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Introduction

Since 1990, there has been a global decline in forest areas. Between 2010 and 2020, the greatest annual net loss of forests was on the African continent. Despite South African indigenous forests and trees being protected under the National Forests Act of 1998 (Act No. 84 of 1998), the country has also shown an increased annual net loss of forests. Although the Vhembe District Municipality in South Africa has lost forest owing to human-induced deforestation and other land use activities, sacred forests have not been affected. According to traditional beliefs, exploitation of such indigenous patches of sacred forests is taboo. This study aims to explore the role of taboos in the protection of the remaining patches of sacred forest.





Methods

The study relies on data collected between December 2022 and December 2023. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with key informants (n = 61) and local communities in Tshidzivhe and Duthuni villages (n = 60). Observations were used as a further data collection tool. The interview questions were prepared to assess the role of taboos in the protection and management of sacred forests. Data collected through interviews were analysed using thematic content analysis, while field observations helped to corroborate the results from the interviews. 





Results and discussion

The study identified two main taboos – one that restricts entry into the sacred forests (i.e. preventing entry into the sacred forests, and harvesting, hunting and hiking in these areas), and another that prohibits noise or activities that disrespect sacred forests. The study found that believers and non-believers alike, for fear of retribution by the spirits, still obey these taboos and their related myths. This has allowed these areas to develop dense stands of closed-canopy evergreen forest that support more diverse flora and fauna than found in surrounding areas. Although sacred forests are not meant for biodiversity conservation, they offer opportunities to be integrated into global conservation targets of “30x30” and “Half-Earth” by 2030. They also offer the opportunity of serving as carbon sinks which is key to climate change mitigation. Recommendations for protecting sacred forests and associated taboos are drawn up based on these results.
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1 Introduction

According to the latest United Nations report (published by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), 2020), the world has a total forest area of 4.06 billion hectares (ha), which is 31% of the total land area. However, in the 30 years from 1990 to 2020, the global forest area declined by about 178 million ha, which is an area about the size of Libya. Over the past two decades, there have been successive increases in the average annual rate of net forest loss in Africa (3.28 million ha for the 1990–1999 period and 3.40 million ha for 2000–2009). For 2010–2020, the African continent experienced a 3.94 million ha loss of forest area, which was the greatest loss at the global scale, followed by South America with 2.6 million ha (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), 2020). This loss in forests is because of the high rate of deforestation stemming from high population growth combined with small-scale agriculture needed to sustain livelihoods (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), 2020). Thus, Africa is now considered a deforestation hotspot, surpassing South America (the previous leader). South Africa is among those countries in Africa that have shown an increase in the annual net loss of forests. The forests that are found in South Africa include indigenous forests, indigenous woodlands and plantations covering just over 40 million hectares (about 32.7%) of the country’s 122 million hectare land surface area (South Africa, 2020/2021). Of interest to the discussion of this paper is South Africa’s indigenous forests.

The country’s indigenous forests are small and cover just under 0.5 million hectares (492 700 ha), approximately 0.5% of the country’s land surface area. Almost half of all indigenous forests in South Africa are found on private property or land under communal tenure, and the bulk of these areas are found in the Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal, Mpumalanga and Limpopo Province (Department: Government Communication and Information System, 2021). Even though South Africa’s indigenous forests and trees are protected under the National Forests Act, 1998 (Act No. 84 of 1998), they continue to decrease in extent owing to human-induced deforestation and other land use activities (Gatticchi, 2023). However, as studies conducted in the Himalayas have shown, patches of indigenous sacred forest have survived human-induced deforestation and conversion to non-forested land use; exploitation of such patches of indigenous sacred forest is taboo. The institution of taboo is the pillar supporting the conservation of sacred sites including natural sacred forests and their associated biodiversity (Chaudhry and Murtem, 2016; Sinthumule and Mashau, 2020; Ahmed et al., 2023).

The literature indicates that in the African context, there is a wealth of research focusing on the important conservation role of taboos, but this has mostly focused on Madagascar (Jones et al., 2008; Van Amstel et al., 2022) and West Africa – notably in Ghana (Alexander et al., 2017; Osei-Tutu, 2017) and Nigeria (Anoliefo et al., 2015; Ihinmikaiye et al., 2022). This study also contributes to this existing debate on the role of taboos in nature conservation practices by focusing on the Vhembe District Municipality in Limpopo, a province of South Africa. It does this by assessing the involvement of the Vhavenda tribe in the conservation of the remaining patches of forest. Understanding the role of taboos in forest conservation in the context of South Africa is important because the term ‘taboo’ is applied differently in different countries. This understanding will contribute to the existing knowledge of the potential role of taboos in the protection and management of forests. To obtain a clearer picture of taboos and forest conservation, this study answers the research questions: Why is the practice of ancient taboos still relevant in the 21st century? How do taboos contribute to forest protection? The study begins by providing a discussion of taboos, followed by a description of the study area and the methodology applied. The results and discussion are presented in Sections 4 and 5 and the last section sets out the conclusions of the study.




2 Understanding traditional taboos

‘Taboo’ is derived from the Tongan tabu and came into use in English towards the end of the 18th century. In Polynesian languages, tabu (hereafter referred to as ‘taboo’) means ‘to forbid’ or ‘is forbidden’ and can be applied to any sort of prohibition (Allan, 2018). As Colding and Folke (2001), p. 584) have noted, taboo can therefore be broadly defined as ‘a prohibition imposed by social custom or as a protective measure’. Unlike formal institutions that have judicial laws written on a piece of paper that are consciously designed to govern people, taboos are orally transmitted from one generation to another. Thus, they have no written rules and regulations and regulate human behaviour by social customs (Negi, 2017). In addition, they are self-imposed, self-monitored and hard to change (Cleaver, 2017; Sinthumule, 2022), and the most common form of decree communicated is the imperative ‘you shall not’ or ‘thou shalt not’ (Bloch, 2001). From this explanation, taboos are good examples of informal institutions that do not depend on the government for either enforcement or promulgation of rules and regulations (Osei-Tutu, 2017).

