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Research Project in Contemporary Cosmology
Introduction
Across many Indigenous African contexts, traditional health practitioners serve as custodians of knowledge that links healing, land, and spiritual obligation. In Zambia, their cosmological worldviews are often generative systems that shape ethical engagement with the environment. Yet in both academic and policy literature, such cosmologies are often acknowledged only in symbolic terms or when their practices align with sustainability goals. Their status as epistemological frameworks — capable of producing theory, critique, and ethical reasoning — remains largely unexamined.
[bookmark: _Hlk197089612]This research addresses that oversight by asking how cosmological worldviews inform environmental understandings among traditional healers affiliated with the Traditional Health Practitioners Association of Zambia (THPAZ), focusing specifically on those based in Lusaka Province. This study contributes to ongoing conversations in spiritual ecology and Indigenous knowledge (IK) studies but takes a decolonial and Afrocentric approach: which interprets cosmology as theory. Grounded in qualitative research methods, the project centres practitioner narratives to explore how land, spirit, and obligation are conceptualised, and the ecological implications in the Zambian landscape.
In doing so, the research responds to both academic and real-world imperatives: to reframe who counts as a theorist, and to foreground knowledge systems that have long shaped environmental responsibility outside dominant paradigms. The paper proceeds by reviewing relevant literature on cosmology, epistemology, and ecological thought; outlining a decolonial methodological framework; analysing findings from field engagement; and concluding with implications for environmental humanities and epistemic justice.
Literature Review
Ecological scholarship frequently references IK systems in ways that dilute their ontological integrity. Practices are acknowledged, but the cosmologies that underpin them are sidelined or reformulated to fit technocratic models. Across much of the environmental governance and development literature for example, IK is presented only as a repository of strategies that enhance policy outcomes. Chanza and de Wit, for example, argue for greater inclusion of IK in climate governance across southern Africa, but their focus remains on its instrumental value — as a mechanism for decentralised governance, increased resilience, and adaptive capacity.[footnoteRef:1] While they call for participatory methods, the epistemological foundations of the knowledge they reference are never engaged; cosmology is eclipsed by functionality. Similarly, Donda and Manyungwa-Pasani document the utility of traditional fisheries knowledge in Malawi as a contribution to co-management strategies and conservation efficiency, but reduce this knowledge to a toolkit of practices, largely ignoring the spiritual, ethical, and ancestral dimensions that shape its meaning within local worldviews.[footnoteRef:2] These examples typify a broader tendency across ecological discourse, where IK is included only to the extent that it serves the goals of sustainable development, biodiversity management, or resilience building — stripped of its cosmological coherence and refashioned to fit the parameters of state and donor frameworks. [1:  Nelson Chanza and Anton De Wit, "Epistemological and Methodological Framework for Indigenous Knowledge in Climate Science,"  Indilinga: African Journal of Indigenous Knowledge Systems 12, no. 2 (2013): p203–p218.]  [2:  Steve Donda and Chikondi Manyungwa-Pasani, "Understanding Indigenous Knowledge: Its Role and Potential in Fisheries Resources Management in Malawi," Aquatic Ecosystem Health & Management 21, no. 2 (2018): p176–p84.] 

The few who attempt to centre cosmology tend to do so abstractly, often leaving unexamined the structural conditions that govern what counts as theory and who counts as a theorist. Nicholas Campion’s work sits at this intersection: while writing from within Western intellectual traditions, he offers a framework for naming what remains largely unacknowledged in academic discourse — that all knowledge systems, including Western science, are grounded in cosmologies. His categories — “cosmovision, cosmophilia, and cosmophobia” — provide a language for analysing the metaphysical architecture of worldviews as well as their affective and ethical dimensions.[footnoteRef:3] In his discussion of medieval Christian cosmology, for instance, Campion illustrates how belief in a divinely ordered universe structured ethical hierarchies and political legitimacy — situating individuals within a moral relationship to celestial authority.[footnoteRef:4] This vocabulary is crucial for articulating the often-overlooked textures of reverence, fear, and intimacy that shape how communities engage the cosmos. In contexts such as traditional healing in southern Africa, such terms help make visible the relationality and obligation that structure engagements with land, spirit, and ancestry — orientations too often misread as cultural residue rather than epistemological form. Campion’s further contribution lies in exposing how certain cosmologies are naturalised as universal, while others are hypervisibilised as belief.[footnoteRef:5] He presents an exploration of what modern scientific cosmology and the ways it constructs models of understanding across a variety of fields including psychology politics, and the arts.[footnoteRef:6] Reflection on his work illuminates how academic and intellectual institutions grant epistemic authority to worldviews embedded in Euro-American scientific rationalism — embedding them in curricula, methodologies, and research norms — while rendering African cosmologies visible only as symbolic traditions, cultural folklore, or belief systems.  [3:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (U.K: NYU Press, 2012), p1-p10.]  [4:  Ibid., p16.]  [5:  Nicholas Campion, "The Importance of Cosmology in Culture: Contexts and Consequences," in Trends in Modern Cosmology, ed. Fabio Scardigli (Croatia: InTechOpen, 2017).]  [6:  Ibid.] 

