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Tokwe-Mukosi dam project is a multi-million dollar government initiative designed to boost agriculture 

through irrigation in the region that normally receives insufficient rainfall of below 600mm/year. The 

project’s downside however is the fact that villagers around the dam had to be forcibly relocated. 

Although the government planned to relocate people for over three years and compensate them, the 

incessant rains in January and February 2014 inadvertently caused over 60,000 people to be moved to 

Chingwizi camp in a short space of time. Approximately 700 households out of the 2514, of which 70 

per cent are women and children were evacuated from the Tokwe-Mukosi Dam basin following the 

increased water levels that left many homeless, without food, clean water or healthcare. Even though 

the government declared the flooding a national disaster and launched an aid appeal for assistance 

locally and globally, the untold misery and suffering experienced mainly by women, children and the 

elderly deserves attention. Against the background that world over, indigenous communities have 

suffered disproportionately from the effects of dams built on their land, while the potential benefits 

rarely reach them, this paper presents a religio-cultural exposition of how the Tokwe-Mukosi 

displacements impacted heavily on the Karanga people’s communal values. Women and the elderly are 

the vanguards of culture and tradition among the Karanga people, consequently, the paper utilizes the 

empirical and narrative methods to articulate the harrowing stories of how these oft marginalized and 

muffled voices endured the displacement. Wearing Afrocentric and Africana- womanist lenses, the 

paper chronicles how families were either ill-prepared or forcibly moved from their ancestral homes 

with little or no compensation. It delineates how vulnerable children and the elderly were separated 

from their families during the evacuations. The paper foregrounds how frail, afraid and emaciated 

children, women and the elderly were transported to safety through trucks, tractors and scotch carts 

after having spent days and nights in the mountains waiting to be evacuated. It bemoans the disruption 

of education for school going children after schools were covered by vast expanses of water. The paper 

reiterates that African identity lies at the heart of displaced peoples of Tokwe-Mukosi. It also invites 

and reminds the church to play a prophetic role in advocating for the rights of the elderly, the sick, the 

orphans, women and other vulnerable people who were displaced without being properly compensated 

for the heavy losses incurred. Their plight calls not only for a listening ear but a tenderness of heart that 

reaches out in compassion to affected peoples. The paper concludes by kindling the agency of the 

displaced communities so that they can remain resolute in reclaiming their humanity and dignity 

through demanding justice and fairness in the form of fair compensation.  
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1 The field research for this study was made possible through the funding awarded by the Tugwi-Mukosi 

Multidisciplinary Research Institute at Midlands State University to conduct a baseline survey on the topic 

“Rethinking Tokwe-Mukosi displacement in light of African Spirituality and Religion in Zimbabwe” 
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Introduction 

 

Under construction since 1998, the 1.8 million cubic litre Tokwe-Mukosi Dam is intended to 

provide irrigation and electricity to communities in the semi-arid southern Masvingo province 

and all the other provinces in Zimbabwe. Having been slated for completion by the end of 

2015, the government initiated vast dam project remains incomplete in 2019.  Though located 

in the semi-arid southern Masvingo region (Chivi District), in early 2014, the area unexpectedly 

received double (850- 1000mm) than normal rains in one season. Following these unusually 

heavy rains and mudslides in late January and early February 2014, the immense Tokwe-

Mukosi Dam basin flooded, leading to the partial collapse of the dam wall. Whole communities 

had to be evacuated and massive losses of lives, property, livestock and farm produce were 

incurred. The then President Robert Mugabe declared a state of disaster in Tokwe-Mukosi and 

the government requested local, regional and international support. Faced with the 

insurmountable task of having to help relocate and provide humanitarian assistance to those 

affected, the government appealed to the international community for US$20 million. Shortly 

after the flooding, the Zimbabwe army and the Civil Protection Unit (CPU) relocated over 

20,000 people (around 3,300 families) from the flooded Tokwe-Mukosi Dam basin to 

Chingwizi camp on Nuanetsi Ranch in Masvingo’s Mwenezi district. The evacuated 

communities were moved to Chingwizi transit camp where they had been promised to be 

promptly relocated to permanent and productive land. Subsequently, the surrounding 

communities in Chivi and Masvingo districts were forcibly moved to make way for the wildlife 

park and other development projects around the Tokwe-Mukosi Dam.  

 

Numerous media reports and human rights activists have lamented the abuses of human rights 

endured by the displaced communities as a result of the Tokwe-Mukosi Dam project. It is 

against this background that in July 2018, this author set out to conduct field research among 

the communities affected by the Tokwe-Mukosi Dam. The vantage point of this study is the 

fact that government- led mega development projects like the Tokwe-Mukosi dam in Chivi and 

Masvingo districts of Zimbabwe are a living testimony of the magnitude of disruption to 

African people’s spirituality, religion and culture, particularly the most vulnerable groups such 

as women, children, the elderly, the sick and people living with disabilities. The multiple 

disturbances caused by these displacements especially on the groups of people who are already 

bedevilled by patriarchal and structural injustices clearly illustrate the power dynamics between 

the perpetrators of the crimes against humanity who are an embodiment of the empire whilst 

the displaced people become an epitome of the subaltern. The Zimbabwean government 

forcibly implemented the Tokwe-Mukosi dam project on the Karanga people who resided 

around the place where the dam was constructed without paying attention to how this would 

disrupt their lives as well as the lives of other non-human members of the earth community. 

The government’s attitude reflects an abuse of power which disrupts the co-existence between 
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the fauna and flora around where the dam was constructed. This calls for an eco-conscious 

theology anchored upon cordial and reciprocal relationships between all life forms, as well as 

respect, compassion and care for Mother Earth.  

