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Background

Gender inequality in Zimbabwe remains an
entrenched social problem, despite ongoing efforts
to promote gender equality through legal, political,
and social reforms. The nation’s rank of 50 out of
146 countries on the Global Gender Gap Index
reflects progress yet also highlights gaps in
achieving equitable treatment between men and
women (World Economic Forum, 2023). Indigenous
Knowledge Systems (IKS) have recently attracted
attention as potential resources for addressing these
gaps, yet the role of IKS in promoting or
undermining gender equality is under-researched.
This paper assesses how IKS in Zimbabwe may
serve as a "hack" to gender equality or reinforce
inequalities.

In Zimbabwe, women and girls face greater
disadvantages than men in terms of resource access,
decision-making participation, and economic
empowerment. Gender-based violence (GBV),
including physical and sexual violence, and the
practice of child marriage exacerbate these
challenges (UN Women, 2022). Although IKS are
often regarded as preserving the community fabric
and promoting collaborative decision-making,
certain cultural practices may contribute to the
marginalization of women (Mutsvanga, 2021).

This paper seeks to:

e Explore the role of IKS in promoting
gender equality in Zimbabwe.

e Identify key IKS practices that support or
hinder gender equality.

o Investigate stakeholder perceptions of IKS
about women’s empowerment.

e Provide policy recommendations for
leveraging IKS to improve gender equality.

Literature Review

Global perspectives on gender equality

Gender equality has become a prominent global
issue, with international bodies such as the United
Nations championing it as a fundamental human
right and a cornerstone of sustainable development.
According to the UN’s Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), Goal 5 aims to “achieve gender
equality and empower all women and girls” by 2030
(UNDP, 2020). Gender equality is not just a matter
of social justice; it is also crucial for economic
growth and environmental sustainability. Research
by Dlamini (2019) and the World Economic Forum
(2023) shows that gender parity positively correlates
with higher productivity, better health outcomes,
and more cohesive societies. However, despite

global efforts, gender gaps persist in education,
political participation, economic empowerment, and
access to healthcare.

In many parts of the world, women still face
significant challenges due to societal norms,
economic barriers, and institutionalized
discrimination (Moyo & Gwede, 2019). For
example, in Sub-Saharan Africa, where many
countries, including Zimbabwe, adhere to deeply
ingrained patriarchal traditions, gender inequalities
manifest in various forms such as limited access to
education, high rates of GBV, and limited
participation in leadership roles (UN Women,
2022). Global efforts have made some progress, but
these have not always reached grassroots levels in
many communities where IKS play a major role in
shaping gender relations (Nyathi, 2020).

Global institutions like the World Bank and the
International Labour Organization (ILO) have
advocated for gender-inclusive policies that
specifically target economic empowerment and the
alleviation of gender-based violence. These
institutions acknowledge the complexity of gender
equality issues and emphasize the need for culturally
sensitive solutions that account for local contexts,
such as the integration of IKS in gender frameworks
(Tendai, 2021).

The concept of IKS

IKS refer to the indigenous, local knowledge that
has been developed over generations within specific
communities. This knowledge is holistic and
encompasses everything from agriculture and
medicine to social structures, cultural norms, and
governance (Chigudu, 2023). IKS is inherently
context-specific, closely tied to the natural
environment and deeply rooted in community
practices.

In many African societies, including Zimbabwe,
IKS play a pivotal role in shaping the social fabric,
including gender relations (Mutsaka, 2023).
Indigenously, roles and responsibilities within
communities are defined by cultural norms that are
transmitted through oral traditions, ceremonies, and
rituals (Zvarevashe, 2021). For example, some IKS
practices promote collective decision-making, land
ownership, and conflict resolution, which have
historically provided platforms for women to
participate actively in community life. However, in
certain contexts, these same systems can reinforce
patriarchal structures by limiting women’s rights to
property, political participation, or decision-making
(Dlamini, 2019).

