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ABSTRACT  

Previous studies of child labor among the Gwembe 

Tonga of Zimbabwe indicate that girls and boys have 

differing work loads and responsibilities from an early 

age (Reynolds, 1991).  This study documents the work and 

responsibilities of Tonga girls living on the Zambian 

side of Lake Kariba. 

Using daily diet and work journals collected during 

1997 and 2000 by Gillett-Netting are used to make a 

survey of the variety of work done by twelve to 

seventeen year old girls is analyzed.  The type of work 

is categorized based on how essential that job is to 

basic family survival.  The total tasks in each category 

then analyzed shows the majority of the work performed 

is done to support the family unit.  This illustrates 

that girls work for the Gwembe Tonga of Zambia is 

essential to family subsistence and survival. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Many studies have been done (c.f. Reynolds, 1991; 

Colson & Scudder, 1988) among different groups about the 

work of neighborhoods, family units, men, women, 



children and different categories of individuals within 

these groups but there are very few studies of just what 

is, specifically, girls work with in any group or 

culture. 

Only one study, carried out in 1984-5 by Pamela 

Reynolds (1991), addresses the question of what is child 

labor among the Tonga.  Her work in the Zambezi valley of 

Zimbabwe defines children’s work among the Tonga.  The 

female children of the Reynolds study follow the same 

pattern of work as their mothers, performing a miriad tasks 

in the fields and households that help support and nurture 

their families.  In this study work and responsibilities of 

Tonga girls in the twelve to seventeen year age group are 

examined.  Based on Reynolds findings amongst Tonga girls 

on the Zimbabwe side of the Gwembe valley it is 

hypothesized that Tonga girls’ work is essential to family 

subsistence and survival.  This study begins the attempt 

to support that hypothesis for the Tonga of Southern 

Zambia. 

The Gwembe Tonga 

The Tonga people of Southern Zambia and Northern 

Zimbabwe are for the most part subsistence farmers that 
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live in and near small villages in the hills along the 

drainages and rivers that feed into Lake Kariba.  The 

once riverside, alluvial plain farmers and fishers of 

the Tonga tribe, including those of the Gwembe valley, 

were relocated by the Zambian and then Rhodesian (now 

Zimbabwe) governments by 1959.  The relocation of some 

57,000 people was necessary to make room for the 

expansion of a lake.  This lake was created by the 

building of a hydroelectric dam on the Zambezi River at 

the Kariba gorge that began in August of 1955 (Colson, 

1960; Gillett & Tobias, 2002).  Once used to fields 

planted in a fertile and annually replenished alluvial 

soil irrigated at least in part by the Zambezi River, 

the Tonga farmers had to adjust to dry-land style 

farming completely dependent on the not always reliable 

rains (Scudder, 1962). 

The upper valleys above the shores of the newly 

created lake Kariba to which they were relocated has 

much poorer, sandy soils that makes farming difficult to 

nearly impossible in some areas (Scudder, 1962).  It has 

now been almost half a century since the relocations and 

the Tonga people of these valleys are still waiting for 
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the promised improvements the hydroelectric dam was 

supposed to provide them (Gillett-Netting, pers. com.).  

Many of the families have switched to cash cropping to 

earn money and this is depleting the soil even more in 

some areas (Cliggett, 2005). 

The Tonga, who are polygynous, live in villages of 

clustered wattle and daub or dried mud brick huts.  The 

homesteads usually consist of a man, his wives and 

offspring.  This is the unit of subsistence, production 

and economic decision making to which wives and children 

contribute (Gillett-Netting & Perry, 2005). 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

This study uses data collected by Dr. Rhonda 

Gillett-Netting from 1997 and 2000 in villages on the 

Zambian side of Lake Kariba.  They consist of food and 

work journals kept by sixteen young, mostly unmarried, 

women from approximately twelve to seventeen years of 

age during the hot and wet seasons in the above years.  

The shortest journal was over a period of approximately 

two weeks while the longest covered more than eight 

weeks.  Girls were asked to make daily entries recording 
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food preparation and consumption, as well as, their 

daily activities (Gillett-Netting, pers. com.). 

For the purposes of clarification the definition of 

the word “girls” in this case is taken to mean generally 

unmarried females between the ages of twelve and 

seventeen years.  All still living at least part-time at 

home, though some spend time away at school.  Any 

married girls were still living at home because the 

bride price from their husbands had not been paid to the 

family.  This means that all work undertaken was still 

for the benefit of their families (Colson, 1960). 