 

Methodology 

 

This insights presented in this paper are derived from a purposive sampling of the displaced 

communities. The targeted population was 2 514 displaced families from which a sample of 

100 displaced people including the traditional leadership, religious leaders and local 

government officials were selected. In terms of data gathering, in-depth interviews, observation 

techniques and documentary analysis of print and electronic media were utilized. The 

discussion is also informed by the Afro-centric paradigm that calls for all African phenomena 

and activities to be interpreted from the worldview of Africans (Gray, 2001). It also employs 

the grassroots approach which is a 'bottom-up' research process and technique that gathers 

'ground-level' perspectives from the targeted population (Leavitt, 2006). The historical and 

phenomenological approaches were also vital especially when exploring the inner experiences 

of the displaced people. Since the case study was conducted among the Karanga people which 

is a sub-group of the Shona cultural group, inevitably the researcher adopted the emic approach. 

This is because the researcher also hails from Masvingo province among the Karanga people 

in the south-eastern district which is adjacent to where Tokwe-Mukosi Dam is stationed. As 

such, the religio-cultural, traditional and the perspectives on spirituality enshrined in the lived 

experiences of the displaced communities are very similar to the researcher’s worldview.  

Drawing insights from Africana womanism, the paper reiterates the fundamental importance 

of reflecting on the impact of the Tokwe-Mukosi displacements from the perspective of the 

displaced Karanga communities focusing specially on women, children, the elderly as well as 

people living with disabilities. As such, the study endeavours to give these oft silenced and 

ignored voices an opportunity to name their pain, express their deeply felt hurts as well as 

listening to their voices of hope as they envision a transformed world full of justice, fairness 

and equality. The agency of these oft peripheral groups in reclaiming their humanity and 

dignity whilst navigating the thorny and rugged terrain in their newly settled communities is 

the cornerstone and heartbeat of this paper. 

 

 Having introduced the study and having outlined the methodology adopted in conducting the 

study, the next section of the paper focuses on foregrounding the various cultural and religious 

traditions which were neglected preceding and during the course of constructing Tokwe-

Mukosi Dam.  
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Disregarding of Cultural and Religious Traditions Preceding Tokwe-Mukosi Dam 

Construction 

Like any other African community, the Karanga people have a special connection with their 

land. Every aspect of the land has sacred significance for the Karanga people. The soil is their 

source of sustenance and nourishment. Their identity is closely linked to their ancestral land. 

In essence, the land is held in trust from the ancestors and their identity is traced from the 

village or community from which they hail (Bakare, 1993). As such, the Karanga people revere 

the land which gives them a place to grow crops, forests from which to fetch firewood, hunting 

for game meat, collecting wild fruits and accessing herbs and medicines to preserve their health 

and well-being. It is also in the mountains and caves where they bury their chiefs and kings 

and it is in the family burial sites within their ancestral lands where they bury their loved ones 

(Taringa, 2014). There are also specific animals and specific trees connected with the spiritual 

realm. As such, specific rituals are performed under a specific tree, for instance, when 

performing mutoro (rain making ceremony), they go under a muhacha or mushavhi tree. The 

mountains are therefore highly revered within the Karanga tradition because it is believed that 

their mudzimi mukuru (the greater spirits) reside in the mountains (Shoko, 2007). 

It is in light of this rich and blended spiritual understanding of existence that most of the study 

participants lamented the wanton destruction of their sacred shrines (Mutangi and Mutari, 

2014). A recurring outcry from the study participants is the fact that the construction of Tokwe-

Mukosi dam did not follow the traditional path whereby before submerging their sacred sites 

under water, particularly the sacred mountains, there was supposed to be a formal gathering of 

the local people to perform rituals to officially inform their ancestral spirits about the project 

as well as seeking permission from the spiritual realm who are regarded as the original and 

rightful owners of the land before undertaking such a massive project. One of the elderly 

women from Zifunzi put it succinctly: 

Munhimbi Mountain is the burial site for our great patriarch Mambo (chief) Zifunzi. It is 

on this mountain where mutoro (rain making ceremony) used to be performed. After 

performing the rain making ceremony on Mount Munhimbi, we were always guaranteed 

of abundant rains and a bountiful harvest. The mountain was also our place of sanctuary 

during the Chimurenga war of liberation, we used to go and hide in the caves with our 

grain and livestock such that our enemies would never find us.  It is therefore extremely 

painful for us to experience a sudden loss of connection to Mount Munhimbi after it has 

been covered by vast expanses of water as a result of the dam. We are actually 

experiencing a grievous sense of alienation and disconnection from our sacred mountain. 
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From the excerpt above, the major source of disappointment is the harsh reality of the fact that 

Mount Munhimbi which is highly revered among the Karanga people around Zifunzi 

community in Chivi was wantonly covered by water without exercising due diligence to 

properly consult with and inform the spiritual realm about this major project. More so, they are 

experiencing a disconnection from their sacred shrine which is no longer accessible to them as 

a result of the massive dam project. It is apparent that if appropriate rituals had been performed 

before their sacred mountain was covered by water, their sense of loss and anxiety would have 

been alleviated. Since the burial sites for their loved ones are also significant links providing 

them with a source of connection with their ancestors, they find it very difficult to accept the 

fact that they can no longer visit the graves of their ancestors and perform rituals at the graves 

since they have since been submerged under the vast waters of Tokwe-Mukosi Dam. 

