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Abstract  
The African proverb even today, remains a window through which the grand 

African conceptualisation and approach to life can be accessed. This is because 

society still depends on old proverbs to illuminate even complex modern 

situations. This article explores the Shona proverb with the intent to unearth 

the indigenous people’s conceptualisation, perception and approach to the 

institution of traditional leadership, which has largely been described in 

sadistic ways by especially colonial and Western-oriented scholarships. Using 

the Afrocentricity theory, focus-group discussions and interviews with 

purposefully selected participants, the article observes that the Shona proverb 

shows such leadership as largely people-oriented and organised in terms of 

succession, allowing for the participation of people, with fair checks and 

balances and amicable ways of dealing with crisis situations, among others. 

Moreover, the proverbs serve to comment, warn, teach and advise against bad 

leadership qualities inherent in some incumbents. Overall, traditional African 

leadership, as conceptualised and generally practised by the indigenous people 

and conveyed through Shona proverbial lore disproves most of allegations 

peddled by such scholarships. The findings have a strong bearing on future 

research on oral literature and on the approach to the institution of both 

traditional and even contemporary African leadership. 
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Introduction   
Traditionally, African people have many ways through which they fashion, 

store and convey their philosophy of life, ways which include African oral art 

forms such as poetry, narratives, dances and proverbs, among others. In this 

article, oral literature is specifically chosen as it is the incontestable reservoir 

of the values, sensibilities, aesthetics and achievements of the traditional 

African (Chinewizu, Jemie & Madubuike 1980:2).  

Proverbs belong to the realm of language, and fall into the category of 

sayings. Defining a proverb, Finnegan (2012:383) says it is a saying in more 

or less fixed form marked by shortness, sense and salt and distinguished by 

popular acceptance of the truth expressed in it. From this definition, it can be 

discerned that proverbs are short, wise and truthful sayings which convey what 

is locally and widely accepted by people, qualifying them as folk art. Their 

truthful nature stems from the fact that they are derived and coined basing on 

life as lived, observed and celebrated by the people. They represent and express 

a society’s distilled wisdom emanating from careful repeated and sensitive 

observation of human conduct and experience of the surrounding nature 

(Makaudze 2019:3 ). Hence, Miruka (1994:78) describes them as summaries 

of a people’s philosophy of life, developed over generations of fluctuations. 

Consequently, proverbs are used to comment, advise, warn and teach about 

similar or related experiences, behaviours and situations whenever such arise 

in life, while also serving to instruct the younger and ignorant generations, or 

as reminders to the old, who have been remiss in their observance of the rules 

of conduct expected in society (Chimhundu 1980:39).  

Admittedly, Shona proverbs espouse the indigenous people’s 

perceptions, conceptualisation, teachings, warnings and advice about many 

aspects of life, including the institution of leadership. They belong to the 

category of fixed forms of oral literature. However, unlike other oral art forms 

where new coinages have emerged, the same old proverbs continue to be 

passed on and used even in contemporary situations. Any ‘new’ proverbs or 

adaptations of old ones fail to gain popular acceptance and many are soon 

forgotten, or merely regarded as part of slang and their creators and declaimers 

are not admired for their efforts (Chimhundu 1980:48). This explains the 

preponderance of the introductory expression ‘Vakuru vakati …’ (As the elders 

say …). Accordingly, proverbs become a vital verbal art to be relied upon in 

quarrying for the grand African worldview on the institution of traditional 

leadership as endeavoured in this article.  
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This analysis builds on, and adds to the vast amount work already done 

on African proverbs. Although some of the research done dwells on the 

structural patterns of African proverbs, most of it centres on their functional 

value. Dagnew and Wodajo (2014) examine the sociocultural functions of the 

proverbs of the Kafa of Ethiopia, focusing on agriculture, forestry and cultural 

beliefs. Aboluwodi (2014) looks at African proverbs as a source of learning 

about the choice of marriage partners, entry into business partnerships, 

individual’s attitudes and conduct in public, among others. Other researchers 

focus on the function of African proverbs in conflict resolution, for example, 

Agbaje (2010) and Makamani (2013), while others such as Mazuru and 

Nyambi (2012) and Gyan, Abbey and Baffoe (2020) explore how proverbs 

represent gender issues among the Shona and Akan societies respectively. 

