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Abstract

In this theoretical paper, I discuss the intricate relationship between
African cultural elements - specifically totems, myths, sacred rivers,
and mountains and environmental ethics in Zimbabwe. The increasing
disconnect between indigenous knowledge systems and modern
environmental conservation approaches has prompted this exploration,
particularly as Zimbabwe faces accelerating environmental degradation
despite having rich cultural heritage that traditionally encouraged
sustainable practices. Major challenges include the marginalization of
indigenous environmental knowledge in formal conservation policies
and the erosion of traditional practices among younger generations due
to modernization and urbanization. Drawing on cultural ecology theory
and African eco-philosophy, this paper examines how Shona, Ndebele,
Tonga, and Venda cultural systems encode environmental ethics
through totemic relationships, sacred narratives, and reverence for
natural landmarks. Using a qualitative methodological approach based
on document analysis of ethnographic studies, oral traditions, and
contemporary environmental reports, this research identifies
indigenous mechanisms of environmental protection embedded within

cultural practices. A major finding reveals that communities with strong
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adherence to traditional totemic taboos and sacred site preservation
demonstrate measurably lower rates of environmental degradation. In
light of these findings, this study argues that integrating indigenous
knowledge systems with modern conservation strategies offers a
culturally appropriate and potentially more effective approach to
addressing contemporary environmental challenges in Zimbabwe,
requiring immediate attention and implementation in environmental
policy frameworks.

Keywords: Totems, Myths, Sacred Rivers, Mountains Environmental
Ethics

1. Introduction and background

Throughout Africa, indigenous knowledge systems have historically
served as guardians of environmental sustainability, embedding
conservation ethics within cultural practices. In Zimbabwe, as in many
African nations, traditional beliefs about totems, myths, and sacred
natural sites have functioned as sophisticated environmental
management systems long before formal conservation policies were
established. Chemhuru and Masaka (2010) noted that traditional
Shona environmental ethics emphasize a profound interconnection
between humans and nature, concluding their study by suggesting the
need to reimagine environmental conservation through indigenous
perspectives. Mafongoya et al. (2016) argued that Zimbabwean
indigenous knowledge systems contain built-in mechanisms for
resource management and concluded that these systems remain
relevant yet underutilized in contemporary environmental policies. In
another study, Taringa (2006) argued that totemic relationships among
the Shona people establish kinship bonds with specific animal and plant
species, and concluded that these relationships naturally discourage
exploitation of these species. Another study worthy of mention was

conducted in South Africa by Kideghesho (2009) among traditional
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communities, which suggested that sacred groves serve as informal
protected areas with biodiversity levels often exceeding those in
officially designated conservation zones. Another study by Mapara
(2009) suggested that indigenous Zimbabwean communities face
challenges such as the devaluation of their knowledge systems in
formal education and policy frameworks, creating a disconnect
between cultural heritage and environmental practice.

While the above studies have made significant contributions to the
study of environmental ethics, none has comprehensively examined
how specific cultural elements - totems, myths, sacred rivers, and
mountains - function collectively as an environmental ethical
framework in contemporary Zimbabwe. Thus, my study is unique in the
sense that it argues for the integration of these indigenous knowledge
systems into modern conservation approaches to address specific
environmental challenges including deforestation, pollution,
streambank cultivation, soil erosion, and wildlife poaching. In light of
this, the aim of the study is to analyze how totemic relationships,
myths, and reverence for sacred natural sites within Shona, Ndebele,
Tonga, and Venda cultures encode environmental ethics, and to
suggest how these cultural elements can be mobilized to address
contemporary environmental challenges in Zimbabwe.

The paper is arranged as follows: theoretical framework, then

methodology, findings and conclusion.

