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1. Problem formulation

Women’s land rights and access to land are at the core of women’s livelihoods in rural
Southern Africa. So far, research has suggested that women’s access to land is constrained
in both customary and statutory tenure systems, although in different ways. Within
customary tenure systems in Southern Africa, women’s access to and control of land tends
to be indirect, and mediated through their male kin. However, recent research has
challenged assumptions about women lacking rights to land within customary tenure:
women may exercise “land rights in their own right” (Derman et al. 2007:11).

Research has also pointed out that privatisation processes have actually undermined
traditional rights and caused women to lose access to land (WLSA 2001), and that titling
processes may exclude women (e.g. for social reasons: women fear losing family support
by asking for an individual title). Another issue is that women may have strategies of access
other than direct rights to land, which might be jeopardized by a statutory tenure system.

Zambia provides a very relevant case for the proposed research: a new land policy is
currently reviewed which aims at both converting customary land (94-96% of the total
land) into state land (i.e. land available for leasehold tenure) and allocating 30% of the land
to women, in an attempt to redress the current gender imbalance in land rights. According
to the Government of Zambia’s policy, “women still lack access to land in comparison to
their male counterparts. The reason for this lies in customary practices [...]"(GRZ
2002:10). Interestingly, civil society in Zambia has expressed a wish for both customary
and statutory tenure to continue (ZLA 2005) and so far, since 1995, titles have mainly been
acquired by outsiders (foreign or national), benefiting “local elites and outside investors”
(Brown 2005:100).

The overall objective of this PhD research is to investigate women’s strategies of access
with regard to land in rural Zambia in order to assess the extent to which current gender
imbalance in land rights can be redressed through the promotion of statutory land tenure.
The specific objectives are:
1. Toanalyse women’s own perceptions of their access to land and security of access.
2. To investigate the constraints and opportunities determining access to land within
the current customary land tenure system, as well as the strategies women can or do
use in order to access land, including both negotiation processes and other
diversification opportunities in case of lack or loss of access.
3. To analyse the potential impact the policy would have on land access for women
including women’s own perceptions about obtaining a title deed.




The main hypothesis on which the proposed research is based is that in customary as
well as statutory systems, wealthier women would be more able to access land and a title to
land than poor women, and that this is mainly due to social factors (e.g. access to networks
and social relations, status) mediating access.

2. Analytical framework

The research is framed by a gender perspective and the analysis will investigate ways in
which access to land depends on power relations and social capital or institutions. It will
build on the body of research and theories on land tenure.

On the one hand, gender relations are not fixed and “social relations and their
corresponding actors are living, dynamic, and thus, re-creating gender inequality” and that
gender inequality is based on unequal distributions of power (Richey 2003: 420). On the
other hand, gender is but one aspect of social and power relations. Too often, policies fall in
the trap of “essentialising” women (Cornwall 2000). By investigating the ways women in
different social situations can access land and perceive their access, power relations
underpinning land tenure and affecting and involving women will be investigated, since
they “are key to understanding how contemporary tenure systems work in practice”
(Cousins & Claassens 2006: 2).

The research will assess the extent to which access to social institutions and networks
mediates access to land (Berry 1989), within but also beyond the influence of the
customary tenure systems. In particular, the notion of social capital (de Haan 2000,
Bebbington 2007) is central in investigating how women can use the current customary
system to their advantage. Social capital plays a central role in access to land, as networks
shape both “individuals’ access to and control over resources” (Griffiths 2000:93) and the
ability to negotiate (Griffiths 2000).

Looking at case studies in depth and focussing on processes of inclusion and exclusion, the
research will analyse the role of membership in social networks and participation in both
formal and informal institutions, which “does not guarantee anyone access to land but
[tends] to blur the impact of legally sanctioned processes of exclusion” (Berry 1993: 104).

Theory on land tenure and privatisation, as well as the debate on the constraints faced by
women in customary and statutory tenure are at the heart of the proposed analysis.

While the effects of both privatisation and customary tenure on poverty reduction through
agricultural productivity have been debated (Bruce & Migot-Aholla 1994, Peters 2002,
Kingwill et al. 2006), both tenure systems have been shown to produce patterns of
exclusion, especially with regard to women and the poor (Whitehead & Tsikata 2003,
Peters 2004). Women losing access to land upon the death of their husband are a striking
illustration of gendered exclusion.