IKS and gender dynamics in Zimbabwe

Zimbabwe's gender dynamics are deeply influenced
by both colonial legacies and Indigenous traditions.
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The colonial period introduced Western patriarchal
norms that often reinforced pre-existing gender
inequalities ~ within Indigenous communities
(Mapfumo, 2020). However, the pre-colonial period
in Zimbabwe also saw varied roles for women across
different ethnic groups. For instance, among the
Shona and Ndebele people, women played critical
roles in agriculture, family, and community welfare,
although decision-making power largely rested with
men (Chikafa-Chipiro, 2020).

Post-colonial Zimbabwe has made strides towards
gender equality through policies such as the Legal
Age of Majority Act (1982), the Domestic Violence
Act (2007), and the Gender Commission Act
Zimbabwe (2013). These policies aim to protect
women from abuse, grant them equal rights to
property, and promote their participation in
leadership roles (Hove, 2020). However, despite
these legislative efforts, gender-based inequalities
persist due to the influence of IKS, where
indigenous practices sometimes clash with modern
gender equality principles.

IKS as a double-edged sword in gender relations

The dual role of IKS in both supporting and
undermining gender equality is well documented.
On one hand, IKS practices can foster collective
responsibility and egalitarian relationships within
the community. For instance, matrilineal systems,
found in some Zimbabwean communities, allow
women to inherit land and pass it on to their
daughters, which can empower them economically
(Chigwada, 2020). Additionally, indigenous conflict
resolution practices, such as "dare" (village courts),
allow for community-based decision-making where
both men and women can voice their concerns (Zulu
& Moyo, 2022).

On the other hand, some IKS customs reinforce
gender hierarchies. Practices like polygamy, child
marriages, and bride price (lobola) have been
criticized for perpetuating the commodification of
women and limiting their autonomy (Mashiri,
2022). The Zimbabwean Constitution, adopted in
2013, outlaws harmful indigenous practices, but
enforcement remains a challenge in rural areas
where IKS hold significant sway (Mhlanga, 2020).

A key example of IKS acting as a double-edged
sword is the practice of lobola. While lobola is
intended to solidify family ties and symbolize
respect between families, it often leads to the
commodification of women, with some men
believing they have ‘purchased’ the right to control
their wives (Mutsvanga, 2021). Such practices,
while part of Indigenous traditions, can undermine
efforts to promote gender equality by reinforcing
patriarchal norms.

Indigenous feminism and the reinterpretation of
IKS

Indigenous feminism provides a framework for
reinterpreting IKS in a way that promotes gender
equality. Indigenous feminists argue that
colonialism disrupted indigenous gender roles, and
in some cases, the post-colonial return to IKS has led
to the reification of patriarchal norms rather than a
return to egalitarian practices (Chingono & Moyo,
2019). Feminist scholars suggest that by critically
engaging with IKS, it is possible to retain the
beneficial aspects while discarding those that are
harmful to women’s rights.

For example, some communities in Zimbabwe are
reinterpreting indigenous roles to empower women.
In areas where women indigenously acted as
spiritual leaders or healers, these roles are being
reclaimed as symbols of authority and agency
(Mashiri, 2022). Such reimaginings of IKS offer a
path toward gender equality that does not alienate
Indigenous practices but rather transforms them to
meet contemporary needs.

Stakeholders in IKS and gender equality

Various stakeholders are involved in the integration
of IKS into gender equality initiatives. These include
local communities, indigenous leaders, NGOs, and
governmental bodies. Indigenous leaders are crucial
in this process as they are the custodians of IKS. In
recent years, there has been a growing movement to
engage indigenous leaders in gender equality
initiatives by encouraging them to reinterpret
cultural practices in ways that promote the rights of
women and girls (Mandaza & Zondo, 2023).

NGOs have also played a significant role by
promoting gender-sensitive interpretations of IKS.
For instance, initiatives led by the Zimbabwe
Women Lawyers Association (ZWLA) have sought
to integrate legal rights education with indigenous
practices, ensuring that women in rural communities
understand their legal rights while respecting
cultural norms (Chikwava & Taka, 2023).

The Zimbabwean government, through the Ministry
of Women Affairs, Community, Small and Medium
Enterprises Development, has partnered with these
stakeholders to ensure that gender equality policies
consider both modern and indigenous frameworks
(Nkomo, 2021).