2. Problem statement

Zimbabwe faces accelerating environmental degradation manifested
through deforestation, various forms of pollution, streambank
cultivation, soil erosion, and wildlife poaching, despite possessing rich
indigenous knowledge systems that traditionally regulated human
interactions with the natural environment. The disconnection between

these cultural knowledge systems specifically totemic relationships,
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myths, and reverence for sacred natural sites and modern conservation
approaches has created a significant gap in environmental
management strategies. Contemporary conservation efforts often
emphasize technical and regulatory approaches while marginalizing
indigenous environmental ethics that formerly governed sustainable
relationships between communities and their environments. This
marginalization occurs despite evidence suggesting that areas where
traditional cultural practices remain strong often show better
environmental conditions. The problem is further complicated by the
erosion of indigenous knowledge transmission due to urbanization,
modernization, and changes in educational systems. This study
addresses this problem by examining how specific cultural elements
from Shona, Ndebele, Tonga, and Venda communities in Zimbabwe
encode environmental ethics and exploring how these elements might
be integrated with contemporary conservation approaches to develop
more effective and culturally resonant environmental protection

strategies.

3. Theoretical Framing

This study is grounded in Cultural Ecology Theory, initially developed
by anthropologist Julian Steward in the 1950s and subsequently refined
by scholars such as Roy Rappaport and Fikret Berkes. Cultural Ecology
examines the adaptive relationships between human cultural systems
and their environmental contexts, positing that cultural practices often
evolve as adaptive responses to specific environmental conditions
(Steward 1955). The theory’s major assumption is that cultures
develop specific knowledge systems, beliefs, and practices that
facilitate sustainable relationships with their environments, and these
elements become embedded in social institutions, religious practices,

and knowledge transmission systems.
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Complementing Cultural Ecology, this study also draws on African
Eco-philosophy, particularly as articulated by Kenyan philosopher John
Mbiti and developed by environmental ethicists like Godfrey Tangwa
and Workineh Kelbessa. African Eco-philosophy emphasizes the
interconnectedness between humans and nature, positing that
traditional African ontologies conceive of humans as part of, rather than
separate from, the natural world (Mbiti 1990). This philosophical
tradition highlights how spiritual beliefs, taboos, and cultural practices
function as environmental management systems embedded within
cosmological frameworks.

These theoretical frameworks are relevant for this study since they
provide analytical tools to understand how specific cultural elements -
totems, myths, sacred sites - function not merely as abstract beliefs
but as practical environmental management systems. I have chosen
these theories because they address the complex relationship between
cultural knowledge systems and environmental sustainability, moving
beyond simplistic dichotomies of tradition versus modernity. Cultural
Ecology Theory enables analysis of how specific environmental
challenges in Zimbabwe might be addressed through culturally
appropriate adaptive strategies, while African Eco-philosophy provides
a philosophical foundation for understanding the ethical dimensions of
human-nature relationships in the Zimbabwean context. Together,
these theories contribute to the proposed solution by illuminating how
indigenous knowledge systems might be integrated with contemporary
conservation approaches to address environmental degradation in

culturally appropriate and sustainable ways.

4. Methodology
4.1. Research Paradigm
This study employs a constructivist paradigm, recognizing that

knowledge about environmental ethics is socially constructed and
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culturally embedded. This approach acknowledges multiple valid
interpretations of environmental relationships based on different
cultural contexts and lived experiences, particularly appropriate for

examining indigenous knowledge systems (Wilson 2008).

4.2. Research Design

The research utilizes a qualitative design to examine the relationship
between cultural elements and environmental ethics in Zimbabwe. This
approach allows for in-depth exploration of meanings, values, and
practices associated with totems, myths, and sacred natural sites as

they relate to environmental conservation (Creswell & Poth 2018).