Freya Mathews, also writing from within Western environmental philosophy and ecological metaphysics, extends Campion’s cultural analysis by interrogating the metaphysical foundations of ecological collapse. She attributes this collapse to the dual legacy of Cartesian dualism and mechanistic materialism — frameworks that divide mind from matter and cast the natural world as inert, mute, and devoid of ethical standing. In “For Love of Matter,” Mathews argues that modern science, by treating matter as “dead” and consciousness as a human monopoly, disenchants the world and legitimises its instrumentalization.[footnoteRef:7] This ontological model frames nature as external and exploitable — severing what she calls “the cords of reciprocity” between humans and the more-than-human world.[footnoteRef:8] Her concept of panpsychism — the idea that all matter is sentient — reclaims ethical relations by affirming the communicative, participatory presence of the world.[footnoteRef:9] While she does not write from within African cosmologies, her work resonates with them, particularly in its insistence that how we relate to land depends on how we understand the being of land itself.  [7:  Freya Mathews, For Love of Matter: A Contemporary Panpsychism (U.S.A: State University of New York Press, 2003), p1-p13.]  [8:  Ibid.]  [9:  Mathews, For Love of Matter: A Contemporary Panpsychism.] 

Where Campion and Mathews expose the often-unacknowledged cosmological dimensions of knowledge systems, Paulin Hountondji focuses on how such dimensions have been systematically distorted specifically within African intellectual life. Writing in the wake of independence-era debates across Francophone Africa in the 1970s and 1980s, Hountondji critiques the legacy of colonial and neocolonial epistemic dependency. He argues that African scholars were frequently positioned not as theorists but as data-gatherers for Western academics, their work guided by externally imposed research agendas, funding structures, and conceptual vocabularies.[footnoteRef:10] This dynamic, which he terms “theoretical extraversion,” results in the outsourcing of intellectual authority and the marginalisation of Africa as a site of theory-making. [footnoteRef:11]He takes particular issue with the dominance of ethnophilosophy — typified by works like Tempels’ on Bantu philosophy which essentialised African thought through Euro-Christian and anthropological frames, producing knowledge aimed more at cultural affirmation than philosophical autonomy.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Paulin J. Hountondji, The Struggle for Meaning: Reflections on Philosophy, Culture, and Democracy in Africa, trans. John Conteh-Morgan (U.S.A: Center for International Studies Ohio University, 2002).]  [11:  Ibid., p138-p139.]  [12:  Ibid., p212-p215.] 

In response, Hountondji proposes the model of “endogenous knowledge:” intellectual production grounded in African social realities and accountable to African publics.[footnoteRef:13] He advocates a process of critical reappropriation — interrogating Indigenous knowledge systems with philosophical and scientific rigour to distinguish their generative elements from their contextual limitations.[footnoteRef:14] Hountondji highlights initiatives such as teaching science in Kiswahili in Tanzania,[footnoteRef:15] and community-based research in medicine, hydrology, and mental health. These represent concrete efforts to shift knowledge validation away from external frameworks and toward African epistemological autonomy. [13:  Ibid., p247-p270.]  [14:  Ibid., p251-p252.]  [15:  Ibid., p282.] 

