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				Ambivalent realities, economic prospects and slum conditions: The case of the Mbare Matapi Flats in Harare, Zimbabwe, C.1980-2020

				ABSTRACT 

				This paper analyses the persistence of urban decay in the Mbare Matapi Flats in Harare, the capital city of Zimbabwe. It pays close attention to the paradoxical relationship between the slum conditions of the flats and the economic vibrancy within the surrounding township. We argue that the prolonged economic and political crisis in the country has produced an ambivalent condition in most urban spaces where citizens often endure deteriorating living conditions in exchange for access to informal economic enclaves. Drawing on qualitative interviews and newspaper sources, the study also demonstrates how the vibrancy of the informal economy—encompassing vending, craft production, commercial sex work and drug markets, among many survivalist activities—has generated economic niches that paradoxically both sustain urban livelihoods while simultaneously creating political and economic conditions that inhibit infrastructural rehabilitation and development. Our findings demonstrate that, despite chronic overcrowding, health hazards, and structural dilapidation, many residents of the dilapidated Matapi Flats expressed a strong desire to remain lodged there because of their proximity to vital income-generating opportunities within the vibrant Mbare informal market. We argue that this seeming paradox illuminates the limits of materialism within a dysfunctional economy, where the pursuit of economic survival appears to outweigh concerns for health, sanitation, housing and the general quality of life. The findings further reveal that this situation is exacerbated by entrenched political interests and the legacies of uneven urban development, which have combined to perpetuate the slum conditions that shape this developmental paradox 
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				in which economic resilience coexists with infrastructural deterioration. Overall, the paper’s conclusions contribute to global debates on macroeconomic development, informality, and urban development. 

				Keywords: Zimbabwean Crisis, Informality, Urban Decay, Poverty, Mbare Matapi

				INTRODUCTION 

				In this paper, we unpack the reasons why residents of Mbare cling to the suburb despite its deplorable living conditions. It is worth noting that although the Matapi flats have thus far received much scholarly attention for their decades-long deterioration, the surrounding flats, such as Matererini, Nenyere, and Shawasha, were also exhibiting signs of deterioration.1 For this reason, the entire suburb of Mbare may be seen to be facing chronic signs of urban decay. In this study we seek to provide a different lens and conceptual thinking to analyse the reasons surrounding this urban decay, which has occurred at an alarming rate despite the suburb’s economic vibrancy. 

				In what follows, we describe the answer to this question as an ambivalent situation or a paradox in which urban decay and the economic vibrancy of an informal sector seem to coexist. The nexus between urban decay and urban management in Zimbabwe has been discussed in many contexts that are linked to the country’s ailing economy since the late 1990s. Across the country, rural-to-urban migration contributed to rapid population growth in most urban areas, leading to excessive, unplanned pressure on urban infrastructure, facilities, and services.2 This situation is most evident in Matapi Flats in Mbare, one of Zimbabwe’s oldest high-density townships in Harare, the capital city. The Matapi flats are some of the oldest housing units in the township, built between 1940 and 1950. In recent years, the flats have become home to waterborne epidemics such as typhoid and cholera, prompting calls for demolition.3 Consequently, the appalling living conditions in the Mbare Matapi Flats have received much attention from academics and urban development practitioners.4 Much of the discussion points to the 

				
					
						1	D Dube, and I Chirisa, “The informal city: Assessing its scope, variants, and direction in Harare”, Global advanced research journal of geography and regional planning 1 (1), 2012, pp. 16-25.

					
					
						2	I Chirisa, A Maphosa et al., “Past, present and future population growth and urban management in Zimbabwe: Putting institutions into perspective”. In: UG Benna, and SB Garba, (ed.), Population growth and rapid urbanisation in the developing world (London: IGI Global Publishing, 2016), pp. 64-81.

					
					
						3	“Matapi Flats should be destroyed, Says Parirenyatwa”, ZIMETRO News, 28 October 2017.

					
					
						4	I Takavada et al., “An assessment on the effectiveness of the sanitary seal in protecting boreholes from contamination: A case of Mbare Suburb, Harare”, Physics and Chemistry of the Earth, Parts A/B/C 126 (9), 2022, pp. 103-119. 
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				lethargic stance of both colonial and post-colonial governments in addressing the township’s myriad infrastructural challenges, including poor housing, dilapidated roads, and sewerage issues.5 Broadly, the entire Mbare area is characterised by broken-down structures, overcrowding, and streams of raw effluent, indicative of inadequate ablution facilities. 

				Originally built to house single male migrant workers employed in Salisbury’s (now Harare) industrial sector, the flats were not designed to accommodate families.6 However, at independence, massive rural-to-urban migration occurred as families reunited due to the relaxation of colonial laws that restricted this mobility. This, in turn, led to overcrowding in the flats and other places of post-colonial Zimbabwe, which became known as high-density suburbs. This was further exacerbated by the post-colonial government’s failure to provide adequate housing infrastructure for the expanding black middle class that sought economic opportunities in the capital. This led to immense pressure on limited housing facilities, resulting in the massive decay of the flats, which stand as beacons of poor urban planning and an ailing economy. 

				In this paper, we extend beyond this normative analysis to investigate the prevailing social and economic conditions in the Matapi Flats. We tap into the psychology behind the flats’ perpetual habitation and why, despite their deplorable conditions, people have clung to them. The answer lies in the vibrant economic activities that surround the slums, which is what we see as a paradox of development. Despite its deplorable living conditions, Mbare owes much of its continued existence to the economic opportunities it offers to the country’s booming informal sector, which we describe in this paper as enclaves. 

				Since the colonial period, Mbare has become one of the first economic epicentres for urban Africans under the colonial principle of separate development.7 The township became an even bigger economic hub amid the economic crisis and the expansion of informalisation during the second decade of Zimbabwean independence.8 It has been argued elsewhere that this economic crisis and stagnation hindered inner-city revitalisation due to a lack of investment in the entire economy.9 We demonstrate that in the 

				
					
						5	“Matapi Flats bear the hallmarks of neglect”, The Herald, 2 October 2015.

					
					
						6	I Chirisa et al., “Situating morality in housing debate: A case of Matapi hostels (Harare)”, Journal of AIDS and HIV Research 5 (8), 2013, pp. 292-300.

					
					
						7	R K Mshengu, “Theatre for development in Zimbabwe: An urban project”, Journal of Southern African Studies 16 (2), 1990, pp. 340-351.