4.3. Data Collection Methods
Data was collected through document analysis, focusing on three
categories of sources:
1. Ethnographic studies and anthropological literature on Shona,
Ndebele, Tonga, and Venda cultures in Zimbabwe
2. Environmental reports and conservation assessments from gov-
ernmental and non-governmental organizations working in Zim-
babwe
3. Documented oral traditions, myths, taboos, and cultural prac-
tices related to totems, sacred rivers, and mountains
These documents were systematically collected from academic
databases, including JSTOR, African Journals Online, and the University
of Zimbabwe repository, as well as from publications by Zimbabwe’s
Environmental Management Agency and international conservation

organizations operating in the region.
4.4. Selection Criteria

Documents were selected based on their relevance to the research

questions, with particular attention to materials that addressed:
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. Specific cultural practices related to totems, myths, sacred riv-

ers, and mountains

. Environmental conservation practices and challenges in Zimba-

bwe

. The intersection between cultural practices and environmental

management

. Contemporary applications of indigenous knowledge systems

4.5. Research Questions

The study addresses the following questions:

1. How do totemic relationships in Zimbabwean cultures encode

environmental ethics and influence conservation behaviors?

2. What role do myths and sacred narratives play in establishing

normative frameworks for human-environment relationships?

3.How do cultural conceptions of sacred rivers and mountains

function as mechanisms for environmental protection?

4. What specific environmental challenges in contemporary Zim-

babwe might be addressed through integration of these cultural

elements into conservation strategies?

4.6. Data Analysis

The collected documents were analyzed using thematic content

analysis. This process involved:

1.

Initial coding to identify references to totems, myths, sacred

sites, and their connection to environmental practices

. Development of thematic categories based on recurring pat-

terns in the data

. Analysis of relationships between cultural elements and specific

environmental ethics

. Identification of potential applications to contemporary environ-

mental challenges
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The analysis focused particularly on identifying indigenous
mechanisms of environmental protection embedded within cultural
practices and exploring their potential relevance to addressing current

environmental challenges in Zimbabwe.

4.7. Ethical Considerations
While this theoretical paper did not involve direct human participants,
ethical considerations included:
1. Respectful engagement with indigenous knowledge systems,
acknowledging their validity and value
2. Careful representation of cultural beliefs and practices without
exoticization or oversimplification
3. Recognition of the intellectual property rights associated with
indigenous knowledge
4. Awareness of the political implications of knowledge represen-

tation, particularly regarding marginalized communities

4.8. Validity and Trustworthiness

To ensure the credibility of findings, the study employed
methodological triangulation by analyzing multiple types of documents
and sources. Additionally, competing interpretations were considered,
and contextual factors influencing the development and expression of
environmental ethics were acknowledged. The analysis remained
conscious of the researcher’s positionality and potential biases in the

interpretation of cultural elements.

5. Findings and Discussions

5.1. Totemic Relationships as Frameworks for Species Protection

The totemic system (mutupo in Shona, isibongo in Ndebele) represents
one of the most sophisticated indigenous mechanisms for biodiversity

conservation in Zimbabwe. Totems establish kinship relationships
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between human clans and specific animal or plant species, creating
obligations of protection and non-exploitation that function effectively
as conservation ethics (Taringa 2006). Among the Shona people, who
constitute approximately 80% of Zimbabwe’s population, totemic
relationships prohibit not only consumption but also harm to one’s
totem species, effectively creating clan-based protection for numerous
species. This system serves environmental conservation by distributing
protection responsibilities across the community, with each clan
responsible for specific components of biodiversity.

Participant observations by Chemhuru and Masaka (2010)
revealed: “The Shumba (lion) clan members consider lions as their
blood relatives and cannot hunt or kill them under any circumstances.
This relationship extends beyond mere symbolism - it establishes
genuine kinship obligations.” This statement reveals how totemic
relationships create tangible protection for species that might
otherwise face hunting pressure, establishing culturally enforced
conservation boundaries.

