
Revitalizing African Indigenous Ways of Knowing and Knowledge Production
Written by Hassan O. Kaya

  
This PDF is auto-generated for reference only. As such, it may contain some conversion errors and/or missing information. For all
formal use please refer to the official version on the website, as linked below.

Revitalizing African Indigenous Ways of Knowing and
Knowledge Production

https://www.e-ir.info/2014/05/26/revitalizing-african-indigenous-ways-of-knowing-and-knowledge-production/

  HASSAN O.  KAYA,   MAY 26 2014�

This article is an excerpt from E-IR’s free-to-download
Edited Collection,

Restoring Indigenous Self Determination. View all of E-
IR’s Publications here.

The article is based on the following arguments: the history of Africa’s Indigenous ways of knowing and knowledge
production did not begin with the coming of Western knowledge systems, and neither should their future depend
exclusively on Western and other worldviews. Like other human societies across the globe, African indigenous
societies have, for centuries, developed their own sets of experiences and explanations relating to the environments
they live in (Kimwaga 2010). This is due to the fact that the way learning is perceived and how people actually learn
is culturally specific. Different cultures have different ways and experiences of social reality and, hence, learning
(Matike 2008). This is influenced by their worldview and belief systems of the natural environment, including the
socio-economic and ecological context of their livelihood. These culturally and locally specific ways of knowing and
knowledge production are often referred to as traditional, ecological, community, local knowledge systems, and so
on. They encompass sophisticated arrays of information, understanding, and interpretation that guide interactions
with the natural milieu: in agriculture and animal husbandry, hunting, fishing, natural resource management, conflict
transformation, health, the naming and explanation of natural phenomena, and strategies to cope with fluctuating
environments (Semali and Kincheloe 1999; Lander 2002; Kante 2004; Horsthemke 2004).

This article is based on experiences from a 2012 study conducted at Lokupung Village in South Africa’s North-West
Province. The study was conducted by Indigenous Knowledge Systems Programme students at North-West
University, in collaboration with the North-West Provincial Department of Agriculture and Environment. The project
was initiated by village community members based on their concern and experience with interfacing indigenous and
modern knowledge systems. They indicated that, in most situations, the application of technologies from outside
(such as extension services, hybrid seeds, fertilizers, chemicals, machinery, and credit systems) were not always
appropriate to the local conditions, i.e. the local ecological conditions could be inappropriate for their applications, the
inputs required might be unavailable locally, maintenance and follow-up systems might be lacking, or conditions
might be socially or culturally (including linguistically) inappropriate.

In considering these factors, the following sections outline the challenges and prospects of interfacing African
indigenous knowledge and other knowledge systems.
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The Challenges and Prospects of Interfacing African Indigenous Knowledge and Other Knowledge
Systems

The foundation of all knowledge systems is local, but due to unbalanced power relations stemming from colonialism
and other forms of imperialism, other nations and cultures have universally imposed their knowledge systems,
cultures, and languages (wa Thiong’o 1986; Timothy 1998; Schutte 1999; Walter 2002; Smith 2002). However, due
to globalization, many problems – such as climate change, poverty, and environmental degradation – are global. This
raises important questions about how African Indigenous Knowledge Systems (AIKS) can contribute to the global
knowledge economy. It is suggested that the sustainability of AIKS, given these global challenges, necessitates the
convergence of African indigenous worldviews – embedded in African social practices through orality in their
indigenous languages and knowledge systems – with other ways of knowing and knowledge production embedded
through literality (Moodie 2003; McCarthy 2004).

In the context of this discussion on revitalizing African indigenous ways of knowing and knowledge production, the
rationale for interfacing knowledge systems is twofold. It facilitates an intra- and intercultural dialogue between ways
of knowing, knowledge production, and value systems. It also enables local African communities to better understand
the differences and interactions between AIKS and other knowledge systems in order to reconstruct their own
knowledge systems and to make better-informed decisions about which knowledge (internal or external) is
appropriate for their sustainable future (Ntuli 1999; Seleti 2010).

A founding principle for fostering positive interactions between AIKS and other knowledge systems is that
collaboration must be initiated between equal partners. It must be built on mutual respect and understanding,
transparent and open dialogue, and informed consent and just returns for the Indigenous Knowledge holders and
practitioners through the flow of rewards and benefits. While efforts should be made to combine the best of both
AIKS and other knowledge systems, there is an increasing emphasis that intercultural learning should be based on
local experiences as a necessary prerequisite and a first step towards intercultural dialogue of knowledge systems
for the sustainable development of AIKS and its contribution to the global pool of knowledge (Odoro-Hoppers 2002;
Lander 2002).

