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Abstract 

Prior research shows that the rural Himba tribe of Northwestern Namibia maintain a 
symbolic worldview. The objective of this study is to explore the rural Himba symbolic 
worldview in the topics of death, meaning, and belief in a higher power. Participants in the study 
answered four questions through a translator. The results showed that the rural Himba maintain a 
symbolic traditional worldview that transcends their mortality. Contrary to their traditional 
worldview, the rural Himba remain uncertain in their rational understanding of the afterlife and 
life’s meaning, probably due to their level of education. What the Himba are certain about, with 
undeniable intellectual conviction, is their belief in a higher power, their God, Mukuru. 
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Introduction 

Everything cultural is fabricated and given meaning by the mind, a meaning that 

was not given by physical nature. Culture is in this sense “supernatural,” and all 

systematizations of culture have in their end the same goal: to raise men above 

nature to assure them that in some ways their lives count more than merely 

physical things count. (Becker, 1975, p. 4) 

 

They earn this feeling by carving out a place in nature, by building an edifice that 

reflects human value: a temple, a cathedral, a totem pole, a skyscraper, a family 

that spans three generations. The hope and belief is that the things that man 

creates in society are of lasting worth and meaning, that they outlive or outshine 

death and decay, that man and his products count. (Becker, 1973, p. 5) 

 

Terror Management Theory, based off the writings of cultural anthropologist Ernest 

Becker and formalized by Greenberg et al. (2014), starts off with the idea that we live our entire 

life under a weight of psychological terror that comes with our awareness of our vulnerability 

and inevitable mortality, and this awareness conflicts with our evolutionary desire to continue 

living and avert all threats (Greenberg, Vail, & Pyszczynski, 2014). TMT proposes that we 

manage our potential terror and anxiety by maintaining 1) “faith in a culturally derived 

worldview that provides meaning, structure, and standards of value and goodness” and 2) “the 

sense that we are living up to those standards of value” (Greenberg, Vail, & Pyszczynski, 2014).  
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This paper seeks to explore the symbolic world that the rural Himba in the Kunene region 

of Northwestern Namibia maintain in order to deal with their potential for terror of vulnerability 

and death as described by Becker and TMT.  

The Himba culture, along with many indigenous cultures, is critically endangered 

because of the encroachment of the Western way of life. Therefore, we must learn as much as we 

can about the Himba culture now while they can still be found in their traditional lifestyles. This 

project, which seeks to learn about the Himba’s symbolic world, is important, because we never 

know when we may, ironically, lose access to the most traditional of cultures that seems 

untouched by the outside world. 

As the project unfolds and the Himba answer the questions, we expect the Himba to 

unveil to us their symbolic world and the beliefs that guide their everyday life, beliefs about 

afterlife, and the beliefs of a higher power. The actual responses of the Himba answered our 

questions, but not as we expected.  
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Materials and Methods 

To conduct this experiment, we found a place where the Himba live their traditional lives 

in their traditional villages. The location, labeled as C43 on the Namibia map below (top left 

photo), is near Epupa Falls (the bottom left photo), in the Kunene region of Namibia that borders 

Angola to its north. Through the University of Arizona’s study abroad program titled Desert 

Ecology and Conservation Biology, led by Dr. Hans-Werner Herrmann, we rented used Toyota 

Hiluxes (bottom right photo) and arrived at our target destination after about four-and-a-half 

weeks into the course.  
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While in Epupa, we visited nine villages. Seven of the nine villages were Himba villages. 

One was a Hakauna tribe village, and another was a Zemba tribe village. To limit the variables in 

the results of this survey, I choose to focus only on the seven Himba villages. The location of 

these villages is shown in the top right photo above, and are labeled V1-7.  

Once we arrived at a village, our translator, Anitha, who is Himba, goes into the village 

and talks to the elders, asking them if we can come in, see them, and ask them some questions. 

We received permission to enter on all occasions, but once had to wait for the villagers to finish 

consuming a meal. We then enter the village, and give the village a gift of fortified corn flour, 

vegetable oil, petroleum jelly, soup packet, iodized salt, and sugar as an exchange for their time 

and energy in hosting us. We sit with the women and the men, if they are there, and more often 

than not, the children gather around and sit with us, as can be seen in the photo below.  
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Through our translator, Anitha, we begin conversing. We ask the Himba their names and 

ages, and they also ask us questions. After the formalities, the villagers are ready for our project 

questions. Each one of us asks his or her project questions through Anitha, who then translates 

the questions to OtjiHimba, the language of the Himba. The villagers respond to Anitha, and she 

translates the OtjiHimba to English. I asked my questions last, letting my peers get their 

questions first.  

