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Introduction
The sustainable management of wildlife and other natural resources, 
including the African buffalo (Syncerus caffer), depends largely on the 
social–ecological context being considered (e.g. McGinnis and Ostrom, 
2014), Decision VII/2 of the Convention of Biological Diversity1). This 
context is largely defined by a combination of complex interactions 
between ecological (e.g. biomass, reproduction rate, climatic factors) 
and social (e.g. cultural values, norms, needs, practices) parameters and 
dynamics. These two intertwined dimensions can influence the way nat-
ural resources are perceived and subsequently managed, used and studied 
by actors interacting with natural resources, and vice versa. These inter-
actions may lead to the sustainable use of resources by environmental 
stewards, or the overexploitation, cruelty and eradication of the natural 
bounty. Understanding these complex social–ecological dynamics con-
sequently helps facilitate the fair and just conservation and sustainable 
use of wildlife species.

In this chapter, we bring together experiences on the sustainable use 
and management of the African buffalo from major regions of the African 
continent where the African buffalo is found in substantial numbers, 
especially in the wild and in areas adjacent to protected areas. In the first 
section, we will explore the socioeconomic values of the African buffalo 

 1 Principles of Sustainble Use, Convention of Biological Diversity, COP Decision VII/12: www 
.cbd.int/decision/cop/?id=7749
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in its various contexts in Africa. We also examine the African heritage 
associated with the African buffalo in the form of folklore and poems 
depicting the interconnectedness of the species’ symbolic importance 
to people. These cultural forms and traditions have been handed down 
from one generation to another for centuries. However, these African 
worldviews have been progressively lost in recent natural resource dis-
courses and paradigms framed by the dominant Western worldview 
(Mtenje and Soko, 1998). Finally, we describe the reality of the relation-
ship between humans and the African buffalo, including the goods and 
services and the disservices provided by the African buffalo to humans.

Global Names for the African Buffalo
Among African mammals, the African buffalo has one of the largest 
ranges. Although this range has contracted recently (Chapter 4), it has 
provided an opportunity for buffalo species and humans to interact for 
millennia. This scenario developed because people (Homo sapiens) like-
wise inhabited the entire continent (e.g. Taylor, 2011). Beyond their 
obvious contribution to human diets when hunted, buffalo are part of 
the cosmology of many African societies, traces of which date back to as 
early as the Middle Stone Age (Faith, 2008; Dusseldorp, 2010; Chapter 
2). Rock paintings by the ancient San communities that roamed sub-
Saharan Africa provide evidence of this familiarity with the African 
buffalo. This relationship transcends African borders, and the African 
buffalo plays a role in human cultures worldwide. As evidence of its 
long interface with humanity, the African buffalo is known in different 
languages across the globe. Figure 1.1 presents a random and small sample 
of names given to the African buffalo across Africa.

This linguistic diversity based on millennia of interactions between 
human societies and buffalo reflects the richness of figurative labelling of 
the buffalo in people’s representations. The long experience of African 
people with wildlife is also reflected in their use of animal-related, figu-
rative terms to describe people. Figurative language is usually used to 
convey a message in a sarcastic manner and they demonstrate how wild 
animals are socially integrated into African societies. These labels are also 
derived from the folklore, songs and stories told by elderly Africans to 
their children as a way of encouraging desired behaviour and charac-
ter (Ben-Amos, 1975; Knappert, 1977, 1985; Mtenje and Soko, 1998). 
Animal-centred figurative language and labels are applied in African 
societies to denote human attributes such as strength, beauty, height and 
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wit, as well as poverty, ugliness, stupidity, etc. The point here is not that 
Africans perceive human beings as being equivalent to wild animals, but 
rather that as Africans live with animals, they draw from animal messages 
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Figure 1.1 African names of the buffalo. A few randomly selected names of African 
buffalo among the 1,000 to 2,000 languages spoken in Africa. The location 
of the names is approximate due to sometimes wide or multiple location uses 
and overlap. The Roman alphabet has been intentionally used instead of the 
international phonetic alphabet. Many more African buffalo names are found in the 
lexicographic LEXICON database of the African languages by CNRS LLACAN 
laboratory, which lists 586 names for buffalo with ‘buffle’ as the entry point in the 
database and 631 names with ‘buffalo’ as the entry point (https://reflex.cnrs.fr/
Africa/index.php?state=src). For language families, see Z. Frajzyngier, Afroasiatic 
languages. Oxford Research Encyclopedia – Linguistics (https://doi.org/10.1093/
acrefore/9780199384655.013.15). See also Segerer and Flavier (2011–2018), Good 
(2017) and Dimmendaal (2020).
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about behaviour, collaboration, networks, social capital, appearance and 
fecundity (use value).

