were placed in children’s homes in South 

Africa but were subsequently relocated to their maternal relatives who resided Zimbabwe. Both 

Jonathan and Prosper had ‘half-siblings’ who already lived with the suggested households. 

Their mothers had left their older children in their sisters’ or mother’s custody, and then 

returned to South Africa (see Chapter Five); however, unlike their older siblings, both Jonathan 

and Prosper were born and had always resided in South Africa. While Jonathan’s mother had 

gained South African citizenship by marrying the South African father of the two older siblings, 

Prosper’s mother had ‘fraudulently obtained South Africa documents (identity documents and 

passports)’ and had used two separate identities and names (a practice discussed in Chapters 

Six and Seven).   

         The assessment reports of Zimbabwe’s Social Welfare Department found both maternal 

households suitable and willing to care for the children in question. In Jonathan’s case, the 

maternal household consisted of five adults: Jonathan’s 58-year-old maternal aunt and a 64-

year-old uncle, their 29-year-old daughter, identified as Jonathan’s ‘cousin-sister’, and 

Jonathan’s 23- and 25-year-old ‘half-sisters’. Jonathan’s older half-sister worked in a restaurant 

in South Africa, but all the other household members were reported to be unemployed. Besides 
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the ‘occasional remittances’ that the older sister sent, the report estimated that the family 

income consisted of a pension from the National Railways of Zimbabwe, income from some 

being ‘self-employed (selling food stuffs)’, and from rent that their tenants paid for their 

external building. All in all, the ‘household income’ would total ca. $220 per month, equivalent 

to 44 Dollars per family member, which is below the extreme poverty line of 1.90 USD per 

day (Knoema 2019).96 While this economic situation received no further comment in the report, 

it emphasized Jonathan’s belonging to the maternal family. The assessment report stated that 

‘it is in the best interest of the child to reside where he belongs…’. Given the absence of the 

father, Jonathan belonged to, and should be ‘reunited with his maternal kin’.   

           Prosper’s maternal family consisted of his maternal grandmother (59) and grandfather 

(62), as well as his two ‘half-siblings’, aged 14 and 16. The grandmother was ‘unemployed’ 

and the grandfather worked in sales in an industrial company. The household economy 

consisted of the grandfather’s salary, assistance from the church and remittances from South 

Africa, sent by Prosper’s two maternal aunts. It was reported that ‘the guardian’s concern is to 

see that the child belongs to a family. The grandmother cited that she went to South Africa 

three times negotiating to take the child’, but the Department of Social Development in South 

Africa could not discharge the child as they first had to assess, with the assistance of 

Zimbabwe’s Social Welfare Department, whether it would be in the best interests of the child 

to be repatriated to the family. An ‘[i]nstitution is not the best place for the child but a last 

resort measure utilized when there are no other alternatives. For this case there is a better caring 

system in place’, the assessment report of Zimbabwe’s Social Welfare Department stated. On 

this basis, the report concluded that Prosper should be ‘reunited with his maternal family where 

the child will enjoy his rights and best interests; this will also secure his welfare and future’.  

          The cases bring to the fore different principles of belonging and caring – kin-related, 

geographic, and economic – and their boundaries. When the father is unknown, the child’s 

repatriation to her/his maternal home is neither purely an economic matter nor a relocation to 

a family unit that can provide care, but also a question of a child’s belonging and positioning 

in a maternal lineage and the nation-state. Indeed, the Social Welfare Department defines a 

 
96 It is unclear which currency (the Bond Dollar or US Dollar) the report refers to. Nevertheless, in 2017 when 
the report was made, the street market value of the Bond note was close to the USD rate. In 2019, an estimated 
39.5% of Zimbabweans lived under this poverty rate (Knoema 2019), but due to inflation, instability of the 
currency rates, and informalization of economies, such estimates should be read as referential, at most.  
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child’s best interests as being to reside with their ‘families’, not with individual parents or 

family members but in a lineage whose descent the child shares. As I discussed in Chapter 

Five, in situations where the father is unknown, or has disconnected, the child continues to 

belong to the maternal kin, residing, ideally, under the custody of the mother or other maternal 

relatives, especially the grandmother.   

       The significance of this becomes apparent in the paradox of the state’s suggesting that 

the children should be ‘reunited’ with their maternal kin, although they have never lived with 

the relatives in question before. While the term ‘reunite’ might have been applied because it is 

a routinely used discourse in the global child protection vocabulary, it also reflects the idea of 

revitalizing kin relations that have never existed in lived, everyday life (see Uusihakala, 

forthcoming). The idea of descent and belonging, therefore, is shared not only by many 

ordinary Zimbabwean families but also the state agents, who are likewise members of 

Zimbabwean families and mandated to assess where the children belong. To use Signe 

Howell’s (2003, 2006a, 2006b) terms, the ‘re-kinning’ process that the state agents are 

facilitating here seems to have the goal of activating such immutable ties to descent and lineage. 

Therefore, while Howell and others who have made use of the term ‘kinning’ (e.g. Edwards 

2014, Mariner 2019, Uusihakala forthcoming) to refer to the active process involved in kin-

making, usually between kin members, the example of ‘reunification’ here brings out other 

dimensions that the process might entail. On the one hand, we can see how it is simultaneously 

statutory and economic, involving multiple domains of life; on the other, kinning and state-

structured kin acts use the rather static idea of ties to a lineage and place in an ancestral 

continuum to justify what the state calls ‘reunification’. Although such ideals are complicated 
by circumstances and available options, in the current case the child’s best interests now and 

in the future are argued to be best secured by tracing the child’s descent through the mother’s 

kinship line. Indeed, the child’s best interests have multiple temporal dimensions, and the social 

welfare officers are expected to take into consideration not only the present situation but also 

the future when drawing on ancestral belonging to the mother’s lineage.   

       Secondly, the court case and the repatriation of Prosper and Jonathan underline 

geographic borders and the idea of national belonging; in contrast to the ‘safe’ and ‘healthy’ 

environment of Zimbabwe, South Africa is described as ‘a foreign land’, the least desirable 

place of residence for children. Taking children to live in conditions of illegality and 

undocumentedness was described in the father’s submissions as an immoral act signifying the 

mother’s inability to take her children’s best interests into consideration, while the mother’s 
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papers view these conditions from the perspective of care: her need to sustain life despite the 

father’s neglect of his caring duties. Yet South Africa is described by both as a morally 

inappropriate place to raise Zimbabwean children. Similarly, the reports on Prosper and 

Jonathan both present Zimbabwe as the best place for children of Zimbabwean citizens to live 

and to be raised, indicating, on the one hand, that the child’s interests are best served in ‘the 

homeland’ and, on the other, the idea of unitary, territorially bounded state which cares, 

primarily, for its own members (cf. Migdal & Schlichte 2005, 15). In other words, the child’s 

best interests, in the cases discussed here, equates with national belonging, and Zimbabwe 

constitutes an ideal place for a child to be reared. The nationalist imaginary seems to exceed 

the material facts and lived realities in Zimbabwe, where families often struggle to meet care 

duties.  

       The cases also illustrate the economic regulations of caring. Compared to the High 

Court case, which dealt with maintenance fees ranging from 83 USD to the suggested 200 USD 

per month, the economic capacity of Jonathan’s maternal kin to provide support is strikingly 

weaker, reflecting the much stronger financial position of Tendai’s father who had contract 

work overseas. This illustrates the situatedness of a child’s best interests and that ‘the choices 

of those who decide what is in the best interests of children are restricted by the available 

possibilities’ (Armstrong 1994, 15). The situations and resources of Jonathan and Prosper’s 

maternal kin appear limited yet, apart from institutional child protection, they appear to be the 

only available option for the boys.  

        Continuing with the economic aspect of family care, the following section discusses 

the significant yet ambivalent role of maintenance.  

 

Maintenance disputes and the informalization of economies 

During the time of my fieldwork, the local media reported on an increasing number of desperate 

citizens who were approaching family courts in the hope of financial assistance in the form of 

maintenance fees. In March 2019, the national Daily News reported that, due to worsening 

economic conditions and poverty, ‘many poor single-mother families are flooding the courts 

seeking upward variations of their maintenance orders’ (Dzingire 2019). According to the 

Maintenance Act (5:09), it is the legal duty of both parents to support their children, and 

maintenance can be varied upwards or downwards upon application by either party. 
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Furthermore, the recipient of maintenance fees – ‘the dependent’ – can mean ‘any person whom 

a responsible person is liable to maintain’ (ibid.), and not only children; husbands and wives 

who are or have been married either through courts or customary law are also primarily 

responsible for each other’s maintenance (Maintenance Act 5:09). However, although both 

mothers and fathers are entitled to apply for maintenance for the children and themselves, it 

provides a critical, yet vulnerable form of livelihood especially for women. Although it was 

not unheard of for fathers to apply for maintenance from their ex-spouses, maintenance fees 

were a socially acceptable form of livelihood for women. Indeed, some of my female 

interlocutors who defined themselves as ‘single mothers’ lived on maintenance fees from the 

fathers of their children. As we saw in the court case, Tendai’s mother did not only claim 

increased monthly child support payments from her ex-husband but also demanded that he 

provide a one-off payment of 4,000 USD as start-up capital for herself. 

         The fluctuation of the ‘local currency’ in Zimbabwe and the informalization and 

precarization of the economy and livelihoods significantly influenced maintenance processes. 