					
					
						8	P Uledi and G Hove, “Developmental inequality and living on the margins in post-colonial Zimbabwe: the case of Musana District”, Africa Review 13 (1), 2021, pp. 56-70.

					
					
						9	I Chirisa, “Inner-city revitalization and the poor in Harare: experiences, instruments and lessons from Mbare”, Urbanising Africa: The City Centre Revisited, Working Paper 13, 2010, 
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				case of Mbare, this crisis of urban decay is linked to the expansion of the informal economy. With the deepening economic crisis of the late 1990s, which spilt into and became consolidated in the 2000s, economic challenges persisted, and the informal sector also grew.10 Mbare provided a firm ground for this expansion in the informal sector, and we demonstrate that the thriving informal economy grew in parallel to failing infrastructure, a situation that appeared ambivalent to us. The major assumption would have been that economic growth in the informal sector would have translated into meaningful infrastructural development. However, this has not been the case, and we investigate some of the reasons behind this developmental paradox.

				The research, which is qualitative, is largely based on randomly sampled structured in-depth interviews with 36 residents, vendors, and commercial sex workers of the Mbare Matapi flats, and Mbare City Council officials. The interviews were conducted in Mbare by the authors in Shona, and participants provided consent. The names used in the interviews are pseudonyms and not actual names.

				At a conceptual level, we problematise this question of urban decay within the thriving informal economy of Mbare in the context of economic enclaves and materialism. The term enclave is thus commonly used to describe highly specialised, localised niches of economic activity, as well as capital investments by foreign companies in extractive industries, such as oil mining and agriculture, from which they derive large profits.11 Such enclaves are discussed mostly in the literature that analyses the developmental crisis of the Global South. The key feature of enclave economies that is particularly interesting to this study is that they create economic niches for minority groups at the expense of the wider community development; hence, in some ways, they are considered a pervasive neo-colonial influence. Therefore, economic enclaves may give an appearance of economic growth, but they have been known to coexist with an entrenchment of economic inequalities and poverty. In this study, although enclaves are not associated with large firms, we observe a reality in which the expansion of enclaves in the informal sector has not translated to meaningful poverty alleviation and infrastructural growth in the wider development of Mbare. 

				
					
						pp. 58-68.

					
					
						10	P Chirowodza, An analysis of the continued resurfacing of illegal backyard dwellings settlements: A case study of Mbare residential suburb in Harare, (PhD, Stellenbosch University, 2018), p. 3. 

					
					
						11	L Gonzalez et al., “Developmental extraction and the global energy transition: Lessons from South America’s Lithium Triangle”, Journal of Globalization and Development 16 (2), 2026, pp. 189-216.
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				Elsewhere, such inequalities are also evident in studies that focus on ethnic or migrant enclaves within inner city limits. Since the 1990s, some scholars have theorised that such enclaves are characteristic of urban environments.12 This study uses the case of Mbare Matapi to further emphasise this point. However, it goes further to point out that studies on such enclaves have not demonstrated this paradox, which intersects economic growth and poverty.13 Here, we argue that economic enclaves may thus help to explain the origins of the thriving informal sector amid abject poverty and urban decay in the Mbare Matapi area. We maintain that the growth in the informal sector has not translated to meaningful infrastructural and human capital development since independence. Therefore, economic enclaves allow us to analyse the inequalities and underdevelopment that have developed in the township over time.

				It is worth noting that a study on informality and economic enclaves in Ghana by Dos Santos, Lopes Kaue, and Antipon Lívia has demonstrated that, beyond the negative effects of such conditions, the enclaves or niches formed by informal markets can have a positive impact. The impact is through their ability to sometimes create linkages and synergies with other formal sectors of the economy.14 In this paper, we focus on some of these positive effects of economic enclaves in Matapi’s informal market. We demonstrate that such enclaves have paved the way for economic resilience and upward social mobility for poor groups residing within Matapi’s confines. Still, they also create a socially ambivalent situation. In this way, it reinforces our argument that the people who participate in the economic activities of Mbare do not seem to be despondent victims of the adverse economic challenges that have riddled the country’s economy. The flourishing informal market in Mbare has created a paradox where people cling to urban decay to exploit dwindling economic opportunities. Some of these economic activities have thrived under conditions that were not only informal but also illegal, creating environmental and social hazards. Such enclaves include sex work, drug dealing, and the manufacture of counterfeit products. These are also accompanied by environmental hazards such as streambank cultivation along the Mukuvisi River by residents of the Matapi Flats, most of whom were active participants in the vegetable market. 

				
					
						12	H Bonnie, “A string of pearls: The horizontally networked immigrant enclave in NYC”, Population, Space, and Place 32 (1), 2026, pp. 132-157.

					
					
						13	I Light et al., “Beyond the ethnic enclave economy”, Social Problems 41 (1), 1994, pp. 65-80; C Kiesel, and P Dannenberg, “Special economic zones in the Global South: Between integrated spaces and enclaves–a literature review”, DIE ERDE–Journal of the Geographical Society of Berlin 154 (1-2), 2023, pp. 5-19.

					
					
						14	K Dos-Santos et al., “Feeding the enclave: special economic zones, street food vendors and the dynamics of urban economy in Tema, Ghana”, Geoforum 169 (1), 2026, Article: 104522.

					
				

			

		

	
		
			
				
					6

				

				
					SJCH 50 (2) | 2025

				

			

		

		
			
				The study also builds on the theoretical tenets of materialism and their embeddedness in modern urban culture. We construct our arguments on the definition of materialism within the broad context of consumerism and the race to appropriate material possessions. Tim Kasser summarised the notion by opining that, “a meaningful, happy life results from the acquisition of wealth and the possessions that convey the right image and high status.”15 This is what others have referred to as the ‘fetishisation’ of products or commodities, which demonstrates an insatiable appetite to acquire surplus that is characteristic of most capitalist societies.16 Karl Marx’s views on materialism are embedded in economic philosophy, in which he underscores the notion that the desire to acquire material possessions is inherent to the human condition. According to Marx, the accumulation of surplus, which in turn spurs economic growth, is the basis for historical change, leading to the social, economic, and political transition from feudalism to capitalism.17 This study draws on these tenets of materialism to examine the limits of materialism within the macroeconomics of a dysfunctional economy. 