Animals, both domestic and wild, are therefore a ‘living encyclope-
dia’ and source of knowledge. In short, animals serve as ‘hermeneutic 
texts’ subject to multiple interpretations, including creating relationships 
within clans, predicting, impressing, condemning, judging and mak-
ing important conclusions or recommendations. We remind readers 
that such euphemisms are also applied to groups, clans, tribes and even 
nations. The diversity of wildlife in Africa makes it possible to easily 
match many animal attributes with those of humans. Western readers 
may refer to the Fables of de la Fontaine, a work published in 1668, 
translated into every European language, and still widely read today (e.g. 
Lebrun, 2000).

The characteristics of the African buffalo given by elderly people in 
Harare (Mukamuri, personal communication, 2021) were undomesti-
cated, unpredictable, assertive, dangerous and powerful. The buffalo is 
widely acclaimed in southern Africa for being so cruel because of its 
habit of urinating on the wounds of victims to check whether they are 
actually dead. If alive, it continues attacking until the adversary dies. 
Figurative language is also used by hunters in their descriptions of the 
African buffalo. The words include ‘resistant’, ‘dangerous’, ‘vengeful’ 
and having a ‘piercing look’. In Ghana, however, the buffalo stands for 
‘uprightness’, which is a positive connotation (Benson, 2021).

The African buffalo has also filled and still fills the imaginaries of 
European hunters. The species belongs to one of the Big Five, a clas-
sification of the most dangerous African mammals to hunt. In the book, 
Horn of the Hunter, Robert Ruark (1997) described the African Buffalo 
as follows: ‘He looks at you as if you owe him money. I never saw such 
malevolence in the eyes of any animal or human being before or since’.2 
From another perspective, Kock (2005, 2014) and Michel and Bengis 
(2012) described the buffalo as a ‘villain’, when referring to the menace it 
causes when spreading diseases at the buffalo–livestock interface (Cortey 
et al., 2019; Chapter 9). This perception has not favoured the buffalo 
during some moments in history. For example, in the early twentieth 
century, entire buffalo populations outside protected areas were culled 
to control foot-and-mouth disease and rinderpest as part of efforts to 
boost commercial livestock production (see Chapter 12).

 2 www.johnxsafaris.com/hunting/cape-buffalo-hunts/
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African Buffalo in Society: Mythology 
and Symbolism in Africa
Marks (1979) discusses the historical development of a culture among 
the Bisa of Zambia, which he termed the ‘Buffalo Mystique’. Of sig-
nificance in this culture was the high value placed on both tangible and 
intangible uses of buffalo, both central to the overall organization of the 
society. Similarly, in other parts of southern Africa, the close association 
between people and buffalo can be seen in the wide uses of the animal 
as a totemic symbol. It is in this region that many ethnic groups use the 
Nyati totem to organize clans and marriages.

The Bisa of Zambia recognize in the buffalo characteristics of 
strength, bravery and danger, but they also attribute a powerful ‘spiri-
tual’ force to the animal. This notion is found in civilizations far 
removed from West Africa. For the members of the Malinke hunters’ 
brotherhood, the buffalo is endowed with a particularly strong meta-
phorical spirit or major real element (‘nyama’; Cissé, 1964), and it is for 
this same reason that the Hausa of Niger consider it a ‘black’ animal 
in the classification of animals based on the power of their spiritual 
essence (Levy-Luxereau, 1972).

