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ABSTRACT

This article describes how traditional leaders play important developmental,
administrative and political roles in rural areas, despite modern state structures.
Theyregulaterurallife,controlaccesstoland,andsettlevariousdisputes.Theyare
respected leaders in their communities.Theexistenceof traditional leadersmeans
thatboththedecentralisationandthestrengtheningoflocalgovernancearenottaking
placeinavacuum.DocumentarysourcessuchastheConstitutionofZimbabwe;the
TraditionalLeadersAct(2000)andChiefsandHeadmenAct(1982);newspapersand
unpublishednon-governmentalorganisations (NGOs)evaluationsand reportswere
usedinthisarticle.Traditionalleadershaveplayedapivotalroleinensuringthatthe
ZANU-PFgovernmentremainsinpowersince1980.Inprinciple,traditionalleaders
shouldnotbedrawnintopartypoliticsandtheirroleshouldremainoneoftheneutral
leadership.Ifthetraditionalleaderassumesaparty-politicalrole,oneshouldappoint
asubstitutetohandletheirtraditionalroletoavoidaconflictofinterest.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Rural areas in Zimbabwe fall under the governance of traditional leadership. The
institutionoftraditionalleadershiphasbeenregardedasthemainrulingsystemclosest
andacceptedbythepeopleatthegrassrootslevel(Ntsebeza,2002).Atraditionalleader
isdefinedasapersonwhobyvirtueofhisancestryoccupiesthethroneorstoolofan
areaandwhohasbeenappointedtoitinaccordancewiththecustomsandtradition
of the area and has traditional authority over the people of that area or any other
personsappointedbyinstrumentandorderofthegovernmenttoexercisetraditional
authorityoveranareaoratribe(Mohammed-Katerere,2004).Theyareinessence
people-orientedandnotserviceorientedaslocalgovernmentstructures.Traditional
leaders in this study refers to the leadership structures (chiefs, headmen, village
heads)withinthecommunitywhicharebycustomascribedorappointed(traditional
forms)andprovidethenecessaryleadershipwhichensuresthatthenorms,practices,
visionandvaluesofthecommunityarerespected(Mohammed-Katerere,2004).The
primary functionof traditional leaders is to regulate andcontrol relationships and
socialbehaviourswithinatraditionalcommunity.

Traditional leadership is an institution thathasdeveloped frompre-colonial to
post-colonialperiodinAfrica.IthasservedthepeopleofAfricathroughwars,periods
of slavery, famine, freedom struggles, economic and political restructuring, and
naturalresourcemanagement(Williamson,1995).Traditionalleadersoftenembody
historicalandlineageallianceswiththeirterritorythatempowersthemwithimportant
rightsandobligations.Theirprimaryfunctionsaretoensurepeaceandharmonyin
theruralcommunitieswithintheirterritory.Thisinvolvesregulatingaccesstoland,
holdinglandintrustonbehalfoftheirpeopleaswellasmediatingdisputesoverland,
theftsofcrops,misconduct,andperformingtraditionalritualsandsacrifices.They
mobilisepeopletoparticipateincommunityactivities.Traditional leadersembody
socialnorms,valuesandpracticesthatmaybeantitheticaltothedevelopmentofthe
community(Ntsebeza,2002).

Zimbabwe has a decentralised local government system which is hierarchical
innaturespanningfromthestate to thegrassroots level.Thehierarchyconsistsof
ProvincialDevelopmentCommittee(PDC),RuralDistrictDevelopmentCommittee
(RDDC), Ward Development Committee (WADCO), and Village Development
Committee (VIDCO). The traditional leadership is comprised of chiefs, headmen
andvillageheads(Ncube,2011).Theseformseveraladministrative,developmental,
social,political,andotherbodiesatthelocallevel(Sithole,1997;Mandondo,2000).

EVoLUTIoN oF TRAdITIoNAL LEAdERSHIP IN ZIMBABwE

WhenlookingatthedevelopmentandchangeoftraditionalleadershipinZimbabwe,
itisnecessarytoseparatethemintothreedistinctphaseswhichare:
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