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Abstract

This paper reports the findings of an in-depth case study of a highly densely populated area in
northwest Rwanda which has been conducted during the period 1988-1993. It demonstrates that
acute competition for land in a context characterized by too slow expansion of non-agricultural
income opportunities has resulted in increasingly unequal land distribution and rapid processes of
land dispossession through both operation of the (illegal) land market and evolution of indigenous
tenure arrangements. It is also shown that pervasive incidence of land disputes and the threat of
landlessness have led 1o rising tensions in social relations and even within the core of family life,
thus paving the way for evermore overt expressions of disharmony and violence. A connection
between these ominous conditions and the civil war that broke out in 1994 is established. & 1998
Elsevier Science B.V.
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1. Introduction

Under the influence of Boserup’s seminal work, an evolutionary theory of land rights
has gained increasing currency among development scholars (see Platteau, 1996 for a
recent survey). According to this theory, there exists an evolutionary path along which
new techniques and institutional arrangements are adopted by farmers living in areas
subject to growing pressure on available lands as a result of population growth and/or
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increasing commercializztion of agriculture. These new techniques or land use patterns as
well as the newly emerging land tenure arrangements are appropriate because they are
well adapted to the evolving factor endowments in the agricultural sector. On the one
hand, the new agricultural techniques and land use patterns aim at economizing on the
scarce resource and, on the other hand, land rights develop in the direction of increasing
individualization, which is precisely what is required by intensification of agricultural
production and preservat.on of soil fertility (since, with more and more complete private
property rights, farmers are both more willing and able to invest).

This paper sets out to question the relevance of such an optimistic view in the light of
the experience of Rwanda, one of the most densely populated countries of the African
continent. It is true that the evidence to be presented undoubtedly confirms the oft-made
observation that when pressure on land rises as a result of population growth and growing
commercialization of agriculture, indigenous land systems evolve towards increasingly
individualized forms of tenure (see, e.g. Noronha, 1985, Downs and Reyna, 1988, Migot-
Adholla et al., 1991, Platteau, 1992, Bassett and Crummey, 1993, Peters, 1994)!, Yet,
emphasis is simultaneously put on the serious strains and stresses that are bound to occur
(1) when there are rising inequalities in landholding and land access as a result of the twin
processes of individualization and marketization of land rights; (2) when the productivity
effects following from the emergence of de facto private property rights are too weak to
stave off the operation of diminishing returns as labour intensity of agriculture increases
and to maintain output per capita in the long run; and (3) when off-farm employment
tends to exacerbate, rather than mitigate, growing economic (land access) inequities
within the rural sector.

On the basis of highly suggestive empirical material, the story told below documents
how the “Malthusian trap” can result in bitter tensions within families, intra-community
hatreds and violence, anc serious questioning of the evolving regime of market-allocated,
individualized property rights. These adverse effects which corrode the very core of
community life are shown to have been at work in the course of events that led to the truly
horrifying bloodshed that took place in Rwanda during 1994. In other words, our findings
provide a striking echo to Gérard Prunier’s comment that ““all these people who were
about to be killed had land and at times cows. And somebody had to get these lands and
those cows after their owners were dead. In a poor and increasingly overpopulated
country this was not a nzgligible incentive” (Prunier, 1995, p. 142).

An important objective pursued in this paper is, therefore, to call into question the
dominant view according to which the agricultural sector, thanks to the beneficial
operation of virtuous zvolutionary forces inducing technological and institutional
progress, is able to gererate adequate responses to the new challenges arising from
rapidly growing land pressure. Also, we hope to help fill up a serious gap in the literature
on land tenure in Sub-Saharan Africa since this literature has been excessively focused on
productivity issues (more specifically, on the relationship between individualization of
land tenure on the one hand, and use of credit, land improvements and yields on the other)

! This implies, in particular, that the use of the land becomes increasingly continuous and exclusive in the
hands of individual (restricted) families, that the rules of inheritance evolve towards a more direct transmission
of land between father and sons, and that the incidence of land transfers increases. not only along the lines of
customary modes of land exchange but also through land transactions that are akin to market exchanges.
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while largely ignoring the equity aspects of the inevitable transformation of land rights in
regions subject to rapid population growth®. As shall be seen, growing land concentration
and rising poverty do not only take place through disequalizing market transfers but also
through the gradual crosion of customary social protection following the commoditiza-
tion of land (when land is acquired through the market, it becomes exempt from
customary rules and restraints).

2. A micro-study of Rwanda’s northwest

2.1. The choice of Rwanda

In order to achieve the above objectives, the paper will highlight how the distribution
of land access rights and the social fabric have evolved in a Rwandan village — or, more
exactly, a hill®> — in the face of extreme land pressure. The case of Rwanda is especially
interesting to study tecause this country’s strategy of agricultural development, whatever
its prior successes, has clearly led into a deadlock which became more and more manifest
from the mid-1980s onwards. This is reflected in the decline of per capita farm
production and of the kilocalories per person per day produced by Rwandan farmers.
Thus, caloric production per capita increased by 22% between 1965-1967 and 1980-
1982 (partly because of the growing role of tubers in the diet and the concomitant decline
of peas and sorghum), only to fall back to the levels of the 1960s in the following decade.
Per capita production of food crops followed exactly the same movement (World Bank,
1991, Table 1.2, p. 6). Furthermore, after a long break, famines made a worrisome
reappearance by the late 1980s and early 1990s in several parts of the country. Poor
weather, an abrupt fall in export prices — coffee export receipts declined from $144
million in 1985 to $30 million in 1993 (Uvin, 1996, p. 11, Austin, 1996, pp. 11-12), the
disorganization of government-provided agricultural services following the stirrings
caused by political liberalization (1990-1994) and structural adjustment policies no doubt
contributed to the degradation of the economic situation, yet they are probably not the
main culprit (Marijsse et al., 1994a).

Two aspects of Rwanda’s strategy of agricultural development bear a large
responsibility for the aforementioned downturn in the country’s agricultural performance,
testifying to the critical role of public action, as opposed to a view emphasizing the
strength of endogznous evolutionary mechanisms of induced change. First, the
government of Rwanda has followed a policy essentially based upon developing new
land and decreasing fallow with the result that growth in agriculture has come
overwhelmingly frcm extension (clearing forests and draining marshes). The obvious
limit to such a policy, particularly in the context of relentless population growth at well

2 Evidence regarding this relationship is so far inconclusive (see, e.g. Atwood, 1990, Harrison, 1992, Place and
Hazell, 1993, Bruce, 1993, Pinckney and Kimuyu, 1994, Bruce and Migot-Adholla, 1994, Roth et al., 1994,
Besley, 1995, Brasselle et al., 1997).

3 In Rwanda, there is actually no equivalent of the village organization typical of Africa. It is, therefore, more
correct to speak about hills (indeed, the French word collines is commonly used in the country to designate rural
social entities) since these are the geographical units to which people belong and with which they identify.
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over 3% per year, has been however relaxed when, subsequent to the elimination — by
death or flight — of more than half of Rwanda’s Tutsi population (first in the early 1960s,
and again in 1973), vast tracts of land in the eastern region were freed up for cultivation
(Uvin, 1996, p. 10)*.

This sudden relaxation of the land space constraint gave rise to unjustified optimism
and to the politically well-exploited dream that each Hutu can have access to enough
farmland to earn a decent livelihood from agriculture. Yet, by the mid-1980s land
reserves were eventually all brought under cultivation (except land under the national
parks system, representing about 20% of the total land mass) while it is only recently that
population has shown signs of downward adjustment’. The homogenization of population
densities across the country, contrasting with the wide disparities that prevailed up until
recent times(’, marked of” the closure of Rwanda’s agricultural frontier. In addition, the
possibilities of emigration to neighbouring countries (particularly, Kivu province in Zaire
and Uganda) were increasingly curbed, thus shutting off another safety valve for the
country’s excess numbers.

In view of the evidence of enhanced interplanting and the introduction of double or
even triple cropping, it would clearly be incorrect to say that no effort at intensification
has been made in Rwanda. The fact nevertheless remains that yields have remained low
and “typical of careful traditional cultivation” (World Bank, 1991. p. 5). This is not
surprising given that very few modern inputs are being used (farmers still follow their
long tradition of using organic fertilizers and mulches, both of which are coming into
increasingly short supply as farms continue to decrease in size), partly because
appropriate technical packages are not available; production technology remains
overwhelmingly traditional (basic hand tools include the hoe, pick and machete); soil
conservation and enrichment measures are hardly sufficient to counter serious problems
of erosion and ’soil mining’; and research efforts to-date have not succeeded in
developing more than a few varieties of traditional food crops that are more productive
and resistant than local varieties (ibidem, pp. 4-5, 11).

The second problematic feature of Rwanda’s strategy of agricultural development is its
emphasis on food self-sufficiency, a feature reflected in the fact that this basically
agrarian country has among the lowest exports per capita in the world’. This is
inappropriate in so far as food self-sufficiency at the level of the farm condemns the
farmer to low yielding, traditional crops (World Bank, 1991, p. 16). As epitomized by the
recent experience of neighbouring Kenya — also a country with high population densities
and with favourable climatic conditions similar to Rwanda’s — higher incomes could

* Since these newly vacated lands were previously used as pasture, they were not actually well suited to
agriculture. Yet the fact remains that, between 1970 and 1986, the amount of land available for cultivation
jumped from 528 000 to 836000 hectares while the amount of pastureland correspondingly decreased from
487 000 to 200000 hectares (Uvin, 1996, p. 10).

5 The decline of the total fertility rate is apparent from the 1992 Demographic and Health Survey (Barrere
et al., 1994) and is attributed to both a higher use of modern contraceptive methods and the delay of the age at
marriage (May, 1995, p. 322).

% Thus, in 1960, population density varied from 34 to 184 inhabitants per square kilometer (AESED, 1961,
p. 22).

7 In actual fact, Rwanda’s exports per capita represent only about 40% of the average level for the world's low-
income countries (World Bank, 1991, p. vi).
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accrue to Rwandan farmers from diversification into high value-added products, such as
flowers and vegetables, which have a good export potential. Furthermore, the lack of
development of food-processing and other agriculture-related industries accounts for an
expansion of non-zgricultural employment opportunities that is too slow given the
extremely high pressure on land resources®.

The fact that so few people understood that the path followed by Rwanda was a blind
alley still remains something of a mystery. The myth reigned supreme that Rwanda had
its own way to go aad this way was largely inspired by agrarian and paternalistic values
based on the continuation of tradition, food self-sufficiency and the simplicity of rural life
(immune from the corruption of modern cities). Illustrative of this general myopia shared
by officials, foreign donors, NGOs and church organizations alike is the following view
professed in the late 1980s: “Rwanda did not undergo any agricultural revolution. Yet her
rich ancestral patrimony of peasant knowledge as well as of traditional crops and animals
has proved able to effectively adapt to the new constraints imposed by the demographic
revolution. Rather favourable general conditions and absorption of innovations originated
abroad have helped in this adaptation” (Bart, 1988, pp. 464—465 — our translation).

2.2. Study area and methodology used

As pointed out earlier, the present study aims at a better understanding of the equity
impact of land tenure individualization and the rising incidence of market transactions in
a context of considerable land pressure. This includes the critical question of whether, and
in which precise weys, the provision of economic security by the customary system of
land tenure — one of its most celebrated advantages’ — diminishes in the process of its
evolution towards more individualized rights. Such a study implies that attention be
drawn to land conflicts and litigation so as to better identify the points of tension that are
created by rising land pressure. Also, exclusionary processes need to be highlighted as
well as the respective roles in shaping them of market transactions and evolving
indigenous modes of access to land. Pursuing this line of inquiry, we will ask ourselves if
a relationship can be established between the land situation and the civil war that broke
out in April 1994, unleashing an indescribable amount of hatred and destructive violence.