Interest in taboos has been growing over the past five decades, partly owing to a recognition that such informal and invisible knowledge can contribute to environmental conservation (Van Amstel et al., 2022; Sinthumule, 2023). In an era where Earth’s biodiversity is disappearing at the fastest rate in history, there is growing evidence that informal institutions such as taboos can be effective in promoting conservation. There are species-specific taboos that a cultural group apply in both time and space to ban the killing and the detrimental use of specific species (Sharma et al., 2021). For instance, in Southeast Nigeria, killing the Sclater’s monkey (Cercopithecus sclateri) in forest groves is taboo because they are considered the property of the deities. Because they are closely related to human beings, there are adverse consequences for people who intentionally kill monkeys. This taboo ensures the monkey is well protected (Baker et al., 2018). Species-specific taboos are also common in Zimbabwe, where certain animals (for instance, forest elephants, baboons, monkeys, zebra and buffalo) are totems to certain clans. The elephants are totems to the Nzou Samanyanga and Mhukahuru clans; as a result, they do not eat flesh from elephants. The clan also prohibits the killing or hunting of elephants for ivory trade or recreation, and this provides protection for the species (Mavhura and Mushure, 2019). Totemism is also common among the Vogoni in Ghana where animals such as the monitor lizard (‘Wuo’), crocodile (‘Ebaa’) and python (‘Zigu’) are totemic animals that cannot be killed or consumed by this clan (Kosoe et al., 2020). Similarly, traditional community members worship under fig trees (locally known as Ebule). These trees are associated with spirituality; hence, it is forbidden for people to harvest wood from them (Ayaa and Waswa, 2016). In the Sariska region in Rajasthan, India, cutting the peepal and banyan trees for any purpose is taboo because it is believed that the spirits of the ancestors reside in these trees (Angsongna et al., 2016).

The literature also suggests that there are habitat taboos that prohibit the extraction of resources from sacred sites. For instance, in South-west Region of Cameroon, extraction of any resources from the Ekpe, Mawooh, Obhon and Amgbu sacred forests is not allowed, and this has contributed to forest conservation (Bobo et al., 2015). Similarly, the Ndola sacred forest in the Tanga region of Northeastern Tanzania is another example of a habitat taboo that is only used for cultural purposes, and local communities are not allowed to harvest anything from the forest (Fadhilia et al., 2016). In the western Himalayas, extraction of any resources (including fuel and fodder) is forbidden from sacred forests. The latter include Falyani Narayan, Panchali Naryan and Bhalthi Narayan (all located in the Lug Valley) and Devnala Ajaypal (in Chhota Bhangal) (Sharma et al., 2021). Apart from habitat forests, there are segment taboos that regulate resource use by certain segments of society. For instance, in Cameroon’s South-west Region, segment taboos persist and are manifested by restrictions on women and children from consuming certain animals such as red river hog, snakes and most primates; this in turn has led to the protection of those species (Bobo et al., 2015). In Nigeria, some households forbid pregnant women from eating elephant meat; the belief is that if a pregnant woman does this, she will deliver a baby which looks like an elephant. This protects elephants, since most men will not go hunting for meat that their wives and children are prohibited from eating (Jimoh et al., 2012). It is also taboo for some women in Nigeria to touch a civet cat, because any children they then give birth to will have sex organs looking like those of the civet (Jimoh et al., 2012). In the Nharira community in the Chikomba district in Zimbabwe, women of childbearing age are forbidden from visiting the sacred hills during their menstrual period. Such temporal restrictions play a significant role in protecting natural resources, given the reduced amount of time these women can go out harvesting (Mavhura and Mushure, 2019).

Taboos that dictate harvesting methods are also used to minimise the collection of natural resources and thus help in the sustainable utilisation of wildlife resources (Sharma et al., 2021). For instance, in the western Himalayas, examples of plant species that is afforded additional protection through taboos is Staphylea emodi which can only be harvested using non-metallic tools (Angsongna et al., 2016). In Limpopo Province in South Africa, the bark from trees such as Ziziphus rivularis is harvested from the eastern side of the tree, and the wound should be covered with a mixture of soil and water to help the recovery of the tree (Constant and Tshisikhawe, 2018). In Bevoahazo, central Madagascar, it is a taboo to use fishing nets when harvesting fish from the main river in the community (Angsongna et al., 2016). All these taboos reduce the consumption of species, which contributes to their conservation. There are also life history taboos that forbid the use of species at certain vulnerable life stages, based on age, size, sex and reproductive status. For instance, in Ghana, it is taboo to kill mating animals, or female animals that are pregnant or nursing young (Boafo et al., 2017). Similarly, to ensure deer progeny in the western Himalayas, the hunting and killing of pregnant is forbidden. Furthermore, in Uttarakhand in the Central Himalayas, hunters will not kill a deer with a white mark on its head as it is seen to be a reincarnated departed member of the community (Negi, 2010). All these are strategic measures enforced by the communities to ensure the continued growth of the wildlife population. Although taboos persist in many countries, they are rarely respected (particularly by the youth) (Bobo et al., 2015). In addition, the elder gerontocracy supporting sacred forests is waning both in power and number (Lynch et al., 2018); the viability of sacred forests is thus being undermined, especially given the ongoing anthropogenic pressure to extract resources (Roba, 2021).