The loss of connection to their scared shrines has been a major source of agony and insecurity 

for the Karanga people who were displaced to make way for the Tokwe-Mukosi Dam. An 

elderly woman from Neruvanga bemoaned the submerging of Chavamwenyi Mountain in the 

midst of Tokwe-Mukosi Dam. She expressed her disgruntlement in the following words: 

Chavamwenyi Mountain is where the Vamwenyi (Lemba people)2 climbed to perform 

their circumcision rituals. It was their sacred mountain and no ordinary person could 

climb it without being accompanied by the Vamwenyi. They were also specialist 

herbalists and renowned healers, they would climb this mountain to collect medicinal 

herbs and healing ointments.  This mountain was also our place of sanctuary because it 

had nhare (tunnels) which provided a link to the other distant mountains, Rupate and 

Manyapwa Mountains. As such, once you had entered into the tunnels, no harm could 

befall you because it was only us the local people who knew how to navigate the tunnels. 

Clearly, being cut off from Chavamwenyi Mountain not only robbed them of their place of 

safety and sanctuary, but it also denied the Vamwenyi people access to their sacred site where 

they used to perform circumcision rituals which is an integral  rite of passage among this sub-

group. Since they were specialist herbalists and healers, their being uprooted from the mountain 

also robbed them of their sense of identity. Having been relocated to the new places of 

settlement, the Vamwenyi find it difficult to regroup and continue performing their formative 

rite of circumcision as a community. 

                                                             
2 Vamwenyi are believed to be either the descendants of Jews or Muslims who have since been integrated 

among the Karanga and other Shona Sub-groups. In Mberengwa, a similar sub- group is known as Varemba 

(Lemba) people. 
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Another crucial sacred site whose loss was lamented by most of the study participants is the 

Rupate Pool which was also covered by the massive waters of Tokwe-Mukosi Dam. An elderly 

woman from Zunga elaborated on the sacred significance of Rupate Pool: 

Rupate Pool was our main source of sparkling clean and cool water for domestic 

consumption. It was also an abode for the njuzu (mermaid) and ngwena (crocodiles). No 

ordinary person could swim in this pool except the spirit mediums especially the ones 

possessed with mashavi emvura (marine spirits). In their moment of spirit possession, 

the mediums of marine spirits would enter into the pool, stay underground for several 

days or weeks and come out unharmed by the vicious crocodiles and the mysterious 

mermaid. They would bring back potent healing herbs and healing water. Unfortunately, 

this sacred pool has also been submerged in the dam such that our spirit mediums have 

completely lost access to it. 

According to the study participants, if proper rituals had been performed and if their spiritual 

forces had been properly propitiated, they believe that it is possible that they would have 

facilitated the transferring of their medicinal herbs and sacred animals from Rupate pool to 

wherever they were relocating to. However, because their relocation happened haphazardly, 

they have sadly lost connection with their sacred pool and all that it offered them. It is therefore 

apparent that the displaced communities share a general sense of having been robbed of their 

sacred sites which offered them a sense of connection not only to each other but more 

importantly to the spiritual realm which is their main source of being a community. The failure 

by the government to facilitate the performance of requisite rituals to safeguard a safe and 

smooth transition for the displaced communities before the construction of the dam and more 

so, before forcibly relocating them makes them feel disrespected and disparaged. Since more 

than 70% of the displaced people were women, the next section of the paper proceeds to discuss 

how women bore the brunt of burden in mitigating the challenges caused by the Tokwe-Mukosi 

Dam displacements. 

Women Bearing the Brunt of Burden in the Disruption and Trauma  

Since the rural communities surrounding Tokwe- Mukosi Dam are in close proximity to Renco 

Gold Mine, Triangle Sugar Estates and the highway to South Africa, most of the men from 

these communities migrate in search of employment in any one of these three destinations. As 

such, when the floods occurred in January and February 2014 rendering the displacements 

inevitable, the bulk of the population that was on the ground were women, children, the elderly, 

the sick and people living with disabilities. The women therefore had to take the centre stage 

in promptly packing all the family’s valuables, assisting children, the elderly, the sick as well 

as people living with disabilities to safety. One of the middle aged women displaced from 

Chikandigwa village put it succinctly: 
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 The raging floods and mudslides took a turn for the worse in the middle of the night. I 

had to quickly assist my children and my ailing mother in -law to a safer place. We only 

managed to escape with the clothes we were wearing and had to run for dear life onto 

higher ground climbing up the nearest mountain. We spent three days clutching on the 

trees in the mountain and surviving on wild fruits before the rescue operations arrived to 

whisk us away with a helicopter. When the helicopters eventually arrived, we were 

allocated very limited time to quickly pack our belongings. I only focused on packing 

my family’s warm clothing items, minimal food items and medication for my mother-in-

law. When we arrived at the transit camp, we had to trudge along another uphill task in 

a bid to secure makeshift tents and adequate food for my family. 

 

The experiences narrated in the above excerpt are reminiscent of various other women who 

suffered the same fate. Another middle-aged woman displaced from Zunga also bewailed 

the loss of their livestock, farm produce and other valuables. She narrated her family’s 

ordeal as follows:  

When the heavy rains occurred, we were marooned on a nearby hill, we were afraid to 

return to the village just in case the floods recurred. After waiting for rescue teams to 

arrive for about four days, the army officers eventually came and instructed us to quickly 

load all our belongings on trucks and scotch carts. It was very difficult to load the goats, 

cows and donkeys onto the trucks. Some of the livestock panicked and ran away from 

being loaded onto the trucks, some suffered from fractures in the process of being loaded 

and what is worse is that we could not manage to transport all our belongings to the transit 

camps. We therefore lost most of our valuables during the relocation process.  