In order to reach a thorough understanding of these issues, we have opted for an in-
depth field study of a restricted community. As a matter of fact, some of the information
required (particularly the data relating to land conflicts) is especially hard to come by
because it concerns the sphere of private relations between individuals who may be
closely related. To win the inhabitants’ trust, a long period of immersion in their daily life
experiences is necessary and participant observation must complement data collected
more formally through the usual channel of survey questionnaires. This is why one of the
authors (Catherine André) spent about sixteen months in the survey area during two
different periods separated by a five-year interval (1988-1993). The second, actually

# According to one estiriate dating back to 1988, among rural households with less than 50 acres of land (about
a quarter of them), 30% of the income only is generated in non-agricultural occupations (World Bank, 1991,
p. 15).

® Other important advar tages usually ascribed to indigenous systems of land tenure are their flexibility and the
fact that they economize on transaction (including information) costs (for more details, see Platteau, 1996).
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longer period spent in this area enabled us, besides gathering new information on aspects
left aside in the earlier period (such as daily patterns of household expenditures and asset
transactions), to follow up and to systematize the collection of certain information
gathered in 1988 (on landholdings, land transactions, land disputes, credit and incomes).
Especially noteworthy is the fact that, in the latter survey year, land disputes have been
carefully recorded from a day-to-day observation of events occurring in all the sampled
households over a course of almost one year (whereas in 1988 information about them
was obtained by just calling up the memory of the households surveyed).

The study area is located in the northwestern part of Rwanda which is among the
country’s most fertile regions (since its soils are volcanic) but also among the most
densely populated ones. It belongs to the commune of Kanama in the Prefecture of
Gisenyi and corresponds to the lowest administrative unit known as the cellule (cell). It is
worth stressing that the cell surveyed (henceforth, denoted by N) is particularly privileged
because it is situated close to the administrative centre of the commune, an important
school centre (with both primary and secondary cycles), one of the most active markets of
the region, and the main road link between Kigali (the capital city) and Gisenyi (on the
border with Zaire). In 1993, N comprised 596 inhabitants, to be compared with 509
inhabitants in 1988, an increase corresponding to an annual growth rate of 3.2%. The
corresponding population densities are exceptionally high: 787 persons per square
kilometer in 1993 as against 672 in 1988.

Agriculture constitutes the dominant occupation in N. Beans, sweet potatoes and maize
are the mainstay of local subsistence production while bananas (for beer-making), tea and
coffee (the latter in a declining proportion) are the most significant cash crops. Like
elsewhere in Rwanda, agricultural techniques remain rudimentary. Intensification of
agricultural practices is clearly not sufficient to satisfy food requirements for many
households and this compels them to look for alternative income-earning opportunities'®.
In Kanama commune, it has been estimated that only 77% of calorie, 73% of protein and
15% of lipid needs are currently met, which is comparatively low even in terms of
Rwandan standards (Government of Rwanda, 1988). Many common pastures have been
privately appropriated over the years and converted into agricultural lands. For lack of
grazeland, cattle has, therefore, practically disappeared from N. Finally, it needs to be
emphasized that the population of N is ethnically homogeneous, all the people (except
one woman) being Hutus. This ethnic homogeneity in the survey area is a particularly
helpful characteristic, since it will allow us to control for the ethnic hatred dimension
when attempting to link up rural violence with land scarcity.

The remainder of the paper comprises three sections. In Section 3, the distribution of
landholdings and the way it is influenced by market-mediated modes of land acquisition
are examined. This is with a view to determining whether population pressure has led to
an “‘involution” process affecting all local people more or less similarly, or, else, to the
marginalization or even exclusion of some categories of insiders. After a brief summary
of the main findings obta:ned so far, this line of investigation is actually continued in
Section 4, where land conflicts are scrutinized in order to see whether marginalization

19 For a study of soil degradation resulting from an insufficient intensification process to support the added
number of people in the Highland prefecture of Gikongoro, see Olson. 1994.
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and exclusion occur not only via the market but also through re-interpretations or
restrictive applications of indigenous land customs and practices. Our findings are then
used to put the civil war which tore the country apart during 1994 into the right
perspective. In Section 5, policy implications are drawn and, in particular, the question is
asked whether the establishment of formal private property rights could have alleviated
land tenure problems both from an efficiency and an equity points of view.

3. Patterns of landholdings and the impact of land transactions

3.1. Farm sizes and land fragmentation

Our sample for the year 1993 comprises 87 households out of a total of 124 households
living in N (that is, a proportion of 70%) while the size of our 1988 sample is 56
households out of a total of 108 (a proportion of 52%)'!. In constructing the samples, we
have partially followed the ‘permanent population’ approach, in the sense that we ignored
all households which joined or left the hill of N during the period 1988—1993 but retained
those which split or persisted after the father’s death in the same period. Note that two
household heads passed away between our two survey years and both of them owned
comparatively large amounts of land in 1988'%. The lands of one of these households
were inherited by the (unique) son who formed his own household after his father’s death.
As for the lands of the other deceased household head, they were transferred to non-
residents (following a land dispute which prevented the sons from inheriting) and were,
therefore, subtractecl from the land asset base available to N residents in 1993. Allowing
for splitting households, we find that 57 of the households included in the 1993 sample
can be traced back to the 1988 sample. Interestingly, for the year 1993, there are no
substantial differences in the results whether they are based on the restricted sample of 57
households coming from the 1988 survey or on the larger set of 87 households actually
interviewed in 1993. By retaining the larger sample, we do not therefore alter the
outcome of the perraanent population method while we make maximum use of the data
available to us.

Tables 1 and 2 below display the distributions of land owned and operated by the
sampled households of N, according to the size of the landholdings in the two survey
years. Table 3 provides complementary information about the distributions of land,
including the Gini coefficients and the average number of parcels per household.

A number of important features emerge from the Tables 1, 2 and 3. First, there is a high
incidence of quasi-landlessness in N and this incidence increases rapidly: thus, in 1988,
36% of the sampled households owned less than one-fourth of an hectare (which is really
a low amount, even taking account of the very high fertility of the region’s volcanic soils)
and, five years later, this proportion had climbed to about 45%. At the other end of the

' A household is considered to be forming when a married man becomes autonomous vis-a-vis his parents and
begins to live in a house and on a (inherited) land of his own. Of course, at a given point in the history of a
household, it may well ccmprise parents who have been taken in by an adult child due to their old age and it may
be headed by a woman following the husband’s death.

'2 One of them owned 2.33 ha and the other one 1.96 ha, which places them in the upper ownership strata of N.
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Table 1

Distribution of owned farmland areas as per size class

Owned farm No. of Percent of Percent of Average size Average size
size class (ha) hholds hhold number land area per hhold (ha) per person (ha)
A. Year 1988

0.00-0.25 20 35.71 10.52 0.135 0.030
0.26-0.50 20 35.71 31.26 0.401 0.079
0.51-0.75 8 14.29 19.08 0.613 0.149
0.76-1.00 5 8.93 16.03 0.823 0.118

> 1,00 3 5.36 23.11 1.979 0.424

Total 56 100.00 100.00 0.459 0.094

B. Year 1993

0.00-0.25 39 44.83 15.34 0.151 0.032
0.26-0.50 22 25.29 21.70 0.379 0.065
0.51-0.75 14 16.09 21.11 0.578 0.104
0.76-1.00 5 5.75 10.98 0.842 0.140

> 1.00 7 8.05 30.87 1.691 0.257

Total 87 100.00 100.00 0.441 0.083

Table 2

Distribution of operated farmland areas as per size class

Operated farm No. of Percent of Percent of Average size Average size
size class (ha) hholds hhold number land area per hhold (ha) per person (ha)
A. Year 1988

0.00-0.25 16 28.57 9.26 0.157 0.035
0.26-0.50 22 39.29 32.63 0.403 0.083
0.51-0.75 9 16.07 20.01 0.603 0.143
0.76-1.00 6 10.71 18.56 0.840 0.123

> 1.00 3 5.36 19.54 1.768 0.332

Total 56 100.00 100.00 0.485 0.099

B. Year 1993

0.00-0.25 32 36.78 12.53 0.147 0.034
0.26-0.50 26 29.88 24.39 0.353 0.062
0.51-0.75 17 19.54 26.48 0.587 0.105
0.76-1.00 4 4.60 8.84 0.832 0.165

> 1.00 8 9.20 27.75 1.306 0.187

Total 87 100.00 100.00 0.433 0.082

distribution spectrum, the proportion of households owning more than one hectare has
risen perceptibly between the two periods (from about 5% to 8%). Moreover, the
maximum size of owned farm area increased by 60% in the same time interval. These two
characteristics have deterrnined a noticeable increase in the inequality of landholdings
(see infra) as well as an abrupt fall of the median size of owned farms (from 0.356 to
0.295).
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Table 3
Distribution of owned and operated household farm sizes in 1988 and 1993
Mean Minimum  Maximum  Median Gini Average No. of
size size size size coefficient  parcels per
(ha) (ha) (ha) (ha) hhold. *
Owned land (1988) 0.459 0.007 2.332 0.356 0.411 9.64 (0.048)
Operated land (1988) 0.485 0.007 2.387 0.410 0.357 9.36 (0.052)
Owned land (1993) 0.441 0.007 3.733 0.295 0.436 9.64 (0.046)
Operated land (1993) 0.433 0.007 1.555 0.317 0.389 10.01 (0.043)

* Between brackets are given the average sizes of individual land parcels.

Second, the 1988 distribution of landholdings does not dominate the 1993 distribution
in the sense of first-order stochastic dominance: this results from the fact that the
cumulative distribution function for the former year crosses the cumulative distribution
function for the latte: year from below. This is evident from Table 1 since the proportion
of households owning less than half an hectare appears to have (slightly) declined
between 1988 and 1993 while the proportion of those owning less than one-fourth of an
hectare has concomi:antly (and significantly) increased (see supra). Fig. 1(a) (for owned
lands) and 1(b) (for operated lands) show clearly that when the cumulative distribution
curves are drawn on the basis of individual household data (there is no preliminary
regrouping of the deta into size classes), the 1988 and 1993 curves intersect at several
points. The absence of first-order stochastic dominance means that there can be no
unanimity about which distribution is preferable to the other: some will manifest a
preference for the 1988 distribution while others will reveal an inclination towards the
1993 distribution (Ezckhoudt and Gollier, 1995, p. 87).

To raise the question of second-order stochastic dominance comes down to asking
whether, over the wtole range of land sizes in the distribution, the deficit curve (obtained
by integrating over the cumulative distribution for land) for one distribution lies nowhere
above the deficit curve of the other while lying at least somewhere below (Atkinson,
1970). Since there is a close relationship between second-order stochastic dominance and
Lorenz dominance — the former can be regarded as the ‘primal’ and the latter as the ‘dual’
of the problem (Atkinson and Bourguignon, 1990) — and since a Lorenz curve is a more
intuitively appealing concept than a deficit curve, we will work with this more familiar
curve. A relationship of Lorenz dominance can be clearly detected from a comparison of
the Lorenz curves obtaining for 1988 and 1993 not only when the curves are drawn on the
basis of the (five) discrete land size classes used in Tables 1 and 2 but also when they are
calculated from individual household data. As can indeed be seen from Fig. 2 (based on
individual data), the 1988 distribution of owned lands Lorenz-dominates the 1993
distribution'?. The same conclusion does not however obtain for operated lands, yet it is

13 Bear in mind that the concept of second-order stochastic dominance (or, equivalently, that of Lorenz
dominance) is less stringent than that of first-order stochastic dominance: first-order implies second-order
stochastic dominance but not vice versa.
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Fig. 1. (a) Cumulative distributicn functions for landholdings — owned lands (measured in ares) 1988 and 1993.
(b) Cumulative distribution functions for landholdings — operated lands (measured in ares) 1988 and 1993.
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Fig. 2. Lorenz curves tor landholdings — owned and operated lands, 1988 and 1993.

only near the higher extremity of the distribution that the 1993 curve cuts the 1988 curve
from below.

Evolution of the Gini coefficients confirms an overall rise in the inequality of
landholdings, whether owned or operated: for owned lands, the value of this coefficient
rose from 0.411 to (.436, a significant increase given the short time interval considered'*.