Proverbs also serve as vehicles for enhancing critical thinking skills in 

pedagogics as observed by Asimeng-Boahene (2009). Van Heerden (2013) 

takes the African proverb to another level by examining how instrumental it is 

in the African person’s interaction with the Christian Bible as well as in the 

interpretation of the Bible itself. These researches and many more, show the 

undoubted socio-cultural function of the African proverb in society. The 

current article adds to this ever-increasing body of knowledge by examining 

how the Shona proverb portrays the institution of traditional African 

leadership. 

 
 

Afrocentricity Theory 
The article analyses Shona proverbs using the Afrocentricity theory. 

Propounded by Molefi Kete Asante (1998; 2007), Afrocentricity has a number 

of tenets, but central to this article is the view that the ordinary life of Africans 

need to, and should be looked at, using the cultural, social, political and eco-

nomic lenses of Africa as instruments (Asante 2007: xii). The basis of the 

theory is having the story of Africa told and appreciated as Africans see, con-

ceptualise and tell it themselves. Afrocentricity acknowledges the possibility 

of having African life and institutions looked at and interpreted using alien and 

non-African tools. In such cases, the results are usually wayward and awkward. 

Evidently, the institution of traditional African leadership, looked at largely 

from the point of view of Westerners, has been dismembered through distor-

tions and falsifications.  

Afrocentricity is significant in this article for a number of reasons.  
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First, it allows for the re-interpretation and re-assessment of the institution of 

traditional leadership, doing so as seen and conceptualised by the participants. 

Secondly, the theory is corrective and a critique (Gray 2001:37). It undoes and 

corrects the wrongs, distortions and lies on traditional African leadership 

conveyed by Western-oriented scholarship. Thirdly, it aids in the exposition of 

the positive and deplorable aspects in the institution of traditional African 

leadership, showing that, although ‘[w]e ... are beautiful... we are ugly too’ 

(Hughes 1972:181). Lastly, the theory re-positions African oral art forms such 

as proverbs (whose significance has been overtaken by the print word), 

showing them as quite central in capturing, storing and conveying people’s 

worldview about traditional leadership and African life in general.  

 
 

Research Methodology 
This study, which is qualitative by nature, is a content analysis of Shona 

proverbs to explore the people’s perceptions, conceptualisation, teachings and 

approach to the institution of traditional leadership. The proverbs were selected 

from two anthologies, Tsumo, Chimbo neMadimikira (Zvarevashe 1984) and 

Tsumo-Shumo (Hamutyinei & Planger 1987). The two are collections on 

standard Shona proverbial and other sayings. Through focus-group discussions 

by twenty purposefully sampled secondary school teachers and interviews with 

four renowned cultural gurus on royalty, proverbs on Shona traditional 

leadership were identified, categorised and analysed. From these discussions, 

a pattern of themes emerged, which themes were used to group and interpret 

the proverbs. Some of the themes include African traditional leadership as 

inherited, alternating and organised. Also, the leadership was viewed as 

consultative and participatory, people-centred and duty bound. Some negative 

aspects and traits of such leadership were identified as well and discussed 

under some of the above themes.  

 
 

The Shona People  
The Shona are a Bantu speaking people of Southern Africa, predominantly 

occupying the Central, Eastern and Northern parts of modern-day Zimbabwe. 

Some are also found in the Manica Province of Mozambique. The term 

‘Shona’, regarded as derogatory by scholars like Gombe (1998), was first used 

by the renowned linguist, Clement Doke (1931) to refer to speakers of mutually 
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intelligible dialects like Zezuru, Karanga, Manyika, Korekore, Budya and 

Ndau, linguistic varieties which were created and popularised by the coloniser 

as well. Prior to colonisation, no-one referred to themselves as Shona, Karanga 

or any of the ethnic varieties. People used their totems (clan labels) and chiefs’ 

names as labels of identity (Chimhundu 1992). To Mutswairo (1996:1) and 

Zvarevashe (1998), the correct name of the so-called Shona is Mbire, since the 

people are descendants of Mambiri, who migrated from ancient Guruuswa 

(Central Africa) and settled in modern Zimbabwe. It is from Mambiri that the 

various chiefdoms of most of today’s Zimbabwe emerged. Shona society had 

and still has various clans, wherein some constituted the royal family from 

which kings and chiefs were and are still chosen. 