3 Methodology



3.1 Study area

The study was conducted in Vhembe District, which is one of the five district municipalities in Limpopo, a province of South Africa. Vhembe District comprises Collins Chabane, Makhado, Musina and Thulamela Local Municipalities and its offices are in the town of Thohoyandou. The district is located in the northern part of Limpopo and shares international borders with Zimbabwe (to the north), Botswana to the north-west) and Mozambique (to the east of the Kruger National Park) (Figure 1). The Limpopo River valley forms the border between the district and its international neighbours. Vhembe District covers a geographical area that is predominantly rural. While there are taboos relating to water bodies, food and those that cover aspects including species-specific, method, segment and life history aspects, this study focused on the prohibitions relating to the entire forest areas. According to Sharma et al. (2021), the latter falls within the category of ‘habitat taboos’. The study was conducted in Vhembe District in the Vhutanda sacred forest (near Duthuni village) and Tshidzivhe sacred forest (near Tshidzivhe village). Although there are myriad sacred forests in the region, these two sacred sites were chosen for several reasons: first, they fall under two different clans; second, they are the most respected sacred forests in the Vhembe region; third, they are unfenced; and lastly, they both represent the few remaining undisturbed forests in Vhembe District and Limpopo as a whole. According to Mucina and Rutherford (2006), the two sacred forests are positioned in the FOz 4 Northern Mistbelt Forest which has a relatively rich species diversity. The forests are dominated by tall (15–25 m) evergreen trees that have a multilayered and well-developed canopy. The vegetation is dominated by a range of deciduous and semi-deciduous trees. The two sacred sites receive high rainfall of approximately 1 500 mm per year. The two sites have a subtropical climate with an average temperature of 30°C in summer and 24°C in winter. Thus, the area is generally hot in summer and cold in winter (Munyati and Sinthumule, 2014, 2021).




Figure 1 | Location of Tshidzivhe and Vhutanda sacred forest in Vhembe District Municipality, Limpopo Province, South Africa. Source: Ndidzulafhi Innocent Sinthumule.






3.2 Data collection

The study relied on data collected from December 2022 to December 2023 in Vhembe District. All activities followed procedures approved by the Faculty of Science Ethics Committee of the University of Johannesburg (Ethics Reference Number: 2022-11-18/Sinthumule). To answer the research questions of this study, the recruitment of participants was done using a non-probabilistic purposive sampling approach. The criteria that were used to purposefully select respondents included community members involved in sacred sites (custodian of the sacred forest, traditional healers, traditional leaders), community members knowledgeable about taboos who been staying in the area for more than 20 years, youth (<35 years), Christians, and government officials involved in indigenous forest conservation. In non-probabilistic sampling, there is no overall sampling design that dictates the number of interviewees to be interviewed. In line with Guest et al. (2006), respondents were interviewed until the point of data saturation when new information no longer emerged from respondents. Key informants that were interviewed in this study included the custodians of sacred forests (n = 23), traditional leaders (n = 5), traditional healers (n = 6), members of Dzomo La Mupo (meaning ‘voice of nature’) who are also custodians of sacred forests (14), local schoolteachers (n = 9) and officials from the Forestry Department (n = 4). Dzomo La Mupo is a non-profit organisation that was formed in 2007 to fight against the destruction of indigenous forests and natural resources in general. In addition, 60 community members (30 in each of the two villages, and particularly those that stay near sacred forests) were randomly selected to get their opinions on whether they adhere to the forest taboos or not. During the survey, youth and Christians were also interviewed to get their views regarding taboos and sacred forests. This information helped to validate the information provided by key informants. In the end, a total of 121 respondents were interviewed in this study (Table 1).


Table 1 | Key informants that were interviewed during the study.



The interview questions were organised to assess the potential role of taboos in protecting and managing sacred forests (Table 2). This was important to find out if taboos are still relevant in the 21st century.


Table 2 | The guiding questions for each group of respondents interviewed in the study area.



An ethics letter from the author’s academic institution and an identification card (showing the author’s university affiliation) helped with gaining access to the study area and obtaining interviews with potential respondents. All respondents were informed of the aim of the study, that participation in the study was voluntary, and that participants could withdraw their participation at any time should they feel that they no longer wanted to participate. Respondents were also made aware that the study was being done for academic purposes and were assured that their participation would remain anonymous in line with the Protection of Personal Information Act (POPIA), 2013, Act 4 of 2013. All informants who participated in this study were asked to sign a consent form and those who could not write gave their verbal consent. Before data collection commenced, a reconnaissance survey was conducted, and informal discussions were held with the people in the study villages. The reconnaissance assisted with getting insights from communities about the role of taboos in forest protection; further, it helped to contextualise the questions to be asked during field data collection. A semi-structured face-to-face interview was used as the main data collection tool. This method was chosen because it is flexible and allows for open dialogue; respondents can also be asked to clarify, elaborate, or rephrase their answers if required (Creswell, 2013). In addition, this method was determined to be ideal because it allowed the researcher to compare feedback obtained from interviewees based on the same set of questions (McIntosh and Morse, 2015).

The average duration of an interview was approximately 60 minutes. Interviews were conducted in the local language, namely Tshivenda, by the author who is fluent in both Tshivenda and English. For the key respondents who were not able to read, all information captured was read back to them after the interview to ensure that it was correctly captured; corrections were made in instances where data was recorded incorrectly. Key respondents who were literate were given back the transcripts of interviews and a summary of the analysis to read and make remarks. Any comments, disagreements or additional information provided by the respondents were amalgamated into the final analysis. This was important to enhance the credibility and rigour of the analysis (Pyett, 2003).