				It does this by examining the peculiar psychology behind material possession within the slum conditions of Mbare. Beyond the economic sense, the literature on economic psychology and capitalist accumulation alludes to a correlation between the acquisition of material possessions (defined as materialism) and personal gratification.18 This paper seeks to find out how materialism has played out in Mbare’s informal economy. Here, we unpack how the inhabitants of Mbare have clung to urban decay, becoming primarily focused on eking out economic survival in a place that appears to harbour despondency. We further engage the paradox of why Mbare has experienced persistent infrastructural decay despite its flourishing economic base. 

				Unsurprisingly, some of our interviewees demonstrated a strong affinity for the Mbare Matapi flats despite the sordid state of the accommodation. There were strong sentiments among research participants that they had resignedly accepted the reality of the country’s adverse economic conditions and that Mbare offered an opportunity for survival. This explained their 

				
					
						15	T Kasser, “Materialism and its alternatives”, In: M Csikszentmihalyi and I S Csikszentmihalyi (eds.), A life worth living: Contributions to positive psychology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), pp. 200–214. 

					
					
						16	T Kinder, The non-market economy: use-values and the political economy of public services, (Switzerland: Springer, 2026), pp. 191-209. 

					
					
						17	D Satz, “Marxism, materialism and historical progress”, Canadian Journal of Philosophy Supplementary 15 (1), 1989, pp. 391-424.

					
					
						18	S Joseph et al., “Is materialism all that bad? Effects on satisfaction with material life, life satisfaction, and economic motivation.” Social indicators research 110 (1), 2013, pp. 349-366; B Fregoso and R Olmo. “Fighting epistemological oblivion: The expanded materialism of power in critical pedagogies from the global south”, Review of Education, Pedagogy, and Cultural Studies 1 (1), 2026, pp. 1-14.
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				peculiar desire to remain in this deplorable place, which gave them some hope of sustaining their different livelihoods. Although opinions differed sharply among interviewees, the most widely and strongly held view was that exploiting economic opportunities in Mbare was of prime importance and critical to people’s ability to endure the deplorable conditions. 

				Beyond the economic ties, the study revealed a deep-rooted psychological affinity for Mbare expressed socially through a vibrant popular urban music culture (Zimdancehall).19 This genre was created by self-proclaimed ghetto youths and revealed unending praises and loyalty to their place of residence in Mbare.20 The genre may be regarded as a means of survival through music, a coping strategy, a form of stoicism, and an escape from the adverse living conditions inherent in Mbare. The situation in the Mbare Matapi Flats presented an uneasy sense of belonging, created by years of psychological conditioning to sordid living conditions in a space full of economic potential. This explains why the interviewees appeared to have a misplaced sense of happiness.

				In making these illustrations, the paper is divided into four sections. The first section discusses the origins and development of Mbare as a township, and the construction of Matapi Flats as housing for single men employed in the sprawling urban industry of Salisbury between 1940 and 1950. The second section contextualises the economic crisis in Zimbabwe, the rise of the informal sector, and the development of Mbare as a hub for informal activities. The third and fourth sections capture different perceptions held by the residents of Matapi, the majority of whom expressed a fervent desire to remain lodged in the deplorable conditions because of the economic opportunities available in Mbare. Combined, the sections illustrate how economic opportunism and the hope for a better future influence the perpetual existence of deplorable conditions in the flats. 

				ORIGINS AND DEVELOPMENT OF MBARE UP TO INDEPENDENCE

				The origins of the Mbare high-density suburb are deeply rooted in the white racist colonial socioeconomic policy of separate development. This policy created separate services for Africans and Europeans, including residential 

				
					
						19	U Kufakurinani, and W Mwatwara. “Zimdancehall and the peace crisis in Zimbabwe”, African Conflict and Peacebuilding Review 7 (1), 2017, pp. 33-50.

					
					
						20	T Mashambo, Challenges faced by unemployed youths and their coping strategies (responses) to sustain livelihoods: Case study of Mbare (MA, University of Zimbabwe, 2019), p. 7.
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				areas, schools and hospitals, in colonial Zimbabwe (Southern Rhodesia).21 Mbare, then known as Harari, was established in Salisbury (the capital of Rhodesia) in 1907 as one of the first African townships to house rural migrant labour in developing urban centres.22 The Matapi flats were among the first flats built between 1940 and 1950 to accommodate single African men as cheap labour employed on farms around Salisbury and in the emerging post-Second World War manufacturing sector.23 Many other black residential areas emerged as the colonial government sought to accommodate this growing black population in Salisbury and other urban centres, driven by migration in search of employment.24 Over time, Mbare township continued to attract more African labour as Southern Rhodesia’s economic fortunes expanded in various phases.25 This would later have a tremendous impact on urban development in the future. 

				The rate of rural-to-urban migration by far outpaced the colonial government’s ability to provide the infrastructure to accommodate such massive urbanisation. Thus, as early as 1960, there were growing concerns about overcrowding due to unabated rural-to-urban migration despite the promulgation of laws that sought to curb uncontrolled migration.26 At this early stage, the Department of Native Affairs, which was responsible for African affairs, reported a looming danger of cholera, typhoid, and tuberculosis in the township.27 Apart from health challenges. This overcrowding also led to the development of a lucrative trade in illicit beer brewing and commercial sex work.28 These were the first signs of a budding informal sector. Overall, the policy of separate development led to African townships lagging behind white suburbs up to independence. 

				
					
						21	H L Gann, A History of Southern Rhodesia Early Days to 1934, (Essex: Chatto and Windus, 1965), pp. 312-321; N Chimhete, “African nationalism, municipal beer outlets and shebeens in Salisbury, Rhodesia, 1960s-1980”, Journal of Southern African Studies 44 (5), 2018, pp. 815-831.

					
					
						22	P Bond, “Economic origins of black townships in Zimbabwe: Contradictions of industrial and financial capital in the 1950s and 1960s”, Economic geography 69 (1), 1993, pp. 72-89.

					
					
						23	I Chirisa et al., Situating morality in the housing debate in Harare, pp. 292-301.

					
					
						24	I Phimister, An Economic and Social History of Zimbabwe, 1890-1948 (London: Longman, 1988), p. 259. 

					
					
						25	L Malaba, “Supply, control and organization of African labour in Rhodesia”, African political economy 7 (18), 1980, pp. 7-28.