For example, in his discussion on the symbiosis between modern science and traditional knowledge for enhancing
food security and climate change adaptation in Kenya, Mbuku (2013) looks at the use of indigenous knowledge in
drought monitoring by pastrolists. He reveals that pastoralists usually derive Indigenous Knowledge-based forecasts
just before the beginning of the farming season. He cites that, in northern Kenya, the Rendille pastoralists utilize a
number of indicators – like local temperature, humidity, and wind conditions – to the presence or absence of certain
types of clouds, rainfall patterns, and rain amounts. These weather indicators are also used in formal climate
monitoring. When predicting prolonged drought, the Rendille pastoralists observe the flora and fauna for any unusual
behaviour, paying specific attention to the noises made by certain bird species, the appearance of sparrow weavers,
bees migrating, emaciated livestock species when there is plenty of pasture, the invasion of certain ants, the making
of noise by crickets at night, and unusual flowering of certain trees (e.g. Lonchocarpus sp. sterile).

Astrological constellations, like the position of the sun and moon, are also observed in great detail by the Rendille and
Gabra pastoralists. Speranza et al. (2009) show that a number of these indicators have also been used for drought
monitoring in other communities, such as the Kamba pastoralists of Kenya. Nkondo (2012) states that, in spite of the
various contentions on the effectiveness of the indicators used by indigenous communities around the world,
Indigenous Knowledge Systems have increasingly attracted the attention of many observers in both developed and
developing countries. Practitioners are starting to realize the importance of recognizing and working with Indigenous
Knowledge Systems, which builds on generations of experience, to best support the adaptive capacity and strategies
of rural communities (Orlove et al. 2010). There is increasing acknowledgement that indigenous forecasting methods
are locally relevant and needs-driven, focus on the locality and timing of rains, and are “communicated in local
languages and by local experts known and trusted by the people themselves.”

Implications for African Educational Systems

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 2/5



Revitalizing African Indigenous Ways of Knowing and Knowledge Production
Written by Hassan O. Kaya

The above discussion has implications on the current educational system in Africa – a system that remains
predominantly Eurocentric and dominated by European worldviews. This is exemplified by the teaching of social
sciences in African higher education institutions, where social theory is still entrenched in the methods, concerns,
beliefs, and experiences of Western Europe and North America. Its irrelevance to Africa lies in the fact that it is quite
inappropriate to attempt to fit African social history and social thought into the confines of a social and political
structure that reflects the organisation of Europe 300 years ago (Schutte 1999). The implication is that African
educational institutions, especially in higher education, have reduced themselves to the reproduction of the
intellectual outputs of western social thinkers, including their theories and methodologies for prioritizing research.
There is little attention given to African indigenous literary and philosophical traditions, as they tend to be viewed as
primitive and unscientific, as well as improper sources for social theory and research development (Vilakazi 1999).

Nkondo (2012) reiterates the inability of African social scientists to generate their own indigenous concepts,
definitions, theories, and methods which could guide the intellectual development in their research and academic
fields. Smith (2002) adds that this leads to a lack of confidence among African scholars, as western research
models, theories, and concepts are uncritically adopted and applied in African cultural communities characterised by
poverty, rendering them irrelevant to local settings. They tend to be elitist because they focus on the concerns of
dominant groups in society, which marginalises the views and concerns of underprivileged social groups.

The integration of AIKS into the educational system in Africa provides the following opportunities for learners and
their respective societies: (i) It provides learners with the opportunity to learn appropriate community attitudes and
values for sustainable livelihood. This is due to the fact that African indigenous communities have lived in harmony
with their environment and utilised natural resources without impairing nature’s capacity to regenerate them. AIKS in
higher education can help to develop and promote these sensitive and caring values and attitudes for the
environment. (ii) Learners will be able to learn through culture because AIKS are stored in various cultural forms – for
example, folk stories, songs, folk drama, legends, proverbs, and myths. The use of these cultural resources in formal
education can be very effective in bringing AIKS alive for students. It enables them to conceptualise, practically, the
theoretical knowledge acquired in the classroom. (iii) Involving community knowledge holders in research, teaching,
and learning enables learners to learn across generations, hence making them appreciate and respect the
knowledge of elders and other community members. In this context, higher education will be an agency for
transferring culture from one generation to the next.

Conclusion and Recommendations

While there are prospects in interfacing African Indigenous Knowledge with other knowledge systems, a generic
application of foreign ways of knowing and knowledge production – including technology systems in African cultural
conditions – is inappropriate. Knowledge systems should build on locally available resources, primarily the cultural
and environmental experiences of the local people for relevance and sustainability. This has implications for African
educational systems and sustainable community development: the necessity for direct collaboration between local
communities and institutions of learning at all levels; intra- and inter-cultural education and research, which should be
a collaborative effort of institutions of learning and local communities; and the dialogue and interface of ways of
knowing and knowledge production, which can play an important role in re-indigenisation of educational systems in
Africa. This will facilitate an intra- and intercultural dialogue between knowledge systems. However, this process
requires reforming the education system in general to accommodate the new paradigm in ways of knowing,
knowledge production, and value systems.
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