Methodology

Research design

This study adopts a qualitative research approach,
employing a case study design to explore the role of
IKS in promoting or hindering gender equality in
Zimbabwe. A qualitative approach is appropriate for
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this study because it allows for in-depth exploration
of the complex and nuanced ways in which cultural
practices intersect with gender norms (Creswell,
2020). By using a case study design, the research
focuses on specific communities within Zimbabwe,
providing a detailed examination of how IKS is
experienced and perceived concerning gender
dynamics (Yin, 2021).

The case study approach also allows for the
collection of rich, contextual data through multiple
sources of evidence, including interviews and
document reviews. This ensures that the study
captures the diversity of experiences and
perspectives related to IKS and gender equality,
which quantitative methods might overlook (Braun
& Clarke, 2019).

Study population and sampling

The target population for this study includes women
and girls who have experienced gender inequalities
and key stakeholders involved in promoting gender
equality in Zimbabwe. The study focuses on rural
communities where IKS have a strong influence on
social practices and gender relations. A purposive
sampling method was employed to select
participants who are knowledgeable about IKS and
its impact on gender equality.

The sample consisted of 16 participants: 12 women
and girls who have directly experienced gender
inequalities and 4 stakeholders involved in gender
equality advocacy, including indigenous leaders,
NGO representatives, and gender activists. This
sample size was sufficient to provide a
comprehensive understanding of the research topic
while allowing for the collection of in-depth data
(Marshall et al., 2021).

Data collection methods

Semi-structured interviews were used as the primary
data collection method. Interviews were conducted
with all 16 participants to gather detailed accounts
of their experiences and perceptions regarding IKS
and gender equality. Semi-structured interviews are
particularly useful for exploring complex issues
such as gender dynamics and cultural practices, as
they allow participants to express their views in their
own words while providing the researcher with the
flexibility to probe deeper into specific topics
(Kvale, 2020).

The interviews were conducted in local languages
(Shona and Ndebele) and then translated into
English to ensure that participants could express
themselves freely. Each interview lasted between 45
minutes and an hour, and all interviews were
recorded with the participant's consent for
transcription and analysis.

Document review was also employed to
complement the data collected through interviews.
Relevant documents, including policy papers,
reports from NGOs, and government publications on
gender equality and IKS, were reviewed to provide
context and triangulate the findings from the
interviews. This method helped to situate the study
within the broader policy landscape and provided
historical insights into the evolution of gender
policies in Zimbabwe (Creswell, 2020).

Data analysis

The data collected from interviews and documents
were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis.
This method identifying, analyzing, and interpreting
patterns or themes within qualitative data (Braun &
Clarke, 2019). Reflexive thematic analysis was
well-suited to this study because it allowed for the
exploration of how participants construct meaning
around gender and IKS.

This six-step process was followed during the
analysis: familiarization with the data, generating
initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing
themes, defining and naming themes, and writing
the report (Braun & Clarke, 2019). Each interview
transcript was carefully reviewed, and codes were
generated based on recurring concepts related to
gender equality and IKS. The codes were then
grouped into broader themes, such as "IKS as a tool
for empowerment" and "Patriarchal customs within
IKS."

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the
Midlands State University ethics committee. All
participants were provided with information sheets
detailing the purpose of the study and their rights as
participants, including the right to withdraw at any
time without penalty. Informed consent was
obtained from all participants before their
involvement in the study. Given the sensitive nature
of the topic, particular care was taken to ensure the
confidentiality and anonymity of participants,
especially the women and girls who shared personal
experiences of gender inequality.

Findings

This section presents the findings of the study,
organized around key themes identified through
reflexive thematic analysis. The findings offer
insights into the dual role of Indigenous IKS in both
promoting and hindering gender equality in
Zimbabwe. The interviews conducted with 16
participants]12  women and girls who have
experienced gender inequality and 4 stakeholders
involved in gender advocacy reveal complex
relationships between tradition, gender norms, and
societal change.
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Perceptions of IKS in gender relations

A recurring theme from the interviews was the
perception of IKS as both a source of empowerment
and a tool for subjugation. Most participants
acknowledged the historical importance of IKS in
shaping gender roles within their communities, but
their views on its current relevance varied
significantly.