 
 

Traditional African Leadership in Colonial and Western-

oriented Scholarship  
The advent of colonialism saw traditional leaders relentlessly attacked and 

criticised largely by colonialist and Western-oriented scholarships as cruel, 

selfish and autocratic. Such distaste and criticism of African traditional 

leadership is epitomised by Isaacs (1983:150), who mocks that the savage 

African set a king [or chief] to reign over him, to whom he submitted his life 

and limbs without murmur or question and who resorted to endless killings to 

safeguard his position, but was ultimately also killed when he grew old. Isaacs 

purports that traditional leaders ruled to please themselves and not their 

subjects; they led without being accountable to anyone. Thus, in Western-

oriented scholarship, African leadership is shown as diabolic, unorganised and 

undemocratic, with no clear succession systems, or should the systems be 

there, they were knowingly and purposefully ignored or violated. To such 

scholarship, a traditional leader lived by the sword and died by sword 

(Makaudze 2017:211). Resultantly, colonialism was justified as a way of 

introducing a proper form of governance in Africa. 

 
 

Why Traditional Leadership Today? 
This article focuses on traditional leadership owing to its continued 

significance today. Zimbabwe has a judicious mixture of the traditional and 

contemporary government systems. While kingship has somewhat dwindled, 

chieftainship positions and responsibilities have been revitalised by the post-
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independent Zimbabwean government, especially after the year 2000, and 

since then, chiefs have been on the government’s payroll, enjoying quite a 

number of material benefits. However, the reinvigoration of traditional 

leadership has birthed succession disputes among Zimbabwean chieftainships, 

triggering deep divisions amongst the families and communities concerned 

(Chigwedere 2014:5). Also, due to the lengthy side lining of the institution and 

its exploitation by the coloniser, principles of succession and other expected 

responsibilities have become hazy to many contemporary Zimbabwean people 

and leaders. Hence, the article may go a long way towards helping to correct 

the many distortions that have characterised the institution, at the same time 

also serving as reminder to, or re-orientation of, contemporary traditional and 

even parliamentary leaders on what is expected of them as leaders in Africa. 

 
 

Shona Proverbs’ Portrayal of Traditional African Leadership  
The proverbs that were identified, categorised and interpreted convey a variety 

of issues about the institution of traditional leadership.  
 
 

Leadership as Inherited and Organised 
Participants identified and grouped proverbs which show succession as 

hereditary. The following proverbs were listed: 

 

Mwana washe ndishewo, womuranda anochemberera muuranda 

A chief’s son is also a chief; a servant’s child dies as a servant 

Ruzhenje runofa rukasiya rumwe  

When a leader dies, he leaves behind an heir 

 

In the first proverb, the son to a chief is regarded as a chief, ‘ndishewo’, while 

the son to a commoner will die a servant, ‘muuranda’. Thus, leadership only 

runs through, and is narrowed down to the royal families. It is not for all and 

sundry. From the discussions, participants noted that the first proverb presents 

both the positive and negative side of the institution of traditional leadership. 

On a positive note, the selection of leaders is narrowed down and so become 

less hectic and gruesome, but more serene. However, through such a practice, 

people with strong leadership qualities are elbowed out, should they come from 

the house of commoners. From the second proverb, it was noted that that the 
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choice of a leader in traditional Shona society is largely an organised exercise 

in that when a leader passes on, he leaves behind someone who takes over (and 

such a person will be from the royal house as hinted in the first proverb). 

Interviews with those knowledgeable about royalty indicated that although 

there could be many houses and prospective candidates from the royal family 

with chances to be leaders, king or chief-makers aided by spirit mediums of 

the clan made the exercise less-taxing. The spirit mediums helped weed out 

opportunists, making sure the rightful candidate was appointed (Bourdillon 

1976; Zvarevashe 1998). Once the spiritual world had declared someone a 

leader, no one dared to challenge, as doing so was considered a sure of courting 

trouble not only for one’s family but also society at large.  