 

Besides losing their material possessions during the trail of displacement, the recurring 

harrowing stories of the abuse of positions of authority by some aid workers and government 

officials in charge of distributing relief aid were heart wrenching. One of the female study 

participants tearfully relayed the ordeal endured by most displaced women: 

Upon our arrival at Chingwizi camp, we suddenly realized that we had literally escaped 

from the frying pan to the burning fire. Some of the officials in charge of distributing 

relief aid such as clean water, food, blankets and tents were very corrupt and unfeeling. 

They would give priority to the few women who were willing to be manipulated in 

exchanging sexual favours to receive the relief aid. They used the code ‘scratch my back 

and I will scratch yours.’ Hence, for those of us who expressed disinterest in exchanging 

sex for relief aid, we were left to wallow in our misery.     

Clearly, these unscrupulous officers who were demanding sexual favours before distributing 

aid were acting against the African spirit of Ubuntu/Unhu which denotes hospitality, care 

and support for the needy and vulnerable.  
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Another common challenge encountered by the female study participants was having to 

juggle the roles of sourcing for the basic relief aid and ensuring that the children, the sick 

and the elderly are well adjusted and well cared for. Most nursing mothers shared their 

struggles of ensuring that they had adequate food to facilitate an uninterrupted supply of 

breast milk, ensuring that the children and the elderly exposed to all weather elements were 

warm and taking them to access medical care from the mobile health facilities when ill. 

Pregnant women particularly faced a major challenge because the medical practitioners at 

the mobile clinic often referred them to the nearest hospital in Chiredzi which is 36kms 

away. This presented a real predicament for most of them because this entails them incurring 

transportation costs when travelling to and from the clinic.  

 

A related challenge is the limited supply of nutritional foodstuffs for pregnant women both 

at the transit camp as well as in the newly settled places. This is because the landscape where 

they were settled is not as fertile as where they came from. Access to anti-retroviral therapy 

was also disrupted as a result of the displacements, some of the HIV positive breast feeding 

mothers explained how they encountered difficulties in maintaining adherence and 

consistent uptake of their ARVs since they had to begin identifying the nearest health care 

facilities where they could register to access their medication. Furthermore, the loss of 

livestock that perished due to flooding and during the tumultuous displacements impacted 

heavily on their chances of having adequate draught power, milk and meat which they used 

to enjoy from the cows, goats and sheep. Having outlined the various challenges 

encountered by women as a result of the Tokwe-Mukosi Dam displacements, the paper 

proceeds to outline some of the common struggles endured by the elderly people in the wake 

of the displacements. 

 

Neglecting the Needs and Vulnerabilities of the Elderly 

A common challenge encountered by the elderly people who were displaced from their 

ancestral land was a cavernous and yawning sense of having been uprooted from all that is 

familiar to them. They expressed a deep seated sense of resentment for having been forced to 

sever ties with their ancestral land. One of the elderly traditional leaders put it aptly: 

 I was a chief in my community where I commanded a lot of respect. It is very frustrating 

for me to suddenly find myself having been stripped off all the position of power and 

influence. After having been uprooted from my ancestral land, I am now being treated 

like a stranger in a foreign land. I cannot even effectively teach my descendants about 

our values and traditions because we have since been scattered all over the country. I feel 

lost and disoriented and even when I die, I will not be buried together with my forebears. 
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Other elderly people also bewailed how they had been forcibly moved from their fertile and 

productive land and being forced to abandon the growing of millet and rapoko whilst being 

made to adopt the growing of sugar cane for the government’s ethanol project. For the 

Karanga elderly people, growing millet and rapoko is an integral part of their culture because 

they use these grains for brewing traditional beer which is a formidable part of ritual 

performance. Hence, having lost most of their seed during the floods and not having 

adequate and arable land to grow the millet and rapoko causes them extreme anguish and 

distress. Furthermore, for the Karanga people, owning a large herd of cattle is the greatest 

measure of wealth. Unfortunately, most of the elderly people who were displaced lost most 

of their livestock either during the floods or the relocation process, some of the livestock 

got injured on transit and some died in the transit camps due to the outbreak of diseases. 

Besides the gaping void caused by losing their livestock which is a measure of wealth, 

another cause of distress is that they are no longer able to perform the kurova guva 

(appeasing the dead) rituals whereby the slaughtering of a cow is a crucial component of the 

ritual. Another cause of their worry and anxiety is the fact that during their stay in the transit 

camp, several ailing elderly people, some babies and even ailing younger people died and 

were buried at the cemetery nearby the Chingwizi transit camp. They are therefore unsure 

of the fate of these graves now that most of the people have already been moved from the 

transit camp. 

 

The tearing asunder of their family and communal ties is another common predicament endured 

by most of the displaced elderly folk. The Karanga people cherish their closely knit 

connections, unfortunately, the displacement forced them to be separated from their kith and 

kin. Most of the elderly study participants bemoaned an immense loss of family and close 

relations which they endured as a result of the displacements. A particularly bitter pill to 

swallow was the harsh reality of being separated from the graves of their loved ones. Among 

most African indigenous communities, specifically the Karanga people who were affected by 

the Tokwe-Mukosi displacements, graves and burial places are considered as sacred shrines. 

Being the final resting place for their loved ones, the family burial sites are treated with utmost 

reverence and they are specially maintained. Regrettably, the displaced families were forcibly 

separated from the graves of their dearly departed ones, frustrating their efforts of maintaining 

the grave sites. 