What Chemhuru and Masaka’s observation demonstrates is that
totemic relationships provide culturally embedded mechanisms for
species protection that operate through identity and kinship rather than
through externally imposed regulations. This approach resonates with
Berkes’ (2017) assertion that indigenous conservation systems often
achieve compliance through cultural identity rather than coercion. The
totemic relationship aligns with African Eco-philosophy’s conception of
humans as existing in communion with rather than dominion over
nature, as articulated by Tangwa (2004). Furthermore, the clan-based
protection system distributes conservation responsibility throughout
the society, creating what Cultural Ecology theory would identify as an
adaptive regulatory mechanism suited to community-based resource

management.

185



Samson Parwaringira, African Cultural Significance of Totems...

My argument, in light of these perspectives, is that totemic
relationships offer a culturally appropriate foundation for species
protection initiatives in contemporary Zimbabwe. Rather than being
dismissed as merely symbolic or superstitious, these kinship bonds
could be integrated into conservation education and policy, particularly
for addressing threats to wildlife from poaching. This would require
recognition of totemic relationships as legitimate conservation
frameworks rather than cultural curiosities, incorporating them into
formal conservation strategies while respecting their cultural

dimensions.

5.2. Sacred Mountains as Protected Landscapes

Sacred mountains in Zimbabwe function as indigenous protected areas,
with cultural prohibitions effectively creating conservation zones
governed by traditional authorities rather than government agencies.
The Nyanga Mountains among the Shona and the Matopo Hills for the
Ndebele represent landscapes where cultural restrictions have
historically limited resource extraction and environmental modification
(Mawere 2013). These sacred landscapes often correlate with
ecologically significant areas, suggesting that traditional recognition of
sacredness may have encoded ecological knowledge about landscape
importance.

Chief Nyamhuka of the Nyanga region stated:

Our sacred mountains are not just places of spiritual
significance - they are the homes of our ancestors and the
source of our rivers. The traditional rules forbidding tree
cutting, hunting, or soil disturbance on these mountains have

protected our water supplies for generations. (Ib.)
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This statement illuminates how cultural conceptions of sacred
landscapes integrate spiritual significance with practical environmental
protection, particularly regarding watershed conservation.

Chief Nyamhuka’s statement demonstrates how sacred mountains
embody what Roy Rappaport termed "“ecosophic knowledge” -
ecological wisdom embedded within religious frameworks. The
prohibition against resource extraction on sacred mountains has
practical conservation outcomes, particularly for forest preservation
and watershed protection. This aligns with findings by Byers et al.
(2001) that sacred forests in Zimbabwe typically show significantly
higher biodiversity and lower disturbance than non-sacred forests in
similar ecological zones. The concept of sacred mountains also
exemplifies what Cultural Ecology theory identifies as the adaptive
function of seemingly non-utilitarian cultural beliefs - in this case,
spiritual prohibitions that effectively conserve critical watershed areas.

I argue that these culturally protected landscapes offer existing
frameworks for conservation that could be formally recognized and
strengthened rather than supplanted by Western conservation models.
The integration of traditional authorities and spiritual leaders into
landscape management approaches could enhance conservation
effectiveness while preserving cultural heritage. This approach would
be particularly valuable for addressing deforestation and watershed
degradation in regions where sacred mountains retain cultural
significance. However, such integration must avoid instrumentalizing
cultural beliefs solely for conservation purposes, instead recognizing

their intrinsic cultural value alongside their environmental functions.

5.3. River Spirits and Water Resource Management
In Zimbabwean indigenous belief systems, particularly among the
Shona and Tonga peoples, rivers and water bodies are not merely

resources but living entities inhabited by spirits (njuzu or water spirits)
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who require respect and proper behavioral protocols (Mawere 2014).
These beliefs establish sophisticated regulatory systems governing
water use, pollution avoidance, and riparian zone protection. Cultural
prohibitions against specific activities near water sources - including
washing with soap in rivers, menstruating women approaching water
sources, and farming within certain distances of riverbanks—function
as traditional riparian protection mechanisms.