Interviewees with knowledge on royalty explained that the second 

proverb summarises a very long process of electing a leader, a process also 

explained in detail by Chigwedere (2014). They pointed out that succession 

follows the rank order of houses. This rank order follows the seniority of the 

sons of the founding father. Ordinarily, leadership is conferred to the most 

senior son when the founding father dies, and this is also conferred to the most 

senior son when Number II dies, and so on. In electing a leader, the first 

meetings to determine succession take place long before a new king or chief is 

installed. Such first meetings focus on the house that will succeed the new 

leader, in case he died. Thus the initial focus is on the succeeding house, not 

the succeeding candidate. The house to succeed the king or chief-elect who is 

installed has to provide two things: a representative who sits on a mat by the 

side of the new leader and a beast that is killed for the function. The beast 

serves to show that the king or chief who is being installed now will be 

succeeded by the house of the person seated by his side. Hence, the first step 

towards the selection of a candidate who would serve as next leader after the 

death of the one being installed now was covered already. As for the selection 

of the succeeding candidate himself, just like the Ndebele state described by 

Nyathi (2017:131), the deceased leader is succeeded by the eldest qualifying 

son. Hence the proverb, ‘Ruzhenje runofa rukasiya rumwe’ (When a leader 

dies, he leaves behind a successor) was vindicated. Although the above paints 

a largely orderly transition, interviewees pointed out that there were also cases 

where there could be as many claimants to the throne as there were royal 

families, especially after a number of generations when the question of 

seniority became exceedingly confused (Bourdillon 1976:107). After such 

lengthy periods, pseudo-houses, legitimate houses, sub-houses, opportunistic 
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‘houses’ and individual luck-seekers would submit their claims to a particular 

chieftainship or kingship (Chigwedere 2014:73). In such cases, succession 

gave rise to some arguments and skirmishes between branches of the royal 

families, with competitors, even siblings, sometimes killing one another. 

Cultural gurus pointed out that such were, however, isolated cases which sadly 

were recorded by western-oriented scholarship as the norm. Moreover, such 

would be a result of people not following the proper traditional succession 

principles and such only became the norm after spirit mediums and their 

powerful and undisputed role in succession and elsewhere in life had been 

castigated and outlawed by the colonists.  

 
 

Leadership as Rotational and Organised 
Focus-group discussions also noted that the position of traditional leadership 

was rotational; that it alternated among royal families. They gave the following 

list of proverbs: 

 

Ushe madzoro hunoravanwa – Chieftainship alternates 

Ushe husiiranwa – Chieftainship is passed on 

Umambo hutambidzanwa – Kingship is passed on 

In the first proverb, discussants noted that ‘madzoro’ is a common  

 

Shona practice where families took turns to herd cattle. Likewise, leadership is 

taken as ‘herding’ a flock or people, and the herders also take turns. In the 

second and third proverbs ‘kusiirana’ and ‘kutambidzana’ were explained as 

reciprocal verb radicals which mean ‘leaving’ or ‘handing over’ to someone, 

and so leadership is considered as a position that one hands over or leaves 

behind for one next in line to take up. Interviewees weighed in saying the above 

proverbs convey Shona philosophy and practice; that leadership alternated. It 

is passed on from one royal house to another and from one incumbent to 

another. The interviewees further pointed out that dynasties today are replete 

with stories of leaders who when they died, left such positions to new 

generations. For example, the Great Zimbabwe Kingdom had such kings as 

Chisamarengu, Dyembeu, Mupandanhanga, all who passed the leadership 

baton to the next in line. The same applied to chiefs who also passed on the 

chieftaincy to the next house and to the next candidate. Proper observation of 

this practice made the institution quite organised. However, both interviewees 
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and discussants hazarded that this did not mean that the institution did not have 

its grey areas. There were instances of leaders or houses who would want to 

cling to power even when all evidence pointed to the need for them to pass on 

the button. In this case, the same proverbs served as reminders to such leaders 

or houses, of the necessity to pass on the baton to the one next in line. In 

addition, it emerged from the focus-group discussions that, although at face 

value the proverbs suggest that those in leadership positions alternate in 

occupying it, in reality it is only at death that incumbents leave the position to 

the one next in line. For as long as one is alive he occupies the leadership 

position without passing the button to the one next in line. They said this could 

also have given birth to the current sad practice by African political leaders of 

wanting to die in office. 