Building on this foundation, Bagele Chilisa extends the call for epistemic autonomy into the realm of research methodology. Writing from Botswana and engaging with Indigenous communities across the Kalahari,[footnoteRef:16] Chilisa grounds her work in relational ontology — an approach that understands knowledge as emerging from interdependent spiritual, communal, and ecological relationships — and in doing so, she extends the metaphysical critique advanced by Freya Mathews into a distinctly African methodological register. While Mathews argues for a panpsychist re-enchantment of the world to overcome the extractive logic of Cartesian materialism, Chilisa shows that many Indigenous African communities have never operated within this dualism to begin with. She challenges the methodological assumptions of neutrality and objectivity, arguing that research itself is a situated, ethical process shaped by responsibilities to land, ancestors, and community.[footnoteRef:17] In San contexts, for example, Chilisa explains that knowledge production involves ritual permission from spiritual authorities — not as symbolic performance, but as epistemic necessity.[footnoteRef:18] And, where Hountondji identifies the structural need for intellectual sovereignty, Chilisa operationalises this at the level of method, offering tools for conducting research that honours Indigenous cosmologies as knowledge systems in their own right. [16:  Bagele Chilisa, Indigenous Research Methodologies (U.S.A: SAGE Publications, Inc., 2012).]  [17:  Ibid., p20-p23.]  [18:  Ibid.] 

Keeping these contributions in mind, a lens can be developed from which to approach the works of Credo Mutwa, long excluded from mainstream academic philosophy. His work had long since enacted the epistemic refusal later theorised by figures like Chilisa and Hountondji. Through sacred narrative, prophecy, and embodied storytelling, Mutwa affirms African cosmology as a site of philosophical inquiry and ethical reasoning, without conceding to disciplinary conventions that marginalise oral and spiritual forms of knowledge. His work not only challenges the content but also the form of academic knowledge. Recounting his experiences to a journalist, Mutwa said:
“ Sir, I can show you many strange things that African people did to protect themselves against the Grey aliens. The things that our people did were not the result of superstition. They were the result of terrible personal experience. One day I hope to share with you, sir, the story of how I got "taken..."We believe, sir, that the Mantindane ("the tormentor"), the Greys, are really servants of the Chitauli. Anyone who has been through the hells of these beings will tell you that...there is a cold, cold, cold-blooded resolve, and they are not doing what they do to us for themselves, they are doing what they do to us for greater creatures than they are.”[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Vusamazulu Credo Mutwa, Great Zulu Shaman and Elder Credo Mutwa on Alien Abduction and Reptiles, interview by Rick Martin, Written Interview from ‘The Spectrum’ newspaper, 1999, https://www.bibliotecapleyades.net/esp_credo_mutwa03.htm.] 

He became infamous particularly Western academic circles for his recounts of experiences and worldviews that refused to separate so-called myth from theory, or ritual from critique. Yet even with this infamy in these spaces, Mutwa was throughout his life positioned outside the category of scholarly theorists and instead positioned as cultural repository to be analysed by said theorists. He remained aware of this reality, but refused to restructure his epistemologies, choosing to as Hountondji may claim to maintain “endogenous knowledge.”
Taken together, the works of Campion, Mathews, Hountondji, Chilisa, and Mutwa illuminate a shared but differently articulated concern: that cosmological worldviews — particularly those rooted in African spiritual traditions — are systematically excluded from the category of theory. While Campion and Mathews uncover the metaphysical and ethical stakes of cosmology in more general terms, Hountondji and Chilisa expose how African knowledge systems have been structurally disqualified from intellectual legitimacy, and provide pathways to overcoming this. Mutwa, writing from within a cosmological tradition rather than about it, exemplifies what it means to theorise without apology to academic form. These contributions matter for this paper because they reframe the study of environmental ethics in Zambia within the context in which it was created, i.e. as a theorisation of cosmological knowledge systems that actively shape ecological decision-making, ethical accountability, and healer practice. Given the climate, such reframing is crucial as the erasure or instrumentalization of these cosmologies in policy and development frameworks undermine the very relationships — to land, spirit, and community — that sustain long-term environmental stewardship. By taking healer cosmologies seriously as systems of thought, this research not only challenges academic hierarchies, but also opens space for more pluralistic, grounded, and culturally resonant approaches to sustainability and ecological justice.