The buffalo also appears in a series of ‘horizontal’ masks that have been 
observed over a wide area of West Africa (Frealle, 2002; Figure 1.2). The 
form of these masks varies, sometimes a buffalo is explicitly represented, 
notably in the grasslands of Cameroon, but sometimes other species are 
represented in a stylized manner (McNaughton, 1991). The reference to 
‘bush cow’ appears in several of these masks, which are sometimes rep-
resentations of hybrids between animals, humans and spirits. The dances 
and rituals involving the use of these masks are diverse, and although 
they are often associated with male initiation rituals, this is not their 
exclusive use. Generally speaking, these masks, especially those based on 
the form of stylized cattle, are seen as powerful and dangerous entities, 
associated with the transition from the wild (bush) world to human-
ized space (Berns and Fardon, 2011). Members of peasant societies have 
developed a rich cosmology in which the buffalo has a place. A review 
of myths on the origin of livestock in pastoral societies indicates that for 
several societies, buffalo are linked to the wild world while cows are 
associated with humans (Bonte, 2004; Box 1.1). At the other end of the 
African continent, a Berber myth (Frobenius and Fox, 1937) describes 
the first two creatures of the world as a buffalo and a heifer, with the 
former becoming the founding ancestor of wild animals and the latter 
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that of cattle. Furthermore, cows appear in the increasingly sophisticated 
costumes worn by the Swazi overlord during the Ncwala, the annual rite 
of royalty that lasts several days (Kuper, 1973). The power and ferocity 
of the buffalo also are represented in the rich Swazi cosmology.

According to Evans-Pritchard (1940), the Nuer People of South 
Sudan believe that the buffalo is ‘cattle’ that destroys people, for ‘more 
people have died for the sake of a cow than for any other cause’. They 
have a story that tells how, when the beasts broke up their community 
and each went their own way to live their own lives, Man slew the 
mother of the Cow and the Buffalo. The Buffalo said she would avenge 
her mother by attacking men in the bush, but the Cow said that she 
would remain in the habitations of men and avenge her mother by 
causing endless disputes about debts, bride-wealth and adultery, which 
would lead to fighting and deaths among the people. This feud between 
Cow and Man has gone on from time immemorial, and day by day the 
Cow avenges the death of her mother by causing the death of men. 

Figure 1.2 Anunuma Bush Buffalo Mask performs at a funeral. Tissé, Burkina Faso, 
1984 (McNaughton, 1991). Photo by Christopher Roy (used with permission).
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Hence, Nuer say of their cattle, ‘They will be finished together with 
mankind’, for men will all die on account of cattle and they and cattle 
will cease together (Evans-Pritchard, 1940).