Third, landholdings are extremely fragmented since, on an average, a household farm
in N consists of as many as ten plots of land (see Table 3, last column). An immediate
consequence of this situation is that parcels of land are minuscule (measuring less than

'# Note that even the latter Gini value is fower than Gini values calculated for Murang'a district, about 80 km
northeast of Nairobi (Pinckney and Kimuyu, 1994, p. 19). The comparison is instructive in so far as, like N,
Murang’a is characterized by exceptionally high population density and is relatively favourably located with
respect to market outlets. Having said that, it must be stressed that a Gini value of 0.436 is very high given the
fact that Rwanda’s rural society was known to be comparatively egalitarian even during the seventies, a feature
which was reflected in a relatively egalitarian distribution of land. It is apparently during the eighties that asset
and income distributiors started to deteriorate (Maton, 1994). Note that in the case study of a village located in
the south of the country (not far from Butare), the Gini coefficient measuring the inequality of income
distribution was recently found to be as high as 0.53 (Marijsse et al., 1994b, p. 27).
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—lgfrigpl)ir‘:ions of children in age o’ marriage still living with their parents (1988 and 1993)
Year Children aged 20-25 years Children aged 25-30 years

male female total male female total
1988 71.4% 38.9% 48.0% 20.0% 18.2% 19.2%
1993 100.0% 66.7% 80.5% 33.3% 8.3% 16.7%

0.05 ha in 1993, for both owned and operated lands)'”. Note that the average size of
operated parcels has fallen perceptibly between 1988 and 1993.

Fourth, the average (mean) size of household farms (whether owned or operated) has
decreased between 1988 znd 1993, yet this decrease is less important than the decline in
the average amount of land available per person (compare the first column of Table 3
with the last column of Tables 1 and 2, A and B)'®. This discrepancy arises because the
average size of households in N has significantly increased between 1988 and 1993: thus,
while a household contained 4.87 persons, on an average, in 1988, this number rose to
5.28 persons in 1993. What this finding seems to indicate is that growing land hunger has
the effect of making it increasingly difficult for young aduits to leave their parents and to
set up their own household. Thus, it is revealing that the average size of households
headed by relatively old persons (more than fifty years of age) increased appreciably
between 1988 and 1993 (from 3.95 to 4.26); as will be seen later (Table 14), the rise is
much more important still when only households headed by persons in their fifties are
considered. The presumption is, therefore, that youngsters in the lower landownership
classes postpone marriage owing to a lack of inheritable land and to insufficient
opportunities of acquiring additional land through the market'’. Since we do not have
data about ages at marriage, the proportion of children in age of marriage who are still
living with their parents is used as a proxy. As is evident from Table 4, the proportion of
boys living with their parents has increased noticeably between the two survey years,
whether we consider youth belonging to the 20-25 or to the 25-30 age category'®. As

13 For the sake of comparison, a recent World Bank study of four areas in Kenya (no doubt a heavily populated
country) shows that the smallest average parcel size is 0.53 ha (Migot-Adholla et al., 1994, p. 125). To
understand such an enormous difference, it must be remembered that the area of our study possesses volcanic
soils which are highly fertile.

' The considerable fall in the latter is due to a large extent to the aforementioned transfer of a comparatively
large property to non-residents following the death of a household head between 1988 and 1993.

'7 Bear in mind the recent finding that the age at marriage is being postponed, thereby causing a fall in the total
fertility rate of Rwanda (see supra, Note 5).

1% Note that the figures used in the denominators are not exact since our data miss the youth (boys and girls)
who have left N in order to take jobs, follow training programmes or move with their spouse outside the native
hill. The percentages given in the table, therefore, overestimate the dependence of children in their twenties vis-
a-vis their parents. As a consejuence, the only valid conclusion which can be drawn from the table is that,
among the youth remaining on ihe native land, there is a tendency to stay longer within the parental household.
A direct implication of this finding is the following: if there has been an acceleration in outmigration (a
phenomenon which we are unable to document), it has not proven sufficient to release the remaining youth from
the pressure of numbers on N's lands and to enable them to get emancipated from parental tutelage as early as
they would wish.
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shall be argued in the next section, such a situation is not without creating serious
tensions between older and younger members of the households.

The above situation is not specific to N but has characterized the whole region during
the eighties and early nineties. In the words of Jennifer Olson: *“Meanwhile, population
densities continued tc increase but the outlet of migration became less of an option since
almost all land in the east had been claimed and settled. The capital city Kigali offered
some opportunities for educated young people but jobs were restricted because the
economy had grown very slowly. The result was that income earned by farmers declined,
that the number and proportion of extremely poor farmers increased, and that many
young people were unable to afford marriage and foresaw a bleak future for themselves”
(Olson, 1995, p. 219). The latter phenomenon — postponement of marriage or rising
incidence of celibacy — is partly responsible for the recently observed fall in fertility rates
(see supra, Note 5). Unfortunately, this Malthusian (preventive) check entered into
operation only when the pressure of land hunger was already so high as to jeopardize
people’s livelihood. It therefore came too late to prevent population pressure on land
resources from exceeding tolerable levels.

Fifth, the incidence of various sorts of temporary land transfers (land rentals, loans and
possessory mortgages) in N is not large, especially in the latter year. This is apparently
surprising because these ways of acceding to land were quite pervasive until rather recent
times: outmigrants, old or sick persons, families with excess land would lend or rent out
parcels to land-hungry people against jugs of banana beer and various kinds of services.
Contrary to expectations, lands rented in (or borrowed or taken under a mortgage
contract) as a percentage of lands operated in our sample has decreased dramatically from
about 11% in 1988 to barely 5% in 1993 (see infra, Table 8). A plausible explanation for
this evolution is that the need for temporary transfers has been reduced because of the
growing practice of anticipated distributions of family land from father to sons (see infra)
which act as a functional equivalent of such transfers. Moreover, owing to the increasing
general scarcity of land, households with excess land to dispose of are becoming fewer,
with the result that the demand arising from households with a deficit is being
increasingly rationed: owing to lack of supply, the land rental market tends to vanish.
Finally, there is a growing tendency to refuse to rent out land to strangers in a context of
increased social tensions.

Land rentals and other temporary transfers have had a moderate impact on the situation
of the lowest landowning groups. As is evident from a comparison of Tables 1 and 2, the
proportion of households with less than one-fourth of an hectare is somewhat smaller
when operated rather than owned lands are considered (29% as against 36% in 1988 and
37% as against 45% in 1993). As for the (cumulative) proportion of households with less
than half an hectare, it also falls, but only slightly, when allowance is made for land
rentals: from 71% to 68.0% in 1988 and from 70% to 67% in 1993. In addition, the
average farm size per household member in the quasi-landless group increased from
0.030 to 0.035 ha in 1988 and from 0.032 to 0.034 ha in 1993 thanks to non-sale land
transactions. Also, the median farm size for operated lands is larger than that for owned
lands, more significantly so in 1988 when the incidence of these transactions was
relatively important (see Table 3). Finally, we expect the role of non-sale land
transactions as a facior mitigating land endowment differentials to be reflected in lower
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Gini values for operated lands. This is confirmed in Table 3 from where it is apparent that
the Gini value decreases by more than 10% between owned and operated lands. The same
finding comes out of a comparison of Lorenz curves for both types of land in either year:
the distribution of operated land Lorenz-dominates the distribution of owned land (see
Fig. 2).

3.2. The importance of off-farm monetary incomes

Since most landholdings are small. and since no technological breakthrough has
occurred in agriculture to drive land productivity up in a significant and continuous
manner, it is evident that the residents of N must rely on off-farm incomes to be able to
make ends meet. An idez regarding the incidence of alternative income sources and its
relationship to landownership position can be gleaned from Table 5. A first thing to note
is that a large majority of the sampled households currently earn off-farm incomes,
whether from wage labour or from independent craftsmanship (essentially, carpentry,
brick-making, sawing, and petty commerce): this was the case for almost 63% of them in
1988 (35 out of a total of 36 households) and for 69% of them in 1993 (60 out of a total of
87). If attention is limited to regular off-farm incomes only, these proportions decrease to
48% (27/56 households) and 45% (39/87), respectively. Yet, if we club together (see
column 7 in Table 5) the households currently earning regular off-farm incomes with
those which earned such incomes for at least five consecutive years sometime in the past
but do not earn them any more in the present (usually old persons who have stopped
working altogether), the proportions work out to 71% (40/56 households) and 64%
(56/87), respectively.

As for the relationship between ownership position and access to regular off-farm
incomes, it is a priori ambiguous since it is the net outcome of two contradictory forces,
one running from ownership position to off-farm incomes and the other going in the
opposite direction. On the one hand, households located at the lowest rungs of the
landownership ladder are those most in need to supplement their on-farm agricultural
incomes with off-farm incomes and they are, therefore, expected to be most actively
searching for the corresponding employment opportunities. Yet, on the other hand,
households with a privileged access to such off-farm sources of income have the
wherewithal to purchase land and enlarge their farms. In a world characterized by a lot of
uncertainty about future economic prospects, highly imperfect capital markets, risky
labour markets and doubtful returns to education, it indeed makes sense for people with
ready cash to invest in land since this continues to be the safest asset available.

It must be stressed that the first effect above can be defeated if capital or liquidity
constraints, or underdeveloped credit markets, hinder poor households from setting up a
non-farm business in contrast to wealthier households who can rely on their own cash
resources. Also, poor households may have a more difficult access to (rationed) wage
employment because they are excluded from patronage relationships which in Rwanda
are the normal basis for obtaining such an employment. Bear in mind that private
patronage relationships in rural areas are usually intertwined with the all-pervasive
networks of the political establishment at communal and upper levels, and this is not a
minor fact in a country where many regular job opportunities are controlled by political
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authorities (de Lame, 1996, pp. 296-297). When the second aforementioned effect
outweighs the first effect, off-farm employment strengthens inequality by giving rise to a
cumulative process of land accumulation in the hands of the better-endowed households
while in the reverse case off-farm employment instead causes incomes to equalize among
households unequally endowed in land assets.

The results displayed in Table 5 unfortunately show that it is the former, disequalizing
process that is at work in N. As a matter of fact, contrary to what has been generally
observed in Asia and in some African countries (see, e.g. Ho, 1979 for Taiwan, Walker
and Ryan, 1990 for India, Liedholm and Kilby, 1989 for Thailand, Nigeria and Sierra
Leone — evidence for Burkina Faso is more ambiguous, as shown in Reardon et al., 1992),
off-farm income earnings do not compensate for poor land endowments. The relationship
between off-farm incomes and landholdings appears to be positive rather than inverse:
thus, the average farm size among households which have no history of regular off-farm
incomes and currently earn only farm incomes is significantly lower than the size
obtaining for households earning regular off-farm incomes or having earned such
incomes in the past for at least five consecutive years (statistical significance is obtained
at 1% confidence level for both survey years)'®. More precisely, the area owned per
household with present or past experience of regular off-farm incomes was 0.51 ha in
1993 (0.55ha in 1988) to be compared with less than 0.20 ha for other types of
households (0.24 ha in 1988). Differences in ownership position remain significant when
the area owned (or operated) per household member is considered instead of the area per
household. On the other hand, differences between farm sizes owned or operated by
households with no experience of regular off-farm incomes (see column 5) and those
owned or operated by households which currently earn irregular off-farm incomes (see
columns 3 and 4) are not statistically significant. Again, this result holds true whether the
average farm size is calculated in terms of households or in terms of household members.

It is worth noting, however, that in the 1993 sample the biggest landowner earned only
agricultural incomes and did not have any history of regular off-farm incomes (thus
illustrating the first aforementioned effect). By including it in column 5, we would have
increased the variance to such an extent that all comparisons with other categories would
have been completely distorted (see the footnote in Table 4). It must, therefore, be borne
in mind that the conclusion stated above holds true, for 1993, only because we have ruled
out an atypical case. Granted this exception, it is correct to say that, in N, households with
no access to regular off-farm income opportunities are households owning and operating
comparatively small farms. The actual dynamic process underlying such a relationship
can be described thus: following increasing subdivision of land property as a result of
rapid population growth or loss of land as a result of exogenous shocks (such as the
abrupt fall in cash income receipts from coffee sales), households which do not have
complementary sources of income move down the land ownership ladder while those
which benefit from ttese sources are able to make up for the reduction of the agricultural
asset base by purchasing land.