Observations were also conducted as a complementary qualitative method. Rather than relying only on your informants, sometimes, the best way to get a better idea about the place is to see for yourself. Observations aim at collecting first-hand data on societal processes occurring in a natural context (Ciesielska et al., 2018). As Cohen et al. (2017) noted, observations can also provide insight into the similarities and differences between what is explicitly stated/spoken on the one hand, compared with tacit knowledge on the other hand (giving access to actual practice). In this study, observation was used within and outside the sacred forests to check any form of deforestation, evidence of harvesting resources, the presence of guards and fences around the forests, and general activities happening within and around the sacred forests. The author also attended a funeral which was held in Vhutanda sacred forest. All observations were recorded in a notebook and were supplemented by a photographic record of the site visit.




3.3 Data analysis

Data collection and analysis were done concurrently throughout the research process. Data gathered in interviews during the daytime was analysed in the evenings. As Kumari et al. (2023) noted, this approach makes analysis an ongoing, lively enterprise that contributes to energising the fieldwork process. Concurrent analysis also allows errors made during data gathering to be corrected in subsequent interviews (Richards and Hemphill, 2018). In this study, data was analysed through thematic content analysis. According to Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 6), thematic content analysis is a qualitative analytic method of ‘identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data’. As Terry et al. (2017) have noted, this involves the search for (and identification of) common threads that extend across an entire interview or set of interviews. The interview transcripts gathered during the day were read over several times that same evening, which helped to identify common themes emerging from the data. The two themes (that is, taboos that restrict entry into sacred forests, and taboos that prohibit noise or activities that disrespect sacred forests) that emerged from analysis are discussed below. In some cases, episodes were recounted, and cases were described often in the exact words used by the respondents without altering the material recorded (after Alase, 2017). In line with Imran and Yusoff (2015), information collected through field observations helped to corroborate evidence given by respondents during interviews.





4 Results

The research showed that there are two main taboo types in the study area. These involve a taboo that restricts entry into and use of the sacred forests (i.e. entering the sacred forest, cutting its trees or hunting and hiking in the forest) and a taboo that prohibits noise or activities that disrespect sacred forests (Table 3). They both fall under the habitat taboo category because they both help to protect the sacred forests.


Table 3 | Categories of taboos in the study area.





4.1 Taboos that restrict entry into the sacred forests

This study found that the sacred forests in the study area have their origins in traditional belief systems or religions, but they are also burial grounds for the custodians of the sites. Local taboos and sanctions for sacred forests restrict entry into these sites except for a few specific individuals or limited groups, and only for specific events. For instance, custodians of these sites visit the sacred forests to pacify the ancestors or consult them for spiritual, social, economic and political reasons. In both the Vhutanda and the Tshidzivhe sacred forests, custodians pacify the ancestors through the annual performance of Thevhula (the biggest sacrificial ritual carried out in these forests). Performed by Makhadzi (the senior sister of the family head or senior paternal aunt), this important ritual is an integral part of keeping good relations with the ancestral spirits. During the performance of this ritual, the senior paternal aunt requests anything the family desires (such as rain or a good harvest); importantly, she also thanks the ancestors for protection and peace for the nation.

Custodians of sacred forests also visit these sites when there are funerals. While in Tshidzivhe there is a burial at home that community members are allowed to attend (Tshiendeulu), they are not allowed to attend the reburial in the sacred forest. However, in the case of Vhutanda, only one burial occurs in the sacred forest and community members are allowed to attend this on condition that they abide by the rules and regulations which include removal of shoes before entering the sacred forest and by keeping quiet while there.

In the case of Vhutanda, a ritual is performed to ask the ancestors to allow the public to enter the sacred forest and this is the only time that communities are allowed to do so. In the case of Tshidzivhe, only the Makhadzi and uncircumcised male members of the clan can enter the sacred forest during reburial, and the public cannot take part in the process. Prohibition of the public from visiting the sacred forests in both Tshidzivhe and Vhutanda has been in place for centuries and continues to be enforced in the 21st century. During the interviews with key informants, it was indicated that entering the sacred forests was taboo because it is believed that if you enter, some misfortune may happen to the offender; the latter may be held hostage by the spirits and in extreme cases, offenders may die as a form of retribution by spirits. Thus, the sacred forests are not governed and managed by people, but by spirits. In the case of Tshidzivhe, it was narrated that the sacred forest is protected by a white lion that guards against any intruders. In support of this belief, it was reported that in the 1970s, a local Tshidzivhe man stubbornly ignored the taboo and mysteriously disappeared for a week without a trace in the sacred forest. As one elder respondent narrated:

He entered the forest on Sunday, but everywhere he walked looked the same. He walked inside the forest day and night for a week hoping that he would find a way out, but unfortunately, he could not. He claimed that he did not feel hungry for the entire time when he was in the forest. On the morning of day seven (a Sunday), he walked around and decided to sit down as he was tired. He covered his face with his hands, regretting having entered the forest. After some minutes he removed his hands from his face, only to see a small path for the first time. He decided to follow the path and after walking for a short time, suddenly he was out of the sacred forest. When he arrived home, his lips were dry and white, and he was feeling hungry (Anonymous Respondent, 22/12/2023).

It was explained by the respondent that this man was held hostage by the spirits for a week and he was lucky that he was able to come back alive. In a similar incident, in the 1950s some Caucasian people were held hostage inside the Vhutanda sacred forest, and they could not find their way out. As one custodian elder explained about that incident:

A group of Caucasian men used to camp near our sacred forests so that they could hunt. One day he shot an animal, but the animal ran and collapsed inside the sacred forest. In chasing the animal, the hunter inadvertently entered the area, not knowing that the forest was sacred. However, he could not find his way out of the forest until the rest of his party was advised by the community to inform the elders of the Vhutanda family. It was only after a ritual was performed that the ancestors were able to release him (Anonymous Respondent, 2023).