IKS as a source of empowerment

Several participants, particularly older women,

highlighted the empowering aspects of certain IKS
practices. These women referred to indigenous
customs that allowed them to play significant roles
in family and community decision-making
processes. For instance, a participant from the
Mashonaland region emphasized the role of women
in agricultural decision-making, stating:

In my village, women have always been the ones
deciding what crops to plant and how to use the
harvest. This is our strength as women—we are the
ones who know what the family needs and how to
provide for it (Interviewed indigenous leader).

Our organization recognizes that Indigenous
Knowledge Systems are vital for community
development. They provide valuable insights into
sustainable practices that have been honed over
generations. By empowering local communities to
leverage their IKS, we foster a sense of ownership
and agency (Interviewed Stakeholder).

Integrating Indigenous Knowledge Systems into our
policy frameworks is essential for empowering
communities. IKS offers unique perspectives that
can inform effective policy-making, particularly in
areas like agriculture and  environmental
management (Interviewed stakeholder).

This aligns with previous studies which suggest that
in certain communities, women hold crucial roles in
agricultural and economic  decision-making
(Chigwada, 2020). These practices challenge the
notion that IKS are entirely patriarchal, showcasing
their potential to provide women with significant
authority over vital aspects of community life.
Similarly, another participant, a community elder,
mentioned indigenous conflict resolution practices
that allowed women to serve as mediators:

Women are often asked to mediate in family disputes
because they are seen as the nurturers, the ones who
keep the family together. Our culture respects this
(Interviewed community elder).

Such practices highlight how, under certain
interpretations, IKS offer platforms for women to
exercise leadership and influence within their
communities. This is consistent with literature that
recognizes the role of IKS in promoting collective

decision-making, where women can have a voice
(Zulu & Moyo, 2022).

IKS as a tool for subjugation

However, younger women and girls expressed more
critical views of IKS, arguing that indigenous
practices often reinforce gender hierarchies that
place women at a disadvantage. One participant, a
24-year-old woman from rural Zimbabwe, shared
her experience of gender-based discrimination
perpetuated by IKS:

When I was 15, I was forced into marriage because
my family said it was our tradition. They accepted
lobola [bride gifts] and told me that this is how
things are done in our culture. I had no say in it
(Interviewed woman).

Our organization acknowledges that Indigenous
Knowledge Systems can sometimes perpetuate
inequalities. For example, certain traditions may
prioritize the voices of elders or specific groups,
sidelining  others who may have valuable
contributions (Interview NGO employee).

This narrative reflects the persistence of harmful
indigenous practices such as child marriages, which
are still prevalent in many parts of Zimbabwe
despite legal frameworks outlawing them (Mashiri,
2022). Another participant echoed similar
sentiments regarding the practice of lobola:

Lobola is supposed to be a sign of respect, but it
makes us feel like property. After my husband paid
lobola, he acted like he owned me (Interviewed
woman).

These accounts illustrate how cultural practices,
while originally intended to reinforce family ties and
respect, can be distorted to justify the subjugation of
women. The literature supports this perspective,
highlighting that certain IKS practices, such as
lobola and polygamy, often reinforce patriarchal
control over women (Mutsvanga, 2021).
Participants also noted that men’s indigenous roles
as heads of households often restrict women’s
decision-making power, especially in matters
concerning family finances and property ownership.

IKS and GBV

The issue of GBV featured prominently in the
interviews, with several participants pointing to IKS
as a contributing factor to the normalization of
violence against women. Participants recounted
stories of physical and emotional abuse that were
justified by reference to cultural norms. One
participant shared:

When my husband beat me, he said it was his right
as the man of the house. The elders in the village told
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me to endure it because this is how men discipline
their wives (Interviewed girl).