19 Remittances from relatives working as regular wage-earners in rather distant places (mainly Kigali) are
included in the first colurn of the table. There are no remittances from irregular employments in our sample.
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3.3. Modes of land acquisition

Many empirical studies converge to show that, in Sub-Saharan Africa, the major mode
of land acquisition contires to be inheritance. This is true even in countries where such
mode of acquisition is more likely to lose importance, namely countries where land titling
programmes have been more or less systematically implemented in the countryside
(Kenya, Zimbabwe, Uganda, Zambia) and in countries characterized by high population
densities (Kenya, Rwanda, Burundi, Malawi). Table 6 below presents in a synthetic
manner the findings of a number of case studies regarding the relative importance of two
modes of land acquisition: inheritance and various kinds of gifts on the one hand and
purchases through the market on the other. These studies have been conducted in sixteen
different areas located in six countries possessing at least one of the two aforementioned
characteristics (Kenya, Rwanda, Burundi, Uganda, Malawi, Zambia).

Table 7 reports the same findings for our own study area. Two striking results emerge
from the inspection of Tables 6 and 7. First, the role of purchases in the formation of land
property is much larger in N than in most other locations for which similar data are
available (in fact, only ir: Uganda is this role slightly larger): in 1993, the proportion of
parcels acquired through purchases was two and a half times as high in N as the average
proportion calculated over the sixteen areas referred to in Table 6. Moreover, when our
results are compared specifically with those of a World Bank study on three areas of
Rwanda (Gitarama, Butare, and Ruhengeri), we find that, as a mode of acquiring land,
purchases are considerab'y more important in N than in these three other locations: on an

Table 6
Modes of acquisition of land: evidence from 16 areas located in six different countries (Kenya, Rwanda,
Burundi, Uganda, Malawi, Zambia)

Percent of parcels acquired through:

inheritance or gifts (%) market purchases (%)

All six countries (16 areas)

range 31-94 0-45

average 62.8 16.1

median 61.5 14.5
Rwanda (3 areas)

range 49-55 3-17

average 52.7 9.3

median 54.0 8.0
Burundi (4 areas)

range 44-91 0-25

average 68.0 15.5

median 68.5 18.5

2 Source: The table has been constructed on the basis of the following sources: Migot-Adholla et al., 1991,
p. 162; Migot-Adholla et al., 1994. p. 126: Swallow, 1994, p. 16. The sixteen areas forming the sample are
distributed thus: four in Kenya (Madzu, Lumakanda, Kianjogu, Mweiga), four in Burundi (Giharo, Giheta,
Matana, Muhuta); three in Rwanda (Ruhengeri, Butare, Gitarama); two in Uganda (Mpigi, Kabale) and Zambia
(Southern, Eastern); and one in Malawi (Lilongwe).
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Table 7

Distribution of owned land by mode of acquisition (1988 and 1993)

Mode of parcel No. of Total area Average area Total number Total area
acquisition parcels (ha) per parcel (ha)  of parcels (%) (%)
A. Year 1988

Inheritance 360 18.030 0.050 66.67 70.18
Gifts 10 0.277 0.028 1.85 1.08
Purchases 170 7.383 0.043 31.48 28.74
Total 540 25.690 0.048 100.00 100.00
B. Year 1993

Inheritance 457 20912 0.046 54.47 54.52
Gifts 41 2244 0.055 4.89 5.85
Purchases 341 15.204 0.045 40.64 39.63
Total 839 38.360 0.046 100.00 100.00

average, their incidence is more than 3-4 times larger in the former than in the latter areas
(depending on which year is considered). The same holds true, albeit to a lesser extent,
for Burundi. Second, changes in the distribution of lands owned by mode of acquisition
are astonishingly rapid in N. As a matter of fact, the proportion of parcels acquired
through purchases has increased by as many as nine percentage points in a short interval
of only five years. The increase is still more important when measured in terms of total
area. Combined with the findings of Table 5, this suggests that land ownership position
increasingly depends on the ability to earn regular off-farm monetary incomes and less on
forefathers’ wealth transmitted through inheritance™.

It bears emphasis taat the rapidly increasing activity of the land market in N takes place
in spite of its largely illegal character. Indeed, for land under customary or occupancy
rights, sales are allowed only if the seller can prove that he would retain at least two
hectares of land so as to be able to ensure the subsistence of himself and his family. As for
the buyer, he will get the necessary authorization from the government only if ‘“he can
provide a valuable reason for acquiring land such as not being already in possession of a
landholding exceeding two hectares in size...” (decree No. 09/76 of 1976, Marich 4, art.
3 and arts. 82-83). In other words, below a critical size of two hectares, land property is
permitted to be neither alienated nor subdivided or fragmented (for more details, see
Ruhashyankiko, 1985, pp. 15-18, Gasasira, 1993)*'. From the pattern of landownership
highlighted in Table 1, it is evident that all sales of land parcels in N are in violation of

20 Note that variations in average size of individual parcels of land according to mode of acquisition are not
statistically significant.

2! Bear in mind that in Rwanda *all non-registered land belongs to the state on which individuals are granted
exclusive private and inv-olable usufruct rights, protected by the law™ (Blarel, 1994, p. 81). Yet, as a matter of
principle, traditional land owners and tenants are allowed to convert their rights to full ownership by registering
their land (ibidem; see also Ruhashyankiko, 1985, pp. 12-13). In actual practice, however, this opportunity does
not exist because registration procedures have not been established.
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Table 8

Distributions of operated area by mode of access in 1988 and 1993

Mode of access No. of parcels  Total area (ha) Average area Total number Total area

to the land per parcel (ha) of parcels (%) (%)

A. Year 1988

Permanent transfers 531 23.909 0.045 91.71 88.76
Inheritance/Gifts 361 16.526 0.046 62.35 61.35
Purchases 170 7.383 0.043 29.36 27.41
Temporary transfers 48 3.030 0.063 8.29 11.24

Land borrowals 11 1.132 0.102 1.90 4.20
Possessory mortgages 12 0.496 0.041 2.07 1.84
Land rentals 25 1.402 0.056 4.32 5.20
All access modes 579 26.939 0.046 100.00 100.00

B. Year 1993

Permanent transfers 828 35.799 0.043 95.06 95.06
Inheritance/Gifts 487 20.595 0.042 55.91 54.69
Purchases 341 15.204 0.045 39.15 40.37
Temporary transfers 43 1.862 0.043 4.94 494

Land borrowals 13 0.630 0.048 1.49 1.67
Possessory mortgages 8 0.248 0.031 0.92 0.66
Land rentals 22 0.984 0.045 2.52 2.61
All access modes 871 37.661 0.043 100.00 100.00

the l2azw: local inhabitants are too poorly endowed in land to be allowed to part with some
of it™.

We have already emphasized that the incidence of land rentals and other forms of
temporary land transfers is relatively small in N and was actually declining in a
significant manner between 1988 and 1993. A precise idea of these phenomena can be
made on the basis of Tab.e 8 where distributions of land operated by mode of access are
displayed for both survey years™. It may also be observed that few lands are held under
possessory mortgages or acquired (directly) through foreclosure. Yet, it should not be
inferred from this finding that lands are rarely foreclosed in N. In actual fact, when land
parcels are foreclosed, tae lenders concerned usually dispose of them in the market
instead of keeping them to enlarge their own property. This is not because lenders are
unwilling to enlarge their landholding but rather because the location of the parcels

22 The intense activity of the Jand market in N is perhaps also surprising given the fact that N belongs to an area
of the country (the highland northwest) which long resisted the Tutsi rule in the pre-independence period and
where, as a result, customary land tenure based on lineage ownership was not directly attacked by the new
agrarian relations of the patron-<client type established by the Tutsi cattle-owners (André, 1994, p. 202; Olson,
1995).

2 Operated land is obtained by subtracting from owned land the amount of land rented (or loaned) out or
mortgaged to creditors.and by adding the amount of land rented (or loaned) in or taken under possessory
mortgage. Note that while in 1988 net renting in of land was positive, the reverse was true in 1993. Also, the
drastic decline in the percentage of total operated area rented in between the two survey years (from 11 to 5%) is
largely due to the dramatic fall of the average size of parcels borrowed by the sample households (from roughly
0.1 to 0.05 ha).
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foreclosed may not be suitable and the lenders, therefore, prefer to sell them and use the
sale proceeds to acquire in the (active) land market parcels that are better situated
(meaning usually that they are closer to the household compound). As a result, such
parcels appear in Table 8 (or in Table 7) as lands acquired through market purchases and
not as lands foreclosed.

On the other hand, in many cases lands which are mortgaged remain under the control
of the borrower as lorg as he is not considered as defaulting. For example, in order to
insure participants in local fontines (informal rotating savings and credit associations)
against the risk of free riding on the part of anyone of them, their lands are liable to be
seized should the owners renege on their obligations (note, interestingly, that such
mortgages are always attested by a written document), yet they continue to be cultivated
by them as long as they do not violate the rules of the tontine. When a member stops
contributing to the deposit scheme after having received the pot, his land is seized by the
group and, since it is physically impossible to divide it among the other members (whose
number may be as high as 20), it is sold in the market and the sale proceeds are then
shared among them.

3.4. The disequalizing impact of the land sales market

Before inquiring into the reasons that drive people to sell land, a natural question to ask
is whether activation of the land market has the effect of mitigating or accentuating
inequalities in land endowments. In order to answer this question, a useful way to proceed
consists in decomposing the Gini coefficients (for 1988 and 1993) so as to measure the
(percentage) contributions to overall inequality in land distribution of inequality in each
of the two following components: inheritance and gifts, on the one hand, and market
purchases on the other. The calculation procedure followed is the standard one of writing
the overall Gini as the weighted average of the pseudo-Ginis for the kth source of land
property with the weights corresponding to the share of that source in the total amount of
land owned**.

From the results displayed in Table 9, it can be seen that if inheritance and gifts
account for the major part of the inequality of landholdings in N, the share of that
component source is rapidly diminishing. Put in another way, the percentage contribution

Eit::lsrr?position of Gini coefficients by mode of acquisition of land owned (1988 and 1993) *
Year Gini coefficient  Inheritance and gifts Market purchases

G; Gf w; Pi Gn G, Wi Pm
1988 0.411 0.470 0.439 0.713 76.1%  0.396 0.342 0.287 23.9%
1993 0.436 0.508 0.385 0.604 533%  0.666 0514 0.396 46.7%

? pr stands for the percentage contribution of inequality in the kth land component to total inequality in land
owned. For the other symbols used in the table, see the explanation in the text.

** Bear in mind that the pseudo-Gini coefficient for a particular component of inequality is the Gini that would
be obtained if households were ranked in terms of their total (rather than component) landholding.
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of market purchases to overall inequality of land distribution has increased tremendously,
starting from less than ore-fourth in 1988 to approach one-half five years later, in 1993,
It may be borne in mind that (see Fei et al., 1978):

G = wiG} + wnG, = wiRG; + wuRy G,

where G, stands for the true partial Gini coefficient for the kth land component (k = i, m
where i refers to inheritance and gifts and m to market purchases); G; stands for the
pseudo-Gini; wy is the weight corresponding to the relative share of the kth land
component in the total amount owned; and R, = Cor(L,, r;)/Cor{Ly, r;), where the
numerator is the coefficient of correlation between the amount of land obtained from the
kth source and househo.d ranking for all lands owned while the denominator is the
correlation coefficient bztween the same amount of land and household ranking for
owned lands of the kth type. From Table 9, it is apparent that the rising percentage
contribution of the market component to total inequality in landholdings is the outcome
of three forces: (1) the weight of the market component increased noticeably between
1988 and 1993, causing a corresponding reduction in the weight of the inheritance
component; (2) the partial true Gini coefficient for the market component increased much
more than the inheritance component; and (3) the relative correlation coefficient R,
(equal to the pseudo-Gini divided by the true Gini for the kth component) decreased
appreciably for both the market and the inheritance components (from 0.864 to 0.772 and
from 0.934 to 0.758, respectively).