 
 

The Democratic Nature of Traditional Leadership 
Those who participated in focus-group discussions and interviews concurred 

that African traditional leadership, though not wholly democratic, has hall-

marks of a democratic institution. Their definition of democracy resonates well 

with Gyekye’s (1992:244) that such is a government which involves, or has at 

its centre the participation and will of the people. It implies the extent to which 

the people are involved and the degree to which their voice and interests are 

taken into consideration in the decision-making process. Participants stressed 

that in traditional Shona society, there are conscious attempts to integrate 

people’s concerns and interests in the decision-making process through the 

involvement of councillors and in some cases the participation of common 

people.  

 
 

Leadership and the Involvement of Counsellors 
From the two anthologies, participants identified and grouped proverbs which 

showed that Shona society upholds the belief that traditional leadership is 

consultative and not a one-man show. The following proverbs were listed: 

 

Ushe makurukota – Leadership is by council.  

Ishe ndishe nemakurukota –  

A chief is a chief through involvement of councillors 

Ane ziso rimwe haatongi – The one-eyed cannot rule 
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Misha matare – Homes/societies are built by deliberations.  

 

In the first two proverbs, the word ‘makurukota’ means respectable and wise 

men of society. These wise men or councillors are usually people who were 

mature, experienced and well-versed in the tradition and lore of the community 

or state and so their advice is necessarily good, well-considered and reliable 

(Gyekye 1996:119). The proverbs imply that a ruler is assisted in his mandate 

by such noble men of society. Participants explained that the two proverbs 

convey that a traditional leader does not, and is not supposed to go it alone in 

matters that affected the people. The council of elders normally represents the 

people. A leader who acts without the consent and advice of his council risks 

being deposed. Interviewees added that the involvement of councillors is based 

on the African philosophy that wisdom is not in one head. Since wisdom is not 

in one head, it means the chief or king cannot not individually decide on 

matters that affect society, where wisdom is required. This is also what the 

proverb ‘Ane ziso rimwe haatongi’ (The one-eyed cannot rule) conveys. From 

the focus-group discussions, it emerged that one with one eye may fail to see 

things that come from the blind side. Being one-eyed is therefore regarded as 

a metaphor which means seeing things from only one perspective. A one-eyed 

leader would therefore not be able to see things from different perspectives, 

which is quite imperative for a leader. It was noted that the proverb discouraged 

going by individual perception, but to seek opinions of other people, especially 

on matters of public interest. Literally, the proverb therefore advises that two 

eyes see better than one. This way, the proverb presents the consultative nature 

of the institution of traditional leadership; that discussion and deliberation by 

several heads or minds (councillors) or the involvement of two eyes instead of 

one, on matters of public concern (misha, and, ipso facto, society) are always 

better and more fruitful. In this case therefore, traditional leadership is in a way 

as bad or good as the calibre of councillors that advise it. Hence, these proverbs 

convey the checks and balances inherent in traditional African leadership. 

Interviewees also concurred that the above proverbs bring out African 

practice; that matters are resolved through deliberations, not fighting, an idea 

also conveyed by the proverb, Pfumo haritongi mhosva (Fighting does not 

resolve a dispute). They pointed out that matters are usually brought before a 

court, dare, for discussion and scrutiny before a course of action, resolution or 

common ground is arrived at. Such matters are usually never settled until 

everyone with a contribution has been accorded the chance or platform to 
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speak. The interviewees stressed that no issue, big or small, is hurried through 

or abandoned just because the people have run out of time, an idea shared by 

Rukuni (2007:59). Instead, dialogue has to continue on an issue, if necessary, 

on and off, even over a long period of time, until a resolution has been reached. 