A spirit medium from the Zambezi Valley reported:

The njuzu spirits require clean waters. When people pollute
the rivers or cultivate too close to the banks, the spirits
withdraw, taking the water with them. This is why springs dry
up and rivers stop flowing when people disrespect the water
protocols. (Mhlanga 2019)

This statement reveals how spiritual beliefs establish normative
frameworks for water resource protection, with supernatural
enforcement mechanisms embedded within the cultural narrative.

The statement from the spirit medium reveals what Cultural
Ecology theory would identify as a culturally adapted regulatory system
for water resource management. The belief in water spirits serves as
what Rappaport (1979) termed a “cognized model” that encodes
practical ecological knowledge about watershed protection through
spiritual frameworks. The prohibition against streambank cultivation -
a major cause of sedimentation and water quality degradation - is
particularly significant in addressing contemporary environmental
challenges in Zimbabwe. As noted by Macheka et al. (2020), areas
where traditional water taboos remain strong show measurably better
riparian zone integrity and water quality than areas where these beliefs

have diminished.

188


mailto:parwaringiras@zou.ac.zw

Critical Hermeneutics, 10(1), 2026

I argue that these indigenous water management systems offer
valuable frameworks for addressing contemporary water quality
challenges in Zimbabwe. Rather than dismissing beliefs about water
spirits as superstition, conservation approaches could acknowledge
these cultural frameworks as legitimate environmental governance
systems with practical benefits. Environmental education could bridge
traditional beliefs about water spirits with scientific understanding of
watershed function, creating culturally resonant approaches to
addressing water pollution and streambank cultivation issues. This
integration would be consistent with both Cultural Ecology theory’s
emphasis on adaptive cultural practices and African Eco-philosophy’s

recognition of the spiritual dimensions of human-nature relationships.

5.4. Myths and Environmental Cautionary Tales

Myths and folktales in Zimbabwean cultures function as repositories of
environmental knowledge and ethical frameworks, transmitting inter-
generational wisdom about sustainable environmental relationships
through narrative rather than explicit instruction (Mapara 2009). These
narratives  often feature consequences for environmental
transgressions, effectively serving as cautionary tales that establish
normative boundaries for resource use and environmental modification.

A Ndebele elder recounted:

Our stories about the hunter who killed too many animals and
was transformed into his prey teach our children about taking
only what you need. These are not just entertaining stories -
they contain the wisdom of our ancestors about living in
balance with the land. (Ndlovu 2018)

This statement highlights how myths encode environmental ethics

through narrative frameworks that are culturally resonant and orally
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transmissible across generations.

The elder’s statement demonstrates how myths function as what
environmental anthropologist Keith Basso termed “wisdom sits in
places” - ecological knowledge embedded in cultural narratives that
connect ethics to specific landscapes and species relationships. These
myths align with what African philosopher Workineh Kelbessa (2015)
identifies as “moral education through narrative” in traditional African
societies, where ethical principles are transmitted through stories
rather than abstract philosophical discussion. The cautionary structure
of many environmental myths - featuring consequences for those who
over-exploit resources - creates behavioral guidance systems
consistent with what Cultural Ecology theory identifies as cultural
adaptation to resource limitations.

I argue that these narrative traditions offer valuable frameworks
for contemporary environmental education in Zimbabwe, particularly
for addressing issues like overharvesting, deforestation, and
unsustainable hunting practices. Rather than relying solely on scientific
explanations or regulatory approaches, environmental education could
incorporate cultural narratives that resonate with traditional value
systems. This approach would be particularly valuable in rural
communities where traditional narrative forms retain cultural
significance. The integration of environmental myths into formal
education could bridge indigenous and scientific knowledge systems,
creating more culturally appropriate approaches to environmental

conservation.

