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ABSTRACT

TheresearchpresentstheresultsofaqualitativestudythatinvestigatedtheAfricanburialpractices
ashavensthatpromotethespreadofcholerainZimbabwewhichhasexperiencedsuchoutbreaks
in1992/1993,1998,1999,2002,2008/2009,and2018.Participantswere10representativesof10
familiesfromMachivenyikaVillageofZakaDistrict inMasvingoProvince,Zimbabwewhohad
cholera-deathsrelatedduringthe2018outbreak.Datacollectioninstrumentsweresemi-structured
questionnairesandfocus-groupdiscussions.Theconstantcomparativemethodwasusedtoanalyse
dataforthematiccoding.FindingsindicatedthatparticipantsviewedAfricanburialpracticesasone
ofthemajorcontributingfactorsinthespreadofcholerainZimbabwe.Participantssuggestedways
ofimprovingAfricanburialpracticestoaccomplishpositiveresults.Recommendationsweremade
fortherelevantauthorities.
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INTRodUCTIoN

ThispaperadvancestheargumentthatAfricanburialpracticesarehavensthatalsocontributetothe
spreadofcholerainZimbabwe.Theoverarchingpurposeofthearticleistodemonstrateacasein
whichAfricanburialpracticeshadrippleeffectsonthepopulationofZimbabweduetothecholera
epidemic.ThescopeofthepaperisonhowAfricanburialpracticespromotedthespreadofcholera
inMachivenyikaVillageofZakaDistrictinMasvingoProvince,Zimbabwe.Thepapercontributes
tothebodyofknowledgeonPublicHealthandAfricanBurialPracticesinrelationtocombatingthe
spreadofcholeraduringoutbreaks.Italsoprovidessomerecommendationsonthewayforwardin
termsofrethinkingAfricanburialpracticesinrelationtoPublicHealth.
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LITeRATURe ReVIew

Thispart looks at definitionofkey termswhichare: rituals/rites andcholera. It goes further to
anexplicationofAfricanburial rites,pre-burialpractices,burialceremonypractices,post-burial
practicesaswellasanoverviewofcholeraoutbreaksinZimbabweinthequesttopursueAfrican
burialpracticesashavensthatpromotethespreadofcholerainZimbabwe.

Rituals/Rites
Rituals/ritesarehighlysymbolicactsthatconfertranscendentalsignificanceandmeaningoncertain
lifeeventsorexperiences(Mwandayi,2011).Ritesofferopportunitytocontainandexpressemotion
aswellasconfessaparticularcollectiveidentity.Africanburialritesgiveusacollectiveidentity
profferingmeaningtothemeaningofdeathontheAfricansoil,hereinZimbabweinparticular.

Cholera
Choleraspreadsviaabacterium,‘Vibrio cholerae,’wherewatersupplies,sanitation,foodsafetyand
hygienepracticesareinadequatewhereunsafedrinkingwatersuppliespredominate(Youde,2010).
Symptomsfrequentlyoccurwithintwotothreedaysofexposure.Youde(2010)addsthatthesymptoms
include:abloatedfeelingintheabdomen,generallywithnoaccompanyingfeverthatquicklygives
waytoverywaterystool.Choleracancauseseveredehydrationandkidneyfailureleadingtodeath
inasfewaseighteenhours.Withouttreatment,mortalityratecanrangefrom50-90%makingitone
ofthemosthistoricallyfeareddiseases.

African Burial Practices
Death standsbetween theworldofhumanbeingsand theworldof spirits (Mbiti,1990:145). In
Africa,therearemanycomplicatedceremoniesconnectedwithdeath,burialsandfunerals(Mbiti,
1990,Bourdillon,1987&Gelfand,1962).Thesecanbecategorisedas:pre-burial,duringburialand
postburialpractices.

Pre-Burial Practices
Althoughthepracticesvaryfromareatoarea,thegeneraltrendincludes:gatheringaround,caring,
positioningthedeadinthedeathpostureandbathingthecorpse.Bourdillon(1987)arguesthatwhen
oneissickamongtheShonapeople,thepersoniskeptawayfromthenoiseofthechildrenandothers.
Inaddition,Mbiti(1990:146.Gelfand,1962)concurswithBourdillon(1987)citingthatthesick
person’sclosestrelativesliketheeldestson/daughterincaseofasickfather/mothershouldbealways
presentatthesickperson’sdeathbedasasignthatthedyingpersonisneverthelessaliveinhis/her
childrenasanassurancetothesickpersonthatthereissomeonetorememberhim/hertokeephis/her
nameinpersonalimmortalitywhenhe/shephysicallydisappeared.Moreso,therelativesofthesick
personhavetoslaughterthesocalled‘beastoftheancestors’asasignoflinkingboththedeparted
andthelivingmembersofthefamily(Mbiti,1990).The‘beastoftheancestors’,inMbiti’sthinking,
alsofunctionsasanassurancethatthedyingpersonwillnotgointoaforeignhostilecountrybutwill
moveintoafriendlyfestalcommunity.

Whenthesickpersonhasdied,his/hercorpseiswashedandpreparedforburialbyclosekinas
practisedamongtheKarangaandtheZezurupeopleofZimbabwe(Bourdillon,1987:199,Gombe,
1998).InsomecasesasitisinGhana,thefamily’soldestwomenwashthecorpsethreetimes,dryit
anddressit.Thedeceased’sclothesandbeddingarewashed,driedandcarefullypackedinpreparation
forsharingbytherelativesofthedeceasedafterburial.Inthepast,inBourdillon’sthinking,there
wasanagreedpositionofthecorpsewherebythelegswereusuallyflexedagainstthebodybutnow
itisbecomingcustomarytoburyacorpsewhilstitisstretchedoutstraight.Thecorpseiswrapped
inanewblanketandlaidonareedsleepingmat.Sometimesabeastisrituallykilledanditsmeat
isroastedandgiventoattendants.Bourdillon(1987)addsthatfoodispreparedforallattendants
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