 

 Another bone of contention kindling the ire of the elderly among the Tokwe-Mukosi displaced 

communities is the inexorable eventuality that they would henceforth be buried in a foreign 

land which is tantamount to being cut off from one’s family line. This is informed by the 

Karanga people’s belief that being buried among one’s ancestors signifies continued communal 

interactions beyond the grave (Mwandayi, 2011). It is this same worldview which usually spurs 
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family members among the Karanga into making all the necessary efforts as well as sacrificing 

to spend a fortune towards repatriating the remains of their deceased relative who would have 

died in a faraway land. Such efforts are made to ensure that their departed relative will be 

accorded a decent burial. Their perspective of a decent burial entails the performance of burial 

rituals to dedicate the deceased’s spirit to be accommodated by their forebears in the spiritual 

realm. Hence, the Tokwe-Mukosi displacements inadvertently disrupted the Karanga people’s 

connection with their ancestral land and further entrenched a sense of alienation. This is so 

because upon death, the displaced communities would not be assured of being reunited with 

their forebears. Inopportunely, the sense of continuity was interrupted by being subjected to be 

buried among strangers in a foreign land. The Karanga people’s sentimental attachment to their 

ancestral land and the ancestor cult is aptly illustrated by Shoko in the following words:  

    The basis of the Karanga religion is the ancestor cult. They believe their lives are 

controlled by vadzimu (ancestor spirits). Vadzimu are spirits of people who died but 

exist in a spiritual form. The dead include family elders like fathers, mothers, 

grandmothers, uncles, cousins, aunts, etc. These are family spirit elders who deal with 

family affairs (Shoko 2007: 33). 

 

Here, it is also significant to note that the Karanga people’s death and burial beliefs and 

practices cohere with the Old Testament traditions. For instance, as part of their socio-

cultural, political and religious identity in the OT, both matriarchs and patriarchs are carried 

back to their ancestral lands to be buried. The burials of Abraham and Sarah as recorded in 

Genesis 23 verses 1-20 and Genesis 25 verses 8- 93 respectively share resonance with the 

Karanga people’s worldview. These connections are further substantiated by how the burials 

of other patriarchs and matriarchs recorded in Genesis 49 verses 28-33 followed the same 

fashion as illustrated below: 
28All these are the twelve tribes of Israel: and this is it that their father spake unto them, 

and blessed them; every one according to his blessing he blessed them. 29And he charged 

them, and said unto them, I am to be gathered unto my people: bury me with my fathers 

in the cave that is in the field of Ephron the Hittite, 30In the cave that is in the field of 

Machpelah, which is before Mamre, in the land of Canaan, which Abraham bought with 

the field of Ephron the Hittite for a possession of a burying place. 31 There they buried 

Abraham and Sarah his wife; there they buried Isaac and Rebekah his wife; and there I 

buried Leah. 32The purchase of the field and of the cave that is therein was from the 

children of Heth. 33And when Jacob had made an end of commanding his sons, he 

gathered up his feet into the bed, and yielded up the ghost, and was gathered unto his 

people.  

                                                             
3 See Genesis 25: 8-9 KJV “Then Abraham gave up the ghost, and died in a good old age, an old man, and full 

of years; and was gathered to his people. And his sons Isaac and Ishmael buried him in the cave of Machpelah, 

in the field of Ephron the son of Zohar the Hittite, which is before Mamre.”  

https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Genesis-49-28/
https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Genesis-49-29/
https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Genesis-49-30/
https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Genesis-49-31/
https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Genesis-49-32/
https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Genesis-49-33/
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Clearly, the Tokwe-Mukosi displacements disregarded the Karanga people’s beliefs 

regarding death and burial rituals subsequently severing them from their ancestral burial 

sites. Agonizingly so, this hit the elderly people where it hurts most, especially considering 

that they are regarded as vanguards of culture and tradition.  

 

Another group that is often pushed to the margins of mainstream discussions during the 

implementation of mega-development projects like the Tokwe-Mukosi Dam and the 

consequent displacements are the people living with disabilities. As such, below, the study 

proceeds to articulate some of the issues raised by the people living with disabilities and 

how they were affected by the floods and displacements.   
 

People Living with Disabilities getting the short end of the stick 

For most people living with disability, mobility challenges are a major cause of concern. 

Particularly for the visually impaired and the wheel chair bound, they expressed how they 

battled to make it to safer ground during the floods. One of the study participants who is 

visually impaired explained her predicament as follows: 

Most of us living with disabilities usually rely on the goodness and support of our family 

members. When everyone in the village was running to safety after the floods broke out 

in the middle of the night, I was assisted by my family to escape from harm’s way. 

However, when we were eventually moved to the transit camp, I struggled with major 

adjustments challenges because this was a totally different landscape from all that I was 

once familiar with. Back home, I had gotten used to navigating my way around the 

homestead and I could visit the toilet unaccompanied. Unfortunately, the transit camp 

was highly congested with the human population, domestic pets as well as livestock were 

also roaming around. As such, I had to revert to being accompanied to the makeshift 

toilets. What is even worse is that here in Chisase where we were resettled, the water 

source is very far away from our homestead and its unfamiliar territory such that I have 

to be accompanied by one of my family members whenever I need to go and do my 

laundry or to take a bath. Such a set up takes away all the independence and flexibility 

which I used to enjoy before coming here. 