					
					
						26	C Rakodi, Harare: inheriting a settler colonial city: change or continuity? (Michigan: Wiley, 1995), p. 213.

					
					
						27	Rakodi, “Harare: Inheriting a settler Colonial City”, p. 220. 

					
					
						28	Chimhete, “African nationalism, municipal beer outlets and shebeens in Salisbury, Rhodesia, 1960s-1980”, pp. 815-831.
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				At independence in 1980, Harari Township, the oldest black township in the then city of Salisbury (renamed Harare), was renamed Mbare.29 The massive urbanisation also occurred in Mbare after independence and can be categorised into three phases. The first phase was between 1981 and 1985, and this owed much to the removal of colonial pass laws that had restrained the rural-to-urban migration, particularly of women and children. This meant that the demography of many African townships became diversified from exclusively accommodating male African labourers to accommodating middle-class families.30 This was accompanied by the expansion of the informal sector due to the limited economic opportunities for this growing urban population. A further decline in rural peasant agriculture due to incessant droughts, coupled with a general economic downturn during the first decade of independence, exerted significant pressure on the rural economy, which contributed to massive urbanisation, and Mbare became a haven for poor rural families.31

				The second surge of urban migration was driven by the failure of the Economic Structural Adjustment Programs between 1991 and 1995. For peasant farmers in rural areas, the policy suspended government support for inputs, fertilisers, implements, and subsidies for transporting their produce to the market. This was also exacerbated by the 1992 drought, which is remembered in Zimbabwean history as the worst. According to Uledi, the rural economy after independence never took off; the free-market policy only worsened the plight of peasants in the communal areas, further exacerbating rural-urban migration.32 In the rest of the economy, the massive retrenchments influenced by the neoliberal policies further worsened the economic fortunes of urban dwellers.33 This, in turn, led to the further development of the informal sector. The proximity of the Mbare Matapi Flats to the Mbare farmers’ vegetable market made it an attractive place to live for many people engaged in the expanding informal sector.34 During this period, the effects of the ailing economy demonstrated the resilience and adaptation of the urban population as skilled workers slipped into survival mode. 

				
					
						29	P H Gundani, “Church mothers of Mbare Township: In memory of Mrs Elizabeth Maria Ayema (Mai Musodzi) and Sr Barbara Tredgold”, Theological studies 75, (1), 2019, pp. 1-7. 

					
					
						30	C Stoneman, “The industrialisation of Zimbabwe -Past, Present, And Future”, Afrika Focus 6 (3-4), 1990, pp. 245-266.

					
					
						31	M Drinkwater, “Technical development and peasant impoverishment: Land use policy in Zimbabwe’s Midlands Province”, Journal of Southern African Studies 15, (2),1989, pp. 287-305.

					
					
						32	P Uledi, Environmental Policing in the Tribal Trust Lands and African Peasant Responses in Zimbabwe, c.1960 – 2005 (PhD, Stellenbosch University, 2024), pp. 101-127.

					
					
						33	A Mlambo, Economic structural adjustment programme: The case of Zimbabwe, 1990-1995 (Harare: UZ Publications, 1997), pp. 55-61.

					
					
						34	S Chikulo, P Hebinck and B Kinsey, “‘Mbare Musika is ours’: An analysis of a fresh produce market in Zimbabwe”, African Affairs 119 (476), 2020, pp. 311-337.
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				The biggest rural-to-urban migration surge occurred between 2004 and 2009 as Zimbabwe reached the height of an economic crisis that had roots in the independence decade. Chirisa argues that this led to the growth of peri-urban centres, as those who did not have rural homes and still wanted to cling to urban life chose to stay in peri-urban areas such as Epworth and Hopely.35 The effects of this population upsurge are discussed in the next section. An estimated 2.6 million people migrated from rural areas to urban centres by 2005.36 The situation in the capital city became so dire that in 2005, the government initiated a clean-up campaign, Operation Murambatsvina, to address a massive upsurge in illegal and informal infrastructure. The illegal structures were mainly concentrated in urban areas with lucrative informal business, which influenced urban population movement. At this point, the Zimbabwean government appeared to be an enigma which criminalised informal economic activities during a period of economic turmoil.37 Consequently, the success of this campaign against urban decay was limited due to the continued expansion of informalisation and unemployment. 

				In Mbare, the effects of informalisation were further exacerbated by overpopulation, as the township remained largely unaffected by Murambatsvina because it had been an ‘acceptable’ site for the informal economy.38 It is not clear why Mbare was spared from the urban demolitions, but it is safe to conjecture that the reasons were political and that Mbare has a long history of informality, which has kept it undisturbed. Consequently, many displaced informal businesses shifted to Mbare after Murambatsvina. This, in turn, had negative impacts on infrastructure, further dilapidating it and causing pollution, compounded by inadequate public service funding and poor service delivery. 

				Thus, it was paradoxical that while Murambatsvina was meant to clean up slums, the slums at the same time offered accommodation to the population. Instead of a clean-up, the operation resulted in overpopulation and overcrowding in the remaining available housing. This increased pressure for housing and catalysed further urban decay, especially in Mbare. The government, on its part, did not make active efforts to curb the massive overpopulation in Mbare. The economic survival strategies of black 

				
					
						35	I Chirisa, “Epworth in Zimbabwe: An analytical approach to the concepts of inclusivity, housing and stewardship”, The Built and Human Environment Review 6 (18), 2013, pp. 18-28.

					
					
						36	Amnesty International, Zimbabwe: Housing policy built on foundation of failures and lies, 2006.https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/afr46/015/2006/en/

					
					
						37	E Bandauko, and G Mandisvika, “Right to the City? An analysis of the criminalization of the informal sector in Harare, Zimbabwe”, Journal of Advocacy, Research, and Education 4 (3), 2015, pp. 184–191.

					
					
						38	Interview: author with Machando, Mbare, 12 October 2016.
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				entrepreneurs in an ailing economy could not be challenged without sparking public outrage. The Murambatsvina Campaign showed the government that disrupting the thriving informal urban economy had political implications. Hence, it appeared that the government turned a blind eye to the urban decay in Mbare caused by the massive influx of citizens engaged in the informal economy. Thus, for a long time, urban decay in Mbare continued to fester unabated.