Table 10 brings complementary evidence of the disequalizing impact of land sales
transactions in N. There are clear tendencies emerging from this table. First, a majority of
households did buy land at some point of their history: 66% in 1988 and 59% in 1993.
Furthermore, almost all households belonging to the three higher landholding groups
were in this situation compared to only about one-third for the lowest group. Second, a
high proportion of households in all landholding groups happen to have sold some land in
the past, yet the overall proportion has significantly increased between 1988 and 1993
(from slightly more than one-half to more than two-thirds). Third, from information
gathered in 1988, we find that more than one-third of the quasi-landless households
(owning less than one-fourth of an hectare) did sell land sometime in the past but could
never afford to buy any; by contrast, the proportion falls to 15% for households owning
between one-fourth and one-half of an hectare and to 6% for those owning more than
one-half. Differences are still more striking in 1993 since, by then, almost one-half of the
quasi-landless househo.ds were found to be exclusively land sellers, whereas the
proportions were 27 and hardly 4%, respectively, for the other two (higher) household
categories.

Conversely, almost one-third of the households in 1988 and still more in 1993 were
simultaneously buyers and sellers of land, which suggests that sellers may entertain the
hope of buying back land in the near future, if needed. Such a belief, as pointed out by
Basu (1986), may support an active land market as a self-reinforcing equilibrium. One
may surmise that the shift from an equilibrium where land market is rather inactive —
“individuals hesitate to sell land because land turnover is low, and it is their hesitation
which, in turn, reinforces the low turnover” (Basu, 1986, p. 164) — to the present
equilibrium where the opposite holds true has been caused by a succession of forced sales
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Table 11
Relationship between position on the land market and access to off-farm income opportunities (1988 and 1993)
Access to off-farm income Proportion of hholds which  Proportion of hholds which
opportunities bought land sold tand but did not buy any
Among hholds currently earn.ng ROFI 1988: 21/27 (77.8%) 1988: 3/27 (11.1%)

1993: 30/39 (76.9%) 1993: 6/39 (15.4%)
Among hholds with an history of ROFI and 1988: 13/13 (100.0%) 1988: 0/13 (0.0%)
currently earning only Al or JOFI 1993: 17/17 (100.0%) 1993: 0/17 (0.0%)
Among hholds with no present or past 1988: 3/16 (18.7%) 1988: 8/16 (50.0%)
experience of ROFI 1993: 4/31 (12.9%) 1993: 20/31 (64.5%)

made under distress conditions (more about this in a moment). Fourth, especially from
the 1993 data, it appears that land purchased as a percentage of total land owned is much
smaller in the lowest landholding group than in all the other groups. Particularly worth
noting is the following fact: the second lowest landholding group (owning between 0.25-
0.50 ha) is poorly endowed despite the fact that more than 40% of its lands have been
acquired through market purchases (whether in 1988 or in 1993).

Table 11 confirms the crucial link between position on the land market and access to
off-farm income opportunities. It can indeed be seen that in both survey years a large
majority of the sample households with either a present (first row) or a past experience
(second row) of regular off-farm incomes (ROFI) have been able to purchase land. This is
actually true for all of those which earned such incomes during at least five consecutive
years in the past. In faci, the minority of households presently earning ROFI and having
not yet bought land are all households which have enjoyed access to these opportunities
for only a short time. Conversely, less than one-fifth of the households with no past or
present experience of ROFI have purchased land sometime in their life cycle. On the
other hand, at least half of them are in the predicament of having sold land without having
ever been able to buy any. By contrast, this is true for relatively few of the households
presently earning ROFI and for none of those which could earn ROFI during at least five
consecutive years in the past.

3.5. Motives for land sales transactions

In order to understand the motives prompting the inhabitants of N to participate so
actively in the land market, 247 cases of rather recent land sales have been investigated.
Note that the households concerned do not necessarily belong to our sample. A
classification of the reasons called up by these households to account for their disposal of
land parcels is presented in Table 12.

The most striking result is the very large incidence of distress sales®®: indeed, as many
as 65% of land sales have been motivated by the need to finance emergency expenditures,

25 As pointed out by Kaushik Basu, distress sales comprise an amorphous category (Basu, 1986, p. 172). Yet, in
this case, sales of land parcels for the purposes of financing emergency expenditures (such as food and
medicine), repaying debts or meeting social expenses are generally made by poor people under stress conditions
and their categorization as distress sales is, therefore, largely correct.
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Table 12
Motives for land sales (on the basis of a sample of 247 land transactions)
Frequency Percent
A. Distress sales
Subsistence consumption (food and health) 75 30.4%
Social expenditures (baptisms, funerals, weddings) * 29 i1.8
Inconsiderate consumption 10 4.0
Litigation expenses and var.ous fees (including bribes) 41 16.6
Debt repayment 5 2.0
Sub-total 160 64.8%
B. Others
Bad location of the land 16 6.5%
Reshuffling of land property 8 32
Wealth reallocation 40 16.2
house construction 9 3.7
emigration 24 9.7
schooling expenditures 2 0.8
others 5 2.0
Old age and lack of manpower 6 2.4
Bad quality of the land 6 24
Good market conditions 6 24
Miscellaneous or undefined N 2.0
Sub-total 97 35.2%
Total 247 100.0%

2 This includes transport costs incurred to visit relatives on social occasions (one case).
® In almost all the cases, the problem mentioned is the distance of the land parcels from the house which makes
protection difficult against the risk of theft.

to repay debts or to meet social exigencies. Especially worth singling out is the fact that,
in more than 30% of the cases, it is the sheer need for survival that has forced the
household to part with a fraction of its landholding. In addition, almost 17% of land sales
have occurred because the household had to incur litigation expenses usually connected
with land disputes or to pay various kinds of fees (including bribes paid to judges with a
view to influencing court decisions). Under the category “inconsiderate consumption”
are included all cases where the proceeds from land sale went to financing superfluous
consumption expenditures (including drinking), sparking off complaints about wealth
dilapidation among local villagers. On the other hand, in about one-third of the cases,
there is a good presumption that land sales transactions have fostered efficiency. This is
particularly likely to be so when lands are sold because they are badly located (usually
due to excessive distance from the owner’s house), because the owner wants to rationalize
his property — these two cases represent roughly 10% of the total —, or because he aims at
reallocating his weelth (16% of the cases), such as when he uses the sale proceeds to
construct a new house, to finance a migratory move or schooling expenditures, etc.

We have also inquired into the reasons for which the above 247 land parcels were
purchased. Unfortunately, the answers thus gathered are difficult to interpret given
insufficient probing into the peculiar situation of the land buyer. Thus, for example, we
find that a majority of land purchases in N (more than half of them) have been motivated
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by the desire to enlarge landholdings, yet in most of these cases there is doubt about why
enlargement was sought. In about 25% of the cases, people said that they had cash to
invest or that they wanted to get cash incomes from the parcel purchased (through the
planting of bananas or eucalyptus trees, the collection of clay for the manufacturing of
tiles, etc). Yet, we cannct systematically ascertain whether the investment was part of a
subsistence or an expansion strategy, or was motivated by the desire to insure against
landlessness in the next generation of the family. The same ambiguity holds true for the
cases of land purchases referred to as “good purchase opportunities” (about 4% of the
total). This being said, impressionistic accounts suggest that subsistence considerations
were predominant in the majority of the cases. As for those purchases justified by the
need to get parcels close Lo the owner’s house (6.5% of the registered cases), they reflect a
situation of growing insecurity in the area (risk of theft when the land is located at some
distance from the owner’s house compound).

Table 13 is based on records of land sales made by our 1993 sample of 87 households.
It is designed in a way that allows to test whether there exists a relationship between the
motives for selling land (either distress circumstances or other motives) and the present
size (in 1993) of the seller’s landholding. It is noteworthy that three-fourths of land sales
have been distress sales (an even higher proportion than in the sample used in Table 12).
Also, distress sales are not concentrated in the lowest landholding groups, thereby
indicating that households are losing property at all rungs of the ownership ladder?®.
Some particulars deserve to be mentioned. Thus, in the 0.51-0.75 size group, out of 15
distress sales, 12 concern land parcels which have been sold to meet food needs (one
parcel) or to finance health expenditures (11 parcels) by old persons earning only

2% Since, under distress condizions, households usually sell one parcel of land at a time and since parcels are
minuscule (see supra), descending down the five-category ownership scale may actually take many years. The
same actually holds true of households which are climbing up the ladder: they indeed accumulate land property
in a gradual manner by purchasing a land parcel as soon as they have earned enough regular off-farm incomes to
be able to do so. Thus, if we measure mobility along the ownership scale between 1988 and 1993 (corresponding
to a time interval of only five years), we must expect it to be rather low. This is confirmed by looking at the
transition matrix of per housetold distribution of land owned (not shown here) and by computing a summary
measure of mobility such as the distance measure (MD) from this matrix. The value of MD is (.054 and, if the
number of fractiles used in the transition matrix is raised from five to ten in order to follow more closely
movements along the landownership scale, the MD value increases but only to 0.066.

Bear in mind that the distance measure takes the extent of “off-diagonalness™ or distance from the diagonal
into account when representing the degree of mobility (Swaminathan, 1988; Lanjouw, 1992, pp. 180-181). The
value of MD is equal to zero w1en all non-diagonal cells are empty and a value of one when mobility is perfect,
i.e. when ones are observed in the cells along the diagonal from the top right-hand corner to the lower left-hand
corner (except for the middle fractile), i.e. when the greatest distances have been jumped. It is formally defined
as

n n
MD = 3% (i - j)’my/max
i=] j=1

where m;; refers to the probability of occurring in the cell corresponding to row i and column j, # to the number
of fractiles used in the transition matrix and max is the maximum value that MD can take on (when mobility is
perfect). When n is odd, max is given by
n—1\’
+ 3 .

(n--1)72

max:2[ Z (i —n)?
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Table 13

Motives for sales of land parcels as per size class of owned farms (based on cases reported by the 1993 sample of
87 households)

Motives for land sales 0.00-0.25ha 0.26-0.50ha 0.51-0.75ha 0.76-1.00ha > 1.00 ha Total

Distress sales 67 29 15 7 6 124
(82.7%) (80.5%) (57.7%) (87.5%) (37.5%) (74.2%)

Other motives 14 7 11 1 10 43
(17.3%) (19.5%) (42.3%) (12.5%) (62.5%) (25.8%)

Total 81 36 26 8 16 167

(100.0%) (100.0%) (100.0%) (100.0%) (100.0%) (100.0%)

agricultural or irregular off-farm incomes. In the 0.76-1.00 group, six out of the seven
distress sales concern the same old person who comes from a founder (big landowning)
lineage and gradually disposes of his property in order to pay for his food (2 parcels),
health (3 parcels) and fee (1 parcel) expenditures. He earns only agricultural incomes.
Finally, in the highest size group, five of the six distress sales concern again the same
person who is compelled to sell his land (he earns only agricultural incomes) to meet food
(1 parcel), health (3 parcels) and social (1 parcel) expenditures.

It could be argued that sales of land to meet subsistence needs in old age are not
genuine distress events insofar as old persons dissave by disposing of assets accumulated
earlier in their life cycle. (In other words, land sales in old age could be the outcome of
intertemporal welfare maximization). This is nevertheless ignoring that, due to such
disposals, the family patrimony is being eroded with the consequence that lands
bequeathed to younger generations tend to shrink further and further, thus giving rise to
increasing intergenerational inequality of landholdings. As will be seen now, and in
Section 4, this is a serious problem that lies at the heart of many tensions in the everyday
life of N’s inhabitants.