For those who rely on wheelchairs for mobility, one of the common struggles that they had 

to battle with is the lack of accessible roads to navigate their wheel chairs. One of the study 

participants who uses a wheel chair put it across as follows: 

Before the displacements, the government officials had promised us that modern houses, 

fully furnished with wheel chair access, powered with solar energy and having a borehole 

at the homestead would be availed to all of us living with disabilities. However, this was 

not to be. Due to the torrential floods, we were hurriedly evacuated to Chingwizi transit 

camp where we lived in tents throughout the cold winter months. After more than a year, 

we were then relocated to Chisase and here we are, having to fend for ourselves. Most of 

us have not received any compensation for the heavy material losses we suffered. The 
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land that was allocated to us has not been inhabited by humans before, therefore it lacks 

basic infrastructure. This poses major constraints on my mobility because most of the 

places are not accessible by wheel chair. Another cause of discomfort for me is that some 

of the neighbouring people who were living here before we came are hesitant to interact 

with me and my family because they believe that a person living with disability is cursed, 

hence, they are afraid that if they interact with us, the curse will be passed on to them or 

their family members. 

Other people living with disabilities who had been affected by the displacements bemoaned 

how the local leadership in the places that they had been newly resettled does not feel 

obliged to include their names on the lists of beneficiaries who are entitled to receive relief 

aid either from the government or from the Non-Governmental Organizations. They all 

expressed a painful sense of being alienated and ostracized because of the double 

disadvantage of being newcomers coupled with the fact that they are living with a disability. 

This sense of alienation and ostracism was especially expressed by children living with 

disabilities who had also been affected by the Tokwe-Mukosi Dam displacements. It is to 

the plight of children whose lives were torn asunder by the Tokwe-Mukosi Dam 

displacements that this discussion now turns to below.  

Children robbed of childhood memories and disrupted from school 

For children living with disability, the Tokwe-Mukosi Dam displacements brought a sudden 

disruption to their educational pursuits as they could no longer access the nearby schools where 

they were enrolled back home. Particularly for the visually impaired and for those who use 

wheel chairs for mobility, having been plunged into a completely unfamiliar territory meant 

that they had to travel longer distances to school and they had to be accompanied by family 

members to and from school.  Most of them expressed how they resent going to school because  

of either being stared at in an awkward manner or being jeered at by the other children at school 

because of their disability. One of the teenage boys who participated in this study shared his 

dilemma in the following words: 

When we moved to Chisase after having stayed at Chingwizi transit camp for more than 

a year, I failed to secure a place at the nearby school such that I ended up having to drop 

out of school. This was precipitated by the fact that the next school is too far for my 

siblings to help me push my wheel chair to and from school. With my parent’s meagre 

income, they cannot afford to send me to a boarding school. My father is employed as a 

security guard in Triangle and my stay at home mother is in charge of taking care of my 

younger siblings at home. Unfortunately, this relocation exercise has robbed of the 

opportunity to pursue my education.    

Some of the children also expressed an abysmal and searing loss of their childhood 

memories, disruption of their educational endeavours and the trauma of having been 

uprooted from their familiar ground, having to stay in squashed and insecure tents at the 

transit camp and often times being separated from their family and friends. The narration of 

these disruptions and traumatic experiences is aptly captured by one of the teenage girls who 

participated in the study: 

My life was thrust into disarray because of the displacements, firstly I was separated from 

my aunts, uncles, nieces and nephews and these are the very people who had always been 

my support base during the good old days in Gunikuni. I have completely lost touch with 
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my extended family because after having been moved to Chingwizi transit camp, some 

of the members of my extended family secured land either in faraway rural areas and 

others moved to urban or peri-urban communities. My best friend moved with her family 

to Renco Mine where her father is working. I feel so all alone. I have also fallen behind 

with my education because it has been difficult to adjust to the makeshift schooling 

facilities in the camp with very limited educational supplies. Even when we moved 

permanently to Chisase, the distance that I have to walk to and from school is double 

what I used to cover when we were still back home in Gunikuni.   

Clearly, the Tokwe-Mukosi displacements caused pain beyond measure to most of the 

displaced children. The other common challenges raised by some of the displaced children 

have to do with the squalid living conditions at Chingwizi transit camp, lack of privacy in 

the tents, limited or no sexual and reproductive health services and facilities. All these 

factors provide fertile ground for several young people to engage in premarital sex which 

often exposes them to the vulnerability of teenage pregnancies as well as HIV infection. 

Another teenage girl put it across as follows: 

Before moving to Chingwizi transit camp, I had my own bedroom where I enjoyed 

privacy in our home. This suddenly changed with the move to Chingwizi transit camp 

where we shared one tent with my parents, my brothers and our ailing grandfather. After 

sometime, my grandfather was allocated his own tent but I continued sharing the tent 

with my parents. This posed numerous challenges for me especially during my menstrual 

periods and early in the morning when it is time for me to get dressed and get ready for 

school. It was also very awkward because whenever our parents sent us on an errand at 

night or whenever they suggested that we sleep over at our friends’ place in the nearby 

tents, we somehow knew that they were sending us away so that they could have time to 

be intimate. Several of my friends succumbed to early and unplanned teenage 

pregnancies because we spent most of our time roaming around the camp at night. 

Unfortunately, some unscrupulous men took advantage of the young girls’ vulnerable 

situation and solicited for sexual favours in return of a warm place to stay for the night.  

 The boy child also experienced similar challenges and vulnerabilities to those endured by 

the girl child as highlighted in the two excerpts above. However, the displacements also 

meted out other negative experiences specifically affecting the boy child. One of the teenage 

boys chronicled his experiences in the following words: 

After the outbreak of floods and mudslides, the rest of my family members were moved 

to Chingwizi transit camp. The available transportation facilities for evacuating whole 

communities were however inadequate to relocate all our livestock. As a result, I 

remained behind for almost a month with the other young men and boys looking after 

our livestock. Since the local schools had been closed and being in charge of the 

livestock, it meant that my educational pursuits came to a halt. When our parents 

eventually came to the realization that the arrangements for relocating our livestock were 

taking longer than anticipated, they ended up arranging that we travel on foot from 

Gunikuni, a distance of about 150km, guiding the livestock to the Chingwizi transit camp. 