Maintenance orders are based on proof of formal employment, primarily pay slips. As the 

economy in Zimbabwe is largely informalized, and the unemployment rate being close to 90 

percent, according to Zimbabwe’s largest workers Union (The Zimbabwean 2017), people 

usually self-define themselves as ‘self-employed’ and maintenance fee orders can rarely be 

based on real incomes as most Zimbabweans remain outside formal employment. In the court 

case under analysis, the contractual documents provided on the father’s employment were used 

both by the mother to prove that he should be able to meet the desired payments and by the 

father to prove his ability to provide and to present himself as a responsible caregiver. As a 

legal practitioner explained: 

You find now, these days, most of the jobs that these men are doing are not formal so 

you cannot determine what exactly they are earning. He might just say that ‘I earn 

maybe 200 per month’ and yet they are making up to thousand or more. But, because 

you don’t have any proof to really establish how much they really [earn], we have issues 

around the maintenance because you can never tell how much people are earning 

because of the informal economy.  

Sibongile, a Zimbabwean woman whom I met in Johannesburg, had two children with a 

Zimbabwean man. Having separated from their father, she had applied for maintenance orders 

from the Maintenance Court in Bulawayo. The father was not formally employed but involved 
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in informal economic activities: street vending and the omalaytsha industry. As she could not 

provide any formal proof of the father’s capability to support the children financially, the Judge 

had ordered the father to pay only 50 Bond Dollars per month, equivalent to about 30 USD on 

the street exchange at the time of the discussion.  

       Despite the centrality of maintenance as a means to sustain life, magistrates turned 

down most of the applications for upward variation on the basis that, even though the cost of 

living had gone up, the fathers’ salaries had remained unchanged and, in conditions of inflation, 

their opportunities to provide often declined (Dzingire 2019). Indeed, while mothers submitted 

requests for upward variation, I also came across situations where fathers, in their turn, sought 

downward variation, basing their claims on their declining economic situations. For instance, 

one father who had previously paid maintenance fees in South African Rand, had later returned 

to Zimbabwe due to difficulties in making do in South Africa. He applied for a variation of 

custody order in February 2019, stating that the Maintenance order should be varied on the 

following grounds:  

When maintenance order was granted, I was ordered to pay R7097 for the three 

children with effect from 21 June 2018. Due to the economic situation, I am 

failing to raise the required amount. I am self-employed and also willing to take 

care of my children. I am also paying school fees for my children. I pray that this 

Honourable Court grant variation downwards from R7097 to $400 and be 

allowed to pay in Zimbabwean currency.  

Furthermore, ‘asking money from women’ was seen as socially undesirable and something that 

rarely happens, as men have historically been perceived as ‘workers’ and ‘breadwinners’, with 

women as their dependents (Ferguson 2015, 42). As feminist literature has posited, the flipside 

of the subordination of women and their diminished form of citizenship has been their 

privileged position as recipients of social protection (ibid., Pateman 1989). However, as we can 

see in the above extract, besides requests for downward variation in maintenance payments, it 

was common for fathers to claim custody rights, which can also be seen as a morally more 

acceptable economic strategy. For instance, Daily News reported that ‘economically-strapped 

fathers are increasingly claiming custody of their children as they believe it will reduce the 

maintenance burden’ (Dzingire, 2019). In the court case discussed above, for instance, one 

might argue that getting custody of the children would have been an economically more 

advantageous option for the father than paying maintenance fees, as his plan was to move the 
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children to live with his aunt and to send remittances to her. This would, furthermore, retain 

the resources in his own family line, thereby strengthening the fabric of reciprocal obligation 

(see also Chapter Five). However, in cases where a ‘single’ father holds custody rights, children 

typically do not reside with him, but are sent to paternal grandmothers and other paternal female 

relatives, often in rural areas. This is arguably at least partly due to the lower school fees and 

cost of living in rural areas, but also due to social and cultural understandings of emotional care 

as a feminine sphere of expertise. It seems that day-to-day practical and emotional care is 

continuously reproduced in contemporary legal and social welfare papers, as well as in 

everyday discussions, as a feminine duty. Accordingly, the father in the court case claims that 

the mother’s initial decision to leave the children in the custody of their uncles while she was 

working in Johannesburg ‘leaves a lot to be desired’.  

      Further opportunities to improvise with maintenance orders are provided by the 

dysfunctional birth registration system (see Chapters Six and Seven). A legal practitioner told 

me a story about a mother who was receiving maintenance fees for her child from two different 

men, both of whom were, without knowing about each other, formally registered as fathers of 

the same child. This was possible since the mother had acquired two separate birth certificates 

and two names for the child, by spinning two convincing stories about the birth in two separate 

jurisdictions. Thus, the child had two formal, legitimate identities, two different names and two 

‘paper fathers’, both eligible and designated to support the child materially.  Indeed, the mother 

had successfully applied for maintenance fees from two Maintenance Courts that operate in 

two distinct jurisdictions. This demonstrates another effect of the individualization of legal 

interventions, which in the context of a weak population registration system, can be mobilized 

to meet the mother’s economic ends.  

        In general, the cases here exemplify how claims for maintenance – and the outcome of 

such claims – are historically constructed, reproducing gendered ideas of domesticity and care 

but also influenced by uncertain economic realities, including shifting currency rates, inflation, 

and informalization of livelihoods. This demonstrates the importance of contemporary 

economic formations to the capacity to provide care and to constitute claims of care, also 

shaping the ways that the state recognizes family members and their caring capacity. 

 

 



 
 

222 
 

Conclusion 

This chapter has examined how the Zimbabwean state – and particularly its social welfare 

institutions and legal apparatus – is recognized and reinforced as a moral authority and ‘upper 

guardian’ with authority to intervene in domestic relations in the context of transnational 

migration and the need to repatriate children to Zimbabwe and solve custodial disputes. 

Mediated through varying agents and mediators, the Zimbabwean state becomes imagined and 

reproduced as a potential force for justice and good, capable of making decisions on how 

different family members ought to be and behave, thereby influencing domestic care relations. 

Through this investigation, child welfare is revealed to be not simply a private domain of care, 

but a statutory arena of concern that involves the monitoring and evaluation of parents’ and 

other caregivers’ moral and economic capacity to care, in some cases requiring direct 

intervention by the state (see Donzelot 1979). At the same time, the claimants involved in such 

disputes also try to influence how the state sees families and domestic duties for care: for 

instance, by using legal practitioners’ expert knowledge to constitute a powerful care claim, 

involving affective, performative elements (Navaro-Yashin 2007).  

         By looking at how different authorities operating in the arena of ‘child welfare’ give 

signification to the abstract principle of the child’s best interests, I have explored the 

entanglements of the state, kinship, and the economy. Although it has been claimed that these 

authorities and the principle itself are built upon Western psychological knowledge and ideas 

of personhood and citizenship (Howell 2006b), this chapter complicates such a view. Rather, 

it has shown that the concept is filled with various meanings of national and social belonging, 

and used in a way that, paradoxically, consolidates both individual and collective ideas of 

domestic care obligations, and different theories of kinship and care. Thus, the concept of the 

child’s best interests gets defined by mixing and matching global legal language with 

underlying moral discourses on how affective and material, largely gendered, care 

responsibilities should be organized; this embeds the notion in varying ideas of personhood 

and belonging that, while not necessarily at odds with each other, have affective and moral 

stakes and are also used in instrumental ways depending on the situation. For instance, 

gendered assumptions of appropriate caring behavior, or the distinction between ‘customs’ and 

‘state law’, can be purposefully reproduced, meaning that statutory processes of custody and 

maintenance do not follow a single ethical principle and moral logic; rather, they encompass a 

wide range of global and local, economic, moral, and cultural ideas about belonging and care, 
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pointing towards co-existence, co-constitution, and conflict, rather than distinctions (Goddard 

2018, McKinnon & Cannell 2013, Thelen & Alber 2018, 2022).  

          I have further stressed that, while formal employment and the state health and social 

services are largely inaccessible or unavailable for the majority of ordinary Zimbabweans, the 

justice system provides a unique platform where emotional and material care claims can be 

made in hopes that a court will give them attention. What strikes me is the paradox that, 

although the state’s financial capacity to provide social welfare and to improve the life of its 

citizens is almost non-existent, the state nevertheless has the authority, recognized by citizens, 

to (re)distribute kin care. Thus, while acknowledging that the justice system is unequally 

accessible for people from different backgrounds (Griffiths 1997), I argue that despite ‘the 

situation of the country’, characterized by social, economic, and legal precarity, the state 

reproduces itself and validates its authority through its juridical and administrative power. By 

studying the multilayered notion of the child’s best interests in the specific case of Zimbabwe’s 

contemporary migration and displacement, I have engaged with and added to the emerging 

body of anthropological literature that aims at breaking the persistent bifurcation between 

economies, kinship, and state (McKinnon & Cannell 2013, Thelen & Alber 2018, 2022). I have 

further demonstrated that the child’s best interests do not necessarily (merely) advance the 

actual best interests of a child, but also the economic interests of the claimants (an individual 

parent or a kin group). The chapter has illustrated how economies of care are influenced by 

transnational welfare principles and metaphors, and how they are adopted and practiced locally, 

shaped by the local political, economic, and social environment and coexisting value regimes. 
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NINE 
Community care, vulnerability, and the affective state 

 

Introduction 

As I explain in Chapter One, from its earliest stages this study has been directed towards 

understanding how the state is experienced and reproduced through bureaucratic procedures 

and encounters between state agents and citizens in locations such as court rooms, social 

welfare offices, border posts and checkpoints, and civil registration offices (e.g. Das & Poole 

2004a, 2004b, Hull 2012b, Jansen 2014, Navaro-Yashin 2007, 2012, Reeves 2007, 2012). In 

this spirit, I have explored how the state is experienced and involved in the economies of care 

through its documentary practices and migration regimes (Chapters Four, Six, Seven). Chapter 

Eight showed how the institution of child welfare in Zimbabwe is reproduced as potentially 

caring through the work of legal and social welfare agents with the power to determine how 

kin resources for care should be distributed. This chapter continues the discussion by exploring 

state-citizen relations and their coproduction of caring practices through the work of 

Zimbabwe’s Community Case Workers (CCWs), who are the most local representatives of 

social welfare, constituting ward-level Child Protection Committees (CPCs).  