Findings of interest to the proposed research are that privatisation processes recognised by
the state could also occur within customary tenure forms (Lund 2000, Lund 2002,
Chimhowu & Woodhouse 2006). On the other hand, official legal change from customary
to statutory can have little impact in reality and “indigenous values concerning land” can
persist within a statutory land tenure system (Bruce & Migot-Adholla 1994: 138).



Concerning women, the assumption that women owning land in their own rights would
contribute to better investment and efficiency (ultimately contributing to reducing poverty),
has not adequately taken into account women’s own interests (Whitehead & Kabeer 2001,
O’Laughlin 2007). Women, at least within male-headed households, may not necessarily
want to claim individual rights to land “because membership in a household provides them
with a range of material and non-material benefits, and hence they are more interested in
strengthening their household’s access to resources, including land.” (Razavi 2007: 1497).
Women heads of households may also be reluctant to apply for titles for fear of
jeopardising their relations with the family they depend upon.

The research will build on these theories and findings and take them further by looking
specifically at poor and less poor women’s opportunities, strategies and perceptions, testing
the assumption that “a title to a poor voiceless remotely-based woman, may not necessarily
be a means to accessing wealth [and] may not necessarily mean that one is going to use it”
(Machina 2002:7) and whether titling would be perceived as a benefit by poor women
(Kajoba 2005).

3. Relevance

On the theoretical level, the research will inform the current debate on land tenure by
allowing a deeper understanding of the power relations underpinning land access in a
gender perspective. Empirical and gender-focused research into the issues outlined above,
especially into women’s perceptions of their access to land and the importance of direct
access to land is still sparse. This research proposes to clarify these issues, including
women’s strategies within the current situation and their perceptions on a titling process,
and on how far they perceive this as a benefit, and the role of access to institutions shaping
their access.

4. Methodology and work plan

Data will be gathered through standard qualitative methods: participant observation,
explorative and semi-structured interviews (individual and in groups). The main data
collection will be carried out during seven months of fieldwork in the Monze district, a
rural area in the Southern Province.

Participant observation and semi-structured interviews (individual and in groups) will be

undertaken in selected villages as well as in the capital. Research in the field will be

conducted with the help of a field assistant.

o Interviews with women:
To be able to compare women from different social categories, a stratified sample will
be used and interviews will be undertaken with 15 women coming from de jure female-
headed households, 15 from de facto female-headed households, 15 women from poor
male-headed households and 15 women from less poor male-headed households. This
stratification is based on results of some studies showing de jure female heads of
households are often poorer and/or own less land than both de facto female heads of
households (e.g. husband working and living somewhere else but contributing to the
household) and women in male-headed households (Ravnborg et al. 2004).

o Interviews with chiefs and headmen



o Interviews with experts on land and gender in Zambia and sub-Saharan Africa,
government officials (local and national level), civil society organizations.

o Case studies of women having acquired or lost access to land in different circumstances
will be analysed. Data for the cases will be collected through interviews and life-
histories.

The analysis of the data collected during fieldwork will be analysed (in part by using
NVivo), followed by writing and disseminating

5. Qualifications of researcher

| have an MA in social and cultural anthropology. In 2001, I lived a year in a rural area
in southern Botswana and worked for seven months on a CBNRM project, conducting
interviews and holding discussions with local villagers and linking villages with
governmental and other institutions (at local and regional level). From 2003 until 2007, |
worked as an anthropologist on projects related to land use and landscape, investigating the
mechanisms behind the success or failure of land related regional development processes
and conflicts arising from land use. | have gained extensive experience in designing,
conducting and analyzing interviews and survey-based fieldwork. Since May 2007, | have
been working as a research assistant at DIIS for the Natural Resources and Poverty Unit.

6. Institutional affiliation

I will be enrolled at the Graduate School for International Development Studies
(University of Roskilde) and based at the Danish Institute for International Studies (DIIS).
My supervisors are Associate Professor Lisa Richey and senior researcher Helle Munk
Ravnborg.



References

Bebbington, A. 2007. Social capital and development studies 11: Can Bourdieu travel to
policy? Progress in Development Studies 7, 155.

Berry, S. 1989. *Social Institutions and Access to Resources’. Africa 59, 1, 19809.

Berry, S. 1993. No Condition is Permanent — The social Dynamics of Agrarian Change in
Sub-Saharan Africa. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press.

Brown, T. 2005. Contestation, confusion and corruption: market-based land reform in
Zambia. In S. Evers, M. Spierenburg and H. Wels (eds). 2005. Competing Jurisdictions:
Settling Land Claims in Africa. Leiden, the Netherlands: BRILL

Chimhowu, A. and P. Woodhouse. 2006. Customary vs Private Property Rights? Dynamics
and Trajectories of Vernacular Land Markets in Sub-Saharan Africa. Journal of Agrarian
Change, Vol. 6, No. 3, pp.346-371.