Inversely, Gyekye (1996:111) states, they will talk and talk until they arrive at 

a consensus. Those who participated in the discussions explained that the word 

matare denotes disagreements and perhaps, even instability and that 

deliberations are meant to reach out to one another. This deals a blow to 

colonial perceptions that African leaders always resort to blood-curdling fights 

as solutions to crisis situations. The traditional judiciary system strives not to 

have an individual win a case, but to have a matter resolved to everyone’s 

satisfaction, making court system restorative and not retributive in its approach 

to cases (Mangena 2012). Therefore, the above proverbs condemn autocracy 

by urging a leader to involve others, especially people’s representatives, in the 

decision-making process.  

 
 

Leadership as People Centred  
From the two anthologies, participants also identified and grouped proverbs 

which show leadership as a mandate one gets from the people. The following 

adages were listed: 

 

Ushe hahuzvitongi – Chieftaincy does not rule itself  

Ishe vanhu – A chief is a chief by the people  

Mambo vanhu – A king is by the people 

Kunzi mambo ndimambo, vanhu – A king is one because of his subjects 

 

The first proverb was explained as meaning that a leader cannot rule himself. 

If a leader cannot rule himself, it means his reign is useless if there are no 

people. Therefore, people are an integral component of any leadership. The 

same philosophy is expressed in the remaining three proverbs where the 

existence of people is shown as the basis for any leadership. Interviewees 

weighed in saying that, at the core of any traditional leadership are, and should, 

be people’s interests. It was noted that the proverbs convey the general 

principle that the king or chief depends on his subjects, that he has to respect 

the wishes of his subjects and only rule with their consent (Gyekye 1996:110). 

The interviewees added that people wield authority over their leader and that 
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the stability, effectiveness and continuity of the reign of a leader all hing on 

him accommodating the will of his people. Any unwarranted and unpardonable 

behaviour from the leader could result in him being dethroned. Therefore, the 

proverbs show governance as every societal member’s business and interest. 

Chiwome and Gambahaya (2012) give the example of King Chirisamhuru, the 

last reigning king of Great Zimbabwe, who faced revolt from his own people 

because of his pursuance of selfish and exploitative projects, resulting in the 

demise of the once popular state. Hence, the proverbs show that holding a 

leadership position is like holding an egg in one’s hand; which if pressed hard, 

it is broken – meaning a ruler must not subjugate his people or do anything that 

could spur them to rebel. Consequently, Shona proverbs advise and even 

remind leaders not to abuse or misuse the mandate given to them by the people 

because the people could as well withdraw the power they have given to the 

leaders, leaving them powerless. These were additional checks and balances 

on leadership. Thus, contrary to colonialist scholarship, African traditional 

leaders are not semi-gods who are beyond reproach; they are challenged and 

held accountable. Commenting on similar 19th-century observations among the 

people of Ghana, a British colonial administrator said, ‘... the chief was little 

more than a puppet moved at the will of the people’ (Gyekye 1996:115), 

meaning the chief served the interests of his people. Therefore, although 

African traditional leadership may not necessarily have been democratic, it is 

shown as not despotic, contrary to what colonial scholarship peddled.  

However, from the discussions, it also emerged that some proverbs 

show occasional tendencies to satisfy the interests of leaders at the expense of 

those of the led. The proverb, ‘Rwemuranda rwakoneswa nerwashe, rwashe 

rwakoneswa nemvura kunaya’ (The servant’s wish has been overtaken by the 

chief’s, while the chief’s has been affected by the rain) was given as an 

example. ‘Rwemuranda’ was explained to mean ‘the wishes or desires of the 

subjects’ while ‘rwashe’ means the ‘interests or desires of the chief.’ The 

proverb shows that ordinary citizens normally have their wishes and 

aspirations. However, these wishes and aspirations sometimes play second 

fiddle to those of the leader. The leader’s interests takes precedence over those 

of the subjects. The explanation was that the proverb shows how domineering 

a leader and his interests could be. It was, however, stressed that despite such 

cases, the majority of proverbs testify that it is constitutionally difficult for the 

leader to stubbornly cling to his own selfish ideas, policies and preferences if 

these do not sit well with his people and council of elders. In other words, 
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although there could be instances and cases of powerlessness, the ruled largely 

has a very strong say and stake in matters that affect them. 
 