I initially became interested in the CPCs and the CCWs as they appeared to be key 

local-level authorities to whom my interlocutors turned for help with child welfare issues such 

as birth registration and school fees. State mandated, non-salaried volunteers, they are expected 

to reach the most vulnerable community members in the wards where they live and refer them 

to the District Social Welfare Department for possible further state and NGO interventions. 

Therefore, I attended CPC meetings and accompanied four CCWs regularly, which allowed 

me to contrast official policy representations with the CCWs’ everyday practices: what their 

work actually entails and how they rationalize it (Bierschenk and Olivier de Sardan 2014).  

       One day in March 2019, close to the end of my fieldwork, I was driving home from a 

CPC meeting held in one of Bulawayo’s high-density suburbs. As I drove, I turned on a state-

controlled Zimbabwe Broadcasting Corporation (ZBC) radio channel where, by chance, the 

matter under discussion concerned Zimbabwe's child welfare policies. A representative of the 

Ministry of Labour, Public Service, and Social Welfare explained that these policies encompass 

a six-tier web of care, ranging from the nuclear family at the bottom of the hierarchy, through 

extended family and kinship care, to community care, formal foster care, adoption, and lastly 
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residential child-care facilities. This web, she stressed, should ‘not leave a single child without 

care’. She also emphasized the role of the CPCs in reaching the most vulnerable members of 

their communities and bringing them to the core of the dominant child welfare policy, the 

National Action Plan for Orphans and Vulnerable Children (NAP for OVCs). Indeed, the 

‘orphan and vulnerable children’ label has become a powerful means of attracting sympathy 

and material assistance from welfare institutions, especially in post-2000 southern Africa 

where the HIV/AIDS epidemic coincided with the radical decline of institutional care during 

the Structural Adjustment Programmes. 

           However, the public image introduced by the radio broadcast, one of a hierarchical, 

government-coordinated, caring web, sustained by highly motivated, altruistic community 

members, stood in marked contrast with the scarce resources, overly high expectations, and 

cynicism that the volunteering caseworkers actually experienced. Those whom I encountered 

struggled to accommodate the high expectations of both their superiors in the District Social 

Welfare Department, to whom they handed their monthly registration files, and their ‘cases’. 

For instance, Maria, a 52-year-old caseworker told me that, although she reported her team’s 

statistics each month to their superiors at Social Welfare, she had delivered ‘files and files of 

children, but they do not have resources’. Furthermore, as welfare bureaucrats mapping 

‘vulnerability’ on the ground, the residents whom she had registered also expected concrete 

assistance: for instance, education scholarships or child sponsorship. Consequently, Maria 
expressed frustration in regard to her main task of registering and maintaining lists of ‘the 

OVCs’ because it aroused unrealistic hopes.                                            

We just file and file, get their names and all, and they start hoping to get something. 

Next time you meet them they can be angry: ‘Why did you take my name? You have 

used my name for your own purposes!’ Sometimes you see the child [is] not receiving 

help maybe for two or three years until you end up being afraid to pass there.  

Another CCW explained that ‘at times…there is absolutely nothing happening to [the children], 

and we, with empty hands, we feel very much ashamed…I mean we are just useless people. 

We give out some counselling and give them hope that one day something will come up.’ 

However, despite this sense of cynicism, the caseworkers showed commitment towards their 

work, and were often involved in CPC work without salaries for years, defining themselves as 

‘the eyes and ears’ and ‘the foot soldiers’ of social welfare.  



 
 

226 
 

          In this chapter, I query the origins of the apparent commitment of the CCWs to their 

volunteerism. I continue by showing how their policy mandate is embedded in the idea of 

ethical citizenship (Muehlebach 2012), as their commitment to work is assumed to be based on 

affective proximity and solidarity with their ‘communities’. I then move from idealized official 

representations to the real practices of the CCWs, illustrating how they function simultaneously 

as local-level state agents and development brokers (cf. Bierschenk et al. 2002, Lewis & Mosse 

2006), who mobilize beneficiaries for charitable economies of care. This creates conflicting 

expectations: feelings of hope and cynicism but also opportunities for making do in the 

precarious labour market. The arena of community child welfare is revealed as an affectively, 

morally, and economically charged bureaucratic arena of great complexity, wherein 

distinctions between formal/informal, paid/unpaid work, NGO/state-distributed welfare appear 

artificial.  

           Thus, this chapter contributes to the emerging literature on African bureaucracies that 

aims to redefine public services in Africa beyond their dysfunctionality. However, while 

authors like Thomas Bierschenk and Jean-Pierre Olivier de Sardan (2014) limit their focus to 

public service employees who are in salaried contracts with the state, this chapter recognizes 

that the central contribution of volunteers is not simply that of providing a ‘replacement’ for 

waged state agents (Prince & Brown 2016). Rather, they play a crucial role in maintaining the 

image of a functioning social welfare system, and thence the affective state, by engaging with 

‘the vulnerable’ in the course of their mundane, state-mandated tasks.  

        This chapter adds to the literature that explores affects as ‘one of the constitutive 

conditions of state formation’ (Gupta 2012, 13), ‘crucial in structuring political fields, 

imaginaries, subjects, and objects’ (Laszczkowski and Reeves 2018, 3, see also Ahmed 2004, 

Aretxaga 2005, Gupta 2012, Navaro-Yashin 2012, 2017). Elsewhere in the book, I have 

pointed out how the state has been experienced largely through the medium of violence and 

fear, creating a sense of distrust and paranoia in citizens. This chapter, in turn, explores how 

affects circulate in official policy framings to create an image of a purportedly caring state. It 

also examines the role of affects and emotions in the daily work of local level bureaucrats as 

they implement public policies; how emotions are used to draft care claims in bureaucratic 

encounters between the state, its agents, and those whose vulnerability they are expected to 

alleviate; and how material manifestations of authority, such as clothing, evoke a range of 

emotions that include pride, hope, and a sense of being connected to the broader transnational 

regime of care.  
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      In emerging anthropological discussions, the concepts ‘affect’, ‘emotion’, and 

‘sentiment’ are often used in parallel. ‘Affect’ has been described as preliminary and private, 

preceding ‘emotion’ which is seen ‘as the culturally and socially mediated articulation of this 

experience, something that the one who is “affected” is aware of (Dilger et al. 2020, 5). Here, 

my interest is not in tracing such distinction. Instead, I use the term ‘affective’ in a sense similar 

to Jennifer Cole and Christian Groes (2016, 8), to capture how social ties and encounters 

between different actors – here, in the institutional field of child welfare – are intrinsic to 

‘historically and culturally elaborated emotions and potentialities, whether love, pride, shame, 

or jealousy, as well as the material manifestations of these feelings’. With this in mind, I 

explore how affects circulate in official policy framings to create an image of a purportedly 

caring state, and constitute the CCW as the most local care worker. I also ask how emotions 

are used to draft care claims in bureaucratic encounters between the state, its agents, and those 

whose vulnerability they are expected to alleviate, and how material manifestations of 

authority, such as clothing, evoke a range of emotions that include pride, hope, and a sense of 

being connected to the broader transnational regime of care. Thus, this chapter explores affects 

as a central component of the economies of care framework.  

Furthermore, the chapter problematizes the concept of vulnerability (Honkasalo 2018, 

Nakueira 2020) and indicates the limitations of the tools and processes involved in addressing 

vulnerability with the tools of humanitarian governance (Fassin 2012, 2013, Leboeuf 2021, 

Ticktin 2011). Investigating how the CCWs identify the most vulnerable demonstrates that the 

state and NGO-centric definition of what constitutes vulnerability risks ignoring the broader 

structural conditions that create it, as well as local forms of suffering that do not fit into such 

categories. On the other hand, the CCWs are well aware of and capable of attending to such 

needs.  