Box 1.1 Buffalo Folklore from the Atuot People, Southern Sudan

Burton (1981) adds to a large basket of buffalo folklores from Africa 
by narrating one from the Atuot people. According to this folklore, 
once upon a time, men lived among themselves in their own camp 
in the forest. But among the animals they kept tethered were buffalo 
rather than cows. Men had no contact with women, but instead kept 
vaginas tied to their arms. At the same time, women lived in a camp 
by themselves by the river, tending herds of cattle, fishing and grow-
ing millet. The text continues: ‘One day a buffalo calf strayed away 
from the other animals and did not return that evening. The next 
morning a man followed its trail, which led to the camp of women. 
Until this time when women desired sex, they went to the riverside 
and splashed the foam of the waves between their legs, giving birth 
to females only. When the man asked if his calf had come into the 
camp a woman answered no, and while he was satisfied with this 
reply, he soon took interest in another matter, asking the woman 
what the separation was between her legs. She answered: “This is 
vagina” and in turn asked what might be the thing dangling between 
his legs. When he answered, the man then said to the woman: “You 
bring that here and let me see if it is sweet.” When he later said it was 
very, very good, all the other women of the camp rushed upon him 
and they had intercourse with him so much he died. A short while 
later the women said among themselves: “Now it is time to look after 
the cows”, but each avoided the responsibility, saying: “It is now 
time to dry the millet so it can be pounded into flour.” Then men 
from the other camp arrived in search of their friend. The women 
insulted them for thinking that their buffalo were like cows and went 
on pounding their grain. Seeing that the women appeared to take 
no interest in the cows, the men stole them. Later in the day each 
woman sought out a man of her liking and remained with him that 
evening. The next day, when each man wanted to marry a woman, 
the senior woman of the camp said: “You have given up your buffalo 
and that is good. But if you want to marry my daughters then you 
must give cows to replace them.”’
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Taboos that forbid the use of buffalo or even coming into close con-
tact with them are also present in some large sections of African com-
munities spread across the continent. For example, some Pygmy groups 
in Cameroon avoid buffalo because of a commonly held belief that it 
is inhabited by powerful evil spirits (Duda et al., 2018; see Chapter 16). 
Southern Africa harbours large ethnic groups, which include the Shona, 
Shangaan, Sotho and Venda, people who view the buffalo as sacred and 
who are not allowed to eat or touch the animal because of totemism. 
However, such taboos are slowly losing their power among people due 
to modernity and the infusion of other religions, especially Christianity 
(see also FAO/CIG, 2002). Marks (1979) squarely lays the blame for the 
destruction of African culture associated with the African buffalo and 
other wildlife on the emergence of modern institutions of control and 
in particular the implementation of so-called ‘participatory’ conservation 
programmes (Benson, 2021).

The iconic or symbolic nature of the African buffalo is also pres-
ent in many social spheres such as military units, soccer teams, mer-
chandise such as bicycles and T-shirts, haulage trucks and even buses. 
Buffalo symbols on such materials are a global feature. An Internet 
search for such symbols reveals wide and global use of the emblems and 
symbols. A good example is the ‘Buffalo bicycle’ (www.buffalobicycle 
.com), ‘built for big loads on tough roads in Africa’, with production 
in Kenya, Malawi, Zambia and Zimbabwe (Figure 1.3). This product 
borrows characteristics attached to the African buffalo such as robust-
ness and power. Documented examples of the use of buffalo symbols/
emblems in the military include the globally popular ‘Buffalo soldiers’, 
who were mainly former black slaves in the United States of America 
at the turn of the nineteenth century.3 This military unit was eventually 
immortalized and internationalized by the world-famous reggae musi-
cian Robert ‘Bob’ Nester Marley, who released a song named ‘Buffalo 
Soldier’. The American Buffalo soldiers were widely respected for their 
bravery and power. More recent military buffalo emblems may be found 
in present-day Zimbabwe with the buffalo insignia used by the national 
army’s 3rd Infantry Brigade, and in South Africa with that used by the 
32nd Battalion of the South African National Defence Force.4 The 
same seems also to be the attraction for teams and individuals who wear 
T-shirts bearing buffalo signs.

 3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buffalo_Soldier
 4 https://za.pinterest.com/pin/304204149811482618/
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Buffalo Services: Subsistence and Trophy 
Hunting in Africa

African Subsistence Hunting

Palaeontological and archaeological evidence suggests that human ances-
try in southern Africa dates back four million years, and throughout this 
time, humanity has hunted for survival (Crader, 1984; Walker, 1995; 
Plug, 2000; Badenhorst, 2003; Phillipson, 2005). Hunting can be done 
in pursuit of many benefits, for example maturity rituals, symbolism, 
recreation or trade, and for food, ecological balance and raising funds for 
conservation (Di Minin et al., 2016; Wanger et al., 2017; Hsiao, 2020). 
Despite different levels of compliance by all groups of people, hunting 
all over the world is regulated by laws and policies and its control is at 
the core of most wildlife conservation programmes.