 

To extract the necessary data, a tally was kept of 

each type of task undertaken and how many times each 

task was performed during the period that the journal 

was kept.  Similar tasks were grouped together, for 

example, cooking breakfast, lunch or dinner where simply 

tallied as cooking food though some baking was tallied 

separately due to the reasons given for the baking in 

the journals.  While most of the work reported in the 

journals revolved around the family and its daily 
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survival, there were two notable exceptions of girls 

taking on outside work to earn extra money. 

The data are analyzed by frequency of task and 

given a place in a category of one to five, with five 

being the most important, based on how necessary it 

would seem to be for the basics of daily survival for a 

family unit at that specific time.  The following are 

the categories and their definitions as listed in Table 

1 of the Appendix:  

Five - Most important to basic necessities and 

sustaining life and include any work 

involving water, food, clothes, shelter 

and care of others in the household.   

Four – Less or future importance to the 

household.  Included here are tasks that 

might be very important to the individual, 

such as school or study time, but not 

considered of immediate importance to the 

family as a whole, except in terms of 

future ability to earn money or improve 

the family’s circumstances. 
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Three – Important to increase household 

economy or status.  This category contains 

all activities done for others outside the 

homestead and other tasks undertaken to 

earn money. 

Two – Important to improve the family’s 

standard of living includes all purchasing 

of goods not made by the families 

themselves, including store bought goods 

and those items purchased from another 

family. 

One – Least important or of importance only to 

the individual.  Required work at school, 

ironing clothes for themselves, playing 

and visiting with friends are placed in 

this category. 

Table 1 also shows how certain similar tasks were 

groups and counted together.  Almost none of the 

journals gave enough information on length of time 

required to complete each task so no analysis, 

statistical or otherwise, was possible in this area. 
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One task, baking, had to be broken down into two 

categories based on the reasons given for the task.  In 

some cases, the individual was baking to feed the family 

but others were baking to sell the product for money. 

Outside work includes taking in sewing, watching the 

neighbor’s children and taking in ironing. 

Another task, picking cotton, can also be carried 

out for two different reasons. One is for the use of the 

family; the other is to sell the cotton for a profit to 

buy other goods.  It has been included in category five 

as work for the family for two reasons.  The work was 

not done during harvest season when large amounts of 

goods to be sold are general collected. Also, the 

duration of time spent on the task, based on how many 

other tasks were performed in the same day, indicate 

that only small amounts were collected.  

 

RESULTS 

A total count of 1694 individual tasks were 

reported for all sixteen girls.  These were broken down 

into the five categories listed above in Table 1 of the 

Appendix.  Of all recorded work, 59.2% of all tasks 
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reported fall into category five with 1003 out of the 

total. Remember these are the tasks most necessary to 

sustaining a family.  Category four, less important or 

of future importance, has the second highest amount of 

reported tasks with 31.9% or 540 out of the total.  

Category three, important to increase household economy, 

has the least amount of tasks reported at 17 or only 1% 

of the total.  Category two, important to improvement of 

family lifestyle or status, is 1.5%, 25 entries out of 

the total.  The final category, one, important to the 

individual or least important to sustaining the family, 

had a total count of 109 out of the 1694 reported tasks.  

This is only 6.4% of the total.  See Table 2 in the 

Appendix for a complete breakdown of numbers of tasks 

reported in each category by each individual girl. 

There are thirty-seven distinct jobs listed by one 

of the girls or another.  To make the analysis easier to 

understand, like tasks or tasks given slightly different 

names by different girls are grouped together into 

nineteen main responsibilities.  Some jobs that might 

appear at first glance to be similar, such as pounding 

and grinding are listed separately due to the location 
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of the work and who is actually performing them; 

pounding is done by the individuals themselves at the 

home while grinding was done at the village mill 

presumably by someone else.   

 

Graph 1 in the Appendix shows the totals for each 

category out of the total tasks reported by all the 

girls.  Notice that over 90% of reported tasks are in 

categories five and four.  Graph 2 is a break down 

showing the number of tasks in each category by 

individual girl.  In looking carefully at the graph, it 

can be seen that several girls had tasks only in the top 

two categories.  These graphs give visual evidence of 

the types of tasks reported by the girls in their 

journals.   