				Due to the influx of people into the informal sector, residents of the Mbare Matapi flats began illegally leasing out the few available spaces to newcomers to generate income. Over time, the apartments began to show signs of severe dilapidation, prompting discussions among the local council authorities responsible for administering them about demolition.39 However, due to political and economic reasons, the demolition or rehabilitation of the flats and the wider Mbare area was never realised. The fact that Mbare provided an economic lifeline to ruling-party stalwarts made the situation political.40 The political landscape of Mbare is fully discussed in the following sections, but the flats have long served as a political bargaining chip for the Zimbabwe African National Union–Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) government. 

				The politicisation of the flats and Mbare led to a stalemate, which left developmental prospects in limbo. Mbare thus continued to support an emerging informal economy described by Jones as the Kukiya Kiya economy, which referred to the highly informal economic activities characterised by illegality.41 The development paradox in Mbare was that, while it provided an economic lifeline to hundreds of thousands of citizens during an economic meltdown, the township became overburdened, leading to further infrastructure challenges that the government continued to ignore. Therefore, while there was some semblance of economic growth through informal market enclaves, it did not translate into an overspill of benefits for Mbare’s infrastructure for economic and political reasons. The governance and political crisis in the country, therefore, led to this paradox of development in which economic survival was eked out in a decaying environment. 

				
					
						39	“Government to focus on Matapi Rehabilitation”, 263 Chat, 1 November 2017.

					
					
						40	J McGregor, “Surveillance and the city: Patronage, power-sharing and the politics of urban control in Zimbabwe”, Journal of Southern African Studies 39 (4), 2013, pp. 783-805.

					
					
						41	J Jones, “‘Nothing is straight in Zimbabwe’: The rise of the kukiya-kiya economy, 2000-2008”, Journal of Southern African Studies 36 (2), 2010, pp. 285-299.
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				MBARE AND THE ZIMBABWEAN CRISIS C. 2000

				Jones suggests that during the crisis period (1998-2008), economic survival in Zimbabwe became the daily business of ordinary men and women, as the government failed to provide a sound economic platform.42 As unemployment grew due to the closure of manufacturing industries, a slump in agricultural production, investor flight, and political instability, ordinary people found themselves surviving in the burgeoning informal sector, particularly in urban spaces. Uledi and Ushehwedu discuss the fight for spatial control in urban areas within the context of economic meltdown, highlighting the agency of commercial sex workers in Mbare who appropriated urban spaces, such as Matute and Majubeki, for economic survival.43 In such contexts, the urban informal economy was characterised by endurance and survival.44 Discussing urban space as a resource for the poor, Brown argues that it is crucial to the survival of young and marginalised demographics.45 In the same way, the residents of Mbare have historically found effective ways to eke out a living in harsh economic and living conditions.46 The Matapi flats became central to the economic survival of over 50 000 Mbare residents, who carved a niche in informal vending, commercial sex work, and the informal metal industry.47 The peculiar feature of the informal industry in Mbare is that it is engulfed in perpetual infrastructural decay, yet the township supported a vibrant economy. 

				Apart from the troubled economy, this developmental paradox lay deeply embedded in the political crisis the country faced during this period. Despite providing an economic lifeline, Mbare was politicised, which directly contributed to the township’s urban decay. During the crisis period (1998-2008), the ruling ZANU-PF party strengthened its political influence through a combination of political violence, coercive patronage, and control over informal trading markets. This was realised using a ZANU-PF militia group known as ‘Chipangano’, which controlled Mbare’s markets and bus termini, 

				
					
						42	Jones, Nothing is straight in Zimbabwe, pp. 285-299.

					
					
						43	P Uledi and U Kufakurinani, “Navigating the urban territory: Prostitution and city spaces of Harare”. In: I Chirisa (ed.), Multidisciplinary Perspective on urbanization in Zimbabwe: Past, Present and Future (Harare: University of Zimbabwe Publications, 2020), p.73.
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				using intimidation and violence to force residents to support the party.48 Thus, it appeared that ZANU-PF forcefully elicited support from Mbare residents through its control of the informal economy. In this way, the ruling party appeared lethargic to any suggestion of demolition. It appeared that the government was playing an important role in supporting the economic survival of the citizenry, despite the decaying infrastructure. 

				Surprisingly, even when the government drew support from the Mbare constituency, and the township became the heart of the informal sector, there were lethargic attempts to provide basic service delivery. Debates from outside government continued to be centred on the total demolition of the Matapi Flats and other surrounding flats, such as the Mbare Flats, Matererini Flats, and Nenyere Flats. Health personnel and town planners persistently probed the government to initiate systematic renovations and demolition. But because the township had become a political stronghold after Murambatsvina the government did not act. 

				This conflict of opinion between health personnel and the government regarding the demolition and relocation of the Matapi residents, in some ways, reflected the deepening political crisis in the country. While contestations about demolition were legitimate, the government may have considered the political effects of displacement without alternative housing. Therefore, in defence of the government, although the Matapi flats became a symbol of systemic collapse, defined by extreme squalor, bedbug infestations, and broken sanitation, making them uninhabitable, demolition without providing adequate alternative housing would have created homelessness. In Matapi, it was found that, in some instances, three generations of the same family lived in a single apartment. Initially, the housing policy in Matapi was that one owner was entitled to a single one-roomed apartment. However, due to post-colonial economic challenges, some households had children and grandchildren sharing a single one-room apartment, and in some instances, the small apartments were further rented to tenants. Relocating this massive population would have indeed placed an administrative burden on a government that was facing several macro-economic challenges, including world record-breaking rates of hyperinflation. 

				Instead of tackling overcrowding head-on, the ruling party resorted to blame-mongering. The Harare City Council (HCC), led by the country’s opposition party, the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), was blamed by ZANU-PF stalwarts for failing to maintain the flats.49 When council officials 
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				suggested demolishing the flats, the ruling party, which had been responsible for developing them since independence, stood in the way. The central government argued that demolition by the MDC-led council was a clear indication of the opposition party’s cruelty towards the citizens. This neatly fit the prevailing ZANU-PF rhetoric, which sought to disenfranchise the country’s opposition party. While the debate was ongoing, the squalid conditions worsened, and Mbare remained a battleground for political leverage. 