By the time we arrived there, I was physically drained and famished. The living 

conditions at the transit camp were a far cry from what I had anticipated. We attend 

school in the open, under the shade of a tree and the one metre deep pit latrines wreak of 

human stench. Because each family has been allocated only one tent, most of us boys are 
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forced to roam around the camp at night. Hence, the temptation of engaging in risky 

survival strategies such as abusing drugs and alcohol as well as engaging in unsafe sex 

is really high. 

These adverse conditions living conditions for the children have averse and far reaching 

repercussions on their capacity to grow and flourish. Failing to promptly and adequately 

address the numerous impacts of the displacements on children implies that we have an 

almost lost generation since the affected children will grow up with various social and 

psychological problems. This kind of scenario calls for deep introspection from the powers 

that be so as to bring about radical change and transformation of shattered lives. Having 

chronicled the numerous trials and tribulations that have been endured by the displaced 

communities in the wake of the Tokwe-Mukosi mega dam project, it would appear as if all 

hope is lost. Granted, this has been a major setback on the affected people, however, there 

is light at the end of the tunnel as the survivors of this upheaval have managed to reinvent 

their lives and come up with alternative survival strategies.  The next section of the paper 

focuses on celebrating the agency, resilience and tenacity of the Tokwe-Mukosi displaced 

communities. 

Reigniting the Agency, Resilience and Tenacity of the Displaced Communities 

As has been noted at the beginning, the Karanga people share a very deep and profound 

connection with their land, the soil is part of their history from whence their source of strength 

and sustenance is derived. In a bid to maintain contact with the land of their ancestors where 

their umbilical cords together with their forefathers and foremothers lie buried, the displaced 

communities have been innovative in carrying a portion of soil from their ancestral land and 

preserving it in a safe and secure container so that they can continue pouring that soil in water 

when performing family rituals. They have also gone on to smear some of the soil around their 

new homesteads so as to maintain the ancestral link and be assured of continued protection by 

their ancestors. In the same light, they have also carried branches from some of the trees which 

have ritual and sacred significance from their land of origin and have planted them in their 

newly settled patches of land so that they can continue to use them during ritual performance. 

The presence of these trees is also regarded as a sign of continual connectedness with their 

spiritual realm. Despite the fact that most of the displaced communities received a really hostile 

reception from their host communities, they have however not given up hope for integration 

and cementing of relations. It is in this light that relationships are slowly being forged through 

constant interaction at social gatherings and some of the newly settled families have also 

cemented relations through intermarriages. Negating a sense of apathy, bleakness, 

dejection, futility and shunning self-pity, the displaced communities should be 

continually motivated to exercise their agency in adopting “strategies and struggles for 

survival, adaptation and freedom” (de Gruchy, 2003:22). If displaced communities are 

hesitant to shake off victimhood whilst shying away from undertaking the journey 

headed towards healing and integration within the host communities , clearly, the 

restoration of their humanity, dignity and identity will remain a far-fetched dream.  

  

The government’s tendency to renege on its promises to fully pay the stipulated $3 000 (USD) 

compensation per family for the material and emotional losses has not sapped the tenacious 

determination from the displaced communities to continue pressing for what is rightfully theirs. 
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Through community and advocacy networks, the displaced communities have been relentlessly 

demanding for fair compensation, adequate, arable and fertile land and the freedom to plough 

their traditional crops rather than being hoodwinked to grow sugarcane for the benefit of the 

ethanol project. Like the persistent widow in Luke 18 verse 3, the Tokwe-Mukosi displaced 

communities have been resilient and tenacious in raising the clarion call, “grant me justice”! It 

is hoped that just like the biblical widow in the Lukan parable told by Jesus, the subaltern 

displaced communities will eventually receive justice. Reminiscent of the injunction by the 

prophet Isaiah in chapter 1 verse 17, it is envisaged that all the policy makers who have 

neglected their call of duty to the displaced community whilst exposing them to perpetual 

misery will eventually “learn to do right, seek justice, defend the oppressed, take up the cause 

of the fatherless and plead the case of the widow.” For it is in correcting the wrongs and in 

showing critical solidarity with the oppressed that the devastating effects of displacement will 

find true and effective healing.  

 

 Below, the paper concludes by proposing an eco-theology that integrates the African ethic of 

Ubuntu/Unhu and the biblical values championing the values of interrelatedness, hospitality, 

caring for the neighbour, the stranger, the foreigner and the earth.   

 

Caring for Mother Earth and Humanity: Eco-Theological Perspectives  

The massive devastation of various life forms, infrastructure and people’s livelihoods in the 

wake of the construction of Tokwe-Mukosi dam calls for an eco-conscious theology tailored 

towards caring for Mother Earth and humanity. The trail of destruction endured by the Karanga 

people and the various non-human members of the earth community reminds us of the 

following injunction made by Moyo & Ott (2002:16) “human beings should treat every part of 

creation as having its own intrinsic dignity.” Emphasizing the sacred value credited to all 

cosmic features by God the creator, the following statement made by Mwambazambi 

(2011:861) presents illustrative lessons not only for the Tokwe-Mukosi displaced communities 

and the various concerned parties, but to the entire global community grappling to make sense 

of how to proceed amidst the global ecological crisis. He reminds us that: 

Biblically, God imbues all his creatures with his presence. This is why it is necessary to 

protect nature, as God protects his people and works for the welfare of all. Therefore, we 

must not treat any of his creatures (any element, plant or animal) recklessly but deal with 

them in a sensitive manner, with empathy and reverence. The one who harms a creature, 

harms God Himself. The forest is as important as the skin of a human which, if removed, 

results in death. Death is at earth’s door. (Mwambazambi, 2011:861). 