 

Leadership as Duty-oriented 
Some proverbs that were listed convey traditional leadership as servitude. The 

list included: 

 

Ushe vuranda – Leadership is servitude.  

Ishe idurunhuru – A leader is a dumpsite  

 

The discussants explained the word ‘vuranda’ as derived from ‘muranda’, 

which means a servant. A servant is a person whose duty is to serve and please 

those he works for. Similarly, the proverb denotes that traditional leadership is 

servant leadership; one characterised by sacrifice, selflessness, humility, 

tolerance, compromise and calling for duty, among others. In the second 

proverb ‘durunhuru’ refers to a dumpsite, where everything, even useless 

things, are thrown. The proverb likens a traditional leader to a dumpsite, 

meaning he is expected to accommodate everyone and every issue coming 

from his subjects. The proverb calls for the leader to be accommodative and 

impartial in his approach to people’s issues. It stresses that everyone, regardless 

of their socio-economic or physical status, deserves a decent and favourable 

hearing from the leader. The two proverbs show the traditional African 

governing system as without any wedge or barriers between the ruler and the 

ruled. In so-doing, African leadership is shown as fairly democratic. The 

maxims convey and even serve as warnings or reminders to those in positions 

of authority that being a leader is a call to duty. In a society that thrives more 

on role allocation (p’Bitek 1986), African traditional leaders too have a list of 

responsibilities that society expects from them, which responsibilities have to 

be satisfactorily undertaken for the good of all.  
 

 

Leadership as Prone to Demise 
Amongst the categories of proverbs included those which conceived leadership 

as a social contract which expired at some point. These included: 

 

Ushe idova hunoparara – Leadership is like dew, it evaporates 
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Ushe imhute hunoparara zuva rabuda –  

Leadership is like mist, it evaporates with sunshine 

Ushe muzhanje unokuva – Leadership is like a muzhanje tree, it will 

run out of the fruit 

 

In the first proverb, ‘dova’ was explained as ‘dew’ which only flourishes in the 

early morning only to abruptly evaporate as soon as the sun rises. In the second 

proverb, ‘mhute’ was described as ‘mist’ which at one point may be thick, only 

to disappear at the slightest increase in temperatures. In the third proverb, 

leadership is also compared to a muzhanje tree which may have abundant fruits 

which will however, soon be exhausted. Participants explained that the 

proverbs comment, warn and even advise that even seemingly very successful 

and powerful reigns would surely come to an end. This serves as a caution to 

those in power; that they ought to exercise humility as such authority could, 

sooner or later, come to an end. These proverbs are even vindicated by the 

ultimate demise of the once powerful early Shona states such as the Great 

Zimbabwe, Torwa and Munhumutapa States. Although they were at some 

point, flourishing and seemingly invincible, they are now no more. 

 

 

Conclusion 
The article examined Shona traditional leadership as conveyed through their 

proverbs. Such an exposition comes at the backdrop of the criticisms levelled 

against such leadership by colonialist and Eurocentric scholarship. What 

emerged is that traditional African leadership is hereditary and the incumbents 

are elected to office. Leadership positions also alternate amongst houses and 

members of the royal lineage although its grey side is that such positions are 

only handed over at death. Again, the institution is fairly democratic as seen 

through the involvement of councillors as well as the centrality of people’s 

interests in it. Moreover, the post of traditional African leadership was a social 

contract which was prone to termination or demise. Western-oriented 

scholarships on the institution of Shona traditional leadership largely stand 

deconstructed. The findings have a strong bearing on future research on oral 

literature and on the approach to the institution of both traditional and even 

contemporary African leadership. African oral art forms continue to harbour 

layers of meaning and heritage which need continuous quarrying for lessons 

for contemporary society. The position of African leadership, even in 
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contemporary times, needs to be looked at and approached as a rotational and 

not be a life-time position. Those led must be accorded a strong say in 

determining who leads them and should challenge and hold their leaders 

accountable. Invariably, democratic spaces need to be widened so as to allow 

people to be active participants in the affairs of their countries. Moreover, 

leadership should be approached as a position of servitude, not one of self-

aggrandisement as happens today.  
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