 

Child welfare and the figure of a Community Case Worker in Zimbabwe 

Prior to Zimbabwe’s independence in 1980, social welfare was primarily conceptualized as a 

domestic concern, the responsibility of a paternal authority, with little room for state 

intervention (Hampson & Kaseke 1987). The principal legislative structures and policy 

frameworks concerned with child welfare were largely adopted after independence, when state 

law was expanded to reach the Black population, and when the rights and empowerment of 

‘vulnerable’ women and children emerged as an increasingly powerful trope in international, 
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regional, and national welfare agendas. As explained in Chapter Three, Zimbabwe’s 

postcolonial history, however, is characterized by prolonged and complex political and 

economic instability and scarcity of resources. Due to a complex set of economic, health, and 

political crises, both national and local-level authorities have faced challenges in allocating 

funding for social services, and social protection since the 1990s has largely relied on extended 

families, migration, NGOs, and donor funding that is mostly limited to humanitarian 

emergencies, such as hunger and HIV/AIDS (Laakso 2002). Yet, due to sanctions imposed on 

the Mugabe (and Mnangagwa) regime, Zimbabwe has not received direct budget support since 

2000; instead, all international aid comes through bilateral and multilateral channels and 

sectoral programmes. However, while the government institution of social welfare is sustained 

and influenced by the funding, practices, and ideological frameworks of international 

development, nongovernmental projects also rely on the public infrastructure that, rather 

simplistically, they are said to be replacing (McKay 2018, 55). 

          In the given context of ‘transnational governmentality’ (Ferguson & Gupta 2002) and 

HIV/AIDS crises, the Government of Zimbabwe launched its first NAP for OVCs in 2004, 

with ‘technical’ and ‘financial support’ from UNICEF. Its official goal was to align child 

welfare work in Zimbabwe with global, regional, and national legal frameworks and to 

coordinate child welfare policies and the work of hundreds of organizations providing services 

for children (GOZ 2004). Responsibility for child welfare devolved from the Ministry of 

Labour and Social Services97 to provincial and district-level social welfare departments. 

Finally, ward-level CPCs were established to reach OVCs on the ground. In Bulawayo, for 

instance, all of the city’s 29 administrative wards have established CPCs and selected CCWs 

who are responsible for ‘the coordination, implementation and sustainability of the program as 

[they are] closer to the family and the children who are the centre of programming’ (MoLSS 

2006, 7). With this articulation of social proximity to their communities, the state mandated 

the CCWs to reach the most marginalized people and bring them to the core of the programme. 

They are expected to commit to ‘OVC identification’ and ‘childcare and protection 24 hours a 

day, every day’ (ibid., 32). Yet the policy also recognizes the lack of resources at the 

government level, stating that ‘insufficient capacity and resources of formal government 

structures may make reliance on community-based mechanisms necessary for the 

implementation of social protection programs while it is also said to be relatively inexpensive’ 

(ibid., 32). In this political vision, the CCWs’ code of conduct is rooted in a basis of oath, 

 
97 Present-day Ministry of Labour, Public Service, and Social Welfare. 
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compassion, and a desire to help, not in salaries. Rather, they constitute ‘affective labour’, who 

are expected to be emotionally involved in their work (Muehlebach 2012). This is not only due 

to limited resources but also to the regulations governing project aid according to which donor-

funding cannot be used to cover staff salaries.  

         In the beginning, there were no formal requirements for the CCWs. In 2012 in their 

‘rapid assessment’, UNICEF identified that CPCs ‘with little training…may, unintentionally, 

do more harm than good’, for instance, by ‘stepping outside their set roles’ (UNICEF 2012a, 

30). Thus, along with the NAP II, the number of CCWs was reduced and O-level education 

was introduced as a minimum requirement.98 Later, the NAP III took place in conjunction with 

the introduction of the National Case Management System (NCMS) that was to further 

streamline the care, protection, and welfare of children in Zimbabwe. As an outcome, selected 

caseworkers were trained in a two-week course on child protection and file management 

training to become Lead Community Case Workers (LCCWs). For instance, Tim, a former city 

council employee, who migrated to South Africa during the hyperinflation in 2009, but later 

returned and had difficulties finding employment, was selected as a LCCW in a community 

meeting where ‘everyone else summoned’, as he put it, in 2012. Although Tim was not 

formally employed by the District Social Services (DSS), he referred to himself as ‘a 

representative of the state’ who has ‘vowed with the government not to give information about 

the children without the social services’ consent’. The other caseworkers with whom I talked 

were mostly women, but also men in their 40s and 50s, who had O-level education and had 

been engaged for years in community-level charitable activities, sometimes with short-term 

contracts, but mostly on a volunteer basis (discussed further below). They lived within their 

communities in the high-density suburbs, in low-income houses that were perhaps slightly 

better than most, yet still standard quality. 

           The programme mobilizes a neoliberal rationale by suggesting that states largely 

withdraw from their welfare responsibilities, while the poor are best governed and welfare 

provisions best carried out by local agents and grassroots organizations (e.g. Muehlebach 2012, 

98). Thus, on the one hand, the figure of a CCW illustrates what Andrea Muehlebach (2012, 

48), with reference to the Italy’s growing voluntary sectors, has described as ‘unwaged 

affective labour regimes’, and ‘ethical citizens’. The histories of social welfare and 

volunteering in Zimbabwe and Italy differ. However, in situations where the state and families’ 

 
98 In Zimbabwe’s education system Ordinary or O-level education refers to the first two years of secondary school 
that follow the eight years of primary education and two years of junior high. 
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capacity to care is diminished, Zimbabwe’s social welfare structure also seems to expect 

caseworkers to commit to caring for others due to their affective proximity and sense of 

community and, indeed, this altruistic and affective premise is present in CCWs’ self-

definitions, as I demonstrate. On the other hand, the volunteers do not merely define themselves 

as volunteers, but also as state agents, representatives of the social welfare system, accountable 

and committed to it. In so doing, they do not merely work as ‘a central symbolic figure through 

which people are imagining social solidarity and collective life more generally’ (Muehlebach 

2012, 11); rather, by virtue of their activities the state is imagined as present and purportedly 

caring. Further, their ‘local knowledge’ and connectedness are mobilized by transnational and 

non-governmental actors to implement, evaluate, and monitor their own operations. This means 

that they also work as development brokers, mobilizing ‘beneficiaries’ for different project 

purposes in their administrative wards and making the population available for NGO 

interventions (cf. Bierschenk et al. 2002). This again constitutes an economic strategy and a 

way to manage the caseworkers’ own precarity. 

 

Working from and beyond passion 

In 2017 when Mugabe was replaced by the current incumbent, President Manangagwa, a sense 

of excitement and hope grew in Zimbabwe and its ever-expanding diaspora. Mnangagwa 

promised economic growth and internationalism, which he embedded in his slogan ‘Zimbabwe 

is open for businesses’. The CCWs, in general, had hoped that economic recovery and the 

stronger presence of international donors would present new opportunities to work in the 

transnational NGO sector. Now they regarded their hopes of finding sustainable employment 

through their volunteerism as unrealistic. However, despite the lack of state incentives, the 

CCWs emphasized that their commitment stemmed from their desire to help those less 

fortunate than themselves, although they were commonly accused of including their own 

relatives in assistance programs like the BEAM.  

        The CCWs were usually involved in selecting the programme’s beneficiaries and they 

were well aware of the distrust and suspicion which this generated; much like the situation 

described in Christopher Colvin’s (2016, 38) research among health volunteers in South Africa, 

they faced social pressure to prove their moral commitment to, and (com)passion for their 

work. ‘One needs to have a heart for this job’, Maria explained. In general, the CCWs framed 

their commitment through affective and biblical language of passion and love, using religious 
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idioms such as ‘a good Samaritan’ and ‘God’s leading’, suggesting their ‘ethical relationship 

to God’ (Prince & Brown 2016, 7). They often gave examples of caseworkers who had ‘wrong 

motives’ in doing the job, who did not have ‘the passion’ or endurance but were, rather, looking 

for self-advancement. ‘Somebody can just come in voluntarily without having a passion for 

working. They drop out because they won't be knowing if they are going to be given money’, 

one CCW reasoned. In comparison, Maria distinguished her team from such ‘gold diggers’, 

emphasizing its commitment by explaining how they ‘sometimes end up giving food from 

[their] own pockets’. Undeniably, however, besides the affective and religious motivations 

framed in terms of resilience and self-sacrifice, CPC work provided opportunities to expand 

one’s social and economic networks and accumulate knowledge on project management.  My 

first encounter with Maria and her CPC team effectively illustrates this.   

 

 

The blue hat and a sense of professional pride: CCWs as community-
level, caring bureaucrats 

When I visited Maria’s home in one of Bulawayo’s high-density suburbs for the first time, her 

involvement in the development sector was displayed on her living room wall, which was 

decorated with the calendars and posters of religious and nongovernmental organizations. She 

also showed me a folder of certificates and explained, with a sense of pride and respect, that 

she had gained them from the different workshops and courses she had attended, organized by 

a number of NGOs. She also explained about a child welfare trust that she had recently 

registered. As my role as a White European woman was often conflated with the international 

donor system, this was possibly Maria’s way of demonstrating her competence in working with 

international donors.  

           When her CPC team arrived for their monthly meeting, particular objects captured my 

attention: the range of print hats. While Maria and another CCW wore blue ‘Child Care 

Worker’ hats with the tag of the Ministry of Labour, Public Services, and Social Welfare, the 

other four members wore hats with varying logos and watchwords which they had received 

from multiple training sessions, to which I return below. The brown, yellow, white, and black 

hats sported the names of Amnesty International, World Vision, and other international NGOs, 

with slogans such as ‘We Care’ suggesting the compassion and competence of their wearers 

and the organizations. Despite this variety, the CCWs were often referred to as ‘the ones with 

the blue hats’, which served as identifiers of those involved in the welfare structure, and worked 
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as important symbols of authority marked by a sense of pride. Like the multiple logos, 

registration forms, and certificates, the hats worked as objects of power whereby the 

caseworkers distinguished themselves from community members, and symbolized 

connectedness to the state structures of social welfare and the charitable economies of care 

(Bourdieu 1984). The hats can be seen as material symbols of power, through which affects, 

such as hopes and disappointments, over care provisions become enacted, reproduced, and 

experienced. In effect, like other practical and symbolic elements, including logos and slogans, 

the hats mediate connections not only between the caseworkers and the residents in the 

administrative units but also make the CCWs visible to various other authorities, primarily 

development practitioners. 