It was also reported by a respondent that some Caucasian people then erected a fence to ensure that they did not find themselves straying into the sacred forest; however, the fence was uprooted by the ancestors overnight. These testimonies were confirmed by various key informants and community members who were interviewed. The taboo prohibiting the public from entering the sacred forests continues to be respected by local communities and they do not dare to enter these forests. The taboo restricting entry into the sacred forests also prohibits the cutting or collecting of dead wood, hunting of animals, and hiking within the sacred forests. Similarly, harvesting leaves, roots or bark of plant species within the sacred forests for medicinal purposes is also taboo, as made clear by the traditional healers who were interviewed. This begs the question, what happens if you cut, hunt or hike in the sacred forests? For this taboo, the general principle is the same in the Vhutanda and Tshidzivhe sacred forests. It is believed that if you collect wood within the forest, the wood will change into snakes when you arrive home. As one custodian elder explained in Vhutanda:

It is taboo for anyone to collect sacred trees for wood. If you dare to collect wood from sacred trees, the pieces of wood will change into snakes. When you arrive home, you are carrying a load of snakes on your head. You can collect wood anywhere but not from the sacred forest. And there is no sign of such [the sacred] trees being cut. You can go and see for yourself if anyone has ever tried to cut or collect fuelwood from the sacred forest. (Anonymous Respondent, 2023).

Being in deep rural villages in the Vhembe District, most of the people still rely on fuelwood as a principal source of energy. Despite this, community members interviewed indicated that they do not harvest fuelwood from the sacred forests because this is taboo. This prohibition has been in place for centuries, and as one community member narrated:

Even if I am drunk, I can never try and collect wood from the sacred site. Even if I am desperate and urgently need a load of fuelwood, I can never try and cut them because they will change into snakes. No one has ever tried that, and I don’t think anyone will ever try it during our lifetime because this is like playing with fire. (Anonymous Respondent, 27/12/2023).

This statement summarises the views of all the respondents who were interviewed in the study area. The taboo thus compels everyone within the community to unquestioningly obey, meaning this and other taboos are self-enforcing. In the case of Vhutanda, it was reported that in the 1960s when the government wanted to plant tea, the Vhutanda people were evicted from their land near the sacred forest and their houses were burnt. The government also wanted to remove the sacred forest; however, this plan failed. As an elderly member from the Vhutanda clan explained (after sprinkling snuff on the ground to appease the spirits):

A black officer in an excavator was told to clear the sacred forest by his Caucasian senior. However, he refused because he knew it was taboo to remove the sacred forest. The Caucasian officer decided to get into the excavator himself to remove the sacred forest so that they could plant tea. As the excavator removed the first tree, the tree screamed, blood started coming out of the tree and the officer mysteriously disappeared. The excavator that tried to remove the sacred forest is still there even today and is covered by soil (Anonymous Respondent, 2023).

Elderly respondents, and traditional healers and leaders who were interviewed corroborated this information. They and other community members interviewed also agreed that the cutting of sacred trees was a taboo, and no one had ever tried it before. This is the explanation for why the Vhutanda sacred forest is surrounded by tea plantations while it has remained intact (Figure 2).




Figure 2 | Vhutanda sacred forest surrounded by a tea plantation in Vhembe District Municipality (Google Earth, 2024).



The forest thus avoided destruction during the apartheid era. The forestry officials who regularly monitor indigenous forests (including sacred forests) also corroborated information given by the key respondents. When forestry officials were asked if the sacred forests are part of the forests they manage and monitor in the region, they all said yes because they manage all indigenous forests in the Vhembe region. They indicated that they work closely with traditional leaders and custodians of sacred forests. When asked if there were any signs of deforestation in the two sacred forests, they said ‘no’ because it was taboo to extract resources from the sacred forests. As one officer narrated, ‘I have been working in this area [Vhembe region] for more than 15 years. Part of my duties is to community awareness and monitoring all indigenous forest. Although most of the indigenous forest are under threat because of human induced deforestation, there are no known incidence of sacred forest destruction’. When they were asked if taboos are still important in forest conservation to this day, they all affirmed that it was, evidenced by the number of resources that are protected within the Tshidzivhe and Vhutanda sacred forests. The information given by key respondents and local communities was also corroborated through field observations. The sacred forests comprised tall dense stands of trees and there were no signs of plants having been cut – not even on the boundaries. This was in sharp contrast to the surrounding areas where there had been extensive harvesting of trees. This was also despite no fences being in place or field rangers in attendance to protect the forest areas from intruders. This confirmed that the forests are protected by belief in the spirits. As with the harvesting of wood, hunting within the sacred forests is also taboo. Everything that is found within the sacred forests is considered to belong to the ancestors and people are expected to stay away from the sacred forests for fear of angering the spirits. The trees and animals that are found within the sacred forests are considered the ancestors – meaning that killing those plants and animals equates to killing the ancestors. This taboo has been respected for generations and this explains why the sacred forests are more densely populated with a broad variety of animal species than surrounding areas.