 

DISCUSSION 

It appears from the small amount of data used that 

girls do perform a great number of the daily chores 

necessary to sustain a family.  The individuals in this 

study are, or the most part, the primary cooks for their 

families.  They are also the main suppliers of water to 
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the household.  This drawing of water, when time was 

specified, entailed anywhere from a few minutes to more 

than an hour round trip to the well or pump.  Some of 

this time spent could be attributed to waiting for the 

use of the pump or well.  Other journal entries indicate 

that often the girls met their friends there also 

allowing for visiting. This was not counted as such 

since they were working at another job and it was not 

possible to calculate actual time spent drawing water 

versus visiting.  The older girls in particular reported 

using this time at the well with their friends to size 

up and flirt with the young men they considered possible 

marriage material among other things. 

In general, the variety of work done each day 

varies somewhat from individual to individual. However, 

there does not appear to be as much variability from day 

to day for each girl.  Some of the girls do have similar 

journal entries and these may be indications of age 

group related duties.  Older girls may be considered to 

have greater technical responsibilities such as care of 

others in the household.  Younger girls may be the ones 

with the greater amount of physical labor in the garden 
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and cleaning around the homestead (Reynolds, 1991). 

though most of the girls report spending the greatest 

portion of their entries on household work such as 

cooking, cleaning and garden work, as well as, gathering 

wood and water. 

All except two individuals have the greatest number 

of tasks in category five.  While there are more 

different types of jobs listed for category five, this 

does not indicate that these are the only possible jobs 

that can fit into this category nor that there are no 

other ways to classify the variety of work done by each 

girl.  It is also unclear from the entries if the girls 

are performing garden work in a plot of land of their 

own or if they are working in a family member’s plot 

since many individuals in a household may have their own 

gardens (Colson, 1960).  One study indicates that most 

of the land used by children is still considered part of 

the parents land (Reynolds, 1991).  This may be the 

general case with the plots worked by these girls as the 

journals indicate that the girls seem to use most of 

what they harvest when cooking for the family. 
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As mentioned, there are two girls who are notable 

exceptions to these mainly house centered activities of 

category five.  These two individuals are both away at 

school for most of the week and only return home one or 

two days a week.  This shows up in Graph 2 as a higher 

percentage of category four jobs.  Remember that 

category four includes school and study time.  These are 

the only two individuals that have a category other than 

five with the greatest number of tasks reported.  All 

other girls indicated they are living primarily at home 

at the time they are writing in the journals, even if 

they are attending school during some part of the day or 

only one or two days each week. 

This brings up the question of the independence of 

the work being performed.  Are these girls being 

directed in what needs to be done or are they acting 

independently of parental or adult authority?  There is 

no way to tell this from the journal entries themselves, 

however, other studies of the Tonga since the relocation 

point to wives and children as relatively dependent 

people at least as far as farming, particularly cash 

cropping and brewing beer are concerned.  They are used 
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as a cheap source of labor for the household as dictated 

by the father/husband (Colson & Scudder, 1988). 

After the relocation many women did not get their 

own fields and became much more dependent upon their 

husband’s good graces (Cliggett, 2005).  Yet another 

study indicates that children are responsible for much 

of their own labor, including fishing, hunting and 

gardening (Cliggett, 2005) and “The homestead is 

therefore not an organized work unit” (Colson, 1960, pg. 

103).  This seeming contradiction in information may 

result from the varying numbers of potential laborers 

that mght be found  at any given time within each 

household. 

More laborers give each individual more freedom to 

do what they think needs to be done instead of always 

being directed in their labors by the head of the 

household.  However, this may lead to the father/husband 

exacting more labor by creating more fields since he has 

access to more labor (Colson & Scudder, 1988).  It might 

also be the result of changes in organization of 

households due to the relocation and changes in land 

ownership. 
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One task that may be considered by some to be 

surprising in its absence is herding.  The Tonga do keep 

a variety of animals, from cattle to sheep, goats, 

chickens and some pigs.  However, previous cultural 

studies indicate that herding cattle is the exclusive 

pastime of men and boys (Colson, 1960).  This is no real 

surprise as the products of the cattle, including meat 

and milk, are the sole provinces of males.  From the 

giving of cattle in a bride wealth system (Cliggett, 

2005) to the selling of milk by boys in order to buy 

school supplies, it is the males that decide who gets 

what and what each product is worth (Cligget, 2005).  

The fact that this option is not open to the girls 

attending school may be a large part of the reason for 

the baking and selling of buns and the making and 

selling of blankets as well as the other tasks the girls 

reported undertaking for money. 

Many households have one or more males away from 

home performing labor in the cities and larger villages 

for a salary due to conflicts within their families or 

to support the family and accumulate wealth (Cliggett, 

2005).  This in turn leaves a greater portion of daily 
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industry to those left at home.  If it were not for the 

labors of the girls within the household, a great deal 

of the daily work required to maintain life might not be 

done.  Children and young women account for a large part 

of the gathering, cooking, cleaning necessary in the day 

to day rounds of existence (Reynolds, 1991). 