				This was further demonstrated by the fact that, while the government embarked on a nationwide clean-up campaign, targeting illegal and unsanitary structures, the Mbare Matapi Flats, a ZANU-PF stronghold and clearly among the worst areas of the capital city, remained untouched. This reinforced the argument that although the campaign was meant to ‘sanitise’ the country’s urban spaces, some saw it as a political strategy aimed at targeting the country’s informal urbanites, who were argued to be responsible for the growing strength and momentum of the opposition party (MDC).50 The government mobilised resources to demolish informal business structures that, in many ways, reflected the state’s callous and ruthless nature. In other ways, this also reflected the government’s failure to tackle the economic crisis and its challenges head-on, opting instead to deflect and engage in political manoeuvring. 

				By 2012, the then Local Government minister Ignatius Chombo, like many other ministers before him, continued to propagate information in public media that the government had plans to renovate the 58 dilapidated flats, including Matapi, Nenyere, Shawasha, Mbare and Matererini.51 However, the government appeared to lack the financial capacity to carry out such a plan.52 During this period, the country’s economy had been on a recovery path under the Government of National Unity (GNU) from 2009, but threats of a relapse loomed.53 The country had not fully recovered from a financial crisis that had lasted for more than a decade. Hyperinflation and liquidity challenges haunted the country’s financial sector between 1998 and 2008, leading to one of the worst economic crises globally. 

				The GNU brought stability to the economy, but latent signs of financial instability remained visible to financial experts. All these factors meant that the government was not yet able to spend beyond its capacity, even though politicians such as Minister Chombo continued to make such promises. At the 
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				grassroots level, however, opposition party council officials remained sceptical about the prospects of demolishing the flats. With no meaningful government support, the same local authority remained overwhelmed with the tasks of improving water reticulation, refuse collection and dealing with overflowing raw effluent. 

				On the other hand, the political rhetoric against the MDC-led local council seemed to gain traction among Mbare residents. The residents saw the council as a useless, corrupt entity unconcerned with the situation. Given the possibility of demolition, there was also little confidence that the process would be completed on time due to corruption allegations against the council. Calvin, a resident, noted, 

				If the government would demolish and build new ones, we would be happy, but I don’t think it’s possible because there is much corruption, and they know how things are in these flats, but they don’t do anything, maybe the government has no money, but I think they don’t care.54 

				The previous failures to solve the housing issue meant that the reality of the conditions at Matapi was ever-present. The government’s position on the course of action to take with the living conditions in Matapi thus remained ambiguous. It appeared that the state was both under-capacitated and willing to let the turmoil fester due to the politically sensitive nature of the Mbare area.55 This state of perpetual crisis was further worsened by the fact that the government was still facing a housing backlog since it embarked on the Murambatsvina campaign that left over 700 000 people homeless.56 What that meant was that the government could not afford to further tamper with the lives of an estimated 70 000 people who called the derelict structures their home. 

				CLINGING ONTO URBAN DECAY 

				The residents themselves were divided in their opinions on the best way to address the deteriorating conditions in Matapi and the surrounding areas. Despite the state of indelible urban decay, many residents clung to the dilapidated conditions and argued against leaving, even in the face of the 
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				prospect of alternative accommodation elsewhere. This was the opinion held by most who exploited the economic opportunities in Mbare. However, some felt the situation was dire and that demolishing the flats was the only option. Emperor, one of the residents of the flats, remarked,

				I have lived here for more than 10 years, and I am married. I live with my wife in my parents’ house. We are six in our family, and we use one room. The sleeping space is not enough, there is no privacy and in general, space is not enough. There are challenges in the flats, such as water, sewage, and refuse problems. The Council does not solve, nor does it collect the refuse. In our toilets, there is human waste everywhere (Kujamba tsvina uchiita imwe). People wait long hours to bathe because there are many people and fewer bathing points. Drug abuse, prostitution, and theft are rampant. If you leave your clothes on the line all day, they may be gone by then, even after a few hours. If the government would give us stands to relocate, we would accept and go even today. If they demolish the flats, it’s fine with me.57 

				The optimistic narrative among some residents was that the social amenities fees they were paying to the Council would be diverted towards a gradual renovation process. For the most part, this perspective was held by the vending community, which stood largely against the demolition of the flats in Mbare. 

				A large population in the informal sector remained adamant that demolition would have led to relocation and detachment from the vibrant informal market in Mbare. Most of these vendors highlighted that they preferred to stay in the Matapi flats, where they would be close to the market and unburdened by the extra costs of commuting if they were to be relocated elsewhere after the demolition of the flats. One interviewee clearly stated that, “I have a few friends who commute every day, and at times I have to give them transport money; they envy me because I stay here in Mbare.”58 This again sounded like a paradox that those staying in the squalor of the flats were envied. 

				However, when the context of Mbare’s economic vibrancy was mentioned, it appeared to be a valid assertion. Indeed, some vendors who commuted daily to Mbare to sell their products expressed dissatisfaction with transport challenges, which they considered a severe burden they had to endure to access market opportunities. Such sentiments were also common among sex workers, who noted that their trade depended on their occupation of the cheap accommodation in the flats and therefore were not 
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				keen on having them demolished.59 It seemed that those who had established economic enclaves in Mbare naturally opposed the demolition of the flats. 

				The hyperactivity of Mbare had contributed to intra-urban migration, with people moving from other urban townships such as Epworth, Glenview, Budiriro, and Kuwadzana. To minimise travel costs, some individuals opted to find temporary accommodation in Mbare, where they worked at the bus terminus, the vegetable market, or the Siyaso industrial market.60 This explicitly highlighted the complexities that may have been associated with the demolition of the flats in Mbare. It appeared unfortunate that the residents of Matapi and the surrounding areas were forced to choose between proper accommodation and the prospect of eking out a living. Therefore, a common trope amongst most of our interviewees was that decent accommodation had become a in a crisis economy. One interviewee remarked,

				You see, my brother, everyone in the flats wants to move out, but because people have found ways to survive the economic meltdown, they have also learned to cope with reality. One, you need money to buy a stand, and two, to build it. So, you cannot just leave because the money is playing hard to get; so, we live with the little we get from our deals. The flats are not good for our health, and even the future of our children, and there is nothing we can do as of now because we are surviving, and then you are asking about being relocated and if we would consider it. The issue is not whether one is interested, but whether one can survive. So, everything that comes after is not important because we need food first, money to send our children to school, and then we talk of a good location.61 

				The people in Matapi flats felt they could find ways around some of the health problems they faced, but they could not find alternative livelihoods; hence, they continued to live in deplorable conditions. 