Although hiking has become an important pastime in contemporary South Africa, Tshidzivhe and Vhutanda sacred forests are not among the sites designated for hiking, despite being located in beautiful mountainous ecosystems with scenic terrain that hikers would be eager to experience. The taboo that forbids people from entering sacred forests applies to hiking and other activities. In the case of Vhutanda, visitors are only allowed to enter the forest while attending a funeral and no other activity is allowed in the area. Regarding Tshidzivhe sacred forest, although there is a road within the sacred forest, all visitors are expected to remain in their cars. This means that visitors can access the forest via the main road, provided they are accompanied by a local guide. Walking or driving off the main road in this spiritual place is taboo. It is believed that if you drive off the road, your car will get stuck and if you walk off the main road you may not find your way out of the forest. This taboo has been observed by locals and visitors over the years and no one has ever hiked in this beautiful and majestic forest for fear of disturbing the spirits. The researcher accessed Tshidzivhe sacred forest via the main road and only observed dense forest without any signs of hiking trails or illegal footpaths. This taboo has contributed to the protection of the soil and the plant and animal species within the forests. The respect and fear people hold for the sacred forests has resulted in these areas having taller trees than surrounding areas. These isolated forest remnants are embedded in a transformed, non-forest landscape and constitute the only remaining mist belt patches of what were formerly expanses of old-growth forests. Although taboos are not necessarily understood as instruments for the conservation of resources and nature by the people who practice them, they nonetheless have a powerful role in protecting biodiversity.




4.2 No noise or activities that disrespect the forests

Interview findings revealed that even during burial, noise in or near (that is, within about 20 metres) the sacred forests is forbidden. It is for this reason that no singing is allowed during burial in the sacred forests. In addition, other human activities such as polluting in any way (including defecating and urinating) and sexual activities in or near sacred forests are forbidden. It was noted by respondents that noise (made by humans and other entities) in the posthuman world is taboo because this disturbs and angers the spirits. As one key respondent explained, ‘The spirits do not want to be disturbed. They want to rest peacefully’. This taboo has been followed from one generation to the next. During interviews with key informants, it was emphasised that humans violating this taboo may experience serious repercussions because of what the spirits could do. In support of this belief, it was reported that in 2010, an aircraft that was aerially spraying fertilisers onto the tea plantation surrounding the Vhutanda sacred forest crashed beyond repair because the spirits had been angered. As one elder member explained:

Although I was not there it was explained to me that the Caucasian officer was spraying fertilisers onto the plantation. The biggest mistake he made was to pass over our sacred forest. What did he want to see? When this was explained, I knew that making such noise over the sacred forest disrupted and angered the ancestral spirits which caused the aircraft to crash beyond repair. (Anonymous Respondent, 2023).

It was reported that a few minutes after the crash, baboons (a species occurring naturally in the Vhutanda sacred forest) moved across to the site of the accident and formed a circle around the wreckage of the aircraft. They then returned to the sacred forest. Interviews with community members who had heard about the incident corroborated information given by this key respondent.

Even though there are taboos that protect the sacred forests (and the taboos are therefore important for biodiversity conservation), this informal institution faces challenges including modernization, advances in science, technology and formal education. Dominant religions also pose a threat to these taboos. For instance, the young people who participated in this study view taboos as outdated, backward/old-fashioned, and irrelevant because they do not advance science and technology. They find it difficult to comprehend and admire, contributed to by not seeing this kind of knowledge practice on television or social media. Young people participating in the study were also of the view that taboos or traditional ecological knowledge are not part of the school curriculum; this was also confirmed by teachers who were interviewed. Thus, since 1994, the education system in South Africa has done very little to transform and incorporate traditional ecological knowledge into the school curriculum. The formal education in South Africa is still rooted in Western values (human rights, individualism, Christianity, modern technology and scientific thinking) that are often in disagreement with the local culture of taboos, customs and rituals. As a result, they view this knowledge as insignificant. The two villages in this study are dominated by churches (including the Faith Mission, Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Zion Christian and Baptist Churches) and all the Christians who participated in this study were of the view that they do not believe in taboos. They view taboos as satanic, demonic or insignificant in their lives. The Christians interviewed in this study indicated that they did not believe in taboos; nevertheless, they were not opposed to others believing in taboos, and out of a desire to be obedient, they indicated they would not do anything to disturb the sacred forests. As one community member narrated: ‘I am a Christian and do not believe in taboos, but I respect the sacred forests. I do not hate or despise those who practice traditional religion. We may differ in religion, but we are all created by God’. Another respondent explained:

I do not believe in taboos. I can never get closer to those forests because I see them as demonic and satanic. I do not have a problem with traditional religion, if they stay in their lane, I will also stay in my lane. (Anonymous Respondent, 21 December 2023).

Thus, even those who did not express belief in taboos reported avoiding non-sanctioned behaviour (such as trespassing) or activities that could destroy or disrespect the forests. In this study, age and religion did not affect the level of compliance with existing taboos in the two sacred forests.





5 Discussion

Although protected areas are vital for the protection and conservation of the biodiversity within their borders, literature suggests that they are not sufficient solution to avoid loss of biodiversity and extinction of species (Hilty et al., 2006; Hansen and DeFries, 2007). As a result, conservation of biodiversity outside formally protected areas has become important not only to protect species, but also to meet global conservation targets. For instance, the global protected area targets agreed by the Convention on Biological Diversity under what was called “Aichi Target 11” set coverage targets for the year 2020 at 17% in the terrestrial realm and 10% in the marine realm (Gannon et al., 2019). However, scientists considered these targets as interim measures that were politically driven and not science based. As a result, these targets are viewed in scientific literature as insufficient solutions to avoid loss of biodiversity and extinction of species (Noss et al., 2012; Dinerstein et al., 2017). In addition, they are considered inadequate to stop climate change and ensure a healthy planet for future generations (Teske, 2019). In an era where there is ongoing massive extinction of species and a high rate of habitat loss and over-exploitation (McRae and Böhm, 2021), there are new ambitious global targets (replacing Aichi targets agreed in 2010) for conserving at least 30% of the Earth by 2030. The adoption of Kunming-Montrel Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF) by Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity in December 2022 marked an important milestone in the global effort to mitigate and reverse biodiversity loss. At the centre of this framework lies an ambitious “30x30” target that aim to protect or conserve 30% of the world’s terrestrial and marine areas by 2030 through the establishment of protected areas and other effective area-based conservation measures (OECMs) (CBD COP, 2022; WWF and IUCN WCPA, 2023).