 
5) Community Case Workers wearing print hats. Picture by the author. 

 
Besides registering and mobilizing residents for a range of project purposes, the CCWs 

themselves participated in various ‘stakeholder meetings’ and ‘participatory workshops’ 

through which the nongovernmental agencies were expected to intervene, influence, and take 

into consideration the local knowledge that the CCWs possess. With these activities, the 

organizations could demonstrate that they were ‘building capacity’ and, thereby, enhance the 

local ownership and sustainability of the projects. The CCWs performed as community 
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members, targeted to increase ‘grassroots participation’ in politics and project management, 

and fitting seemingly perfectly into the discourse of ‘community-led development’ (cf. Colvin 

2016, 43-44).  Indeed, much of the training followed a peer-to-peer, Training of Trainers (ToT) 

model, aiming to educate the CCWs as key local authorities in order to help their community 

members to help themselves.  

        However, mobilizing beneficiaries for NGO events or attending in person was, for the 

CCWs, not only a means to get an education in how to ‘empower’ their own communities or 

sustain development after projects ended; it also increased the CCWs’ own hopes for upward 

economic and social mobility (Bierschenk et al. 2002). As already noted, NGOs and CBOs 

utilized the caseworkers’ connectedness on the ground for their own project purposes, 

occasionally providing them casual pay-offs, such as meals and refreshments, daily allowances, 

transportation fees, airtime, or material tools such as hats and t-shirts, even bicycles in some 

instances (UNICEF 2019). As we will see, Maria received allowances from a child welfare 

agency for registering beneficiaries for their purposes. She explained that ‘whenever I get a 

call for an event, I will first think what I am getting out of this. We sit in these meetings, we 

hear about organizations wanting a report or whatever, and what they will give, a per diem. 

This is how we work.’ 

 Maria also hoped to find a source of funding for her newly-registered trust, or contract 

work in the NGO sector. Her auditing work proved her bureaucratic capability to reach out to 

the vulnerable and maintain a database of them not only for the DSS, but also in order to 

identify beneficiaries for other projects, while the volunteering work increased not only her 

economic but also her social and symbolic capital. It provided opportunities to augment her 

knowledge of development frameworks and brought her into contact with a wide range of 

actors. She explained that she ‘exposes [herself] to every event’ and liaises with 15 

organizations ‘who do a similar job than us, who have interest in the welfare of a child’. Besides 

‘the vulnerable’, she offered help to other community members, church authorities, 

government officials, ward councillors, NGO staff, and academic researchers, like myself, who 

might need her expertise and connectedness. Yet the transnational regime of care provided not 

only a platform that generated direct livelihood opportunities and networks for future projects, 

but also a sense of connectedness to such a regime, providing visions for future trajectories 

that, with their precarious work and self-exploitation, could potentially be realized.  

        Michael Lipsky (1980) uses the term ‘street-level bureaucrat’ to refer to workers in 

schools, welfare, and the police force who are responsible for implementing policy. Drawing 
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on Lipsky’s work, Tom Neumark (2020, 129) defines community health workers in the 

Korogocho slum in Nairobi as ‘slum-level bureaucrats’ who, besides their official policy 

implementation task, ‘manage a precarious, unpredictable, and ever-shifting portfolio of 

development, humanitarian, and social welfare interventions in the slum’s charitable 

economy’. Similarly, the CCWs in Zimbabwe operate as community-level bureaucrats and 

development brokers who, besides their state-mandated tasks, are ‘in a permanent state of 

vigilance for new sources of funding and resources’ that might accrue to their communities 

(Neumark 2020, 129, see also Bierschenk et al. 2002, Lewis & Mosse 2006). The position of 

the CCW can be used to manage the precarious present in practices of kukiya-

kiya/ukuhlanganisa, providing opportunities not just for caring for others, but also for self-

caring. Indeed, although volunteering care work is expected to be performed on the basis of  

affective entanglement with communities and kindness of heart, it is also motivated by thoughts 

of economic and social advancement, of creating new possibilities and a new sense of 

hopefulness and professional pride in relation to the transnational welfare agencies.  

 In the next section, I change perspective and direct attention to the key CCW task of 

mapping vulnerability, and the affective encounters between CCWs and people whose 

vulnerability they were expected to mitigate.  

 

Mapping vulnerability, filling out forms 

One day Maria, her ‘team member’ Dorothy, and I drove to one of their ward neighbourhoods 

where Maria told me that they would be offering a workshop on ‘hygiene counselling and 

health promotion’. They would ‘need thirty women’, since, besides their task of reporting to 

the District Social Welfare department, an international child welfare organization also 

required them to report ‘every month thirty people’ in exchange for their monthly allowance 

of 15 USD.  At the venue ‘a village headman’ allocated us a room in a community centre, a 

modest, two-roomed wooden building where some forty women were starting to gather. The 

other room was booked by UNICEF and the Ministry of Health who had organized a 

‘measuring and weighing’ standardization programme to test their methods and equipment for 

small children. Sharon, whose story I introduce in Chapter Five, had taken her two sons there, 

thinking that it was the ‘mobile baby clinic’ which visited the area monthly. She hoped to get 

the children’s flu treated but had agreed to enrol them in the programme as they would be given 

lunch. Later, a third group of experts arrived in a four-by-four vehicle. Judging from the logo 

sticker on the vehicle, they represented Population Services Zimbabwe. As no rooms were 
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available, they started distributing condoms from the platform of the car. One worker joked 

that although we ‘had stolen their room’, we had nevertheless mobilized people for their 

purposes too.  

        At the start of our training session, Maria took a pile of registration forms with the logo 

of the Ministry of Labour, Public Service, and Social Welfare from her big leather purse and I 

helped a group of women to fill in their names, ID numbers, number of children, monthly 

income, HIV status, and employment situation, details that were collected to ‘map 

vulnerability’ (McKay 2018, 44-45). Much as in Sophie Nakueira’s (2020) study of the 

UNHRC definitions of vulnerability in Ugandan refugee camps, the definitions of the 

organizations with which the CCWs cooperated overlooked local forms and alternative causes 

of vulnerability, such as disruptions in ancestral continuity, dysfunctional civil registration 

systems, and the lack of identity documentation. Such forms, as illustrated in earlier chapters, 

nevertheless, had important, sometimes life-threatening effects on people’s lives, occasionally 

giving rise to allegations such as witchcraft (ibid., discussed further below).  

       While people filled in the registration forms, Dorothy circulated two picture books, one 

on breast feeding and the other on personal hygiene. After two hours registration was complete, 

and Maria told me that it was time to go. I was surprised since the event did not resonate with 

my idea of a workshop. As we left, Maria said in explanation, ‘People here are so ignorant. 

They suffer from receiving syndrome. Why should I do everything for them?’ After all, she 

continued, she was there to help them to register so that she could give a list of their names and 

details to the District Social Welfare Department and the child welfare organization, who, in 

turn, could find them ‘if a donor comes’.  

         This pattern of successfully mobilizing people to attend an event without always knowing 

its actual purpose was repeated on a number of occasions as I accompanied CCWs in their 

work. Typically, such gatherings were organized via WhatsApp messaging, or announcements 

at residents’ and other community meetings. For instance, once I accompanied Tim, another 

CCW, to an event that Tim’s team member had identified to me as ‘a mass birth registration’. 

However, it appeared that Tim, his CPC team, and the 30-40 older women whom they had 

mobilized to convene at the venue were not sure what the actual event was about. Taped to the 

fence outside was a hand-written, A2-size notice which read: ‘Enrollment: Girls aged between 

9-19 in this category (orphans, HIV positive, living with parents who are positive, child-headed 

families) are to go to the Venue on the 9th of February 2019 at 12 midday’.  
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        Instead of providing information on the point of the ‘enrollment’, the note simply 

described a target group: ‘the vulnerable’, who were primarily HIV-affected, orphaned girls. 

Yet Tim and his team had managed to fill the venue, although it seemed to me that most of 

those present did not fit the age category of nine to nineteen years. After an hour or so of 

waiting, a white four-by-four jeep bearing the sticker of a dominant child welfare NGO finally 

parked in the compound. It appeared that instead of registering births, they had come to register 

‘vulnerable’ people in three possible future programmes, one on ‘parenting skills’, another on 

‘income generating’, and a third on school fee assistance.  

