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Abstract

This study examines whether the evolving role of traditional leaders in Zimbabwe’s decentralised governance system reflects
customary power or functions as a political instrument. Using a narrative review approach, the study synthesises existing
literature on traditional leadership, decentralisation, and local governance to trace shifts in authority, legitimacy, and
institutional positioning. It situates traditional leaders within both historical and contemporary governance frameworks,
highlighting how their roles have been reshaped from pre-colonial and colonial periods to the post-independence
decentralisation agenda. The analysis explores the formal and informal functions performed by traditional leaders, including
community representation, dispute resolution, land administration, and participation in local development initiatives. It
further examines their interaction with state institutions within decentralised governance structures, where they are expected
to enhance grassroots participation, service delivery, and local accountability. At the same time, the study critically
interrogates the influence of political dynamics, particularly the extent to which traditional leaders are integrated into formal
state systems in ways that may align them with partisan interests. The findings reveal that traditional leaders operate within
a hybrid governance space characterised by overlapping customary authority and state-driven political roles. While this dual
positioning can strengthen local legitimacy and facilitate community-level governance, it also raises concerns about the
autonomy and accountability of customary institutions. The study contributes to policy and governance debates by
emphasising the need for clearer institutional frameworks that define and balance the roles of traditional leaders, safeguard
their independence, and promote democratic decentralisation in Zimbabwe.
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resolution, cultural preservation, and community
mobilisation. Their legitimacy was anchored in lineage,

1. Introduction
1.1 Background

Traditional leadership remains a central and enduring
feature of governance in Zimbabwe, despite successive
institutional transformations shaped by colonial rule,
independence, and ongoing decentralisation reforms.
Historically, traditional leaders derived authority from
customary law and indigenous governance systems,
performing key functions such as land allocation, dispute

tradition, and collective community recognition, positioning
them as essential actors in maintaining rural social order and
cohesion.

The colonial period significantly reshaped this institutional
arrangement through the introduction of indirect rule. Under
this system, traditional leaders were incorporated into
colonial administrative structures and repurposed as
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intermediaries for local governance control. While this
preserved their local presence, it substantially altered their
autonomy by subordinating customary authority to colonial
administrative and political objectives. As a result,
traditional leadership became embedded in a dual structure
that combined indigenous legitimacy with externally
imposed governance functions.

Following independence in 1980, Zimbabwe retained the
institution of traditional leadership, recognising its
continued relevance in rural governance contexts where
state capacity and administrative reach remain limited. Over
time, traditional leaders have maintained their influence in
community-level governance, particularly in rural areas
where they continue to serve as accessible and trusted
authority figures.

The introduction of decentralisation reforms further
strengthened the formal integration of traditional leaders
into local governance systems. Within contemporary
governance frameworks, they are positioned as
intermediaries between the state and rural communities.
Their roles include facilitating local development initiatives,
supporting administrative coordination, and promoting
community participation in governance processes.
Empirical evidence suggests that their continued influence
is largely attributed to their embedded legitimacy and
proximity to local communities, which enhances their
effectiveness in grassroots governance structures (Mawere,
2021).

However, the institutional positioning of traditional leaders
within decentralised governance systems has generated
sustained scholarly and policy debate. The Constitution of
Zimbabwe (2013) formally recognises traditional leadership
while simultaneously imposing regulatory frameworks that
emphasise political neutrality and accountability. This
constitutional arrangement has created a dual expectation:
traditional leaders are required to uphold customary
authority while also aligning with formal state governance
principles. Scholars argue that this dual positioning places
traditional leaders in a structurally complex and often
contested governance space (Chigora & Guzura, 2020).
Further complexity arises from concerns regarding political
alignment and institutional independence. Evidence
indicates that traditional leaders have, at various points,
been drawn into formal political processes in ways that raise
questions about their neutrality, particularly within rural
electoral environments (Ncube, 2019). Such dynamics have
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intensified debates about whether traditional leaders
function as independent custodians of customary
governance or as actors influenced by broader political
structures.

Despite these concerns, traditional leaders remain
indispensable in many rural governance contexts due to
limited state presence and administrative capacity. Overall,
the literature consistently highlights that traditional leaders
occupy a hybrid governance position shaped by the
interaction between customary legitimacy and formal state
institutional frameworks.