Due to its size and abundance in large herds, the African buffalo 
played a significant role as a protein source for pre-colonial African 

Figure 1.3 The ‘Buffalo bicycle’ is a well-appreciated product in the communal 
lands of Zimbabwe for its robustness, easiness to fix and adaptation to local 
conditions. Sengwe Communal Land. © A. Caron.
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societies (Marks, 1976, 2016). In Zambia, for example, although agri-
culture was an important part of the livelihood system, buffalo meat was 
a stock component in the identity and destiny of Valley Bisa lineage 
hunters (Marks, 2016). The meat was (and still is) also consumed for its 
good taste and flavour. Buffalo meat was a major source of protein in 
Zimbabwe before Africans were banned from buffalo hunting in 1930 
(Mutwira, 1989).

Buffalo hunting, as with the hunting of other large animal species, 
can be dangerous, yet it has remained an important cultural and histori-
cal human activity. Hunting connects people with nature and is widely 
practiced as a maturity ritual for men in many African societies (Atta 
et al., 2021). The great difficulty, risk and effort involved in hunting buf-
falo also mean it provides rigorous exercise and adventure and accords a 
high status to the hunter.

As more and more natural habitats are transformed for human use, 
and relatively more buffalo populations are consequently found in pro-
tected areas (Chapter 4), traditional and subsistence hunting by Africans 
has increasingly become illegal and is referred to as ‘subsistence poach-
ing’ or ‘illegal hunting’. This phenomenon has put African cultures in a 
difficult dilemma by impeding them from engaging in important social 
and traditional activities linked to buffalo hunting, as well as preventing 
access to valuable protein. Despite the dismal failure of these measures 
at the local level, scientific studies continue to call for local commu-
nity involvement in wildlife management, community education, local 
institutions and benefit-sharing to minimize poaching and compensate 
for the loss in protein (Hulme and Murphree, 2001; Lunstrum, 2017; 
Muboko, 2017; Ntuli et al., 2019). However, even if these measures 
were effective, they cannot compensate for the social and cultural val-
ues that have been lost.

Western Trophy Hunting

Interestingly, the experience of Western hunters indicates that the val-
ues, risks and perceptions attached to buffalo hunting are cross-cultural. 
Considered as a pest preventing the establishment of European livestock 
systems (due to competition and disease transmission) or as a noble thing 
to hunt, wildlife was targeted by colonial hunting and entire wildlife 
communities were decimated (Chapter 12). Trophy hunting in Africa 
developed in the twentieth century as an extreme sport for the per-
ceived ‘brave gentlemen’, and today is a key management tool for the 
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conservation of large tracts of Africa (Chapter 16). The African buffalo 
is a key species for trophy hunting in Africa. One reason is that its hunt 
bears a special aura for practitioners. A person who can take down a buf-
falo is viewed by some as very brave and a real man among all the other 
men in the community, in fact, a superhero (Erena et al., 2019).

The danger associated with buffalo hunting is not only associated with 
buffalo but also with other wild animals and the surrounding environ-
ment. Attacks on humans by wild animals, especially buffalo, can lead 
to permanent injuries or even death. Hunting a buffalo is a hair-raising 
experience. The sense of danger surrounding buffalo hunting, and hunt-
ing in general, is summed up by one writer (Box 1.2). Unfortunately, 
we could not find any similar accounts written by local African hunters.