3.6. Intergenerational inequality of landholdings

Table 14 sets out to explore possible relationships between the age of household heads
and the size of landholdings. The exercise is actually quite conclusive since it shows
clearly that households headed by relatively old persons have much more land per
household member than younger households. Thus, in 1988, the average amount of land
owned (operated) per person when the household head is between 20-50 years of age was
0.070 (0.085) ha compared to 0.152 (0.137) ha for older households (whose heads are at
least 50 years old). For 1993, the figures are, respectively, 0.067 (0.065) and 0.119
(0.122) ha®’. All these differences are statistically significant at 5% confidence level. In
1988, the relationship between age of the household head and land owned per person is

27 Note that the average land owned per person is much lower in 1993 than in 1988, which is due to the fact
that an old person (a descendant of a founder lineage) who owned a considerable amount of land on N’s scale
died between the two survey years. Since, following a land dispute, all his lands were transferred outside N
(instead of going to his sons), the land endowment per person in younger age classes was bound to decrease.
This decline is nevertheless less important than the fall in endowments of older age classes so that the agewise
difference in land owned per person is smaller in 1993 than in 1988.
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Table 14

Household head age groups and their owned or operated farm area per household and per household member
(1988 and 1993)

Age group of hhold No. of Average Owned farm area (ha) Operated farm area (ha)
head (years) hholds hhold size

per hhold per person per hhold per person
A. Year 1988
20-29 11 4.09 0.266 0.065 0.360 0.088
30-39 17 5.76 0.394 0.068 0.461 0.084
4049 8 6.38 0.505 0.079 0.519 0.081
50-59 11 4.09 0.457 0.112 0.475 0.116
>60 9 3.78 0.778 0.206 0.804 0.166
Total 56 487 0.459 0.094 0.485 0.099
B. Year 1993
20-29 7 2.86 0.145 0.051 0.172 0.060
30-39 22 5.64 0.344 0.061 0.371 0.066
40-49 28 6.71 0.509 0.076 0.454 0.068
50-59 6 6.00 0.834 0.139 0.822 0.137
> 60 24 3.83 0.438 0.114 0.443 0.116
Total 87 5.28 0.441 0.083 0.433 0.082

continuously positive, whereas in 1993 the latter starts to diminish once household heads
pass the 60 years threshold. However, land endowment per person in this highest age
category remains significantly larger than in the 20-50 years age groups (and the
difference between the two higher age categories remains statistically nonsignificant,
even in 1993).

3.7. Summary

The following salient conclusions emerge from the above empirical analysis. First,
there is rising inequality of land endowments and, more worrisome, increasing incidence
of absolute poverty resul:ing from quasi-landlessness coupled with absence of regular off-
farm incomes>®. As a matter of fact, access to regular off-farm income opportunities tends
to accentuate rather than mitigate inequalities in land endowments through the operation
of an active (and illegal) land market (which implies that customary restrictions on land
sales have largely disappeared). In this market, many land parcels are sold under distress
conditions and purchased by people with regular non-agricultural incomes. Therefore,
rather than a process of “involution”, what we find at work in N are dispossession
mechanisms driving vulnerable sections of the population (people deprived of access to
regular off-farm incomes) below the subsistence margin. Second, the aforementioned

28 According to some estimate based on aggregate data, the proportion of rural people with a daily intake of
less than 1,600 calories has risen from barely 9% in 1982 to a staggering 40% in 1990 and much more in the
following years. Even if these estimates have to be considered with utmost caution, the incontrovertible fact
remains that absolute poverty has increased at an amazing speed since the early eighties in rural Rwanda (Maton,
1994, p. 38).
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disequalizing processes occur at such a breakneck pace that change is clearly perceptible
even within a short time interval of only five years. (According to some reports, land
distribution remained relatively equal in Rwanda until the early eighties). Third, the
ability of land rental markets as well as traditional forms of temporary land transfers to
correct inequalities in land endowments seems to be rapidly diminishing. Fourth, children
tend to stay longer with their parents and to delay their marriage for lack of land in which
to set up an independent household. Fifth, there is a rising intergenerational inequality of
landholdings that reflects the increasingly difficult situation in which younger households
are being trapped whea they cannot rely on alternative income opportunities.

In the following, we intend to go beyond the quantitative evidence summarized above
in order to get a better understanding of the way social relationships are affected in a
society caught in the predicament of growing population pressure on land resources. In
particular, we want to know whether the rising inequality in the distribution of land
obtained through inheritance and gifts (see Table 9) is a reflection of an increasingly
exclusionary character of evolving customary rules of land tenure. As a matter of fact, it
is not only through disress sales (or through land foreclosure) that people may lose land
but also through loss of customary rights of access. A detailed analysis of occurring land
conflicts is actually a privileged way to obtain reliable answers to that question and, more
generally, to gain deep insights into the social crisis crippling the rural society under
study.

4. Land disputes, social crisis and violence
4.1. An overview

Careful observation of everyday life in N reveals a large incidence of all sorts of
conflicts, ranging from land-related disputes to conjugal tensions, non-fulfilment of
(implicit) contractual cbligations and thefts. Moreover, a good number of these conflicts
lead to emotional outbursts of anger and bouts of sheer violence (under the form of
destruction of assets, thefts, threats of poisoning and physical assaults with machetes)
which official authorities cannot always repress. Generally, however, conflicts are
resolved through customary channels or, possibly, by appeal to official ‘“modern™
agencies although tensions and hatred often subsist between the contending parties. In
many of the cases handled by the latter agencies, it is noteworthy that losers are
compelled to sell land parcels to pay all the costs involved (including fines imposed by
the judge). This finding bears out the evidence presented earlier (and derived from a large
sample of land sale transactions) that litigation expenses and fines constitute an important
cause of distress sales of land (see supra, Table 12).

Table 15 allows us to have a rough idea about the relative importance of various types
of conflicts as assesszd from two different investigation methods: (i) a day-to-day
recording, by two customary mediators (out of the four existing in N), of all the disputes
referred to them during a one-year period (from January 1993 to January 1994), and (ii) a
specific inquiry among the 87 households comprising the 1993 sample about the conflicts
in which they themselves have been involved. Assuming that half of the conflicts are
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Table 15

Incidence and characteristics ¢f conflicts in N

Nature of conflicts Source A * Source B ®

Land disputes around 28 41.2% 72 45.6%
succession 11 16.2% 36 20.3%
land transactions, gifts.. .. 9 13.2% 16 10.1%
land boundaries 8 11.8% 24 15.2%

Interpersonal conflicts 22 32.3% 53 33.5%
conjugal conflicts 10 14.7% 28 17.7%
others 12 17.6% 25 15.8%

Other conflicts 18 26.5% 33 20.9%
thefts 4 5.9% 12 7.6%
debt defaulting 4 5.9% 15 9.5%
wandering of animals 3 4.4% 5 32%
others 7 10.3% 1 0.6%

Total 68 100.0% 158 100.0%

* The conflicts in this column are those which have been referred during the period running from January 1993
to January 1994 to either of the two sampled mediators operating in N (there are four mediators in total).

" The conflicts in this column a“e those in which the households belonging to our 1993 sample reported to have
been involved recently or in the past.

reported to the two sampled mediators, we reach the conclusion that there has been more
than one conflict per household (68 x 2/124), or about one conflict every three days
during the year 1993, These are truly high ratios, given the fact that only serious conflicts
are referred to mediators who call for many witnesses and give a public character to their
procedures and judgements. The number of conflicts recorded on the basis of the second
approach (see source B ir: the table) is obviously an underestimation of the reality owing
to the limitations of the interview method for questions that possibly involve a recall of
events located in a distant past.

This being reckoned, it is striking that the relative shares of various types of conflicts
do not differ significantly between the two methods used to assess them. Yet, it must be
emphasized that in both cases the relative incidence of land disputes is grossly
underestimated. This is because many interpersonal conflicts (including conjugal
conflicts) have as their root cause a contest about land rights. It is, therefore, certain
that at least half of the conflicts breaking out in N arise from land problems. Notice that
such a conclusion is a far cry from that reached by Blarel (on the basis of a study of three
different locations), for whom the incidence of land disputes is low in Rwanda and land
tenure security is fairly h.gh as a result (Blarel, 1994, pp. 86-87)%°. Our surmise is that
such discrepant findings cannot be entirely explained by the comparatively high
population density in our survey area. Most probably, they also arise from exclusive

2 Blarel also writes that in Rwanda “‘the indigenous tenure systems seem to have adapted efficiently to the
prevailing socioeconomic conditions” (Blarel, 1994, p. 89).
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reliance on recall method of data collection in the World Bank survey on which Blarel’s
analysis is based.

Note, interestingly. that thefts are pervasive in N and their incidence cannot be
adequately assessed from the importance of open disputes. This is because many thefts
are actually committed by very poor people who have become thieves out of sheer
necessity. They are known as voleurs par faim (thieves out of hunger) by local inhabitants
and their misdeeds are generally tolerated and forgiven precisely in view of their
desperate situation. They are carefully distinguished from the so-called voleurs par défaut
(vicious thieves) who are genuine delinquents with a violent character. In the entire
population of N, there are twelve households (10% of the total) comprising 52 people
which can be considered as desperately poor in the sense that they hardly have any land
left and are, simultzneously, deprived of access to any source of regular off-farm
incomes™’. All of themn frequently indulge in acts of robbery in order to make ends meet,
yet only two of the 23 members of these very poor families who commit such acts are
aggressive characters really feared by the population.

4.2. The nature and effects of land disputes

Focus will be placed below on the sorts of land disputes that are the most significant
from the point of view of equity or that most seriously threaten the stability of the social
fabric of N (for more details, see André, 1994, 1997). They all pertain to rights of access
to the land.

4.2.1. Disempowerment of vulnerable groups through the market

The quickly rising incidence of land market transactions documented in the previous
section (see Tables 7 and 9) has the effect of eroding mechanisms of social insurance
which traditionally operated through the land tenure system. This is simply because
customary obligations attached to lineage lands, in particular, obligations to redistribute
land in favour of land-scarce kith and kin, cease to apply when the lands are acquired
through purchase instead of being handed down within the lineage. For instance, a
resident of N refused to give a parcel of land to his sister who came back to her village
after having separated from her husband. He thereby violated a custom aimed at
preventing social destitution among women who have lost access to land (bear in mind
that women are allocated land for usufruct as wives in their husband’s lineage), and this
he did on the ground that he built up his entire property by purchasing land on the market.
Likewise, a father may more easily resist the anticipated demand of his sons for access to
family land when he has himself acquired the disputed parcels through the market than
when he has inherited them.

The underlying principle of justice that is thus emerging is the following: when land
has been purchased on the market, it is considered to be the fruit of the buyer’s own

3 Signs of sheer deprivation can, of course, be detected in a much larger number of households than these
twelve households. Thus, just to take an indisputable mark of (extreme) poverty, we found clear cases of
kwashiorkor in seven other households corresponding to 33 people. We know that in the nineteen households
thus considered (representing more than 15% of the total number of households in N), deaths of young children
are a Common occurrence.
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efforts and is, therefore, not liable to be used or transferred according to customary rules
of sharing. This is because such rules limit the freedom of use and the right to benefit
from sale proceeds that are deemed to be attached to any land individually acquired. On
the other hand, as the experience of Kenya shows, the sale of lands which have been
inherited or obtained throagh other customary modes of access (such as gifts, donations,
or land loans) is seen as a priori problematic, even when they are backed by individual
titles (Shipton, 1988, p. 120, Pinckney and Kimuyu, 1994, p. 10). In N, considerations of
sheer survival have increasingly made the sale of parcels of family land an absolute
necessity and, in that sense, the practice is coming to be regarded as part of ordinary life.
Yet it is noteworthy that, in spite of this evolution forced upon people by an extremely
harsh economic environment, loss of family land to strangers remains a major setback
that needs to be redressed as soon as circumstances allow it. Revealingly, in only six out
of 247 land sale transactions recorded (see supra), the purpose stated by the buyer is the
retrieval of family property.

4.2.2. Exclusionary trends in customary land tenure: The definition of indigenous rules
evolves in an increasingly restrictive manner

Even within the category of lineage lands, rules of access and rights of use tend to be
defined more restrictively as land becomes scarcer. More precisely, the evolution of
indigenous tenure arrangements involves increasing exclusion of vulnerable categories of
the population which were socially protected under erstwhile customary rules. This holds
especially true for return migrants, separated or divorced women, wives under
polygamous arrangements, widows, handicapped children, orphans, children of broken
marriages and whose father has remarried. For example, orphans are still accommodated
by their grandparents, yet upon the death of the latter they risk being excluded from the
(patrilineal) succession. Not very dissimilar is the situation of children of broken
marriages: they also live with their paternal grandparents but suffer from their half-
brothers’ attempts to evict them from access to the lands of the patrilineage, or of
separated women who come back to their native village alongwith their children and may
find their brothers opposing their return lest there should be too little land left for
patrilineal descendants. Widows seem to be in an especially difficult position: at least,
they often express insecurity feelings and continuous fear of reprisals from their brothers-
in-law who tend to view their children as competing claimants for the lineage’s land.

