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Summary 
Project Imbizo recorded videos of traditional dances and interviewed people throughout Zimbabwe. 
Materials are being published online for all to access, and learn from, as we work towards preserving 
intangible culture for future generations. 
 
Project Description 

21st-century Zimbabwe is suffering from poor integration of indigenous languages in 
industries, curriculums, etc. Before gaining independence, colonial language policies made English 
the official language. Even when schools taught some indigenous languages they did so in English. 
Even today, several schools require students to only speak in English at school. Expanding one’s 
knowledge in indigenous languages is largely unavailable beyond Shona and Ndebele. The 
Zimbabwean government came up with an amended constitution (N0.20) in 2013, which, among other 
provisions, uplifted “minority languages”. Among the 16 constitutionally recognized languages of 
Zimbabwe are Chewa, Nambya,  Ndau, Tonga, Venda, and Xangani. Many of these languages are 
spoken by borderline communities except Chewa which is found across the country and concentrated 
at mines, farms, and old locations of urban centres in Zimbabwe. In the past, people from these 
communities were forced to learn either Ndebele or Shona as their primary language. Children were 
taught languages and cultures that did not belong to them, and their identities became structures 
without foundations. This not only happened with languages but also with traditional dance, music, 
literature, and more. Despite all this, many communities were resilient and managed to preserve their 
cultures to this day. 

 
Project Imbizo was born out of a vision to research and collect materials to create a large-

scale open-access digital archive of Zimbabwean traditional arts, literature and oral histories, and 
more, thus preserving intangible culture for future generations. The main focus for this initial research 
was traditional dances with hopes of expanding to other aspects of culture as more funding is 
secured. We believe in breaking down the barriers to accessing the knowledge of our ancestors. In 
addition to traditional dance being a common interest among all the researchers, we felt that 
traditional dance would be easier to translate when it came to providing an accurate description and 
narrative for the website. The project lead Khangelani Mhlanga was unable to travel to Zimbabwe at 
the time of the project, so she recruited her mentor Trust Mutekwa and his colleague Tinashe 
Muchuri, who are all champions of preserving Zimbabwean cultures. Communication between the on-
site researchers and the project lead was largely over the phone. 
 

The onsite researchers selected locations that they were already familiar with through their 
own projects. We knew that one summer was not long enough to enter new communities with hopes 
of creating long-lasting relationships, especially when all we had was less than a week to spare at 
each location. We did, however, know we wanted to cover at least five different provinces to 
guarantee that our project was representing a variety of ethnic groups. Due to time constraints, we 
were able to visit communities in four different provinces: Chiredzi in Masvingo, Beitbridge, and 
Bulilima in Matebeleland South, Hwange and Binga in Matebeleland North, and Chipinge in 
Manicaland.  
 

All of the communities we visited were welcoming and eager to share parts of their culture 
with us. The largest benefit of visiting these communities in person, as opposed to scavenging 

http://www.projectimbizo.org/


information from the internet, was that they could answer any question we had and provide context 
about what they were sharing. For every dance performed, they told us why that dance was created, 
what is represented, the time of year or type of event it is performed at, who gets to participate in the 
dances, and why, but also, if they still performed those dances today. 
 

Early on in the implementation of the project, we discovered just how difficult communicating 
and sending the materials from Zimbabwe to the USA was going to be. The 7-hour time difference 
meant that some communication had to occur at odd hours of the night. Slow internet speed and 
constant power outages caused significant delays in uploading materials for the remote researcher to 
access. Toward the end of the project, we were relying on family members with access to high-speed 
internet to upload material whenever they were available to do so. 
 

We did not find any other funds to support our project. We relied on the Projects for Peace 
grant to cover our expenses. By the end of the project, we had exceeded the proposed budget 
because we did not account for customs import expenses, extra travelling, website building costs, 
cloud storage, and other unforeseen expenses. We intend on applying for more grants to fund the 
expansion of our project. As we previously mentioned, Project Imbizo seeks to make the knowledge of 
our ancestors more accessible to anyone who wants to learn about it. For us to cover even more 
locations and expand to other aspects of culture, we need more equipment, larger cloud storage, 
more researchers, etc. The plan is to eventually open it up to community members to submit their own 
creations according to the guidelines we would have provided. This is something we hope to achieve 
within the next 5 years. 
 
Reflection 

Peace is not only the absence of conflict, violence, and anxiety but the presence of harmony 
and mindfulness. Project Imbizo seeks to represent the cultural diversity of Zimbabwe, the beauty of 
its people, and their resilience in years gone by. Many people in Zimbabwe have, at some point - past 
or present, suffered from an identity crisis. Those who long to learn more about their roots and be 
more connected to their people by practicing their traditions, struggle to find information on their 
cultures. We hope that our platform can be but one resource for them to rely on. In the long term, we 
also hope that by highlighting how so many communities of different cultures are living together in 
harmony, while still preserving their respective cultures, we show that being different is not a bad 
thing. There’s beauty in our differences. We can celebrate our own cultures while respecting those of 
our neighbours. 
 

The issue of cultural preservation is complex and multifaceted. However, there is no doubt 
that in the case of Zimbabwe, colonialism was a major player in the loss of many of our traditions. 
Take, for example, the Ndau people who were divided by the scramble and partition of Africa by 
colonialism. The colonial boundaries gave them new identities as those in Mozambique became 
subjects of Portugal while those in Zimbabwe were subjects of England. Cultural practices were highly 
restricted. However, today the Ndau still practice many of their traditions and are passionate about 
preserving their culture and sharing it with all who are willing to listen. Remnants of colonial times are 
evident in many systems and industries. Several schools still restrict the speaking of any language 
other than English on school grounds. 
 

Although learning about all the different cultures was a daunting reminder of how past wars 
and colonialism still have lasting effects, we came out of the project hopeful for the future of these 
communities. In one of the videos we recorded in Chipinge, Masvingo, there are teenagers and young 
adults dancing while a toddler imitates them in the background. It was a visual reminder that these 
traditions are still being passed on to younger generations and not dying with the elders in the 
communities.  
 



We all came out of this project inspired to learn more about the different cultures in 
Zimbabwe, especially our own. Khangelani knew very little about where she was from as she was 
never exposed to her culture throughout her childhood. It was a life-changing experience to be able to 
connect with her people in a way she wasn’t able to before Project Imbizo. Something we hope 
happens for others who long to learn more about their culture. 
 
Personal Statement 
 

“There are people who do not have the privilege to say they know where they come from and 
live in a constant state of wonder and long for the chance for that knowledge to be revealed. There 
are people who have been persecuted for their cultures, who were forced to assimilate or suffer the 
consequences. Different cultures exist for a reason. They connect us to the land we live on, to the 
animals around us, to each other, to those that came before us, and to those who will be here when 
we are not. Yes, we can adapt them to present times, but we cannot lose them or we will lose 
ourselves.” 
 

- Khangelani Mhlanga 