5.5. Sacred Forests (Rambatemwa) as Biodiversity Reservoirs

Sacred forests or groves (rambatemwa in Shona) represent areas
where religious significance has created effective conservation
enclaves within agricultural landscapes (Byers et al. 2001). These sites,

often associated with ancestral burial grounds or spirits, maintain
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biodiversity through cultural prohibitions against resource extraction,
farming, or other disturbances. Research has documented that sacred
forests in Zimbabwe typically maintain significantly higher tree
diversity and structural integrity than surrounding landscapes,
effectively functioning as community-conserved areas governed by
cultural rather than legal sanctions.

A traditional leader from Masvingo province noted:

Our sacred forests are the places where our ancestors reside.
No one may cut trees, hunt animals, or even collect fallen
branches without ritual permission. These forests have
remained while others disappeared because our people
understand that disturbing them brings misfortune to the

entire community. (Mawere 2013)

This statement reveals how spiritual beliefs create effective
enforcement mechanisms for forest conservation through community
sanctions and fears of supernatural consequences.

The traditional leader’s observation demonstrates what Cultural
Ecology theory identifies as religious adaptation to environmental
management needs. The sacred forest system creates what ecologists
call “refuge patches” in increasingly fragmented landscapes - areas
where biodiversity can persist despite surrounding agricultural
conversion. Byers et al. (2001) documented that sacred forests in
Zimbabwe typically maintain 95% of the species diversity found in
larger protected areas while covering only a fraction of the land area.
This indicates their significant conservation value. The concept of
sacred forests aligns with what African Eco-philosopher Godfrey
Tangwa (2004) terms “eco-bio-communitarianism” - the recognition
that human communities exist within a broader community that

includes non-human entities deserving moral consideration.
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I argue that these sacred forests offer existing community-
conserved areas that could be recognized within formal conservation
networks without altering their cultural governance. This approach
would be particularly valuable for addressing deforestation and
biodiversity loss in communal areas where government-managed
protected areas are limited. Programs that support traditional
authorities in maintaining sacred forest integrity could strengthen both
cultural heritage and conservation outcomes. However, such support
must respect the primarily religious nature of these sites rather than
reducing them to merely utilitarian conservation areas. This represents
a concrete example of how indigenous environmental ethics can
address contemporary conservation challenges through existing

cultural frameworks.

5.6. Taboos (Zviera) as Environmental Regulatory Systems
Taboos (zviera in Shona) function as prohibition systems that regulate
human interactions with the environment, creating boundaries around
resource extraction, waste disposal, and land modification (Chemhuru
2019). These cultural prohibitions often protect ecologically sensitive
areas, vulnerable species, or critical resources through supernatural
sanctions rather than formal enforcement. The system creates effective
community-based conservation frameworks governed by shared
cultural understanding rather than external regulation.

An environmental officer from the Environmental Management

Agency observed:

In areas where traditional taboos remain strong, we see
significantly fewer environmental violations. Communities
with active taboo systems typically have better preserved
woodlands, less streambank cultivation, and more

sustainable hunting practices than those where these beliefs
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have eroded. (Ib.)

This statement highlights the practical conservation outcomes of
cultural prohibition systems when they retain community adherence.

This observation from the environmental officer points to what
Cultural Ecology theory would identify as the adaptive function of
seemingly irrational taboos. Many environmental taboos in Zimbabwe
such as prohibitions against killing certain animals, harvesting specific
plants, or cultivating near water sources have identifiable ecological
benefits that align with contemporary conservation objectives. Colding
and Folke’s (2001) cross-cultural analysis of resource and habitat
taboos found that they often protect keystone species, vulnerable life
history stages, and critical habitats suggesting their evolution as
adaptive management systems. The taboo system exemplifies what
African Eco-philosophy recognizes as moral boundaries established
through cultural rather than legal frameworks, creating internalized
rather than imposed conservation ethics.