				Across the African continent, economic crises are felt most in urban areas, leading to urban poverty.62 The United Nations projected that by 2030, half of the African continent’s poor will be in urban areas due to continued urbanisation.63 Urban poverty, in turn, leads to a situation in which few urban spaces become niches of economic activity, especially for the unemployed. These spaces have often become hotspots for illegal activities. Despite the government’s efforts to criminalise such activities and curb crime, the desperate conditions arising from economic challenges often 
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				render those efforts futile. In the case of Mbare, the citizens’ will to survive economic challenges led to criminality and persistent urban decay, which the Zimbabwean government has repeatedly failed to address. The government’s failure to improve the economic situation has led residents of Mbare to appear to be clinging to urban decay. 

				However, perceptions of urban decay and economic vibrancy in Mbare were indeed mixed. The elderly citizens of Mbare shared a strong sense of profound vulnerability and extreme discomfort. Despite sharing the consensus that the flats provided a central, affordable location for livelihood activities, they viewed them as a health hazard due to overcrowding, lack of privacy, and failed sanitation infrastructure. Furthermore, the elderly citizens felt highly vulnerable due to poor housing conditions, lack of safety, and inadequate social support, frequently relying solely on meagre pensions for survival. The living conditions were indeed unsuitable for ageing citizens, with many elderly residents struggling with the physical demands of crowded and shared facilities.64 There was also a strong sense of fear and insecurity among women, particularly regarding safety when navigating the environment, exacerbated by frequent power outages. Generally, were observed that individuals who did not derive direct economic benefits from Mbare’s informal market were more concerned about the health hazards littering the township. This further emphasised the idea that the citizens of Mbare clung to urban decay because such areas offered opportunities for economic survival. 

				Apart from citizens clinging to the urban decay in Mbare, it seemed that the government was also in a similar state. Aside from the economic crisis, political polarisation is one of the toughest obstacles to upgrading and inner-city revitalisation projects across the country. Ever since ZANU-PF enforced its political stranglehold on Mbare through its militia group from 2010, the township has been known to be a hot political zone characterised by intimidation, coercion, physical harm through beatings and torture and at times abductions and disappearances of opposition members.65 For instance, the Amnesty International 2023 Report indicated that from 2013 to 2023, there were over 100 cases of abductions, torture, intimidation and assault of opposition political activists, councillors and members of parliament in Mbare alone.66 In 2014, the Freedom House also reported that,
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				State-sponsored political violence against the political opposition is a serious and chronic problem, especially in townships like Mbare, Mabvuku, Budiriro and Chitungwiza. However, violence was much less severe in 2013 than in previous election years, especially in the post-election period. In general, MDC politicians, activists, and supporters were still subject to harassment, assault, and occasional arbitrary detention by security forces, militias, and supporters of ZANU-PF.67

				The escalation of political violence in Mbare spiralled into a crisis of infrastructural development. It is said that those who voiced their concerns also faced the risk of being beaten or removed from Mbare. Accounts note that in 2015, a man was severely beaten by Chipangano after openly asking ZANU-PF members in a meeting at Mai Musodzi Hall, “When will your government renovate the flats?”68 The issue of demolishing the flats thus remained politically sensitive for the ZANU-PF party and the ruling government. The ruling party’s promises to renovate the flats were repeatedly brandished as a trump card in vote-buying rather than a genuine concern for the living conditions of the Matapi residents.69 The ZANU-PF-led government has remained in power through neglect, the use of development rhetoric to garner votes, and other tools, including brute-force coercion. 

				Using the case of Musana communal area, Uledi and Hove argue that the ZANU-PF-led government manipulated the poor state of communal areas to win people’s hearts during elections, promising infrastructural development by building roads and clinics and upgrading dilapidated schools.70 These promises were yet to be fully realised as communal areas remain islands of underdevelopment. This exposed how political promises and rhetoric failed to improve housing and development, a post-colonial dilemma that Zimbabwe still grapples with. 

				In 2019, the Deputy Minister of Local Government, Public Works and National Housing, Jennifer Mhlanga, said that “we are committed to the total revamping of these super structures so that our people live in better shelter and environment.”71 The option of demolishing the flats was never appealing to the ruling party. Because of the level of informality, demolishing the flats threatened to plunge many into further poverty. Therefore, demolition came with the threat of relocating an economically vibrant population dependent on informal activities, many of whom were ruling party supporters who, on 
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						70	P Uledi and G Hove, “Developmental inequality and living on the margins in post-colonial Zimbabwe: the case of Musana District”, Africa Review 3 (13), 2020, pp. 56-70.

					
					
						71	“Government, Council Renovate Matapi Flats”, The Herald, 3 April 2019. 

					
				

			

		

	
		
			
				
					20

				

				
					SJCH 50 (2) | 2025

				

			

		

		
			
				election days, formed the basis of the ruling party’s support. This dilemma meant that discussions around demolition perpetually remained in the public discourse, as the government clung to the electorate in the squalid conditions of Mbare.

				It is accepted that the social and economic aspects of implementing rehabilitation schemes are complex.72 In a study on the Alexandra Rehabilitation Programme in South Africa, Chirisa and Mlambo indicated that the South African case was a major success, most importantly because it was multi-faceted, engaged the community, and avoided being a mere housing project, becoming one that impacted society at economic and social levels.73 In the end, the scheme not only provided housing but also created employment, thereby thwarting crime and other negative social vices. Holistically, the socioeconomic and political situation made the Matapi situation more complex, given Zimbabwe’s economic and political crises. One interviewee pointed out that the living conditions were a lesser evil, and that people would rather stay and obtain meagre incomes than be forced to relocate to places where they would be totally crippled economically: 

				You should know one thing about Mbare before anything else: Mbare is the economic heart of Harare, and everyone wants to live here. As for me, I do all sorts of things from Bronco (an illegal intoxicating cough mixture), I own a pool table, a car wash and sell marijuana. I am surviving well and make no less than US$ 70 per day, which you cannot do on the outskirts of Harare. I cannot relocate and go out to where other people are running from. We know and live with all the bad things that are said about Matapi, but sewage unongojamba vhat tinongotsvaga kumwe and kugeza unogeza husiku musisina pressure mutoilet. (You just jump over overflowing sewage and look for water from elsewhere, and you just shower or bathe during the night when there are no bathing queues)—Zvekubva ndaramba saka (I will never be moved from this area). Furthermore, I will never consider commuting because I even bought a stand in Southlea Park in 2011, but I don’t live there; hakuna mari.74 