Methodology
This study used a qualitative, interpretive research design to explore how traditional health practitioners in Lusaka Province engage with cosmological worldviews in their environmental thought and practice. Data collection drew on five interconnected methods: structured surveys, semi-structured interviews, a focus group discussion, document analysis, and limited participant observation. These methods were chosen to generate both conceptual depth and comparative insight, with surveys offering pattern recognition and interviews and focus groups allowing for narrative elaboration. Engagement with participants took place over two separate days within a two-week window, at THPAZ’s temporary headquarters — also the personal residence and healing site of the organisation’s president. This setting provided both familiarity and symbolic grounding and contributed to the openness with which many participants engaged.
Participants were selected through purposive sampling facilitated by THPAZ leadership. The focus group consisted of five practitioners selected by the THPAZ president for their diversity across gender, age, spiritual orientation, and lineage. These five also completed the structured survey orally in the same session, preferring to elaborate their answers. The remaining eleven surveys were conducted over the phone due to limited digital access, including challenges related to literacy, mobile data, and visual impairments. All surveys were administered orally by the researcher. THPAZ staff assisted in initiating contact but participated minimally in the conversations. In keeping with Zambian social protocol between strangers, particularly in spiritual contexts, the researcher opened each phone call with a brief self-introduction, establishing relational grounds for dialogue and signalling ethical intention, at the cost of anonymity between both parties.
Survey and interview instruments were developed in close dialogue with THPAZ leadership. For example, the survey’s opening question on healer identity used the same typological categories recognised by THPAZ — herbalist, spiritualist, diviner, and traditional birth attendant— while allowing participants to select multiple categories or introduce additional local terms. This acknowledged the multidimensional nature of healer practice and supported participant self-definition. Interviews and discussions were conducted in English, ChiNyanja, and ChiBemba, depending on participant preference. Translation and transcription were supported by a Zambian collaborator who signed a confidentiality agreement and was briefed on the sacred nature of the material.
The research also included document analysis of internal THPAZ materials, including training manuals and communications. These texts were treated as epistemic documents embedded with healer-authored ethical frameworks. Informal participant observation was carried out during visits to the THPAZ space, focusing on gestures, spatial arrangements, conversational forms, and ritual allusions. While limited in duration, this embodied attunement added contextual depth and informed interpretation of verbal data.
As a Zambian woman with spiritual sensibilities aligned with many of the participants, I approached the work from a fluid position of both proximity and distance. While not a healer myself, my cultural location informed the tone, pace, and ethics of the interactions. I was mindful that the academic structures through which this research moves have historically mishandled Indigenous cosmologies — trivialising, pathologizing, or criminalising them. This stance extended beyond conceptual alignment to include attentiveness to local verbal and nonverbal customs related to age, gender, and spiritual status — cues that shaped how one greets, speaks, listens, and signals respect. Navigating these protocols was essential for ethical integrity, as well as for entering the relational field in which knowledge could be meaningfully shared.
Informed consent was obtained through written and oral forms, with participants given the option to withdraw at any stage. Ethical considerations were treated as continuous, situated obligations. Participants were invited to withhold responses to any question they deemed uncomfortable or inappropriate. Care was taken by the researcher, THPAZ staff, the translator as well as participants to attend to nonverbal cues of unease, hesitation, or discomfort. In such cases, the researcher would pause, rephrase, or withdraw the question, recognising that silence, tone, gesture, and timing often signal ethical boundaries not always verbally articulated in Zambian culture.
The presence of THPAZ staff during all stages helped ensure a sense of oversight and accountability, but all interpretive authority remained with the researcher. Data were anonymised and securely stored, and the findings were reviewed with sensitivity to context, divergence, and cosmological nuance. 
[bookmark: _Hlk197082854]Findings
This section presents the findings from surveys, interviews, focus groups, and institutional documents, organized around three thematic domains—Cosmological Views on Land, Ethics of Healing, and Environmental Responsibility. Organizing the findings under these themes allows the analysis to track specific conceptual threads—such as sacred geography, ancestral obligation, and ritual stewardship—without fragmenting the relational coherence at the heart of healer thought.
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Figure 
1
)Findings showed that all the traditional healers articulated a worldview in which the land is alive, home to spiritual energies, ancestral presence, and sacred meanings. The survey revealed that over 75% of respondents reported needing specific geographical sites such as forests, rivers, mountains, and termite mounds for their spiritual practices as shown in Figure 1.