4.2.3. Exclusionary trends in customary land tenure: The enforcement of indigenous
rules is even more strict

In some instances, traditional rules have not evolved formally, yet their interpretation
or implementation has bacome less flexible or less loose under the rising pressure of land
scarcity. Increasingly rigorous enforcement of customary rules or principles may then
serve the purpose of restricting access to land to those members of the community who
strictly abide by them.

A vivid illustration is provided by the case of young villagers who evade erstwhile
marriage customs because their parents are too poor to make the wedding gifts
traditionally pledged to the wife’s family in order to seal the alliance thereby contracted
(the inkwano). On the basis of our estimate, roughly two-thirds of the couples in N have
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been married without inkwano, and the proportion is obviously much higher among
young couples.

In the recent past also, although on a smaller scale, unions formed in the area were not
necessarily accompanied by the payment of the inkwano. It is noteworthy that the non-
fulfilment of this customary obligation did not make the unions concerned illegitimate in
the eyes of the local population and, as a result, the rights of access to land of the persons
concerned (parents and children) were safely maintained. The only unions which were
systematically disapproved of under the erstwhile system were those resulting from the
abduction of a girl by her lover against the will of all parents (a practice known as
gucikira). Here is a contrast with marriages performed outside the inkwano system since,
in this case at least, the father of the boy supports the violation of the custom so as to
avoid an expenditure which would have probably forced him to part with a portion of his
land property. In the circumstances, access to land for the young couple is actually better
protected by refusing to follow the inkwano rule since the land property of the boy’s
father can thereby be kept intact for redistribution to his sons. The other side of the coin is
that the girl’s parents are obviously disappointed at a union which does not bring wealth
to them. This is especially true of male elders who exercise the prerogative of negotiating
the inkwano.

Nowadays, however, unions performed outside the inkwano system are increasingly
considered as illegitimate, precisely when they have become a widespread practice owing
to rising poverty in a context of acute land pressure. Under these conditions, the stricter
reference to custom appears as a convenient stratagem to define new rationing devices to
allocate the scarce land resource. The consequences of an illegitimate union may thus be
quite serious for the woman in the event of separation from husband. This is because her
bargaining power within the lineage of origin (to which she would then return under a
well-established custom) is weak due to the aforementioned fact that her marriage did not
bring material advaniages to the lineage’s elders and also because she did not perform her
traditional role of instrument through which inter-lineage alliances are sealed under the
elders’ auspices. On “he other hand, if her husband dies, continued access to his land may
be denied to her and her children by paternal uncles, a second (legitimate) wife, half-
brothers, and other relatives competing for the land.

As is evident from the foregoing, the consequences of non-customary unions are quite
perilous for the children because they are less recognized as legitimate descendants either
by the father’s or the mother’s lineage®'. Traditionally, these children were considered to
belong to the mother’s lineage. Yet, under conditions of growing land scarcity, their
customary rights are increasingly called into question by maternal uncles and this is why,
for example, it has become common practice for the separated mother to return to her
lineage accompanied only by her daughters (since they do not compete for land). The
sons are thus left with their father with all the attendant risks of being denied access to his
lineage’s lands. If the father passes away, they may be rejected from all sides and quickly
driven into a landless state.

A genuine vicious circle of poverty is therefore at work: children of poor parents
cannot get married according to the custom, which makes them more liable to lose

3! For more details on thz effects on children of the non-payment of the inkwano, see Ntampaka, 1979.
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security of access to land and to become landless, thereby perpetuating or accentuating
the poverty of the last generation of the family.

It would be wrong to telieve that the above types of conflicts are always resolved in a
manner contrary to the interests of the vulnerable sections of the population. When a land
dispute is referred to customary mediators, the solution is generally grounded in the basic
principle (typical of the conception of justice in all traditional societies) that social order
and cohesion or harmony ought to be preserved®. This may, or may not imply that the
vulnerable party will be proven right. Whenever possible, a compromise that achieves
reconciliation between the contending parties will be worked out and this is likely to
imply that the customary rights of vulnerable persons are encroached upon, at least to
some extent.

When a conflict is brought before an official court, the outcome is likewise
indeterminate. This is partly due to the fact that official judges may take traditional mores
into account while pronouncing their judgements. When referring instead to the formal
law, they will favour vulnerable persons in some cases but not in others, depending on the
type of conflict. Thus, fcr example, wives from polygamous marriages (except the first
one) will have no chance to win a case because they are not legitimate wives under the
modern law (since May 1952). Contrariwise, children from unions without inkwano but
duly registered with the civil authorities will afford more protection under an official trial
than under a customary procedure. In addition, official judges are too often prone to
corruption through connections or bribes (known in local parlance as ruswa) and this,
obviously, makes the weaker and poorer party more likely to lose the case. Finally, it is
worth emphasizing that cfficial judges base their judgements on the evidence of written
documents, whenever these are available. This is likely to favour educated persons and
also dubious persons who do not hesitate to produce false documents or documents
written under duress. Yet, in some cases, vulnerable persons who are evidently well-
informed may resort to written procedures to protect rights which they know are being
increasingly threatened.

4.2.4. Conflicts within the family core

Without any doubt, the most disquieting and socially disruptive land disputes occurring
in N are those which oppose father and sons, and thereby strike deep at the heart of family
life. To understand this, it is useful to briefly recall the local pattern of land inheritance
and its evolution during the last decades. As already pointed out, the mode of succession
is patrilineal. Traditionally, upon the death of the father, the land was passed on to the
elder son who was expected to manage the family assets in the interests of the family
(under a form of corporate ownership). This implied that he granted to his younger
brothers enough land to allow them to subsist. As land scarcity increased and rights over
land became more indiviclualized, direct transmission to all sons became the norm and the
prerogatives of the elder son became limited to the role of settling intra-family conflicts.
As a reward, he was entitled to an additional share of the lineage land. Today, even this
practice is being increasiagly opposed and the request is for strictly equal sharing of the
land between all the sons.

32 For an interesting discussion of the politics of harmony in land dispute settlements, see Rose, 1992.
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Another important evolution is reflected in the earlier apportioning of family lands
between sons. This evolution is the result of two concomitant forces: the children’s desire
to emancipate themselves from the father’s rule and to manage their own assets even
when their father is alive (which is evermore true whether the sons are married or not), on
the one hand, and -he latter’s concern to avoid devastating conflicts between brothers
upon his death, on the other. Under the present circumstances, a son receives some land
from the father upon his marriage and a more definite allocation takes place as soon as
the last son is being married. The inheritance process is complete only when, upon the
father’s death, the lands which he had retained for his own use are being distributed.

The aforementioned arrangement gives rise to two main sources of land disputes. First,
elder sons may res st the withdrawal of lands over which they have been previously
granted rights of use (at the time of their marriage or even later). Such withdrawals are
more frequent because respect of the equal sharing rule in a context of extreme land
scarcity implies that some land must be redistributed from elder to younger male
members of the family. As a matter of fact, it often turns out that the father has given to
the elder sons more land than they can be eventually awarded under this rule. This
awkward situation can be caused by an unanticipated increase in the number of children
(bear in mind that polygamy is a widespread practice) or, more often, by the reduction of
the total lineage land following market sales by the father. For the same reasons,
adjustments in the land parcels held by the different sons can possibly take place during
the period between “he marriage of the first and last sons.

Second, serious tensions may develop between father and sons because, being land-
hungry and pushed to the subsistence margin, the latter may consider that the land
retained by the former for his own use is too large given his present subsistence needs. As
a result, and agains: a deep-rooted taboo, they may then demand that additional land
parcels be redistributed to them. Likewise, children may contest the right of their father to
rent out land to a strznger while they are themselves lacking property. It is worth recalling
here that the farm area owned or operated per household member has been found to be
significantly smaller among young than among old households (see supra, Table 14).
Note that, when some part of the land has been acquired through purchase, it is easier for
the father to withstand the pressure exercised by his sons to obtain more parcels. The
message conveyed to them is then that, if they need more land, they will have to fend for
themselves and to find a way to buy it as he himself did.

Mutual understancling is all the more difficult as the strategy of the father is likely to be
influenced by feelings of insecurity which drive him to retain some land as precautionary
savings. Such feelings are actually encouraged by the erosion of arrangements of old-age
support following the equalization of status among all the sons. Traditionally, indeed, it
was the youngest son’s special responsibility to ensure the subsistence of his parents
during old age and, in return, he was entitled to an additional parcel upon his father’s
death and had the right of first choice during the ultimate apportioning of the father’s
lands. Nowadays, these rights and duties of the youngest son have largely fallen into
disuse. Also, conflicts arise because when a father has to sell a land parcel to meet
expenditures caused by the misdeeds of a son (such as when he has to pay a compensation
for a theft committed by his son, or to get him released from jail on bail) he usually
subtracts this parcel from his inheritance share. All occasions thus cause suspicions,
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frustrations and antagonisms to grow between the two generations, thereby embittering
and poisoning the core of family life. Scarcity of land is so acute that the passing away of
parents brings considerable relief to the successors and parents have painful feelings of
neglect and abandonment during their old age.

Like in the aforementioned cases, examination of stories of land disputes between
father and sons shows that the outcome is subject to variation. Sometimes, the father gives
in to his sons’ requests because he believes they will sooner or later seize parcels through
sheer force. Or, on the contrary, he may feel strong enough to resist their pressures. When
the matter is referred to them, local mediators tend to follow the old custom according to
which lineage land can be permanently transferred only upon the father’s death. The act
whereby a son dares claim definitive allocation of some of his father’s land while the
latter is still alive continues to be considered as a somewhat outrageous step. Customary
mediators also deem it lzgitimate for a father to keep a disproportionate share of the
family land for himself. If land handed over to the sons for their personal use is
insufficient, it is deemed normal that they manage to get additional land through their
own efforts, implying tha: they earn enough monetary income to be able to purchase land
in the local market. This deing said and keeping in mind the above principles, customary
mediators do worry that young men should have access to a minimum amount of land so
as to achieve bare survival. Thus, for example, a mediator sided with a poor young
villager by requiring his father to rent out a land parcel to him rather than to a stranger.
Note that such a solution represents a compromise insofar as the father is not requested to
give the land to his son but only to temporarily transfer it to him. Finally, sons may bring
the case before an official court and, in one instance at least, the father’s refusal to grant
parcels of land to his children was disavowed by the judge.

Intergenerational disputes also revolve around land gifts made by a father to his
daughters during his lifet. me. According to custom, a father may indeed grant (admittedly
small) parcels of land (celled ingobyi or icyali) to a daughter on the occasion of the birth
of a new child. Opposition from the sons is especially strong if they are badly in need of
land®® and if their sister chooses to sell the land received. Moreover, conflicts often arise
when a daughter receives amalira land (“land for the tears™) from one parent to console
her for the death of the oth=r parent. Finally, heated argument takes place if the sons suspect or
discover that their father has promised to donate land (e.g. in a written testimony) to a
person (a daughter or a non-relative) who attends to him during his old age. Hostility
from the sons is generally all the more violent as they are convinced that caring strangers
are opportunists guided by the secret hope of inheriting their father’s land upon his death.
And there is actually no doubt, as interviews with caring strangers reveals, that such is
indeed the motive driving most of them in their dealings with old lonely persons.

The social life of lineages (or extended families), especially when they are poor™?, is
thus seriously disrupted. On one side, we find young people or marginalized members

33 We, thus, came across inszances of disputes caused by the forced appropriation of icyali land by brothers
who refuse to recognize the right of their sisters to such land previously donated by the father.