1.2 Rationale for the Study

Although there is a substantial body of literature on
traditional leadership and decentralisation in Zimbabwe and
across Africa, existing studies remain fragmented and
conceptually uneven. A significant portion of the literature
focuses either on traditional leaders as custodians of
customary authority or as political actors embedded within
state systems, with limited integration of these perspectives
into a unified analytical framework. This separation has
resulted in partial and sometimes conflicting interpretations
of their evolving governance role.

Recent  scholarship increasingly = emphasises that
decentralisation processes in Africa have not displaced
traditional authorities but have instead reinforced their
resilience within hybrid governance systems (Olowu, 2020).
In Zimbabwe, traditional leaders continue to exercise
significant influence over land governance, community
organisation, and local administration, even as their roles
become increasingly shaped by constitutional and
institutional reforms (Sithole & Mbofana, 2023). This
persistence highlights the adaptive nature of traditional
leadership within changing governance environments.

At the same time, the growing incorporation of traditional
leaders into formal governance structures has raised
important concerns regarding accountability, autonomy, and
political neutrality. Some scholars argue that traditional
leadership has, in certain contexts, been strategically
engaged by political actors, thereby complicating its
position as a neutral institution of customary governance
(Moyo, 2019). These competing interpretations reflect a
deeper conceptual tension within the literature regarding the
nature and function of traditional authority in contemporary
governance systems.
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Given these divergent perspectives, there is a clear need for
a comprehensive and integrative synthesis that critically
examines whether traditional leaders primarily function as
custodians of customary power or as instruments shaped by
political influence within decentralised governance systems.
This study addresses this gap through a narrative review of
literature, aiming to provide a more coherent and nuanced
understanding of the evolving and contested role of
traditional leaders in Zimbabwe’s governance landscape.

2. Objectives of the Study

Using a narrative review approach, this study is guided by
the overarching aim of examining whether traditional
leaders in Zimbabwe’s decentralised governance system
primarily function as custodians of customary power or as
instruments of political influence.

Within this narrative synthesis, the study is organised
around the following guiding objectives, which structure the
interpretation and integration of existing literature:

To trace the evolution of the role of traditional leaders within
Zimbabwe’s decentralised governance system, particularly
in the post-independence period of governance reform.
Explore how traditional leaders continue to exercise
customary authority in practice, especially in relation to
community  leadership,  dispute  resolution, land
administration, and local development mobilisation.
Examine the extent to which the roles of traditional leaders
are shaped, influenced, or constrained by their integration
into formal state and political governance structures.
Analyse the tensions between customary legitimacy and
political instrumentalisation within the functioning of
traditional leadership in Zimbabwe.

Assess the implications of this dual positioning for
decentralised governance, particularly in relation to
accountability, citizen participation, and the effectiveness of
local governance systems.

Through these guiding objectives, the narrative review
synthesises existing scholarship to develop a coherent and
contextually grounded understanding of the evolving and
contested role of traditional leaders within Zimbabwe’s
governance framework.

3. Methodology

3.1 Research Selection

This study adopts a narrative review approach to synthesise
existing literature on the evolving role of traditional leaders
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in Zimbabwe’s decentralised governance system. The
narrative approach was selected because it allows for a
flexible, interpretive, and integrative examination of diverse
scholarly materials on governance, customary authority, and
political-administrative  relations ~ (Mawere,  2021;
Mushonga, 2022).

The literature search focused on publications produced
between 2019 and 2025, ensuring that the review captures
recent debates on decentralisation reforms, governance
transformation, and traditional leadership in Zimbabwe and
broader African contexts. However, earlier seminal works
were also included where necessary to provide historical and
theoretical grounding for understanding institutional
evolution (Moyo, 2019).

The review considered English-language sources only, due
to accessibility and consistency in academic interpretation.
Included materials comprised peer-reviewed journal
articles, book chapters, conference papers, policy
documents, and institutional reports. In addition, selected
unpublished academic theses and dissertations were
included where they provided strong empirical or
conceptual relevance to the study topic (Sithole & Mbofana,
2023).

In terms of study design, the review incorporated literature
from qualitative studies, mixed-methods studies with strong
qualitative ~ components, and conceptual/theoretical
analyses. Qualitative studies were prioritised as they provide
in-depth insights into governance practices and the lived
realities of traditional leadership. Mixed-methods studies
were included where their qualitative findings contributed
meaningfully to understanding governance dynamics, while
purely quantitative studies were used sparingly and only
when offering contextual support or reinforcing broader
governance trends (Chigora & Guzura, 2020).