 

The wreckage wrought upon the Karanga people who were displaced to make way for the 

government initiated Tokwe-Mukosi dam whilst not directly benefiting from the project, raises 

a clarion call to African theologians as well as religious leaders to heed the following statement 

uttered by Mwambazambi (2011:849), “African theologians and concerned people need to take 

into account, and observe ecological norms as part of the fulfilment of their world mission.” 

Mwambazambi (2011:849) adds that African theologians must exhort the people of Africa “to 

protect their environment according to the ordinances of God.” In the same light, Mugambi 

and Mika (2001:4) avow that “the churches particularly can conscientize their people by the 

pastoral exhortation to protect nature…human beings and nature as such are valuable and 

deserve to survive.” The timely intervention of various churches in providing material 

assistance to the displaced communities during the time they were squashed in transit 
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camps is commendable. However, the churches should continue exercising its prophetic 

voice and demand justice for the displaced communities by advocating for adequate and 

equitable land distribution and fair compensation. Embarking on “prophetic criticism” 

and “prophetic story-telling,” the church should “give voice especially to the pain and 

cries of the marginalized, outcasts and silenced people and creatures of society” 

(Koopman, 2016:1145). Engaging in “policy discourse,” churches should collaborate with 

policy makers “in the quest to make, implement and monitor policies that will enhance 

the plight of the most vulnerable in society”  (Koopman, 2016: 1145). In solidarity with the 

displaced communities, churches should speak “truth to power” and hold the government 

accountable so that it fulfils the promises made to the displaced communities.  

 

Drawing from the wells of Christian ethics whilst drinking from the calabashes of the 

Ubuntu/Unhu African ethic espousing interrelatedness, empathy, and unconditional love 

especially to the “strangers at our gates” , the host communities should be spurred on to 

offering hospitality, love, compassion and solidarity to the displaced communities 

(Chirongoma, 2012: 136). In light of the plight of the displaced community due to the 

hostile reception they received from the host community, the following challenge put 

forward by Mwambazambi (2011) aptly speaks to this particular situation. He charges: 

 Africans have to learn how to look after themselves in harmony with their neighbours. 

God has declared all creation good. These circumstances will be best addressed if Africa 

reinforces its fundamental values such as tolerance, palaver, negotiation, hospitality 

without compromise, team spirit, universal unity, brotherhood, love for life, and the spirit 

of sharing and equitable reparation… The power and the glory of God are also manifested 

in the cosmos through trees, rivers, mountains, rocks, forests, animals, birds, et cetera. 

All creation speaks a divine language that proclaims the fear and the veneration of God. 

Abundant life is enjoyed only through the reconciliation of the whole cosmos with God. 

The community of the living and dead is also implied in the remedy provided by this 

reconciliation (Mwambazambi: 2011:860).   

Both Christian ethics and the Ubuntu/Unhu African ethic exude fundamental values on 

how to treat strangers, foreigners and our neighbours. Summarizing the essence of 

Ubuntu, Archbishop Desmond Tutu puts it across as follows: 

A person with ubuntu is open and available to others, affirming of others, does not feel 

threatened that others are able and good, for he or she has a proper self-assurance that 

comes from knowing that he or she belongs in a greater whole and is diminished when 

others are humiliated or diminished, when others are tortured or oppressed, or treated as 

if they were less than who they are (Tutu, 1999:57)   

Putting it across differently, Tutu describes the core of Ubuntu as follows: 

We are wired to be caring for the other and generous to one another. We shrivel when 

we are not able to interact. I mean that is part of the reason why solitary confinement is 

such a horrendous punishment. We depend on the other in order for us to be fully who 

we are. (...) The concept of Ubuntu says: A person is a person through other persons 

(Dalai Lama, Tutu and Abrams, 2016:46).   

Similarly, the bible oozes with instructions on how to treat strangers fairly,  for instance, 

the book of Exodus states:  

 
21 Thou shalt neither vex a stranger, nor oppress him: for ye were strangers in the land 

of Egypt. 22 Ye shall not afflict any widow, or fatherless child (Exodus 22:21-22). 

The same instruction is restated in Leviticus: 
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33And if a stranger sojourn with thee in your land, ye shall not vex him. 34But the stranger 

that dwelleth with you shall be unto you as one born among you, and thou shalt love him 

as thyself; for ye were strangers in the land of Egypt: I am the LORD your God (Leviticus 

19:33-34). 

 
Reflecting on the above excerpts from Tutu as well as the bible texts, it is apparent that 

treating the displaced communities with contempt and disdain would be an outright 

divergence from the standard African and Christian ethics. Cognisant of the fact that “an  

injury to one is an injury to all,” the host community must be drawn to feel the displaced 

communities’ pain and cry the tears of the displaced lot (Chirongoma, 2012). In closing, it 

seems befitting to conjure the title of Leonardo Boff’s (1997) ground breaking book Cry of the 

Earth, Cry of the Poor and flip it around by stating that against the backdrop of the Tokwe-

Mukosi dam displacements, “the cry of the Earth is the cry of the displaced communities.” 

Therefore eco-conscious theological motifs must be derived from this calamitous historical 

event to propitiate healing for our wounded Mother Earth and her children.  
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