This pattern was particularly prevalent amongst those identifying with African traditional spirituality, ancestral belief systems, and/or syncretic beliefs who constituted 53.9% of participants in comparison to the 46.1% who identified themselves as part of institutional religions such as Christianity and Islam practices, shown in Figure 2. [image: ]
Figure 2
This belief in a living spiritual land was substantiated throughout the group discussion where according to one focus group participant, “You can’t call the spirits from anywhere. The river is where my ancestors dwell.” Another participant elaborated, “The termite mound is not just soil—it is our altar”, affirming the spatial and spiritual sanctity of natural sites.
Question six of the survey which asked which natural elements were significant in one’s practice, also reinforced the spatial grounding of the healers’ practices. Over 90% of participants identified both plants and water as essential to their work with more than half of these going on to additional compounds such as include fire/smoke and animals. One participant, who practiced her work within a busy central market explained the link between her healing planetary phenomena, saying, “When the moon is in the right place, I can give certain medications. Other times, I must wait. That’s the spirit’s way of guiding the work”​. 
[bookmark: _Hlk197084271]The data also showed that all participants presented, healing as inseparable from spiritual and moral accountability. As one practitioner explained, "Everything I do, I have to put in prayer. Without any prayer, I cannot begin." Explaining this accountability in more detail another added, "If you don’t take this calling [to become a traditional healer], then sickness will kill you. No matter what medicines you take, it won’t cure it." Survey responses showed near-unanimous agreement that healing practices are inherently part of sustaining balance between people, nature, and spirit.
[bookmark: _Hlk197033713]The survey also explored shifts in ecological access for the participants. All but one respondent said it had become more difficult to access key natural elements, compared to when they first began practising. One healer explained, "Now, we have to go all the way to our villages. In Lusaka, things have changed. The fields are all owned by someone. You cannot just go and take what you need when you see it. It is like how before we could use the fields as a bathroom, but now the fields are someone else’s bathroom, and sometimes the same bathroom is now gone completely with these droughts and floods." Participants framed these changes as more than logistical barriers. Diminished access was expressed as both a material and spiritual crisis. "Maybe the spirits are telling us that we need to change," one practitioner reflected. All the healers in the group discussion linked environmental degradation to varying degrees of ethical lapses—overharvesting, commercialisation, and disrespect for sacred sites—suggesting that spiritual disapproval may manifest through environmental withdrawal. One practitioner explained, “When you take something like a plant or a tree, you don’t kill the entire thing… We take a little bit, and we leave.” Others spoke of cultivating medicinal gardens as a way of honouring these responsibilities in urban settings: “We harvest, we’re constantly planting so that we can always have our resources.”
Institutionally, THPAZ has echoed these principles. One staff member explained that the Ministry of Lands introduced a programme supporting healers to plant medicinal flora in their gardens. Participants generally supported the effort but questioned its viability. One explained, “They say we must grow musolo in our gardens... but some plants won’t grow unless they’re by the river, which we cannot even go to anymore.” Responsibility, in this context, is toward the unseen with one elder stating, “to make the world a better place for later, what we take, we must give, otherwise how will those who come after be able to answer their callings?” The ethics of care extend not just to the living ecologies, but also to those who will inherit the world and the cosmologies through which it must be understood.
These reflections revealed that for the healers, ethical practice is shaped by ongoing negotiation, but not in abstract terms. It is mediated through dreams, ritual signs, ancestral warnings, and the tangible consequences of ecological misalignment. One senior healer, even insisted on closing the session with a traditional musical performance. She instructed all who were present to join in, joking “how else can we make sure this young one [the researcher] will remember what we have taught her here.” This closing embodied the sentiments expressed throughout the discussion, that when rituals fail, when access to land is lost, or when illness returns, these are not seen as accidents but as signals—evidence that healing must be approached with renewed humility and spiritual attention. 
Analysis and Discussion
The evidence gathered through the fieldwork reveals that healing is not an activity applied to a passive landscape, but a relational process that depends on the moral, spiritual, and ecological status of specific places. Land is not a container for healing—it is its condition.
Healers consistently emphasised the importance of spiritual geography. Rivers, termite mounds, forests, caves, and mountains are more than sites of practice; they are entities through which healing becomes viable. The statement “you can’t call the spirits from anywhere” reflects a spatial ontology in which spirits are bound to place and respond only within specific cosmological alignments. When another participant described a termite mound as “our altar,” he was not elevating a landscape feature to sacred status. He was articulating a structure of ritual possibility grounded in the ethical demands of place.