Indigenous Knowledge Systems can play a complex
role in the context of gender-based violence. While
some indigenous practices promote community
cohesion and support for women, others can
inadvertently perpetuate harmful norms. For
instance, certain customs may reinforce stereotypes
that limit women's rights and freedoms (Interviewed
community leader).

In my research, I have found that Indigenous
Knowledge Systems can both challenge and uphold
gender-based violence. While some practices may
empower women and promote their well-being,
others can entrench patriarchal values (Interviewed
academic researcher).

This perspective aligns with studies that have
documented the role of indigenous norms in
perpetuating GBV in Zimbabwe (Dlamini, 2019). In
many communities, GBV is seen as a private family
matter, and victims are often discouraged from
reporting abuse to external authorities. Instead, they
are told to seek resolution through indigenous
structures, which may prioritize family unity over
the safety and well-being of women (Chikafa-
Chipiro, 2020).

Another participant noted the role of indigenous
healers (n'angas) in perpetuating violence through
cultural beliefs. She explained that in her
community, it was common for women accused of
witchcraft to be subjected to public beatings and
humiliation, a practice rooted in indigenous beliefs
about supernatural powers:

In my village, if a woman is accused of witchcraft,
she can be beaten or even banished from the
community. The n'anga will say she has evil spirits,
and everyone will turn against her (Interviewed
woman)

Such practices are consistent with findings from
other studies, which show that accusations of
witchcraft, often targeted at women, are a significant
driver of gender-based violence in rural Zimbabwe
(Mhlanga, 2020).

Positive IKS practices for promoting gender
equality

While many participants highlighted the negative
impacts of IKS, some also identified practices within
their communities that promote gender equality. For
example, several participants praised the role of
women in community decision-making processes,
particularly about land ownership and inheritance
rights. A participant from the Chivi district
explained:

In our village, women have a say in how the land is
used. When my father passed away, my mother was
able to inherit the land because the community
elders recognized her role as the head of the family
(Interviewed woman)

Indigenous Knowledge Systems are powerful tools
for promoting gender equality within our
community. Many indigenous practices highlight
the value of women’s contributions, such as their
roles in agriculture and decision-making
(Interviewed Community Leader).

This finding suggests that, under certain conditions,
IKS can offer opportunities for women to exercise
control over critical resources like land. Recent
literature supports this view, highlighting that in
some matrilineal societies in Zimbabwe, women
enjoy significant land rights, which can serve as a
foundation for economic empowerment (Chigwada,
2020).

Participants also noted the role of community-based
decision-making processes, such as village councils
(dare), in fostering inclusive discussions on
community matters. A stakeholder involved in
gender advocacy mentioned efforts to reform
indigenous practices to include women in leadership
positions:

We are working with indigenous leaders to ensure
that women are part of the dare. This is how we can
change the system from within, by making sure
women have a voice in these important decisions
(Interviewed stakeholder).

This aligns with recent initiatives by NGOs and the
Zimbabwean government to integrate gender
equality principles into indigenous governance
structures (Chigudu, 2023).

Discussion

IKS as a pathway to gender equality

The findings of this study suggest that IKS can serve
as both an enabler and inhibitor of gender equality,
depending on how they are interpreted and applied
within specific communities. On the positive side,
IKS practices that promote collective decision-
making, land ownership for women, and conflict
resolution have the potential to foster more
egalitarian gender relations. However, patriarchal
customs within IKS, such as lobola and child
marriages, continue to reinforce gender hierarchies
that disadvantage women.

The potential of IKS to contribute positively to
gender equality lies in its flexibility and adaptability.
As noted by several participants, indigenous
practices are not static; they can evolve in response
to changing social and economic conditions. This is
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consistent with feminist theories that argue for the
reinterpretation of cultural norms to align with
contemporary gender equality goals (Chikomborero,
2023). By working with indigenous leaders and
communities, gender advocates can promote a
reinterpretation of IKS that empowers women
without alienating cultural values.

Challenges and contradictions within IKS

Despite the potential for IKS to promote gender
equality, the findings also highlight significant
challenges and contradictions. Many indigenous
practices are deeply embedded in patriarchal norms
that prioritize men’s authority over women. The
persistence of practices such as lobola and child
marriages indicates that efforts to achieve gender
equality must address these entrenched power
dynamics.