The literature was sourced from reputable academic
databases, including Google Scholar, Scopus, Web of
Science, JSTOR, and ProQuest, as well as institutional
repositories and governance-focused research platforms.
Additional policy documents were retrieved from
government and regional governance institutions where
relevant (Ncube, 2019).

The selection process was guided by strict inclusion and
exclusion criteria. Studies were included if they directly
addressed traditional leadership, decentralised governance,
customary authority, or political-administrative integration.
Studies lacking academic credibility or relevance to the core
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research focus were excluded to maintain analytical
coherence and rigour.

Through this structured yet flexible selection strategy, the
study ensures a comprehensive synthesis of literature,
enabling a nuanced understanding of the hybrid and
evolving role of traditional leaders within Zimbabwe’s
decentralised governance system.

4. Discussion

This narrative review has examined the evolving role of
traditional leaders in Zimbabwe’s decentralised governance
system, focusing on whether they primarily function as
custodians of customary power or as instruments of political
influence. While the reviewed literature offers valuable
insights into this dual positioning, it also reveals important
limitations in both the scope and quality of existing research,
alongside clear gaps for future inquiry.

One of the main limitations is the fragmented nature of the
literature. Existing studies often treat traditional leadership
either as a customary institution grounded in legitimacy and
culture or as a political actor embedded within state
structures, rather than integrating both dimensions. This
separation limits a holistic understanding of how traditional
leaders navigate overlapping systems of authority in
decentralised governance contexts (Mawere, 2021;
Mushonga, 2022). As a result, the literature provides only
partial explanations of their evolving governance role.

A second limitation relates to the dominance of case-
specific qualitative studies, which are frequently confined to
particular districts or communities. While these studies
provide rich contextual detail, they often lack broader
generalisability across Zimbabwe’s  diverse rural
governance settings (Sithole & Mbofana, 2023). This makes
it difficult to draw nationally representative conclusions
about the role of traditional leaders in decentralised
governance systems.

Methodologically, the literature is also constrained by its
reliance on small-scale qualitative approaches, such as
interviews and ethnographic observations. Although these
methods are appropriate for exploring governance
dynamics, they are often subject to interpretive bias and
limited sample representation (Chigora & Guzura, 2020). In
contrast, quantitative and mixed-method approaches remain
underutilised, particularly in assessing public perceptions of
legitimacy and governance effectiveness.

e ./

Alracw

Student’s Journal of Health Research Africa
e-ISSN: 2709-9997, p-ISSN: 3006-1059

Vol.7 No. 4 (2026): June 2026 Issue
https://doi.org/10.51168/sjhrafrica.v7i4.2559
Original Article

Another limitation is the lack of longitudinal research,
which restricts understanding of how traditional leadership
roles evolve in response to constitutional reforms and
shifting political environments. Most studies provide static
snapshots rather than tracking institutional change over time
(Ncube, 2019).

There are also conceptual inconsistencies in how traditional
leadership is framed. Some studies emphasise customary
legitimacy, while others highlight political incorporation
and state influence, resulting in analytical ambiguity (Moyo,
2019). This lack of conceptual alignment complicates
efforts to develop a unified theoretical understanding of
traditional leadership within decentralised governance
systems.

Despite these limitations, the literature confirms that
traditional leaders remain significant actors in rural
governance, particularly in land administration, dispute
resolution, and community mobilisation (Mawere, 2021).
However, concerns persist regarding their political
neutrality and autonomy within state structures (Moyo,
2019; Ncube, 2019).

Given these gaps, future research should adopt more
integrated and comparative approaches. Multi-level
analyses are needed to examine variations in traditional
leadership roles across local, district, and national
governance structures. Comparative studies across African
contexts would also help determine whether Zimbabwe’s
experience reflects broader continental governance patterns
(Olowu, 2020). Furthermore, there is a need for mixed-
methods research that combines qualitative depth with
guantitative ~ measurement to  assess legitimacy,
accountability, and governance effectiveness more robustly.
Longitudinal studies are particularly important for tracking
how traditional leadership evolves in response to
decentralisation reforms and political transitions. Finally,
the development of a more coherent conceptual framework
is necessary to reconcile customary authority with political
influence and better explain the hybrid nature of traditional
leadership in Zimbabwe’s governance system.

In conclusion, while existing scholarship provides important
foundations for understanding traditional leadership in
decentralised governance, it remains limited by
fragmentation, methodological constraints, and conceptual
inconsistency. Addressing these gaps will be essential for
advancing more rigorous and policy-relevant research in this
field.
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