Much of the work carried out by the young women and 

girls in this study can be considered manual labor.  

Drawing water, gathering wood and gardening, including 

clearing a plot of land to make a field, is hard, 

physical labor.  In the past, most land clearing and 

ploughing was done by the males of the household.  After 

the relocation, many of the once typically male 

responsibilities have passed to women and girls since 

fewer of them had their own fields to tend and were more 

dependent on the husband/father for support (Colson & 

Scudder, 1988; Holy, 1986). 

Times are changing however, since more women and 

children are now getting their own fields again, though 

they still have to help with the husband/father’s fields 

as well (Reynolds, 1991).  This type of physical effort 

is typical for any culture based in farming and/or 
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herding.  Making a living for most rural groups require 

a great deal more physical labor than is undertaken by 

the average city dweller. 

Another type of labor undertaken by many of the 

girls is schooling.  Obviously less physical yet no less 

demanding of the girls time.  This region was one of the 

last to receive teachers with much education themselves.  

Several primary schools had to be relocated with the 

coming of the lake (Colson, 1960).  However, by the mid 

1970s some secondary schools had opened in the region 

and a larger percentage of the Tonga were able to attend 

at least part time (Colson & Scudder, 1988).  As more 

roads have been made into the area, more secondary 

schools have opened and many parents are looking towards 

their children’s education to improve their families 

lives (Cliggett, 2005). 

The ability to attend school does not come without 

a price, however.  Most girls reported having to do much 

of the same labor at school that they did at home.  This 

work includes gardening, washing dishes, and cleaning 

floors.  This labor along with the work they do at home 

probably gives them even less time to study.  So it is 
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not surprising that most of the girls who reported 

attended school did not do so on a daily basis, with the 

exception of the two individuals noted previously who 

lived at the school during the week. 

Since most households consist of several wives, 

their offspring and perhaps elderly relatives of the 

husband (Cligget, 2005) it is not surprising that much 

of the care for these others also falls to these young 

women.  This care includes, but is not limited to, 

preparing food, bathing and watching younger siblings.  

It may also mean transporting water and carrying other 

goods for an elder who cannot take care of such things 

themselves (Colson & Scudder, 1988). 

A task that is only represented by two of the girls is 

that of brewing beer.  This may make it seem as if this is 

not an important job however, this is not the case.  Beer 

is an important and integral part of village life and there 

are several different types for different ceremonies, each 

with its own name (Colson and Scudder, 1988).  Beer is 

often used to barter for services.  It is part of the 

funeral ritual and the blessing of a new dwelling 

(Cliggett, 2005).  At one time, all wives were required to 
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know how to brew beer.  This has been slowly changing with 

the construction of numerous taverns throughout the area 

and the ability to buy beer ready made (Colson & Scudder, 

1988).  It is still not surprising that girls would develop 

this skill along with the other talents needed to take care 

of a family.  Along with bun baking and sewing, making beer 

is also used as a method of creating some cash for the 

females of the household as they can sell the end product 

to men in the village.  This is one of several ways that 

women can bring in money that is generally in the hands of 

the males (Cliggett, 2005). 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

While one girl in this study may have been married 

during the time period of the journals.  It is unclear 

from her entries and she seems to have remained living 

at home, so her work has been included since she was 

still performing work for her family.  Again, this is 

because her bride price had not yet been paid to her 

father by her husband so all her labor still belonged to 

her family.  The couple had probably eloped but they 

were not allowed to live together until the payment was 

made to her father (Colson, 1960). 
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Much of the personal aspect of their lives is 

unclear from the journals.  However, what is clear from 

the study of these sixteen girls’ journals is that the 

work they do within and outside their family compounds 

are an indispensable part of the family labor 

organization.  Indeed, it would be difficult for these 

families to subsist in the harsher conditions under 

which they find themselves after the relocation 

(Gillett-Netting, pers. com.) if it weren’t for the work 

done by these young women even though it has now been at 

least two generations since the move. 

As the Tonga of Zambia are the same relocated 

people as the Tonga of Zimbabwe on the other side of 

Lake Kariba observed in the Reynolds study, it would 

then be expected that the two groups would have the same 

culture and lifeways.  The young girls in her study 

learned quickly to emulate thier mothers' work ethic.  

