
T he history of anthropology in Zimbabwe supports Asad's contention that it is a mistake to view the 

discipline simply as a reflection of colonial ideology. This account documents this history, and in 

particular the teaching of the discipline at the University of Zimbabwe (UZ). Anthropology began to 

be taught at the University of Zimbabwe whilst it was still a college of the University of London. From 

the 1950s to the 1970s the discipline was marked by a preoccupation with process over time, and 

with the active construction of culture and the nature of social change. Ethnographic accounts 

focused on urban populations, labour migration, rural cash cropping, peasant identities, 

interventions of state and church organisations, and rural domains. Whilst tending towards the 

descriptive, there was a deliberate effort to draw conclusions from both qualitative and quantitative 

data. The strong ethnographic tradition was limited, however, by a weaker theoretical base, a 

drawback that has characterised the teaching of anthropology up to the present day. The post-

independence period has witnessed marked changes in emphasis. First, there has been a strong shift 

towards applied anthropology; second, and more importantly, Zimbabwean anthropologists have 

been caught up in the broad stream of reflective and critical thought characteristic of the 1980s and 

1990s. Themes of power and of meaning cut across the range of studies conducted by Zimbabwean 

anthropologists since independence. In this chapter 1 document this history of theorising and 

engagement. I argue that the teaching of anthropology in Zimbabwe has undergone significant 

changes and shifts without breaking from its past. 