				Sex workers particularly thrived on regular, familiar clientele and thus pointed out that relocating from Matapi, if the flats were demolished, would threaten sex work activities. One sex worker explicitly stated, “I have the clients that know me, and they pay good money, so if I am to move, I will lose all these clients, what for, because there are no proper toilets and good water?”75 It was clear that this economic dependency would indeed have created political problems that contributed to the council and government’s dilemma in deciding to demolish the flats. As pointed out by Chirisa and Mlambo, the handicap for government was greater than a matter of financial capability, 
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				as it also involved employment creation that, if not addressed, risked the Matapi problem re-emerging elsewhere.76 Therefore, for both citizens and the government, the paradox of economic enclaves became a political issue that seemed to lead to a stalemate in prospects for rehabilitating the Matapi and other flats. While the economic expansion in Mbare did not translate into meaningful infrastructure development or material gain for citizens, they continued to carve out an economic niche amidst squalor. The government was also unwilling to disturb the status quo owing to economic and political factors. 

				AN ALTERNATIVE VIEW

				As noted earlier, the interviews with people without economic ties, particularly those who spent most of their time in the domestic space, offered alternative interpretations of the situation in the flats. One interviewee claimed that the flat she was residing in had been inherited from her parents more than 40 years ago, and she had a sense that the conditions therein were worsening and that the flats were beyond repair, with total demolition as the only alternative.77 Another interviewee revealed that he had lived in Matapi for 29 years in a room he had inherited from his parents, described the living conditions as hell, and pointed out that, if offered another place, he would move immediately without considering the economic benefits of Mbare, because he had none.78 Hence, domesticity and lack of economic ties played an important role in shaping an alternative narrative about urban decay in Mbare. Indeed, many housewives bemoaned poor living conditions.79 Unlike women who were tasked with nurturing and domestic duties, most men spent most of their time away from the flats. The women who spent most of their time at home faced many of these hardships, including fetching water, doing laundry, and cleaning, all of which were difficult in the confined living spaces. It was indeed difficult to imagine nursing mothers being exposed to such unsanitary conditions and the risk they and their infants faced. Such women took a radical approach to the demolition discourse, supporting it and citing health challenges. 

				It is imperative to note that some men appeared to be affected by domesticity in the same way as the women, especially those who were 
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				involved in the home industry. Basket weaving was observed to be a common trade among men who manufactured and sold most of their wares in the home industry. While the bulk of steel and wood manufacturing took place in the Siyaso area of Mbare, many small-scale artisans operated from home. One basket weaver noted that because he operated at a very small scale, where he was only able to manufacture eight baskets in a day, it made sense for him to operate from home.80 Because this particular artisan spent most of his time at home, he was uneasy about his health and remarked that “money is not important, but health concerns are more important than money because when you are sick, you cannot look for the money.”81 His sentiments were compounded by the fact that he was not selling enough to sustain his family, as the market was already flooded, and he pointed out that, out of the eight baskets he weaved per day, he sold only three on a good day. 

				Furthermore, the same opinion was shared by some sex workers who argued that because they spent more time at home and not at work, the squalor in the flats was more likely to cause more harm to their health. One sex worker noted that if they were relocated to a place where there were men willing to buy sex, she and her colleagues would survive.82 She further argued that sex work had the prospect of flourishing even in the most difficult environments, as she pointed out that poverty had never been an excuse for men not to have sex or pay for it.83 These opinions gave a contrasting view of how Mbare has been prioritised as an economic gateway. It proved that, in certain instances, morality, the desire for sanitary conditions, and the failure to fully exploit economic conditions added to opinions on the possible demolition and relocation of people, deepening the dilemma of surviving an economic crisis. 

				Although these two distinct opinions arose regarding the possible impacts of relocation on traders, a common feeling was that the local council had failed the residents. Several residents felt that the local council was preying on the desperation of home seekers and squeezing them of their hard-earned cash without much in the way of reciprocation in the form of sufficient service delivery. The council has been demanding $20 for development purposes since 2014, yet the council has done nothing to improve the living conditions in the flats. “Here, the council is useless; it collects our money for nothing, and we have no hope that life in Mbare Matapi will be better.”84 
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				Broadly, despite facing different economic conditions, the residents articulated a heightened sense of neglect on the part of the government as they lamented their precarious living conditions.

				CONCLUSION 

				In this paper, we have examined urban decay through the lenses of economic opportunism and a thriving informal economy. We argue that this parallel reality of a vibrant informal economy and urban decay in the Mbare Matapi flats presents a paradox of development. The paper demonstrates this by showing that while the entire Mbare area is trapped in urban decay, it still serves as a hub of economic vibrancy, characterised by diverse informal-economy enclaves. This economic vibrancy has, however, failed to translate to infrastructural revitalisation due to economic and political challenges. The broader situation has led the inhabitants of Matapi flats to remain clinging to urban decay in a place that supports economic survival through diverse livelihood opportunities. Indeed, some residents of the flats expressed a profound unwillingness to tolerate prospects of demolition that would pave the way for better living conditions by arguing that it would disrupt trade within this thriving informal sector. Beyond this, for political reasons, both the local and central government also appeared reluctant to disturb this status quo in Mbare, which is seen as a political stronghold, by demolishing the flats. At the conceptual level, our paper shows that this developmental crisis aligns with some tenets of enclavism, in which economic growth is sometimes paralleled with inequality and stagnation. In this case, the vibrant informal economy in Mbare has failed to translate to meaningful infrastructural development of the Matapi flats and the wider suburb. The residents of Matapi and other adjoining areas endure squalid living conditions yet participate in a thriving informal economy. On another level, we show that while the government and other responsible authorities lack a clear policy on how to deal with these conditions, choosing to focus on blame-mongering, for the ordinary citizens, this crisis has conditioned them to prioritise economic survival over other material concerns such as health and sanitation. Ultimately, we link this developmental paradox of thriving informality and urban decay to the wider ongoing macro-economic and political crisis in the country since independence. In conclusion, we offer a starting point for further research into this developmental paradox of informality and urban decay in other regions of the Developing World. 
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