          It was apparent that Tim and Maria were skilled at getting people to attend 

indeterminate events and enrol themselves or their dependants in the registers of whichever 

welfare organization turned up. Yet Maria called the residents of her ward ‘ignorant’ and 

claimed they suffered from ‘receiving syndrome’ and Tim’s similar self-responsibilization talk 

defined residents in his ward as ‘birds who are just waiting to be fed. They don’t even see who 

is coming, but just open their mouths and hope to get food.’ These moral claims combined with 

skills-training sessions are characteristic of the neoliberal rationale whereby ‘vulnerable’ 

recipients of charity are considered to lack the knowledge and skills to improve their own lives 

(Das 2015, 189, Neumark 2020). Furthermore, the biblical, neoliberal, self-responsibilization 

talk common among the CCWs can be seen as representing a ‘historically specific, symbolic 

language of governance’ (Hansen & Stepputat 2001, 8) that differentiates the provider and 

receiver of help by defining the poor by the ‘lack of’ something that the caseworkers 

themselves possess (Neumark 2020, 123). Such affective claims have multiple roots, as 

articulations of respectable ways of being ‘civilized’ and ‘autonomous’ persons also resonate 

with colonial and Christian discourses on ideal personhood and the self-sufficient colonial 

worker (Bornstein 2003). Regardless of roots, however, the concept of vulnerability is 

embedded here in the assumed incapability of the poor to care for themselves, making them 

the target of educational and welfarist programs that are, somewhat paradoxically, designed to 

strengthen the capacity of the ‘most vulnerable’ and ‘needy’ to help themselves – and justified 

on this basis.  

The ethnographic material reveals two intertwined limitations on the humanitarian 

regime of care. Firstly, by focusing on the skills training of the poor, who need help to learn 

how to help themselves, the rationale ignores the specific context and structural conditions – 

sketched earlier in this chapter and chapter Three – that cause vulnerability in the first place 

(Fassin 2011, Ticktin 2011). Consequently, the narrative of poverty and its alleviation masks 
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the global, regional, and national political factors that cause poverty. Secondly, while the 

CCWs are expected to be ethical citizens, and to commit to their work full-time due to their 

proximity to their communities, they are expected to do so within a limited state and NGO-

centric view of vulnerability. Similarly, the methods of intervening in such vulnerabilities 

follow the ideological commitments, intervention protocols, and narratives of the ‘good’ life 

of transnational governance (c.f. Leboeuf 2021). Despite their focus on capacity building and 

the participatory approach, such definitions and protocols tend to leave local definitions of 

vulnerability and a life worth living both unnoticed and unattended (Honkasalo 2018, 9, 

Nakueira 2020). In the following section, I direct attention to the plurality of vulnerabilities, 

arguing that the legitimacy of the CCWs is based on their competence to address both 

institutional forms of vulnerability and aspects of vulnerability that are excluded from such 

top-down framings.  

 

Calls for sympathy, performing vulnerability 

During my fieldwork, Maria and Sharon, whose sons participated in the UNICEF measurement 

program, met multiple times. As explained in Chapter Five, Sharon was unmarried and had 

four children: two school-age girls who resided at their maternal cousin’s house in a rural area 

where school fees were cheaper and two small boys who lived first with Sharon but then were 

relocated to their father’s homestead. Sharon turned towards Maria several times with questions 

related to her own and her children’s wellbeing that went beyond Maria’s official mandate. 

Once Maria organized a one-day housekeeping job for Sharon, another time she advised her 

on how to report an offence to the Zimbabwe Republic Police and how to approach a charity 

that could assist her to claim birth certificates for her non-registered, South African-born 

children. She also advised Sharon to seek out a certain prophet, who could cast away a demon 

that had caused illness and misfortune in Sharon’s family. Clearly, Maria shared the local views 

on vulnerability – for instance, to the spirit world and witchcraft – which transcended 

state/NGO definitions and went unrecorded in the official registers, as they would not resonate 

with the rationale of the institutions providing assistance; if recorded, such details could excite 

disbelief rather than sympathy for Sharon’s claims (cf. Nakueira 2020). The CCWs, however, 

could attend to aspects of vulnerability that remained invisible in the NGO and state registers, 

thereby legitimizing their authority, increasing people’s trust in them, and building new 

networks.  



 
 

238 
 

           On the one hand, it is striking how privy the formal welfare organizations are to the 

fine details of individual lives by having access to and maintaining records of them; on the 

other, the stereotyped and partial identities of ‘the vulnerable’ or ‘the orphan’ can constitute 

tactical subject positions and adopting them may mobilize hopes for accessing scarce state 

welfare and charitable care. Indeed, vulnerability is an affect-provoking, relational concept, 

including not only the experience of suffering and exclusion, but also ‘the ability to become 

animated and affected, to be able to bring things together and to mobilize’ (Honkasalo 2018, 

1). Here, the role of CCWs as mediators appeared important. Maria was also competent in 

manufacturing a credible story of vulnerability that fit the views of NGOs and the state, 

exemplified by a discussion in which she and Sharon explored the possibility of Sharon’s older, 

school-age daughters getting enrolled in the BEAM school-fee program. Both explained that 

the status of ‘Orphan and Vulnerable Children’ (OVC) would be an asset in claiming access to 

the program. To deserve the label, the children should ideally be parentless, or at least ‘half-

orphans’, the challenge being that both their parents were still alive. Their father resided in 

South Africa, and although he had not seen his daughters in many years and rarely sent much-

needed remittances, he communicated occasionally. As Sharon said, consideringly, ‘If I am 

alive, they might not accept the children. But maybe when I tell my story, they will sympathize 

with me.’ This provides a clear manifestation of how powerful aid categories and labels are 

experienced and enacted among those who aim at fitting in with and benefitting from them. To 

prove her children worthy of state care, Sharon had to draft a convincing story of vulnerability. 

Maria offered crucial help by suggesting that Sharon should emphasize that the father of the 

children had disconnected and abandoned them.   

           This reflects how the aid labels, in their narrowness, influence behaviour on the ground. 

As Didier Fassin (2013, 124-125) has argued, the orphan has come to be viewed globally as 

the most vulnerable of those in need, and the most deserving of help. He has further observed 

that to sustain an image of vulnerability, and to attract sympathy and generosity from the social 

welfare institutions, some aspects of reality remain hidden from the public. Similarly, many 

CCWs were familiar with situations where people narrated partial stories of vulnerability, 

leaving out details that would not fit with the welfare institution’s definition of orphan – or that 

of a vulnerable person. However, they also contributed to such effective and affective stories 

of vulnerability, as we just saw Maria doing. Despite her talk of self-responsibility and a sense 

of disbelief in her ‘cases’, she also sympathized with them and offered them sound guidance: 

‘You have to be half-orphan, orphan, and poor, and you need to tell that you cannot support 
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the child.’ She also told me that there were many older women caring for their grandchildren 

who claimed that the children’s parents had ‘disappeared’ and ‘disconnected’, often after 

having migrated to South Africa, even though they might still be in communication. Yet Maria 

felt that there were simply too many needy children who needed ‘protection’ in her ward and, 

therefore, her heart told her to help them register their narrative, despite knowing that what 

went down on paper might be a narrow version of the actual life situation. As we saw, she 

recognized that the needs of the children were more diverse than the state-backed definition of 

vulnerability suggested. In her study on immigration politics in France, Miriam Ticktin (2011) 

likewise observed health officials helping to translate migrants’ experiences of suffering into 

state recognition and, similarly, the CCWs use their bureaucratic knowledge and affective 

labour to make ends meet for themselves and those they worked with. However, such bottom 

up ‘politics of compassion’ (Ticktin 2011) were not unlimited; rather, they were dependent on 

an individual’s connections to the CCWs, and their knowledge, networks, and need to manage 

the precarious present. 

 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have used official policy framing and the social actions of Zimbabwe’s 

Community Case Workers to think about the (re)configuration of the state in Zimbabwe and to 

investigate what the CCWs, as community-level caring bureaucrats, actually do when they 

work. Ultimately, the chapter has explored how affects and emotions for and about the state 

and its agents (cf. Laszczkowski & Reeves 2018, 2) – but also those of the state agents 

themselves – shape the endurance and experience of the institutions of child welfare and 

vulnerability on the ground.  

        The material highlights that the experience of welfare volunteering is affectively 

situated at the intersection of bureaucratic frameworks of transnational governance, grassroots 

claims, and the volunteers’ own needs to make do in the precarious present. In such conditions 

the CCWs try to manage expectations concerning their qualifications and performance, while 

also maintaining credibility with their ‘clients’ and trying to eke out a living themselves. They 

do not replace the state as such but, as an integral and ethical part of it, are embedded in the 

state structure of social welfare, maintaining the hierarchical image of a caring state on the 

ground by reaching and registering the most vulnerable residents in their areas. Yet, as 
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diversely situated local brokers, they also mobilize beneficiaries to sign onto NGO registers. 

While the CCWs’ motivation stems partly from the desire to help more disadvantaged people, 

resonating with the idea of ‘ethical citizenship’ (Muehlebach 2012), their work is entangled 

with social and economic realities; meanwhile, the communal space provides the means to 

make lives and livelihoods, to practice kukiya-kiya/ukuhlanganisa – economic inventiveness 

in making ends meet ‘by mixing things to make do’.  In such a context, personal hopes for 

economic and social upward mobility and a sense of the potential for career advancement and 

material compensation coexist with the sense of frustration and uselessness – and compassion.  

 While the CCWs are assumed to be ethically committed to their communities due to 

affective engagement with their peers, their work is expected to be grounded in narrow policy 

definitions of vulnerability and a liveable life. In fact, the material demonstrates that the aid 

labels of ‘orphan’ and ‘vulnerable’ are by no means neutral concepts, but politically and 

morally loaded subject positions, mobilizing emotions and the willingness to care. Indeed, by 

constituting ‘the substance of politics’ (Stoler 2004), affect and emotions are also central means 

of claiming state care, making them an integral part of the economies of care in my study field. 