Their orientation challenges frameworks within ecological discourse that acknowledge IK as valuable only in proportion to public policy adaptability as proposed by Chanza and de Wit’s framing of IK as useful to decentralised climate governance assumes it can be extracted, scaled, and applied across contexts.[footnoteRef:20] For the healers interviewed, efficacy emerges precisely through non-transferability. A healing practice tied to a river cannot be replicated in a garden. Knowledge is not carried from place to place—it is forged through emplacement. When participants critiqued government promotion medicinal seed planting, they did so because transplanting sacred flora without ancestral and ecological sanction renders the medicine inert. [20:  Chanza and De Wit, "Epistemological and Methodological Framework for Indigenous Knowledge in Climate Science," p209.] 

The consequences of this dislocation were described not only in terms of failed growth, but of refusal. “Some plants won’t grow unless they’re by the river,” one healer explained. This was not framed in as a matter of soil composition or microclimate, but as evidence of metaphysical withdrawal in its Nyanja explanation. The plant, in this view, exercises agency; it refuses to perform outside its network of obligations. Mathews’ analysis here helps illuminate this phenomenon when traces the ecological consequences of Cartesian dualism.[footnoteRef:21] According to Mathews’ logic, the metaphysical withdrawal described during the discussion may be the results of what she classifies as metaphysics of disposability, where nature becomes inert standing reserve. However, the healers’ observations demonstrate the inverse: they inhabit a cosmology in which subjectivity is distributed across the more-than-human world. The land does not receive knowledge—it holds it. The plant does not deliver efficacy on demand—it consents. The metaphysics of disposability is a void idea in a theoretical paradigm where nature was never a standing reserve. Healing for THPAZ members does not result from proper technique alone—it unfolds through the intangible cooperation of spirit, healer, and terrain. [21:  Mathews, For Love of Matter: A Contemporary Panpsychism, p1-p13.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk197087023]This understanding of natures’ capacity to refuse also applies to human beings. When asked what happens if someone resists the ancestral call to become a healer, one participant responded simply: “That sickness will kill you. No matter what medicines you take, it won’t cure it.” Refusal here is not read as a psychological state, but as a cosmological error that manifests as illness. The consequence is not metaphorical; it is the body registering a break in spiritual obligation. The illness is diagnostic: it indicates the disintegration of one’s relationship to the cosmological order. Fellow traditional healer, Mutwa, also frequently  described instances where illness was only resolved after accepting the path laid out by the ancestors. The pain, the collapse, and the eventual healing are all moments in a pedagogical sequence governed by spiritual instruction.
To better interpret the healers’ epistemological model, Chilisa’s framework of relational accountability is essential.[footnoteRef:22] One must approach the cosmologies as systems of knowledge grounded in obligations to the living, the dead, the unborn, and the land itself. Knowledge, in this system, emerges through maintaining naturally existing relationships with the planet. The assertion that “no medicine will help you” until the calling is accepted becomes legible within this framework: healing requires realignment with ancestral duty, not symptom management. When obligation is neglected, the disorder is not private—it affects a larger field of ethical and spiritual coherence. [22:  Chilisa, Indigenous Research Methodologies.] 

This is the logic which governs environmental relationships. Harvesting is conditioned by cosmological principles that structure how, when, and under what conditions land may be engaged. “What we take, we must give,” said one elder. This reciprocity is an ethical technology for maintaining the flow of spiritual and ecological vitality. These practices function as what Mathews might identify as rituals of intersubjectivity—modes of engaging with the world that acknowledge the agency of nonhuman beings and bind the healer into a web of mutual responsibility.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Mathews, For Love of Matter: A Contemporary Panpsychism, p1-p13.] 

The consequences of violating these protocols are observable. Participants linked spiritual and ecological degradation, describing how medicines had “stopped working” in areas where land had been fenced, rivers diverted, or sacred sites developed. One healer interpreted these breakdowns as a warning: “Maybe the spirits are telling us we need to change.” This statement is diagnostic. The land and spirits are registering a breach in the ethical order. Healers do not separate ecological decline from spiritual disapproval—the two are read as co-expressive. Healing becomes possible again only through re-establishing relational alignment.