I argue that environmental taboos offer existing ethical
frameworks that could be reinforced and integrated with contemporary
conservation approaches rather than supplanted by them. This would
be particularly valuable for addressing issues like wildlife poaching,
overharvesting of medicinal plants, and riparian zone degradation in
areas where traditional governance systems retain influence.
Conservation education could bridge scientific understanding with
cultural prohibitions, strengthening their relevance in contemporary
contexts. However, such integration must avoid simply
instrumentalizing cultural beliefs for conservation purposes without
respecting their broader cultural significance and ontological

foundations.
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5.7. Intergenerational Knowledge Transmission and Environmental
Stewardship

Traditional knowledge transmission systems in Zimbabwean cultures
historically ensured the continuity of environmental ethics through
formalized intergenerational teaching (Mapara 2009). These systems
included apprenticeship relationships, oral traditions, ritual
participation, and gender-specific knowledge domains that collectively
maintained comprehensive environmental management knowledge.
The erosion of these transmission systems through formal education,
urbanization, and cultural change represents a significant challenge to
indigenous environmental ethics in contemporary contexts.

A Venda elder stated:

In the past, our children learned about plants, animals, and
proper land management by accompanying elders during
daily activities. Today, children are in school during these
times, and when they return, they often consider traditional
knowledge outdated or superstitious. We are losing
generations of environmental wisdom because the

transmission chain has been broken. (Ib.)

This statement highlights the vulnerability of indigenous
knowledge systems when traditional transmission mechanisms are
disrupted.

The Venda elder’s observation points to what Cultural Ecology
theorists identify as the critical role of knowledge transmission in
maintaining adaptive cultural practices. When transmission systems
are disrupted, culturally embedded conservation knowledge becomes
vulnerable to loss within a single generation. This challenge aligns with
Berkes’ (2017) concept of “knowledge-practice-belief complexes” in

indigenous resource management systems - interlinked components
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that depend on continuous transmission to maintain their functionality.
The disruption of transmission systems threatens what African
philosopher Workineh Kelbessa (2015) identifies as “moral continuity”
in indigenous communities the maintenance of ethical frameworks
across generations.

I argue that revitalizing indigenous knowledge transmission
represents a critical component of addressing environmental
challenges in Zimbabwe. This requires creating bridges between formal
education and traditional knowledge systems, potentially through
curriculum integration, elder involvement in schools, and community-
based environmental education programs. Such approaches would be
particularly valuable for addressing the disconnect between
environmental knowledge and practice observed among younger
generations, which contributes to environmental degradation despite
theoretical understanding of conservation principles. This represents
not merely preservation of cultural heritage but mobilization of
indigenous  knowledge systems to address contemporary

environmental challenges.

5.8. Contemporary Applications of Indigenous Environmental Ethics
While traditional environmental ethics remain relevant in Zimbabwe,
their application in contemporary contexts requires adaptation to
changing social, economic, and environmental conditions (Mhlanga
2019). Some communities have effectively integrated indigenous
environmental principles with modern conservation approaches,
creating hybrid systems that maintain cultural continuity while
addressing contemporary challenges. These successful examples
demonstrate the potential for indigenous environmental ethics to
contribute to addressing current environmental degradation.

A conservation manager from the Communal Areas Management

Programme for Indigenous Resources (CAMPFIRE) reported:
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Communities that have maintained their traditional
environmental ethics while adapting them to contemporary
challenges show the most sustainable outcomes. For example,
in Mahenye, traditional prohibitions against hunting certain
animals have been adapted into community-based wildlife
management that generates economic benefits while
maintaining cultural values about proper relationships with
wildlife. (Mhlanga 2019)

This statement illustrates how indigenous environmental ethics
can be adapted rather than abandoned in contemporary conservation
contexts.

The CAMPFIRE manager’s observation demonstrates what Cultural
Ecology theory would identify as cultural adaptation to changing
environmental and social contexts. Rather than representing static
traditions, indigenous environmental ethics can evolve to address
contemporary challenges while maintaining core principles about
proper human-environment relationships. This adaptive capacity aligns
with Berkes’ (2017) concept of “traditional ecological knowledge” as a
dynamic rather than static knowledge system. The successful
integration of cultural values with economic incentives exemplifies what
African Eco-philosophy would recognize as maintaining ethical
continuity while adapting to new contexts, preserving what Tangwa
(2004) identifies as the core attitude of “live and let live” in African
environmental ethics.