These are my questions for the villagers: 

1) What do you believe happens when we die? 

2) What do you believe is the meaning of life? 

3) Do you believe in a God or Creator? 

4) Do your people have a creation story? 

The reason that death is the first topic of questioning is to make mortality salient in the 

minds of the Himba. Mortality salience, according to TMT, activates terror management 

defenses, one of which is bolstering of one’s worldview. In our experiment, we hope that by 

making mortality salient in the minds of the Himba through the first question, the rest of the 

questions will receive answers with symbolic significance. 

While listening to the villagers answering my questions through our translator, I 

remained engaged and did not write down their answers immediately. This way I can show the 

villagers personable characteristics rather than merely talking to them to collect data.  

 After my peers and I conclude our project questions, we give the villagers another chance 

to ask us questions about ourselves. Once all is said and done, we thank them for their time 

(“Okuhepa”), and depart.  
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Materials and Methods: Criticism 

The reader may notice that the first three villages have incomplete answers for questions 

two, three, and four. The reason is as follows: the primary project aimed to survey schoolkids 

about their social lives at their local school. This project could not be accomplished due to an 

unfortunate incident that took place in the third village, in which I injured my heel, rendering me 

incapable of completing the approximately seven kilometer hike to and from the school.  

Thus, I was forced to think of a new project. Fortuitously, I had already asked the Himba 

at the first three villages the question, “What do you believe happens when we die?” and I asked 

the first village the question, “What do you believe is the meaning of life?” So I had some data, 

and I had to come up with two more questions.  

Admittedly, this caused the project to suffer in terms of the quantity of its sample size, 

which may affect the overall quality of the results. Thus, it is difficult to draw any reasonable 

conclusions from the data without excessive speculation, especially when considering other 

factors that contribute to potential flaws in the research. For example, the communication barrier 

between the villagers and the students. For us to be able to ask the villagers questions, we had to 

relay the question through the voice of our translator, Anitha, who speaks the local OtjiHimba. 

We presented Anitha with our questions, and she translated the question to the Himba. After 

Anitha gathers the response from the villagers, she then translated the response back to us in 

English. We must consider the possibility that much of the raw meaning may have gotten lost in 

translation, especially as the information travels through Anitha in two directions. Furthermore, 

English culture may contain words, concepts, and ideas either not present or entirely different 

from Himba culture (Roberson, Davidoff, Davies, & Shapiro, 2005). Words such as ‘believe’, 

‘meaning’, and ‘God’ or ‘Creator’ may have entirely different meaning in Otjihimba, especially 
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considering that the words are funneled through a translator. There is a strong likelihood that the 

villagers comprehended my questions in a manner different from my initial interpretation. This 

may explain any deviation in the villagers’ actual responses from their expected responses. 

Another factor we must consider to promote a flaw in the research is that most of the 

responders in the villages were women. The men were rarely present, and if they were, they 

would often not join the conversation. The project, therefore, received answers from a select few 

in the village, ultimately shrinking the true sample size. 

Nevertheless, we can gain interesting insight about the Himba cultural worldview from 

their responses to our questions.  
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Results 
 
 
 
The table on the right provides the number of 

women, men, and children present at the villages at 
the time of the visit. These figures could err, as some 
villagers may be in one of the huts or walking the 
cattle at the time of the count.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Question 1 
What do you believe happens when we die? 

 
Village 1 “Suppose a child collapses and dies. The mother slaughters a goat or cow, and 

inside the meat there is a message. It could say, for example, that the father, who 
is dead, does not like that the child is being sent to school, so he chose to make 
the child collapse.” 

Village 2 “Game over.” 
“You look at a dead body, and you cannot talk to it. Why? Where has the life 
gone?” 

Village 3 “In Himba traditional belief (the Holy Fire), one turns into an ancestor when he 
dies. There is no Hell, just trust. With Christianity, the soul goes to be with 
God.” 

Village 4 “We do not know. But we will miss that person who is gone.” 
Village 5 “We do not know. Gone forever.” 
Village 6 “We do not know.” 
Village 7 “We do not know what happens.” 
 

Question 2 
What do you believe is the meaning of life? 

 
Village 1 “Take your hand and put it over your mouth. That is your answer.” 

“You are the one who goes to school, you are the one who should be telling us 
the answer.” 

Village 2 NA 
Village 3 NA 
Village 4 “There is no meaning that we know.” 
Village 5 “It is better to be alive than dead.” 
Village 6 “We do not know. Maybe the air?” 
Village 7 “We do not know and we do not think about this.” 
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Question 3 

Do you believe in a God or Creator? 
 