The IUCN-WCPA Task Force on OECMs (2019: 3) defined OECMs as “a geographically defined area other than a protected area, which is governed and managed in ways that achieve positive and sustained long-term outcomes for the in-situ conservation of biodiversity, with associated ecosystem functions and services and where applicable, cultural, spiritual, socio–economic, and other locally relevant values”. Under the slogan “30x30”, the key target would be protecting biodiversity (in protected and non-protected areas) by targeting among others, areas with unique and rare biodiversity, areas with primary or old-growth habitats, and connecting such areas with habitat corridors (Dinerstein et al., 2019). Although the objective of sacred forests and their associated taboos is not the conservation of nature, they nonetheless contain unique and significant biodiversity and could be recognized as OECM. Sacred forests offer opportunities to be integrated into a “30x30” conservation targets because they are the remaining patches of primary or old-growth habitats and provide critical habitats for rare and threatened species as in the case of Kaya in Kenya (Metcalfe et al., 2010), Osun Osogbo Sacred Grove in Nigeria (Yusuf, 2016) and the Nkodurom and Pinkwae Sacred Groves in Ghana (Ntiamoa-Baidu, 2008). Sacred forests also offer the opportunity to be incorporated into a “30x30” conservation plan because they can serve as corridors that can promote connectivity of habitat or protected areas along environmental gradients.

Habitat linkages are important for facilitating seasonal migration; increasing the viability of local populations of species (by allowing individual animals access to a larger habitat); allowing genetic exchange with other local populations and permitting local individuals to move away from degraded habitat (see Bennett, 2004). As Travers et al. (2021) have noted, this approach can also help to solve the problem of habitat fragmentation. Conservation of biodiversity in OECMs (outside the borders of formally protected areas) also supports the principles of bioregionalism that uses bioregions as a unit of measurement (Fanfani and Ruiz, 2020). Bioregionalism encourages the protection of species wherever they are found; thus, administrative borders (for example, protected areas) become irrelevant (Sinthumule, 2016). It also encourages the integration of social and ecological systems (Miller, 2014). The rationale behind the integration of people and nature is clear from Sale (2000) who argued that people will tend to protect the place and the environment on which they live and depend. As with “30x30” conservation target (Dinerstein et al., 2019; WWF and IUCN WCPA, 2023), a bioregional approach also promotes connectivity of bioregions or habitats to encourage free movement of species. As Johnson et al. (2017) have noted, conservation experiences worldwide show that bioregional management approaches can encourage local communities and institutions to improve the long-term sustainability of natural resource management practices.

Whilst 30% is the target, there is also a call for an additional 20% to ensure that there is “global safety net” that will enable effective response to the climate and biodiversity crises by 2030 (Dinerstein et al., 2019). Thus, although protecting 30% of the Earth as high-priority conservation areas will be essential, it is argued that it will be insufficient for holding emissions below 1.5°C (Teske, 2019). As a result, natural habitats outside protected areas under a “30x30” conservation target can play a significant role in serving as carbon sinks or store houses of carbon emissions (Dinerstein et al., 2019). One such natural habitats are sacred forests, which according to IUCN’s definition qualify as OECMs that are used for cultural and religious purposes and managed by indigenous people in communal lands. Sacred forests offer an opportunity to store massive amounts of carbon because they are the only remaining patches of tall trees that are not affected by human-induced deforestation (Brack, 2019). This carbon sequestration service is key to climate stabilization and to climate change mitigation (Ussiri and Lal, 2017). This is in line with the Paris Climate Agreement of encouraging parties to conserve and enhance forests as sinks and reservoirs of greenhouse gases. Thus, it is anticipated that combining or pairing a “30x30” conservation target and the 2015 Paris Climate Agreement (which aim to reduce global greenhouse gas emissions) would not only conserve species, and secure essential ecosystem services, but will also avoid catastrophic climate change which is a threat to the environment (Dinerstein et al., 2019).