Chapter 16 shows the relevance of trophy hunting and the special 
position of buffalo hunting in the wildlife economy and conservation in 
Africa. Unfortunately, the price of buffalo hunting is beyond the range 
of many ordinary traditional African hunters, who therefore cannot 
reconnect with this thread of their culture through legal and sustain-
able buffalo hunting. Interestingly, some African countries like Tanzania 
used to offer low-priced hunting permits to locals. However, the system 
became fraught with back-door deals whereby some westerners ended 
up using these permits to hunt buffalo. Innovative economic and social 
models of trophy hunting in which benefits are fairly shared with local 
communities and which draw from the knowledge, skills and experience 
of local individual hunters to provide a special experience to foreign 
hunters could be a path towards more integration between African cul-
tures and wildlife economies on the one hand, and foreigner and African 
hunters’ values on the other. Such models were partially explored by the 
CAMPFIRE programme (Communal Area Management Programme 
for Indigenous Resources) in Zimbabwe in the 1990s.

The CAMPFIRE initiative was an attempt to provide economic 
value to local human populations through the sustainable use of natural 
resources such as wildlife. It was first introduced in Zimbabwe in the 
mid-1980s, later expanded into Botswana and Namibia, and presented 
comparatively high economic benefits generated notably through buf-
falo hunting. CAMPFIRE sought to make the hunting of buffalo and 
other wild animals for sport an economic activity generating revenue 
for development projects seeking to improve local communities’ liv-
ing conditions and incomes. Despite some internal and external short-
comings, this form of genuine and inclusive public–private community 
partnerships (PPCPs) offers some opportunities for all stakeholders and 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009006828.003 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009006828.003


12 · B. Mukamuri et al.

wildlife conservation (Hulme and Murphree, 2001; Frost and Bond, 
2006; Chapter 16). The major limiting factor is a lack of meaningful 
profit for local households despite the huge challenges they face from 
living with wildlife (Gandiwa et al., 2013; Poshiwa et al., 2013). Weak 
local institutions, as well as usurped decision-making and benefit-sharing 
by politicians and local authorities, were also significant issues that cor-
rupted the CAMPFIRE programme in Zimbabwe (Dzingirai, 1995).

Medicinal Use of the African Buffalo

African buffalo body parts are widely used by traditional healers and 
shamans as medicines to treat a wide range of diseases and ailments, 
and frequently as an aphrodisiac (Montcho et al., 2020). Almost all of 
the buffalo’s body parts are used for medicinal purposes, but notably 
the horns and tails (Atta et al., 2021). The wide use of bones and skulls 

Box 1.2 Extracts from a Buffalo Hunt Experience, One Among Many 
that can be Found on the Internet (https://journalofmountainhunting.com/
augusts-in-africa/)

‘Looking into a wounded Cape buffalo’s discomfortingly intelligent 
eyes takes you to depths few other animals seem to possess, depths 
made more profound by the knowledge that this animal is one very 
much capable of ending your life.’

‘With his ferocious temper, treacherous intellect, and stern indif-
ference to the shocking power of all but the most outlandishly 
large-calibre rifles, the Cape buffalo is routinely touted as the most 
dangerous member of the African Big Five (…).’

‘In open flat country, he may present no serious threat to a 
hunter sufficiently armed, but you so seldom encounter him on 
 baseball-diamond-like surroundings rather more often he’ll be in 
some swampy thicket or dense forest where he is a clever enough lad 
to go to cover, and fierce enough to come out of it when it is to his 
advantage.’

‘But when something like that gets into your blood, the rest of 
life comes to lack an ingredient you never knew, before, that it was 
supposed to have. I believe it got into mine one evening when we 
chased a breeding herd in and out of the forest for hours, jumping 
it and driving it ahead of us, trying to get a good look at one of the 
bulls in it.’

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009006828.003 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://journalofmountainhunting.com/augusts-in-africa/
https://journalofmountainhunting.com/augusts-in-africa/
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009006828.003


African Buffalo and the Human Societies in Africa · 13

has been reported in South Africa, particularly among the Xhosa tribe 
(Nieman et al., 2019). Apart from their use as a putative cure for sick-
ness, buffalo parts are used against witchcraft, bad luck, bad spells and to 
induce bravery. What is clear is that the use of buffalo parts as putative 
charms emanates from the characteristics of the animal that humans have 
observed over many years and their culturally constructed belief systems. 
These characteristics include its fighting ability, strength and instinctive 
ability to sense and avert impending danger. A more detailed presenta-
tion of claimed medicinal values and other uses of buffalo is presented 
in Chapter 16.