Village 1 NA 
Village 2 NA 
Village 3 NA 
Village 4 “Yes”  
Village 5 “Yes” 
Village 6 “Yes – but where is God?” 
Village 7 “Yes, we believe, maybe it is the Creator that made humans.” 

 
Question 4 

Do your people have a creation story? 
 

Village 1 NA 
Village 2 NA 
Village 3 NA 
Village 4 “Yesterday our kids were eating just sour milk – no mieliepap (maize porridge). 

Today, visitors (my peers and I) come and give us mieliepap, so our kids can eat 
their milk with mieliepap. This is for us a sign, a proof, of God.” 

Village 5 “If I am sick, I pray that I get better. But I get confused because my husband (a a 
white man of German descent) has different beliefs than my traditional beliefs 
(the Holy Fire).” 
 
I asked about the Holy Fire: 
 
“We believe that when one passes away, they are here forever alive still in the 
village.” 
“If the owner of the village dies or you get marries, you go to another village, a 
new one that you start. You build your buildings (sleeping rooms, gathering 
rooms, storage rooms) and a cattle and goat pen, then you go to your old village 
and take a branch from the Holy Fire. The fire is supposed to burn continuously 
and represents the everlasting presence of your ancestors. In the traditional 
beliefs, when one dies, they become an ancestor and their spirit is believed to 
always be at the village, sitting around the Holy Fire, so it is important to keep it 
burning.” 

Village 6 “I lose my goat, and I ask God for my goat back. It comes back, I believe in 
God. But where is God?” 

Village 7 “Today we have visitors (my peers and I), and we pray that maybe they bring us 
something to eat (we did).” 
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Discussion 

Prior research shows that the traditional Himba live in a symbolic world they create in 

order to place a fundamental order on the natural world in order to make sense of it, which may 

explain why Jinal Gandhi speculates that the Himba women’s application of red ochre on their 

body has a symbolic meaning (Crandall, 2002; Gandhi & Trivedi, 2018). I, too, speculated that 

the Himba living in their traditional lives had symbolism hidden in beliefs. But both Gandhi and 

I are wrong. Gandhi was wrong in his symbolic speculation – the Himba women describe their 

application of the red ochre from an aesthetic, not symbolic, standpoint. I, too, in my project, 

found that the Himba gave their answers in a practical manner that seemed devoid of meaning 

and symbolism.  

From their responses, the Himba maintain three worldviews that influence them to 

different degrees. The first is the traditional worldview, which contains the Holy Fire and organ-

reading. The second worldview is the Christian worldview, the organized religion that made its 

way to the Himba through missionaries. The third worldview is one I call practical-agnostic. This 

one is most prevalent in the answers of the Himba, which was not expected, but nonetheless is a 

crucial component to our understanding of the symbolism that the Himba maintain.  

We start with the question of “What do you believe happens when we die?” The 

responses of the Himba tell us that in their traditional worldview, when one dies, that person 

becomes an ancestor whose spirit is always wandering around the village and sitting around the 

Holy Fire, a fire that is supposed to be continuously burning in the middle of the village. In their 

traditional worldview, when a young child dies, the village slaughters a goat or cow, opens up 

the carcass, and finds out why the child died from meaning within the organs of the slaughtered 

animal. There is no concept of ‘hell’ in the traditional Himba worldview, which eliminates the 
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fear factor that most organized religions sell to their followers. In their traditional worldview, the 

Himba live forever, and rise above their physical world as they transform into immortal 

creatures. This traditional ‘supernatural’ worldview that the Himba maintain is the worldview I 

expected to learn about, especially through the lens of Terror Management Theory, and is most 

likely the worldview that influences Himba the most, whether in conscious or unconscious 

levels. 

In Village Three I spoke with a man who believed in his traditional worldview and in the 

Christian worldview. This is the only interaction I had with a villager in which we spoke about 

organized religion, and told me that when we die, “the soul goes to be with God”. Therefore, 

there is not much to infer about Christianity as a worldview that influences the daily lives of the 

Himba, but one thing we can infer is that most of the Himba at the villages have heard about 

Jesus. In fact, we had several conversations in which the Himba asked me if I am Jesus, most 

likely because of my growing beard and long hair.  

The practical-agnostic worldview was most prevalent in the first question, “What do you 

believe happens when we die?” Sample responses are: “We do not know”, “Game over”, “Gone 

forever”. In this worldview that the Himba maintain, it seems they do not give deep thought 

about the topic of death. For all they know, “You look at a dead body, and you cannot talk to it. 

Why? Where has the life gone?”  