Cornwall, A. 2000. Making a difference? Gender and participatory development. IDS
discussion paper 378. Brighton, UK: IDS.

Cousins, B. and A. Claassens. 2006. “More than simply “socially embedded’: recognizing
the distinctiveness of African land rights’. Keynote address at the international
symposium on ‘At the frontier of land issues: social embeddedness of rights and public
policy’ Montpellier, May 17-19, 2006

De Haan, L. 2000. Globalization, Localization and Sustainable Livelihood. Sociologia
Ruralis, 40, 3, p. 339-365.

Derman, B., R. Odgaard and E. Sjaastad. 2007. Conflicts over Land and Water in Africa.
Oxford: James Currey.

Government of Zambia (GRZ). 2002. The Draft Land Policy. Lusaka: Ministry of Lands.

Griffiths, A. 1998. 'Reconfiguring Law: an Ethnographic Perspective from Botswana'. Law
& Social Inquiry, Vol. 23(5), pp.587-620.

Griffiths, A. 2000. 'Gender power and difference: Reconfiguring law from Bakwena
women's perspectives'. Political and Legal Anthropology Review, Vol. 23(2), pp 89-106.
Kajoba, G. 2002. Women and Land in Zambia: A case study of small-scale farmers in
Chenena village, Chibombo District, Central Zambia. EASSRR, vol. XVIlI, no. 1 (January

2002).

Kingwill, R., B. Cousins, T. Cousins, D. Hornby, L. Royston and W. Smit. 2006. Mysteries
and myths: de Soto, property and poverty in South Africa. Gatekeeper Series 124.
London: IIED

Lund, C. 2000. African Land Tenure: Questioning Basic Assumptions. Drylands Issue
Paper E100. London: IIED

Lund, C. 2002. Negotiating Property Institutions: On the Symbiosis of Property and
Authority in Africa. in Juul and Lund (eds), Negotiating Property in Africa. Portsmouth:
Heinemann

Machina, H. 2003. ‘Women’s Land Rights in Zambia: Policy Provisions, legal Framework
and Constraints’. Paper presented at the Regional Conference on Women’s Land Rights,
held in Harare, Zimbabwe, from May 26-30 May 2002. Lusaka: Zambia National Land
Alliance.

Peters, P. E. 2002. The limits of negotiability: security, equity and class formation in
Africa’s land systems. In Juul, Kristine and Christian Lund (eds). 2002. Negotiating
Property in Africa. Portsmouth: Heinemann



Peters, P. E. 2004. “Inequality and Social Conflict Over Land in Africa". Journal of
Agrarian Change, Vol. 4, No 3.

Razavi, S. 2007. “‘Liberalisation and the Debates on Women’s Access to Land’. Third
World Quarterly, Vol. 28, No. 8, pp. 1479-1500.

Ravnborg H.M., J. Boesen, A. Sgrensen. 2004. Gendered district poverty profiles and
poverty monitoring. Kabarole, Masaka, Pallisa, Rakai and Tororo districts, Uganda. DIIS
Working Paper 2004:1. Copenhagen: DIIS

Richey, Lisa Ann. 2000. Gender Equality and Development Aid. In Burnell, P. & O.
Morrissey (eds). 2004. Foreign Aid in the New Global Economy. Cheltenham, UK:
Edward Elgar Publishing.

Shezongo-Macmillan, J. 2005. Women’s property rights in Zambia. Paper presented to the
Strategic Litigation Workshop held from 14-18 August 2005 in Johannesburg, South
Africa.

Whitehead, A. and N. Kabeer. 2001. Living with uncertainty: gender, livelihoods and pro-
poor growth in rural sub-Saharan Africa. IDS Working Paper 134. Brighton: IDS

Whitehead, A. and D. Tsikata. 2003. Policy discourses on women’s land rights in sub-
Saharan Africa: the implications of the re-turn to the customary. In Razavi, Shahra (ed).
2003. Agrarian Change, Gender and Land Rights. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing and
Geneva: UNRISD.

WLSA. 2001. Reconceptualizing the Family in a Changing Southern African Environment.
Harare, Zimbabwe: Women and Law in Southern Africa Research Trust.

Zambia Land Alliance (ZLA). 2005. Communities’ view on the Land Policy, Draft Land
Policy review consultation process in Zambia. Lusaka: ZLA