Buffalo Disservices: Human–Buffalo Conflicts
As with many large vertebrate species, negative interactions between 
buffalo and humans are often referred to as human–wildlife conflicts 
(HWCs). The term is omnipresent in the conservation literature (Bhatia 
et al., 2020), with studies focusing largely – if not only – on imagined 
conflicts between wild animals and rural populations living at the edge 
of African protected areas (e.g. Hoare and Du Toit, 2001; Brandon et al., 
2010; de Garine-Wichatitsky et al., 2013; Ocholla et al., 2013; Megaze 
et al., 2017; Matseketsa et al., 2019). Readers will find a profusion of 
papers and reports explaining the ecological mechanisms of buffalo-
related HWCs, the consequences of such conflicts, as well as methods 
and practices which could reduce their occurrence (e.g. Brandon et al., 
2010; Geleta et al., 2019).

Buffalo engage in three types of conflicts with humans: crop raid-
ing, disease transmission to cattle and humans (i.e. zoonoses) and direct 
accidents when encountering humans. Buffalo are not usually the main 
wildlife raiding crops (but can be locally), and often are overtaken by 
elephants, baboons (Mukeka et al., 2018) and especially rodents and 
insects (Lahm, 1991; Deodatus, 2000). In addition, many years of stud-
ies on HWC in Gabon placed the large rodents in the first position of 
HWC ahead of the elephant (Lahm, 1991), although this could have 
changed due to demographic changes in elephant populations estimated 
to be 95,000 in last census (Laguardia et al., 2021). However, any crop 
raiding can have a significant impact on the food security and livelihoods 
of farmers living near protected areas (Magama et al., 2018). Secondly, 
livestock owners living close to buffalo populations often consider the 
buffalo to be a reservoir for several important diseases that can harm 
cattle and people (e.g. bovine tuberculosis, foot-and-mouth disease and 
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anthrax; for example de Garine-Wichatitsky et al., 2013; Zumla et al., 
2020; Simpson et al., 2021; Chapters 9, 10 and 12). Finally, encounters 
with buffalo, especially bachelor males, when local residents move around 
their natural habitat (e.g. to fetch water) can end in death (Dunham 
et al., 2010; Chomba et al., 2012; Geleta et al., 2019). Although they are 
sometimes referred to as ‘widow maker’ or ‘black death’, buffalo ‘only’ 
kill an estimated 200 people each year in Africa, much fewer than croco-
diles, hippopotamus and elephants.

Although negative interactions are real, we feel that framing them as 
conflicts is inadequate. This is largely because it logically calls for con-
flict resolution methods, often considered ‘silver bullet’ technical solu-
tions expected to work in all circumstances, but ultimately failing to 
address context-specific underlying issues (Redpath et al., 2015; Davidar, 
2018;). From a sociological perspective, HWCs do not exist indepen-
dently of the social context where they take place, and in this regard, 
protected areas and their peripheries are often cultural battlegrounds, 
with long-lasting historical acts of injustice (Duffy, 2000; Blanc, 2015). 
Indeed, a central feature of these conflicts is that they involve a plurality 
of stakeholders whose worldviews, perspectives and agendas are often 
incompatible (Hill et al., 2017). The notion of HWC is mostly associ-
ated with negative interactions involving charismatic animals that reveal 
the conflicting values and interests held by different groups of people. 
Few would resort to the HWC narrative to define non-charismatic nui-
sance animals (e.g. rodents), or animals that all actors consider to be 
pests and which are managed through traditional animal damage control 
approaches (e.g. lethal control: Marchini et al., 2014; Redpath et al., 
2015). This is partly why these interactions are so complicated to address, 
because like other social–ecological issues, they can be considered to be 
‘wicked problems’ (Rittel and Webber, 1973).