I argue that these successful examples of indigenous
environmental ethics adaptation offer valuable models for addressing
contemporary environmental challenges in Zimbabwe. Rather than
positioning indigenous knowledge as relevant only to historical

contexts, conservation approaches should recognize its adaptive

196


mailto:parwaringiras@zou.ac.zw

Critical Hermeneutics, 10(1), 2026

capacity and contemporary relevance. This would be particularly
valuable for addressing complex challenges like balancing conservation
with economic development, managing human-wildlife conflict, and
developing sustainable resource use systems. The integration of
indigenous environmental ethics with contemporary conservation
approaches represents not a return to the past but an incorporation of

culturally embedded wisdom into future environmental management.

6. Conclusion

This study has examined the significant role that totemic relationships,
myths, sacred rivers, and mountains play in encoding environmental
ethics within Zimbabwean cultural contexts, particularly among the
Shona, Ndebele, Tonga, and Venda peoples. The findings reveal that
these cultural elements establish sophisticated frameworks for
environmental management through kinship relationships with totem
species, narrative transmission of ecological knowledge through myths,
and protection of critical ecosystems through conceptions of sacred
landscapes. These indigenous systems demonstrate remarkable
alignment with contemporary conservation objectives, including
species protection, watershed conservation, forest preservation, and
sustainable resource use.

The study identified several mechanisms through which cultural
elements transform into environmental protection systems: totemic
relationships create clan-based species protection networks; sacred
mountains function as de facto protected areas under cultural
governance; river spirits establish behavioral protocols that protect
water quality and riparian zones; myths transmit environmental ethics
through culturally resonant narratives; sacred forests maintain
biodiversity reservoirs within agricultural landscapes; taboos regulate
resource extraction and environmental modification; and traditional

knowledge transmission systems maintain environmental wisdom
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across generations.

However, the study also revealed significant challenges to the
continued functioning of these indigenous environmental ethics in
contemporary contexts. The erosion of traditional knowledge
transmission systems, changing social values, urbanization, formal
education that marginalizes indigenous knowledge, and economic
pressures all threaten the continuity of -culturally embedded
conservation ethics. Despite these challenges, communities that have
successfully integrated traditional environmental ethics with
contemporary conservation approaches demonstrate the potential for
indigenous knowledge systems to address current environmental
challenges in culturally appropriate ways.

These findings suggest several implications for environmental
conservation in Zimbabwe. First, conservation policies should recognize
and integrate indigenous environmental ethics rather than imposing
entirely external frameworks that lack cultural resonance. Second,
educational approaches should bridge indigenous and scientific
knowledge systems, creating space for traditional environmental
wisdom within formal education. Third, traditional authorities and
knowledge holders should be meaningfully incorporated into
environmental governance structures, acknowledging their role in
maintaining culturally embedded conservation systems. Finally,
conservation initiatives should support the adaptation rather than
merely preservation of indigenous environmental ethics, recognizing
their capacity to evolve in response to contemporary challenges.

In conclusion, the African cultural significance of totems, myths,
sacred rivers, and mountains in Zimbabwe represents not merely
cultural heritage but living environmental ethics with practical
application to contemporary conservation challenges. By recognizing
these indigenous knowledge systems as sophisticated environmental

management frameworks rather than cultural curiosities, conservation
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approaches can develop more effective and culturally appropriate
strategies for addressing environmental degradation in Zimbabwe. The
integration of indigenous environmental ethics with contemporary
conservation science offers a pathway toward environmental
management approaches that are both culturally resonant and
ecologically sound, drawing on centuries of accumulated environmental

wisdom while addressing the unique challenges of the present moment.
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