The young women and girls in this study seem to have 

already mastered those skills necessary to support a 

family.  If it is true that girls work is an essential 

part of family subsistence and survival then it would be 

expected that the greatest number of reported tasks would 
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lay within catagories four and five.  Based on the data 

collected, this is exactly where 91.1% of all reported 

tasks fall, supporting the hypothesis. 

This is not meant to be considered an exhaustive 

study of the rural life work for the young women and 

girls of the Tonga of this region.  A previous study has 

been done on the labor input of children in general 

among the Tonga in Zimbabwe but there seems to be quite 

a bit of gender-defined responsibility within the 

culture.  This also includes differences in age group 

related duties (Reynolds, 1991).  This is a preliminary 

study done to show that there is a significant 

contribution to the support of family life made by the 

young women of the household.  Obviously, more work 

needs to be done in this area for the Tonga and other 

groups.  Journals are fine to get a basic understanding 

of daily life for an individual but journals alone do 

not illustrate the whole picture.  Under reporting of 

some tasks and over emphasizing others is a common 

problem with this method of information gathering that 

needs to be addressed.  Direct observation is necessary 
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to corroborate the journals and help place the work in 

the context of the daily round of life in the villages. 

As several studies have already been done on the 

Tonga before and after their relocation, it may now be 

time for someone to start looking at the roles of the 

lesser studied groups, particularly women and children 

who have thus far been overlooked or ignored within the 

larger picture of Tonga cultural studies. 
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APPENDIX 

Table 1 – Tasks, their groupings and their categories: 

Five –most 
important to 

basic 
necessities & 
sustaining 

life 

Four – of 
less or 
future 

importance to 
household 

Three – 
important to 

increase 
household 
economy or 

status 

Two – 
important to 
improvement 
of family 

standard of 
living 

One – least 
important or 
of import 

only to the 
individual 

Cooking – 
breakfast, 
lunch, 
dinner; 
making nsima, 
some baking 

Cleaning –
Sweep house, 
yard, washing 
dishes, 
clothes etc. 

Selling –
extra crops; 
some baking 
and selling 
buns, 
blankets 

Shopping – 
buying 
household 
goods, fish 
etc. 

Manual work 
at school –
mopping 
floors etc. 

Drawing water School & 
studying 

Ironing & 
sewing for 
others for
money 

 Play &/or 
visit with 
friends. 

Gathering 
wood 

Bringing 
grain to the 
village mill 
for grinding 

Babysitting 
others’ 
children for 
money 

 Ironing 
clothes 

Gardening – 
marking 
plots, 
clearing 
trees & 
brush, 
ploughing, 
planting, 
watering, 
weeding 

 Making sweet 
beer 

  

Gathering 
food – 
harvesting 
from garden, 
in the wild, 
fishing 

    

Sewing 
clothes 

    

Pounding 
grains – 
mostly millet 
and maize 

    

Care of other 
members of 
the household 
– Sitting & 
bathing 
babies & 
siblings, 
care of 
elders 

    

Collecting 
cotton – to 
make cloth or 
sell 
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Table 2 – Count of total tasks by individual and 
category: 
Note the bottom row of text is there to explain the 

meaning of the last row of numbers. 

Individual 
Number 

Total 
tasks 

reported 
per 

individual 
girl 

Category 
Five 

Category 
Four 

Category 
Three 

Category 
Two 

Category 
One 

1 184 104 53 10 3 14 
2 106 69 30 1 2 4 
3 104 21 49 0 5 29 
4 52 37 12 0 0 3 
5 102 63 28 0 0 11 
6 126 98 20 1 0 7 
7 186 178 8 0 0 0 
8 107 27 75 0 0 5 
9 79 41 24 5 2 7 
10 104 38 66 0 0 0 
11 60 29 20 0 4 7 
12 76 51 24 0 0 1 
13 74 35 37 0 1 1 
14 71 40 16 0 6 9 
15 79 61 17 0 0 1 
16 184 111 61 0 2 10 

Total/ 
column 1694 1003 540 17 25 109 

 Total 
tasks 

reported 
by all 16 

girls 

Total 
Category 

Five tasks 
for all 16 

girls 

Total 
Category 

Four tasks 
for all 16 

girls 
 

Total 
Category 
Three 

tasks for 
all 16 
girls 

Total 
Category 
Two tasks 
for all 16 

girls 

Total 
Category 
One tasks 
for all 16 

girls 

 



Graph 1 – Chart of total percentage in each category out 

of total tasks reported by all the individuals. 
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Graph 2 – Individual’s tasks broken down by category 
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