Perrotton et al. (2017) bring to the fore the wicked nature of 
 buffalo–human conflicts in the western part of Zimbabwe. The authors 
demonstrate how, although all of the human actors involved acknowl-
edge the reality of a conflictive relationship with and about buffalo, it 
is impossible to define both the nature and the cause of the conflict. 
While some actors are concerned about zoonosis, others complain about 
livestock–buffalo competition for grazing, and for some the ‘real’ issue 
is that the presence of livestock in protected areas (instead of buffalo) 
decreases the attractiveness of the place for tourists who would rather see 
buffalo. How can the conflict be addressed if we cannot clearly define 
it? As for the causes to address, for some the root of the problem is the 
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number of cattle on the territory, while for others it is the modalities of 
access to grazing land, while yet others blame human demography, or 
the failure of wildlife damage compensation mechanisms, or an obsolete 
narrative about the wilderness being a pristine place with no trace of 
human presence that is told to tourists.

Several alternative narratives were proposed and could fit negative 
interactions with the buffalo: buffalo–livestock competition, human–
wildlife competition or human–wildlife coexistence (Madden, 2004). 
Unfortunately, despite the critiques, the HWC framework remains pop-
ular (Bhatia et al., 2020), probably thanks to its simplicity and ease of use 
to describe a diversity of situations, allowing it to become a buzzword 
used to amplify conservation initiatives, or to create and maintain a sense 
of urgency justifying funding (Peterson et al., 2010). Continued use of 
the term HWC denotes a superfluous or rather fake equality between 
human beings and wildlife and an attempt to mask the less publicized 
and real ‘human-to-human conflicts’, a recurrent ‘Cold War’ type of 
relationship located within global, regional and national conservation 
paradigms, aimed at the exclusion of one group of people by another, 
especially local communities, but framed as ‘wars between people’ and 
‘innocent’ wildlife (Gandiwa et al., 2013).

Conclusion
The African buffalo across its vast African range has coexisted with humans 
for millennia. This coexistence is part of the bestiary of the few imaginar-
ies and mythologies that have managed to reach us. Sometimes, as the 
obscure brother of the cattle or cow that never agreed to be domesticated, 
it forms part of the original stories that today define some African cul-
tures. Although other buffalo species have been domesticated in Asia, the 
African buffalo is broadly perceived or generally considered to be undo-
mesticated, unpredictable, assertive, dangerous and powerful, and these 
characteristics spill over to the humans (mostly men!) who carry its name 
or symbolically co-opt its soul. These representations of the species in 
African cultures seem to have percolated more recently into the imaginar-
ies of European cultures, especially from the angle of hunting and photo-
graphic safaris. Despite some of the representations of the species in global 
culture, African cultural values associated with the buffalo are declining in 
Africa as these cultures are not perpetuated and are being lost.

The buffalo is also at the centre of services and disservices to different 
actors, providing uses but also generating conflicts in African landscapes. 
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An invaluable source of protein for subsistence livelihoods, its access 
is now mostly forbidden by law to most African users, particularly in 
southern African countries. However, within the wildlife economy, the 
buffalo is a key asset that can generate important profits for the benefi-
ciaries of hunting and photographic safaris who are too rarely its for-
mer African users (Chapter 16). For animal health services, mostly the 
products of livestock production systems imported in colonial times, the 
buffalo represents in some instances a public enemy like the tsetse fly, 
influencing meat trade policies, land uses and boundaries in many parts 
of the continent, and once again not for the benefit of local residents 
(Chapters 9, 10 and 12). The buffalo is also a central species in HWC, 
creating fear and negative feelings.

The African buffalo is therefore an emblem of the coexistence between 
humans and nature in Africa. It is feared and respected, hated and loved, 
hunted, eaten and protected. The ‘bush cow’ that never accepted to be 
domesticated, the wild cattle ‘made in Africa’ still resists human domina-
tion and fascinates many.
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