I found this practical-agnostic worldview most fascinating, and it became so prevalent in 

the responses of the Himba, that this worldview took over the expected responses from the 

traditional responses. It is obvious that the Himba live with their traditional worldview deep 

inside them, but it is the practical-agnostic worldview that dominated the second question, “What 

do you believe is the meaning of life?” 
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Sample responses are, “We do not know. Maybe the air?”, “There is no meaning that we 

know”, “It is better to be alive than dead”, “We do not know and we do not think about this”, and 

“Take your hand and put it over your mouth. That is your answer.” 

The first and last responses are both referencing the air we breathe as the meaning of life. 

I sense that the Himba did not understand what I meant when I asked them about the meaning of 

life. I expected a symbolic answer, and I was given the practical-agnostic answer from the 

practical-agnostic worldview.  

Villages four through seven also gave answers in the practical-agnostic worldview to the 

first question. When I asked them “What do you believe happens when we die?”, the main 

response was, “We do not know.” I thought I would be hearing about the Holy Fire more often, 

but I did not. This could be because I was not specific in my question, and should have asked, 

“According to your traditional belief, what do you believe happens when we die?” I feel that 

such a question may have altered the results to receive the expected responses. 

For the second question, I also ought to have worded it differently. For example, “What 

are the three most important things in your life?” By asking this question, I could have 

speculated about the Himba meaning of life based on their three most important things.  

We now go on to the question of the higher power. Prior research shows that the Himba 

believe in a god, creator, or some higher power, as is evident in the words of their chief, Kapika: 

“God gave us this land” (Harring, 2001). In their traditional belief, the Himba God is named 

Mukuru. When I asked villages four through seven whether or not they believe in a God or 

Creator, all of them said ‘Yes’. Village six wanted to know where God is – He works in 

mysterious ways, listening to the Himba prayers, and village six wanted to know where this God 

resides.  
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The Himba then, in villages four through seven, told me why they believe in a God. The 

Himba did so by answering my last question, “Do your people have a creation story?” The 

Himba did not understand my intention with this answer whatsoever. Instead of providing me 

with an Adam-and-Eve Garden of Eden story that I expected, they told me stories regarding 

proof of God in their personal lives (reference results section, question four, villages four 

through seven). This accidental communicative blunder of mine resulted in fascinating stories 

about the personal interactions of the Himba with the God in whom they believe and responds to 

their prayers.  

After I asked villages four through seven the third and fourth questions, they asked me if 

I believe in a creator. I said I do, and this spurred animosity from my peers, who were displeased 

because they felt that I was speaking for them. Therefore, I told the Himba, “I believe in a 

creator, but if you ask my peers, they may give you a different answer.” And sure they did. One 

by one, my peers said “I don’t believe in anything”.  

This absolutely shocked the Himba. They could not understand how my peers could not 

believe in anything. The Himba said something along the lines of, “You are alive. This 

experience, is it not all the proof you need to believe?” The Himba seemed convicted in their 

beliefs, as though they know something that we do not. David Crandall perfectly articulates the 

response of the Himba: 

“During a conversation I had with a small group of Himba men and 

women, I asked how they knew that Mukuru truly existed. ‘Do you see the clouds 

with their rain? Have you ever felt the winds blow? No one could make such 

things to happen except Mukuru. They exist because Mukuru exists.’ Hence, 
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because clouds, rain, and wind exist, Mukuru must exist. And because Mukuru 

exists, clouds, rain, and wind exist.” (Crandall, 2004) 

The Himba view that Mukuru is in charge of the clouds and the rain and the win 

may be influenced by their lack of education or education levels. Most Himba never 

receive a formal education, which explains why they do not have any other explanation 

for the occurrence of clouds, rain, and wind. Therefore, the Himba belief in a higher 

power may come from a lack of understanding on how the clouds, rain, and wind exist in 

the world. In light of this study, further research can investigate the relationship between 

education levels and belief in a higher power within the Himba population.  
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Conclusion 

In conclusion to the results of the research project, the rural Himba of 

Northwestern Namibia maintain a traditional cultural worldview that gives them meaning 

and an outlet to transcend their vulnerability and their inevitable death. Along with their 

traditional worldview, the Himba maintain a practical-agnostic worldview that 

contradicts their traditional worldview, but that nonetheless enables the Himba to live 

most of their lives in the present moment.  

Lastly, the Himba believe in a higher power, a creator they call Mukuru. The 

Himba hold their belief in a higher power in an immense intellectual conviction that may 

be influenced by the level of education they receive, if they receive any education at all. 

The Himba transcend this world through Mukuru, their creator, who enables the Himba 

to explain the existence of natural phenomena, such as clouds, rain, wind, life, and death. 
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