Given that global loss of biodiversity and ecosystems has accelerated at an unprecedented rate, in parallel with “30x30” conservation target, there is also an ambitious call or vision by scientists of protecting Half the Earth or 50% target to achieve comprehensive biodiversity conservation (Noss et al., 2012; Wilson, 2016; Dinerstein et al., 2017; Sala and Rechberger, 2018). According to Wilson (2016), this vision is to be achieved by linking up protected areas by 2030 to save global biodiversity. This vision aligns with the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the post-2020 GBF discussed earlier. Under the motto ‘Half-Earth’ or ‘nature needs half’ (http://natureneedshalf.org/), this vision is led by prominent conservation scientists such as Edward O. Wilson (2016) and George Wuerthner (Wuerthner et al., 2015). Wilson uses the ecological concept of the species–area relationship to back up his suggestions and recommendations. According to the latter relationship, if half of the planet’s habitats are protected, then 85% of Earth’s current biodiversity will not go extinct from loss of habitat or over-exploitation from that habitat (Wilson, 2016). Wilson provided guidance on the types of areas that should be preserved and protected, including biodiversity hotspots, areas with unique biodiversity, and corridors that connect such areas. Sacred forests in the study area have proved to be important refuges for biodiversity because of the taboos that are associated with those areas. Similarly, studies in Kaboli (Togo) (Lynch et al., 2018), Southwest Nigeria (Onyekwelu et al., 2022), Western Highlands of Cameroon (Tankou et al., 2014), Ghana (Boadi et al., 2017), Ethiopian Highlands (Aerts et al., 2016), and Upper Guinea (Soumah et al., 2018) also found that sacred forests were significantly more biodiverse than surrounding non-sacred sites. Sacred forests are not only biodiversity hotspots with unique biodiversity (Bossart and Antwi, 2016; Patwardhan et al., 2021), but they also offer an opportunity to be integrated or interconnected with exiting protected areas. Thus, they can serve as critical ecological corridors that can help to facilitate the flow or movement of individual members of species, genes and ecological processes between isolated habitat patches. This idea is also supported by island biogeography theory which considers that protected areas form islands inside human-altered landscapes (MacArther and Wilson, 1967; Lomolino et al., 2010). Although this radical vision of turning half the earth into a network of protected areas has been criticised (particularly by social scientists) as either feasible or just (see Büscher et al., 2017), other conservationists concur with Wilson that this vision is the ‘only defensible target’ from a ‘strictly scientific point of view’ to allow for a sustainable future (Wuerthner et al, 2015).

Although taboos applied in sacred forests are important for biodiversity conservation, they do not enjoy special legal protection and are increasingly threatened by changing mores and practices (Sinthumule, 2024). Examples of such changes include the religious conversion of people to e.g. Christianity, the provision of formal education, and modernisation and advances in science and technology. This is not unique to the study area; rather, the literature suggests that traditional practices have been abandoned in many areas particularly in countries with a history of colonialism (Tang and Gavin, 2016). For instance, many local people in Guatemala (Cook and Offit, 2008), Ghana (Kosoe et al., 2020), and Nigeria (Sambe et al., 2021) have accepted Christianity and Islam over traditional practices and taboos. External influences such as formal education have been cited by some scholars as another factor eroding taboos (Anoliefo et al., 2015; Tang and Gavin, 2016; Alexander et al., 2017). This is because as in South Africa, formal education in many countries with a history of colonialism is largely entrenched in Western values. For instance, formal education in countries including Ghana (Diawuo and Issifu, 2017), Malekula Island in Vanuatu (McCarter and Gavin, 2011), and Malaysia (Gopal, 2005) is rooted in Western culture that is mostly in disagreement with traditional ecological knowledge. In addition, Mekoa (2018) and Tang and Gavin (2016) have also reported that young people are more interested in topics that advance science and technology, thereby encouraging them to disregard traditional taboos. Anthropogenic pressure to extract resources has allowed the degradation of sites in many places where taboos are no longer active (Roba, 2021). Examples include Yorodougou in Côte d’Ivoire where the Dan people live (Olivier, 2019), the church forests in Ethiopia (Mequanint et al., 2020), and sacred forests in northern Morocco (Salah et al., 2018). In contrast, in the Tshidzivhe and Vhutanda sacred forests, taboos still play a significant role in the protection of sacred forests.




6 Conclusion

This study found two main types of taboos to be active in the study area. One taboo prevents people from entering sacred forests, and the other prohibits noise and activities that disrespect the sacred forests. These taboos have prevented the cutting of trees, hunting and hiking within sacred forests – allowing these areas to remain in natural or near-natural condition. Whether or not people believed in the taboos, they nevertheless obeyed taboos active in the study area. The study also found that the sacred forests are not governed and managed by custodians or local authorities but by the spirits themselves. Whether or not local people profess to believe in the taboos and related myths or not, they nevertheless stay away from sacred forests because of fear of the potential for retribution by the spirits. In the context of the study area, the sacred forests can therefore be defined as places dedicated to special events such as deity worship and burial. Only specific individuals or limited groups of people are allowed to access the area for those events, and all other activities are forbidden. This has allowed these areas to have dense, tall closed-canopy evergreen forests that in comparison are poorly represented in surrounding areas.

Although sacred forests and their associated taboos are not meant for conservation purposes, their unique species and abundance of biodiversity offer opportunities to be integrated into global conservation targets of “30x30” and “Half-Earth” or “nature need half” by 2030. The remaining patches of forests also offer opportunity of serving as carbon sinks or store houses of carbon emissions which is key to climate stabilization and to climate change mitigation. Thus, integrating sacred forests with protected areas would not only conserve species, and secure essential ecosystem services, but will also avoid catastrophic climate change which is a threat to the environment. Despite being significant for forest conservation, sacred forests face several challenges including religious beliefs, formal education, modernisation and advances in science and technology. Without urgent intervention, the institution of taboos and sacred forests may be lost forever. Sacred forests are not legally protected at the moment in South Africa, and the custodians of these areas are not recognised by the local, provincial or national government. In an era where indigenous forests are under threat from anthropogenic land use activities, this study recommends that sacred forests in South Africa and the rest of the continent should be granted juristic personhood or natural rights to ensure some form of legal protection. Failure to recognise and legalise sacred forests risks the destruction and collapse of these areas and the eroding of bio-cultural values, including ecosystem services that are critical for the well-being of people. Efforts should also be made to educate young people about the importance of taboos and sacred forests. Parents in their households should take it upon themselves to educate their children about traditional ecological knowledge and its role in society. It is also recommended that the government should include traditional ecological knowledge in school curricula, particularly in subjects such as languages, geography and agricultural sciences. This will help young people in particular to learn about the importance of taboos and their role in natural resource management.
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