One of the key contradictions identified in the study
is the tension between cultural preservation and the
need for gender equality. Many participants
expressed a desire to preserve their cultural heritage,
even as they recognized the harmful impacts of
certain practices. This tension is reflective of
broader debates within feminist scholarship about
the balance between cultural relativism and
universal human rights (Spivak, 2020). While some
scholars argue that cultural practices should be
respected as expressions of community identity,
others contend that harmful practices must be
reformed or eliminated in the pursuit of gender
justice (Mutsaka, 2023).

The role of stakeholders in transforming IKS

Stakeholders, including indigenous leaders, NGOs,
and government institutions, play a critical role in
the transformation of IKS to promote gender
equality. As the findings suggest, indigenous leaders
are key gatekeepers of cultural norms and practices.
Efforts to engage them in gender equality initiatives,
as seen in some communities, have the potential to
shift cultural practices in ways that benefit women.

NGOs have been particularly effective in promoting
gender-sensitive interpretations of IKS. By working
with local communities, these organizations have
helped to challenge harmful practices while
promoting  those that support women’s
empowerment. The Zimbabwe Women Lawyers
Association (ZWLA), for example, has been
instrumental in raising awareness about women’s
legal rights within the context of indigenous
practices (Chikwava & Taka, 2023). Such initiatives
demonstrate the importance of localizing gender
equality efforts to ensure they resonate with cultural
values.

The Zimbabwean government also plays a pivotal
role in this transformation. By integrating gender

equality principles into national policy frameworks
and partnering with local communities, the
government can help to ensure that IKS is harnessed
for positive change. The Ministry of Women's
Affairs has already made significant strides in this
regard, but more work is needed to ensure that these
policies are effectively implemented at the
grassroots level (Nkomo, 2021).

Policy implications and recommendations

Based on the findings, several policy
recommendations can be made to enhance the role
of IKS in promoting gender equality:

1. Engage Indigenous Leaders in Gender
Equality Advocacy: Indigenous leaders are
key actors in the preservation and
transformation of IKS. Policies should
focus on providing training and support for
these leaders to help them reinterpret
cultural practices in ways that align with
gender equality principles.

2. Promote Legal Literacy and Women’s
Rights Education: Many women in rural
communities are unaware of their legal
rights, particularly concerning harmful
indigenous practices such as child
marriages. Increasing legal literacy through
community-based education programs can
empower women to challenge these
practices.

3. Integrate IKS into National Gender
Equality Policies: IKS should be
recognized as a valuable resource in
national gender equality strategies. Policies
should promote the integration of positive
aspects of IKS into broader efforts to
achieve gender equality, while addressing
harmful practices through legal reform and
community engagement.

Future research directions

The findings of this study highlight the need for
further research on the role of IKS in gender
equality. Future studies should explore how IKS
practices evolve in response to contemporary gender
equality movements and examine the long-term
impact of integrating IKS into gender policy
frameworks. Additionally, comparative studies
between different regions in Zimbabwe could
provide valuable insights into the diversity of IKS
practices and their varying impacts on gender
relations.
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Conclusion
Summary of key findings

This study underscores the dual nature of IKS in
Zimbabwe as both a potential enabler and inhibitor
of gender equality. While some practices within IKS
foster egalitarianism, others perpetuate gender-
based disparities. The findings highlight the need for
a nuanced approach that selectively incorporates
beneficial IKS practices while reforming harmful
traditions.

Policy recommendations

The following policy recommendations were made;
dialogue should be encouraged between indigenous
leaders and gender equality advocates to reform
restrictive cultural practices. Also, IKS should be
integrated into gender policy frameworks by
leveraging positive aspects of community-based
decision-making. Additionally, there is a need to
promote educational initiatives that raise awareness
of gender equality within the context of IKS.

Future research

Future research should explore how IKS practices
evolve in response to contemporary gender equality
movements and assess the long-term impact of
integrating IKS into policy frameworks.
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