Indeed, the chapter has shown how these categorizations shape behaviour on the ground, and 

that the CCWs have knowledge of how to draft efficient vulnerability claims that fit such 

categories, while they are also competent in attending to needs that go beyond such top-down 

definitions, which again increases their credibility among their ‘cases’. Paradoxically, it is 

through vulnerability itself that life can be sustained, like the image of a caring state.  
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TEN 
Conclusion 

 

Introduction 
 
In this dissertation, I have provided an ethnographic account of the relations and practices of 

care among injivas, low-income Zimbabwean migrants from Matabeleland, who return from 

South Africa to Bulawayo at different stages of their lifecycle. The study comprises an 

empirical investigation of the co-constitutive bureaucratic and intimate relations and practices 

of care that sustain injiva social and material life-worlds and facilitate their belonging to 

various care regimes in circumstances of dislocation and crisis. I address these complex 

processes of caring – both empirically and analytically – through the notion of economies of 

care. I use this term to refer not only to the economic, largely informal, income-generating 

processes that are directed at maintaining life, but also to the complex social, moral, 

bureaucratic, religious, and legal practices and relations through which people seek to maintain, 

repair, and refashion social relations and individual and collective life-worlds (cf. Tronto & 

Fisher 1990, Tronto 1993).  

        If, as Joan Tronto (1993, 104) has posited, ‘we can recognise care when a practice is 

aimed at maintaining, continuing, or repairing the world’, then we can find care manifesting in 

perhaps unusual spaces, mediated by actors who might not at first sight present as caring agents. 

Besides investigating the kinship-based family unit – conventionally seen as the sociological 

site of care – by attending to the everyday life of returning injivas, the dissertation has shown 

how the care of children, the sick, the dying and dead, and other ‘vulnerable’ persons also 

involves the mundane yet creative work of ordinary civil servants and other public authorities 

– that is, encounters with ‘the state’. The latter actors perform crucial ‘care work’ by carrying 

out various ‘species of activities’ (Tronto & Fisher 1990, 40) connected to legal orders, 

documentation, mobility, community work, and so on. These undoubtedly also have other 

logics and ends and draw from differing ideas of how to attain a ‘good’ or ‘livable life’, yet 

ethnographic inquiry reveals such activities to be central practices that my interlocutors draw 

on to maintain life. In other words, the dissertation has demonstrated that people’s life-

sustaining acts encompass creativity and the ability to stretch their social networks, 

transcending the domain of economic and income-generating processes to include the 
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distributive claims of intimate and kin relations, and even those of bureaucrats at public state, 

‘street’, and community levels of care.   

        The study has continued empirically from where existing scholarship on Zimbabwe’s 

migration seemed to have stopped when I started the project. While earlier research 

investigated the complex situations wherein Zimbabwean migrants live and try to sustain life 

in South Africa (e.g. Crush et al. 2012, 2015, Kihato 2013, Landau 2006, Muzondidiya 2010, 

Morreira 2016, Worby 2010), the processes associated with the return of Zimbabwean migrants 

were, and remain, understudied. Methodologically, the study has drawn on nine months of 

ethnographic fieldwork primarily in the city of Bulawayo, but I also collected material during 

travels to the Zimbabwe-South Africa and Zimbabwe-Botswana borders, and to Johannesburg 

and Cape Town, as these were places and spaces wherein my interlocutors’ lives and 

experiences were also anchored. I collected most of the ethnographic data via participant 

observation and interviews among injivas, their families, and a range of care authorities 

(government, municipal, and community-level authorities, charity workers, and so-called 

informal agents). I complemented this data with newspaper articles, court and social welfare 

reports and documents, and archival data.  

 

State, kinship, and the economies of care 

From its early stages my research has been motivated by the anthropological and African 

Studies scholarship that recognizes that the state and its institutions are constituted by a myriad 

of bureaucratic, legal, and documentary encounters and practices, operating at different levels, 

from central governments to district and local authorities, in global and regional politics and 

legal frameworks, and through international regimes of charitable care (see, for example, 

Bierschenk & Olivier de Sardan 2014, Das & Poole 2004, Ferguson & Gupta 2002, Gupta 

2012, Hagman & Péclard 2010, Hull 2012a, 2012b, Navaro-Yashin 2007, 2012, Reeves 2013, 

2019, Sharma & Gupta 2006, Trouillot 2001). The study has been particularly inspired by 

scholarship that has moved beyond the view of African states – their institutions in particular 

– as failed or fragile, and their agents as cold and indifferent (cf. Bierschenk & Olivier de 

Sardan 2014, Lund 2006, McKay 2018, Roitman 2004, Goldstone & Obarrio 2017). Indeed, 

while my interlocutors’ lives were crucially shaped by the multilayered fiscal, political, and 

social crises around them, they did not merely experience the state in suffering and fear, and 
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but also through acts and agents whose duty was to protect the ‘vulnerable’ and improve 

people’s wellbeing. The specific objectives of these state and non-state authorities were to 

provide the citizenry with services and protection, in the form of community care work, 

documentation and registration, immigration services, and court proceedings. Through these 

processes, the state was portrayed not just as punishing but also, often simultaneously, as 

caring, notwithstanding that such care was crucially selective and limited to certain categories 

of the needy, with limited budgets to implement welfare policies. It must also be noted that 

many authorities whom my interlocutors encountered were not ‘formal’ state agents, but 

‘street’ or community-level bureaucrats who facilitated the cross-border transportation of 

people, goods, and remittances, or access to documents and welfare regimes, as well as 

ancestral spirits and religious authorities, whose role was crucial in maintaining and repairing 

ancestral and kin belonging.  

       In these diverse fields, state-citizen relations have become not only an arena in which 

to process citizenship and access state resources, but also one where families and kin-relations 

are shaped, discussed, valued, and assessed. Indeed, kinship appears to be an equally central 

arena of practical, moral, and economic challenges in terms of meeting care needs and kin 

ideals, discussed especially in relation to returnees such as children, and the sick, dying, dead, 

or otherwise ‘vulnerable’. To make sense of the complexities surrounding these returns, the 

study has enforced a processual understanding of kinship that refuses to see kin ties as naturally 

given, but rather as relationships under constant negotiation, requiring active work (cf. Carsten 

2004, Howell 2003, 2006). I have explored what kinship does and how it has been reconfigured 

in situations where, for instance, fostering injiva children or caring for dying family members 

is practically organized and morally articulated, or where matters concerning children – 

custody, maintenance and transnational repatriation, and birth registration – are processed. 

Following Janet Carsten (2004, 16), the dissertation points out that models approaching kinship 

as a static institution tend to be ‘quite divorced from the messier realities of social and political 

processes as well as the everyday experience of kinship’; rather, we can take ‘little for granted 

in the way people live out and articulate notions of kinship’ (ibid., 17). I have illustrated how 

such ideals are challenged by the everyday praxis of dealing with material scarcity, and moral 

and economic discussions of the care of infants, the sick, and the dead, who are repatriated, 

either ‘informally’ or through state-regulated routes and services to Zimbabwe. For instance, 

by tracing how children move between different households, I have explored the gap between 

ideal and historically constituted cultural scripts of kin care and actual care practices on the 
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ground. I have also showed how domestic distributions of care and intimate social relations 

can be heavily influenced by economic insecurity, and noted that securing care for children 

often needs the creative repair of kin relations, past and present, as well as monetary 

transactions.  

The same applies to other cultural, political, and economic models that suggest how 

one should live, make a living, and relate to other people. While the ethnographic material 

illustrates the intertwinement of different domains in situations where people are trying to piece 

together a liveable life, it also points towards their distinct and potentially internally diverse 

logics, objects, and rationalities, which might coexist but also be in tension, thus requiring 

differing acts of care and recognition. By exploring the concrete practices of state agents, I 

have shown that their work does not straightforwardly draw from a singular, static ‘state’ idea 

of care and society, driven, for instance, by global capitalism and concomitant ideas of proper 

personhood. As I have shown, different state agencies and individual state agents might have 

different interpretations of what constitutes ‘the child’s best interests’, or which kinds of social 

ties constitute a ‘proper family’; meanwhile, their ‘actual workings’ (Bierschenk & Olivier de 

Sardan 2014) are also embedded in local discourses, relationships, and understandings of care 

and belonging, family and kinship. These bureaucratic interactions are often mediated by 

affects and reciprocal expectations, while affects are also used to draft care claims in 

bureaucratic encounters between the state, its agents in transnational aid frameworks, and those 

whose vulnerability they are expected to alleviate. Consequently, vulnerability, affects, and 

emotions constitute an integral part of the economies of care whereby my interlocutors sustain 

life. 