This logic appears not only in everyday practice but in institutional documents. A review of THPAZ’s Code of Ethics invokes integrity, respect for ancestral instruction, and cosmological responsibility. Even as the organisation translates healing into terms legible to policy and biomedical systems, it affirms that the source of therapeutic legitimacy lies elsewhere—in ancestral law and ecological fidelity. That tension—between formalising knowledge and preserving its cosmological core—remains unresolved. Yet participants were clear: no institution could substitute for the authority of land and spirit.
The accounts shared reframe what counts as knowledge. Participants do not describe healing as a skill to be mastered, but as a practice governed by ritual, spiritual timing, and environmental responsiveness.  Such an ontology demands a decolonial and Afrocentric theory of knowledge production. Paulin Hountondji’s critique of how African thinkers have been positioned as data-providers rather than theorists becomes especially relevant here. When he argues that colonial knowledge regimes extracted insight from Indigenous practitioners while denying them conceptual authorship, the words of word of Mutwa in his later years gain increased profoundness:
“I am one of the scums of this earth, a creature rejected and ridiculed by university professors, professors who later came sneaking into my home seeking the very information that they ridiculed me for revealing.”[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Credo Mutwa Presents: The True History of Africa, Transcript of video presentation (South Africa, 2008), https://peuplesawa.com/fr/bnnews.php?nid=1665&profil=0&seite=6&sites=0&vip=0.] 

Like Mutwa, the healers in this study do not await theoretical validation. They already produce theory through diagnostic practice, ecological attunement, and ritual repetition. Their knowledge is internally coherent, experimentally applied, and epistemologically rigorous. The statement, “The medicine may be strong, but if the land is not ready, it will not work,” encapsulates an entire system of reasoning in which ontology and efficacy are inseparable. Theory here is not located in abstraction, but in the relational rhythms of practice. The land does not merely host theory—it participates in its articulation. Hountondji’s call for intellectual sovereignty materializes in the work these healers are already doing. They are active interpreters of change, adapting ritual protocols in response to environmental and spiritual disturbance. They do not merely preserve ancestral knowledge—they test and refine it in the face of urbanisation, resource extraction, and climate variability.
The healer’s practice, then, is simultaneously environmentally conscious, diagnostic, and epistemological. When medicines stop working or spirits withdraw, they are the planetary system speaking. The world communicates its distress through ritual failure. The healer’s task is to listen, interpret, and act.
This research confirms that cosmology is not background to healing people and the land for THPAZ members—it is its structure. The frameworks articulated by practitioners are paradigms in themselves. They generate knowledge, enforce environmentally ethical boundaries, through their understanding of how healing can occur. What emerges is not a body of belief about ecologies, but a mode of thought—attuned to a world that remembers, reacts, and responds.
Conclusion
This research has traced the contours of healer epistemologies in Lusaka Province to demonstrate how cosmological worldviews inform environmental understandings. Rather than extracting general themes, it has followed the structure of healer logic—attentive to refusal, precision, and place-based coherence. In doing so, it foregrounds a system of knowledge that does not seek assimilation into dominant frameworks, but instead asserts its own analytic, diagnostic, and ethical forms.
At the same time, the study’s scope presents several limitations. Its geographic focus is narrow, and while this enabled depth and relational trust, it also means that findings cannot be assumed to reflect healer cosmologies elsewhere in Zambia or the region. The reliance on participants affiliated with THPAZ may have shaped how healing was described, especially in institutional or policy contexts. Furthermore, while the study prioritised narrative and relational data, it could not fully trace how these cosmologies shift over time, especially in response to accelerated urbanisation and climate change. The absence of longitudinal insight limits what can be said about the durability or transformation of healer ethics under ongoing ecological pressure.
Future research might extend this work by engaging healer knowledge systems across multiple provinces, tracing differences in landscape-based ritual protocols, or comparing institutional and non-institutional practitioners. Studies that follow healers across time—documenting how practices adapt, how refusal is navigated, or how spiritual authority is contested—would add depth to understandings of how cosmology functions under duress. 
Ultimately, the aim is not to add Indigenous knowledge to existing models, but to continue developing methods and theoretical orientations that are accountable to the epistemologies being studied. This research affirms that such epistemologies do not require reinterpretation. They require room to think, act, and speak on their own terms—and for scholarship to learn how to listen accordingly.
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