* There is a striking similar.ty between the kinds of land conflicts observed in N and the pervasive disputes
over property — mainly land and herds — reported by Pauline Peters for the Kgatleng district of south Botswana
(Peters, 1994, pp. 100~107). Worth noting is the fact that it is in the poorer Kgatla families where there are few
cattle that intra-family conflicts over property are most acute and divisive.
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(such as single women) with blighted future prospects and, on the other, we find old
persons who feel uselzss and abandoned. From her monography of the rural community
of Munzanga in western Rwanda (in the Kibuye Prefecture), de Lame (1996) has recently
concluded that social protection of poor or weak people has given way to a logic of
lineage consolidation through mutual support of its strong elements. The pressure of
scarcity is actually so acute that women without any husband or son to defend them feel
completely helpless and totally vulnerable to aggressive encroachments on their
customary rights. Also, old and weak persons just let themselves die out of sheer
desperation or out of a feeling that they should make way for younger members of their
lineage (de Lame, 1996, p. 183).

4.3. The civil war in the context of extreme land pressure

Rural communities are far from being the havens of peace and the models of altruistic
behaviour which they are depicted to be in popular accounts inspired by a romantic view
of indigenous life. Often concealed behind the veil of multiple reciprocal exchange
arrangements, there are often at work pervasive tensions and rivalries that must be
carefully held in check to avoid disruptions of social order. As rightly pointed out by
many anthropologists, social peace and collective survival are the ultimate end of
predominant modes of apparently altruistic exchange which actually serve to bind people
together by ties of mutual obligation (see, e.g. Belshaw, 1965, Sahlins, 1974, Bourdieu,
1980, Evans-Pritchard, 1940, Gregory, 1982).

In N, however, collective survival and social peace appeared to be under severe threat
at the time of our field study (as early as 1988). Due to extreme scarcity of land and to the
harsh realities of struggle for bare survival, tensions had developed to such an extent that
the social fabric was at a risk of falling asunder. This dreadful diagnosis is grounded in
plain evidence of numerous land disputes which proved more and more difficult to settle
satisfactorily (in spite of the efforts of local customary mediators anxious to preserve
social order and to prevent economic deprivation and social destitution), which penetrated
the very heart of family life and led to disquieting displays of violence. An atmosphere of
fear and isolation undoubtedly reigned in N, compounded by the ominous rise of an
increasingly uncontrollable group of young thieves and delinquents (often, but not always
landless youth with no access to regular income opportunities)*”. This was so much true
that local inhabitants would forbid their children to go into the house of some neighbours
or relatives for fear that they could be poisoned.

The northern and northwestern regions of Rwanda (Ruhengeri and Gisenyi) to which N
belongs, were particularly involved in the outburst of violence which tore the country
apart in 1994. There are several reasons accounting for this situation. First, these regions
gained the most from president Habyarimana’s rule (since this was his home region) and
had, therefore, the most to lose from the Arusha agreements which provided for a good

35 In a revealing manner, before the war a statistically significant relationship was found between regional
variations in the incidence of juvenile delinquency on the one hand, and regional variations in per capita
availability of calories on the other. As a matter of fact, together with population density, the latter variable
explained as much as 58% of the regional variations in offences committed by persons between 21 and 25 years
old (Maton, 1994, pp. 27-28).
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amount of power-sharing with the opposition and the RPF (the Rwanda Patriotic Front
dominated by Tutsis in exile)’. Second, they had a peculiar pre-colonial history
(compared to other regions in the present state of Rwanda) since they escaped the brunt of
the direct rule of the Tutsi king (the mwami) thanks to the persistence of largely
autonomous political entities (often under the form of small Hutu kingdoms). However,
when the Belgians asserted their colonial rule in 1921 and reorganized the country (by
then the Rwanda-Burundi) politically and administratively, the northern area was abruptly
placed under the direct command of the Tutsi monarchy allied with the colonial power. Its
inhabitants deeply resented the fact that their customary local authorities were thus
suddenly removed from above to make way for alien (Tutsi) rulers, and the corvées, taxes
and other sufferings thus imposed on them left a traumatic impact on their collective
memory. These painful and duly remembered events help explain why they have always
been especially hostile to the Tutsis compared to other areas of the country®’. Third,
being very near to the site of the 1990-1994 RPF armed incursions, the northern part of
the country has been living in fear of the RPF (Vansina, 1962, pp. 88-91, Reyntjens,
1985, Newbury, 1988 Olson, 1995, Mamdani, 1996, Austin, 1996).

The reasons which led to the civil war are obviously complex and it is not the purpose
of this paper to discuss them in any detail (for a careful account, see Reyntjens, 1994,
Newbury, 1995, de Lame, 1996, pp. 293-311, and, above all, Prunier, 1995). What we
want to emphasize is just that the prevailing state of extreme land hunger created a
troubled environment which made the most desperate people (particularly young people
with only bleak prospects) ready to seize any opportunity to change their present
predicament or reverse the present order of things. Moreover, the climate of violence
which had got a hold over the people in the area produced the right predispositions and
circumstances for the slaughter that was to ensue.

Let us be clear on this: extreme scarcity of land resources and lack of non-agricultural
employment opportunities did not (directly) cause the civil war which was triggered off
by macro-political forces cynically playing upon ethnic divisions in order to maintain
themselves in power’®. Yet, there can be no doubt that the strained situation engendered
by economic scarcities goes a long way towards explaining why violence spread so
quickly and so devastatingly throughout the countryside. It is not only at the upper levels
of Rwanda’s polity that the struggle for the spoils of power gave rise to sharp rivalries,
ethnic or otherwise. Also, at the level of each village, the utmost difficulties encountered
by a growing number of people to simply earn their daily livelihood produced pervasive
tensions and numerous acts of delinquency which could all too easily degenerate into
open violence once any incident would be sparked off from without. In the words of
Gareth Austin: “It is not frivolous to conclude that economic desperation, blighting
individuals’ presents and their perceived futures, was a major contributor to the
willingness of many thousands of poor farmers and urban dwellers (a) to fear the

3 Since positions of power ir. the government were almost completely monopolized by people from the
president’s district in the north, it is not surprising that political opposition came mostly from the south and
central regions (Uvin, 1996, p. 12).

3 1t is interesting to note that Tutsis were much fewer and mixed marriages much less common in the
northwest than in the south and the center of the country.

38 Revealingly, there was a carzfully orchestrated plan which set the killings into motion (Prunier, 1995).
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possibility of a Tutsi land-and-jobs grab under a victorious RPF regime, (b) to be tempted
by more specific hopes for land and jobs, or, more crudely still, to participate in order to
grab a share of the victims’ property” (Austin, 1996, p. 10; in the same vein, see Prunier,
1995, p. 142, de Lame, 1996, p. 296)*

After the bloodshed was over, we tried our best to get fresh news about people from N
who survived the traumatic events. Precious information was obtained from surviving
villagers either through field investigators who worked on the study site before the war or
through direct contacts with the former. Letters sent by either category of informants to
one of the authors (Catherine André) or personal meetings that took place on the occasion
of a visit in a refuges camp in Zaire (in the town of Goma) provided enough material to
reconstruct a list of the people who died during the war. This list is not complete since no
news could be obtained about a number of people. The number of casualties reported (32
persons, representing 5.4% of the whole population of N) is therefore an underestimate.
Yet, the information gathered appears sufficient for our purpose which is to determine
whether people were killed haphazardly or selectively and, in the latter case, to identify
the characteristics o the war victims. This query aims at tracing possible relationships
between the 1994 bloodshed and the situation of acute land pressure highlighted in this
paper.

Table 16 presents our results which are expressed in both absolute and relative terms.
Relative frequencies have to be taken with some caution insofar as information regarding
the total size of some categories is very touchy. Yet, since in most cases such information
has been carefully collected and cross-checked by patiently listening to many households
on day-to-day matters and subtly guiding the conversation once significant events were
mentioned (rather than putting direct questions), we believe that it is broadly reliable.

An unexpectedly clear picture emerges from this table. Indeed, victims of the 1994
events seem to belong to one of the following three categories of people. First, we find
individuals (or their children) who were not well accepted socially or whose success was
resented before the civil war broke out. Among the main reasons why they were disliked
or feared are the facts that they enjoyed relatively large landholdings or that they were
considered as trouble-makers. In the former sub-group are either old persons who had
accumulated much land (sub-category 1) or relatively young persons (< 50 years) who
were able to purchase numerous land parcels thanks to their having access to regular off-
farm income opportunities and who behaved in an individualistic way by refusing to
redistribute income towards less fortunate villagers (sub-category ii). To the latter sub-
group (category b) bzlong individuals suspected and accused of poisoning, or notoriously
known for their violent predispositions and their involvement in all sorts of scuffles and
conflicts (including land disputes).

3 A story recently told about pre-war events in a village in the commune of Mugina (Gitarama Prefecture)
confirms our diagnosis regarding the explosive character of social relations, especially between young and old
age classes, when population presses hard on available land resources. As a matter of fact, young landless
couples strongly resented the laying-down of a collective grazeland area the access to which was strictly
reserved for animals belonging to older people. One day (in March 1992), they invaded the pasture area
equipped with arms, expelled all the grazing animals and quickly erected huts on the spot to establish their
claims to the land. A long series of scuffles and disorders ensued which eventually led to inter-ethnic troubles,
fires and casualties. Interestingly, authorities (in this case, the sous-prefet of economic affairs) accepted the fair
accompli created by the landless youth and shared the land at issue among them (Ntidendereza, 1995).
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Table 16
Relevant characteristics of N’s people killed during the 1994 events (incomplete list)
Characteristics of N’s inhabitants who are known Ratio of dead people to population Percentage
to have died during the 1994 civil war in the relevant category (%)
*Persons with comparatively large land property 10/45 222
i. Old persons (> 50 years) *
~ both sexes 7138 ° 18.4
~ men only 6/17) (35.3)
ii. Persons who had aroused jealousy and hatred 2/6 333
owing to economic success
iti. Tutsi 171 100.0
PPersons considered to be trouble-makers 5/11°¢ 45.4
“Land-poor and malnourished people 11/83 ¢ 13.2
YYouth engaged in militias 5 n.a.
“Unknown 1 na.
Total 32/596 54

? People are considered to be old when they have children in age to marry and, therefore, when tensions over
land can arise between father and sons.

® Four people out of these seven victims belonged to the same family whose father, mother and two adolescent
children were killed.

© Two persons among the five victims belonged to the same family (one father and a child).

“ Eight out of these eleven victirns were children.

According to our estimates, almost half of the local trouble-makers have been wiped
out during the war (two out of three “‘poisoners” and three out of eight violent persons,
seven of which were young people). The proportion of old people (> 50-year old) who
disappeared can be put at more than 18% (7/38), but it shoots up to more than one-third
(6/17) if only men are taken into consideration. Moreover, one-third of the individuals
envied or hated owing to their economic success have been killed (2/6). All these
proportions are much higher than the overall ratio of reported dead people to the whole
population of N (32/596). This suggests that the 1994 events provided an unique
opportunity to settle scores*® or to reshuffle land properties*', even among Hutu villagers,
a well-known but ugly feature of all civil wars. This also holds true with respect to old
people (among which victims was a local mediator) since local inhabitants do not believe
they have necessarily died of natural causes**.

Note that one Tutsi woman lived in N and was the first to be killed. She was actually
the victim of a failed murder attempt by an anti-Tutsi young radical in January 1993. Yet,
it is probably a simplification to view her assassination as a purely racial act. As a matter

40 Thus, before the outbreak of the 1994 events, one of the poorest and most marginalized members of N was a
person wrongly accused of a murder actually committed by a powerful lineage leader who was strongly
“‘protected’” during the investigation. As a result of the iniquitous judgement passed by an ill-informed official
court, this member spent 10 years in jail and lost all his property. Yet, the war enabled him to completely reverse
the situation since, after the victory of the RPF, he became rich again and he presently lives in a beautiful house.

! It is not rare, even today, to tear Rwandans argue that a war is necessary to wipe out an excess of population
and to bring numbers into line with the available land resources.

2 There is the possible exception of a very old man (aged 78 years) who is among the seven victims belonging
to that category.