         I have developed the notion of economies of care as tool to analyse this multiplicity of 

interventions, subjects, objects, and documentary practices of care, and the morally, politically, 

and ideologically loaded idioms of care. It helps to explore the connections – and distinctions 

– within and between various practices and relations whose goal is to ‘maintain, continue, and 

repair’ the world so that people can live, not necessarily ‘as well as possible’ but ‘in a livable’ 

way (Puig de la Bellacasa 2012, 2018). Primarily, different relations and practices of care can 

be guided towards different ends, to maintain different ‘worlds’. For instance, the repatriation 

and end-of-life care of dying or dead injivas are multifaceted processes wherein bureaucratic 

practices, religious rituals, and economic acts are needed and must be balanced. While state 

bureaucratic practices are needed to repatriate a physical body and register its death, the social 
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body that is part of an ancestral chain of relations needs religious kinship acts to secure a safe 

journey to the afterlife, to reproduce the ties of relatedness with the ancestral world, and to 

protect relatives in the material world. Yet these important politics of death and dying are also 

entangled with economic realities and legal understandings and practices of kinship, which 

influence how and where the bodies can be buried. This demonstrates how the ‘world’ that is 

to be sustained, maintained, and repaired (Tronto & Fisher 1990, 40) is constituted by both the 

living and the dead, and that the ‘species of activities’ that do so include religious, kin-related, 

economic, and bureaucratic documentary practices directed towards caring for different bodies. 

The state practices whereby a physical, legal, (non)registered body is repatriated and buried are 

distinct from the care that the social body needs for a safe journey to the afterlife, although all 

are influenced by surrounding circumstances. Therefore, at the core of the economies of care 

notion lies the acknowledgement of relationality, since the worlds that need care and the species 

of activities that are needed to hold those worlds together are always historically, politically, 

and morally situated.  

        The notion of economies of care does not only facilitate empirical investigation of the 

social relations, practices, and logics of caring; it also promises to allow us to see ‘new linkages 

within different branches of anthropology and thereby add new insights into social 

organization’ (Thelen 2015, 500). In line with this promise, this dissertation contributes to 

literature that is developing appropriate ways to study the co-constitution and entanglement of 

distinct domains, especially those of ‘the state’ and ‘kinship’ (McKinnon & Cannell 2013, 

Thelen & Alber 2018, 2022). To point out the entanglement of various domains, the study has 

covered a broad range of examples, from child fostering and repatriation of children, the dying, 

and other ‘unproductive’ migrants, to state documentary practices like birth registration, 

custodial and maintenance disputes, and community care and vulnerability mapping. In each 

chapter, I have addressed different aspects of economies of care and the everyday labour of 

making do and continuing life. Some chapters have directed more attention to the domestic 

terrain and intimate relations, others have underlined the role of the public authorities and 

transnational frameworks and law, or that of ‘informal’ authorities, such as cross-border 

transporters. Yet they all exemplify how the experience of kinship is not merely ‘private’ and 

‘domestic’ but entangled with global and national politico-legal frameworks and economic 

macro and micro realities. I have illustrated this by showing, for instance, how the process of 

birth registration facilitates membership in both a kin group and a nation state, often in 

unintended ways, and how legal claims over custody and maintenance, or repatriation of infants 
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and those at the end of their lives, require state bureaucratic practices, economic acts, and 

appropriate religious rituals to safeguard passage to the afterlife. Further, the study has 

emphasized how such processes are also affected by economic realities and the large-scale 

informalization of economies and institutions.  

 

The productivity and creativity of crises 

In addition to casting light on the co-constitution of the state and kinship via the economies of 

care approach, my findings contribute to interdisciplinary scholarship examining the 

paradoxical productivity and creativity of crisis and displacement, particularly in Zimbabwe 

but also in other contexts of precarity (Cooper & Pratten 2015, Hammar 2014a, 2014b, Jones 

2010, 2014, Vigh 2008). In Zimbabwe, where formal employment has become an exception 

and ‘nothing’ seems to be ‘straight’ (Jones 2010), the existing literature has aptly pointed out 

the necessary creativity of formal and informal strategies of making do. This dissertation 

complements this strand of literature by placing care, as a political, relational, and situational 

concept, at the centre of analysis, while addressing the paradox that, despite the suffering 

caused, displacement and crisis have also produced new ways to overcome conditions of 

illegality and deportability, new forms of life, new categorizations, subjectivities, and practices 

of moving, making a living, and caring (cf. Hammar 2014a, 2014b, Hammar et al. 2010). 

         The study has also examined the emergence of different state/NGO-centric and 

grassroots-level care organizations, subject categories, and labels that have been popularized 

during Zimbabwe’s crisis-driven migrations and informalization of economies. For instance, 

the long history of cross-border labour migration from Zimbabwe to South Africa has 

constituted the ‘bottom-up’, moral subject position of injivas. Yet, rather than arguing for a 

replacement of state-centric notions and categorizations, such as ‘illegal’ or ‘undocumented 

migrant’, I have focused on the ways people themselves experience and operate within and 

beyond such state categories, and how new subjects, objects, and modes of mobility have 

emerged. I have also explored the complex ways that the state and NGO-centric categorizations 

and conceptualizations of protection and care influence people’s claim-making behaviour: for 

instance, how people respond to migration measures and develop tactics to overcome the 

condition of ‘undocumentedness’ or perform themselves as ‘vulnerable’ to access state-

protected migrant statuses. Furthermore, I have shown that although many acts are framed in 
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policy and public discourse as ‘illegal’ and ‘criminal’, they are locally grounded in the need to 

sustain families and their social and material welfare. This need also explains the emergence 

of various institutions in the field of social welfare and migration management, the growth of 

informal organizations of omalaytsha couriers, remittance salons, and informal money traders, 

among others, as well as multiple novel subjectivities. The latter include state and non-state 

categorizations of migrants and mobility agents, such as colloquially defined omalaytshas, 

‘road nannies’, maguma-guma, and impisi who facilitate the illegal border crossings of ‘posted 

back’ and ‘left behind’ children. Orphan and vulnerable children (OVC), in particular, were 

eligible for various aid labels and were central means for my interlocutors to access welfare 

regimes; they were also responsible for conceptualizations including ‘pot sharing’, welfare, 

vulnerability, and the child’s best interests.  

Pointing out that the statutory practices used to sustain life are often mediated by local 

brokers, the dissertation has investigated what actually happens in these encounters. It has 

noted that a reliable, legitimate care claim often requires the ground-level knowhow of various 

‘brokers’ and local authorities and their ability to mobilize relationships. This includes, for 

instance, finding suitable ‘paper parents’ or credible ‘witnesses’ to support either invented or 

‘real’ narratives to claim access to protective documents (such as birth certificates or other 

citizenship papers), or to access a protective label, such as ‘refugee’ or OVC, fostered by 

‘transnational regimes of care’ (Ticktin 2011) and their local counterparts. Often, such claim-

making processes involve an element of ‘make believe’, where ingredients of ‘truth’ and ‘fake’ 

ingredients are mixed and matched, making them inseparable from lived realities (cf. Navaro-

Yashin 2012, Reeves 2013). The parties who assess and process such made-up narratives do 

not, however, necessarily 'believe' every detail as such. The teachers, Community Case 

Workers, immigration officers, and others who listen, administer, construct, and evaluate these 

narrative claims and their material manifestations, such as affidavits, might be well aware that 

they contain fictive elements. Yet, while such narratives are not necessarily ‘believed’ by 

anyone, to make things ‘work’ it is often ‘enough’ that they are ‘made believable’, by following 

a believable storyline that fits into bureaucratic procedures and labels.  
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Points of departure 

By following the intimate and bureaucratic encounters of returning migrants in 

their everyday life, the dissertation has examined the intersection and co-constitution of the 

state and kinship through injivas' efforts to secure care for themselves and others in sites of 

state documentation and mobility regimes, child and end-of-life care, state and charitable 

welfare, and legal proceedings in relation to family law. Undoubtedly, maintaining everyday 

life in conditions of long-term precarity and displacement involves much more than I have 

managed to describe here. However, I have not aimed to accomplish a ‘total ethnography’, that 

is, ‘an in-the-round full ethnography of the whole social universe’ of my interlocutors (Malkki, 

quoted in Cerwonka 2007, 29), and I have not attempted to cover ‘everything’. As we know, 

an ethnographer’s powers of observation are always situated, embodied and ‘calibrated’ more 

towards some things than others (Gould 2016, 26, see Chapter Two).   

         In this dissertation, I am not proposing the economies of care framework as a complete 

and fixed methodological and theoretical tool. Rather, the conceptualization has served as a 

generative and open-ended tool with which to empirically investigate and analytically 

comprehend the complex ways people conceptualize and experience life and draw on resources 

to sustain social and material life-worlds in dire conditions that challenge the making of long-

term plans. In particular, I suggest that it aids examination of how politics and state formation 

are intertwined with processes of kinship, always in relation to broader social and economic 

realities. Indeed, I propose that it can also be helpful in understanding the experiences of life 

and life-sustaining activities and logics in other situations of prolonged economic decline and 

dislocation, and in comprehending the productivity within crisis and the emergence of new – 

and refashioning of old – forms, agents, relations, and institutions of care. This insight does not 

aim to romanticize critical situations, nor provide a mechanism with which to tease out the 

‘positive’ outcomes of crisis (cf. Cooper & Pratten 2015, 2). Despite attempting to ‘maintain, 

continue and repair the world’, these efforts did not always succeed in upholding ‘a life-

sustaining web’ (Tronto 1993, 103), while everyday experiences of kinship and the state also 

involved suffering and disconnection. On the contrary, the concept of economies of care allows 

the multiplicity of overlapping relations, interactions, categorizations, and rationalities to come 

to light, bringing together different scholarly arenas where care is discussed, day-by-day plans 

to make a living made, and the groundwork of life crafted.  
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