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T
he integration of indigenous knowledge with contemporary development 
targets is an invaluable strategy for attaining sustainable development. 
This book, with its transformative potential, combines the voices of leading 
academics, professionals, and communities in unravelling the nexus 
between indigenous knowledge systems and the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). Each of the 60 papers provides valuable and transformative 
insights, inspiring hope and optimism, on how to attain sustainable and 

inclusive development by effectively harnessing the rich potential of indigenous knowledge. 

This book is more than just a resource; it is a practical guide designed specifically for 
researchers, practitioners, policymakers, and community leaders. It equips them with the 
insights to effectively harness the power of indigenous knowledge in supporting socioeconomic 
development. It invites readers on a journey of discovery and inspiration towards a more 
prosperous, inclusive, and sustainable world, where they can actively contribute to reduced 
poverty, improved health and education, gender equality, environmental conservation, and 
enhanced global partnerships for collective action. The papers are organised into eleven 
sections, each addressing a key aspect of indigenous knowledge and its application in 
contemporary development. 

•	 Traditional	Medicine	and	Healthcare;	

•	 Indigenous	Knowledge	and	Intellectual	Property	Rights;	

•	 Indigenous	knowledge	and	education;	

•	 Indigenous	Languages	and	Communication;	
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•	 Indigenous	Knowledge,	Environmental	Conservation	and	Climate	Change;	

•	 Indigenous	Knowledge,	Agriculture	and	Sustainable	Development;	

•	 Curation	and	Preservation	of	Indigenous	Knowledge;	

•	 Indigenous	knowledge	and	Gender	Equality;	
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Abstract

This article aims to bring general attention to the universal human phenomenon of  oppression 
expressed in East African indigenous cultures and knowledge. We cannot take on the enormity of  
oppression as a problem; neither can we encompass, recount or analyse the enormous literature about 
it. We can, however, take our biology into account and examine our own experiences. We recount some 
history and some enlightening stories from our own lives while offering analyses and some suggestions. 
Our stories focus on the design of  systems, activities and products. As a subject, oppression has received 
scholarly attention and has done so for a long time throughout the world. In India, the term ‘dalit’ 
means ‘oppressed’, ‘broken’ or ‘crushed’ to the extent of  losing original identity; the caste system and 
sexuality seem to explain the level of  oppression. Political Science scholars say that communism is the 
main reason for leadership oppression in Russia and in countries with similar ideologies. Meanwhile, 
racism is often cited as the main reason why there is oppression in Australia, America and Europe. 
Different types and levels of  poverty may explain oppression within Africa, in general, and East 
Africa, in particular. With the general picture from readings and using participant observation, we 
get data we analyse and discuss here. By way of  generalisation, oppression in Africa has negative and 
positive sides built into the cultures of  the people. It is not enough to dwell on the negative parts; we 
would do more if  we found the social-cultural roles oppression may play in making life tick.   
Keywords: Culture, oppression, power anomalies, inequality, user hostility

1 Introduction and statement of  the problem
Social hierarchies embodying unequal relations and often punitive anomalies of  power have 
been pervasive among humans since the beginning of  our species. While many cultures have 
tried to mitigate or eliminate the effects of  such hierarchies, they have pervaded East African 
life during at least the last two centuries. Understanding that in most dyadic relationships, 
one member has more power, closer examination reveals that a punitive component appears 
particularly recurrent and pronounced in East Africa. Historical research reveals that 
punishment and infliction of  difficulty, discomfort and harm are at least two centuries old and 
continuous in East African cultures and societies. At this point, we can merely mention slavery, 
marriage, intergenerational control and intergender control (Davidson, 1988; Davidson, 1995; 
Jacobs, 1965; Pido, 1984; Pido, 2000; Were & Wilson, 1966). Efforts to neutralise oppressive 
models have not yet succeeded (Pido, 2000). We bring together literature and popular culture 
plus long-term participant observation and experience in describing and analysing the roles of  
oppression and infliction of  pain and hardship in East Africa. As we bring together literature, 
we focus on slavery and its role in bullying and the esthetic preference for hardship in judging 
what is good, true, right and beautiful (Levine & Levine, 1966).
For this article, we define oppression as ‘causing or inflicting undue harm, discomfort or 
punishment on another person or people, thus forcing others to do that which is repugnant to 
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them and the perceived general good’. Considering that meanings overlap between and among 
languages, we must turn to the other East African lingua franca. We find Swahili’s udhalimu, 
which means humiliation, oppression, injustice, and fraud (among many other meanings); it 
is a direct loan word from Arabic. We also find Acholi’s opii-opii (slave-like), a term of  Acholi 
origin that other Nilotic speakers share. While living in the Kisii cultural district, we learned 
that Abagusii were slaves of  the Luo in Uyoma; sometime in the 18th Century, Omogusii and 
his children escaped and took refuge in today’s Bogusii. Several other Bantu languages use the 
word gusii or guthii for ‘slave.’  

2 Brief  history of  oppression in East Africa 
Treating oppression as universal, we must consider the unique geographical and historical 
factors that make it [oppression] particularly pronounced in East Africa for the last several 
centuries. Our own insights that do not appear in the literature as we articulate them here 
suggest as follows:  Until the late 19th Century, a marginal climate, paucity of  natural resources 
and barriers to human movement cut off  the relatively small population of  the interior from 
intercourse with outside communities. Most notable among the barriers were the forests on 
the West, the Nyika on the East and South, the Ethiopian escarpment on the North and the 
omnipresence of  slavers coming from the North and East (Davidson, 1988). Until the mid-
20th Century, it was very risky for anyone in the interior to try to travel outside without being 
captured, transported and sold. This contributed to a lack of  technological development, 
which disadvantaged the local people who encountered aggressive outsiders with more 
efficient weapons. The replacement of  this geo-technological disadvantage came in the form 
of  oppressive colonisation by foreigners who were ignorant and arrogant (Were & Wilson, 
1966). Besides weapons, they had the technological means to reify and disseminate the 
understanding that East Africans were lesser humans. The relief  from the de jure oppression 
of  the colonial period did not necessarily relieve the de-facto kinds of  oppression, which 
continued unabated throughout the 20th Century.  
Despite the fact that slavery was already abolished, there were slaves in Nairobi who came with 
their masters from Somalia in the early 1990s. In codified law, husbands and wives are almost 
equal, but not in customary law and Sharia law. Without ‘slavery’, we now have workplace 
oppression. We are telling about moments, events and scenes that we have witnessed or 
have affected us directly. Because all three authors have lived outside of  Kenya, we have 
experienced contrasts and variations in culture from within other cultures and outside Kenyan 
culture. We have also been able to observe what governments and churches tell us and what 
people actually do. Throughout East Africa, there is an ongoing adjustment of  custom to 
what the majority of  people want as opposed to what we are told. We see this in the form of  
‘groundswell,’ the process by which change comes through individuals defying convention 
(Pido, 2022).

3 Objective and review of  related literature
The research and objective were shedding light on a phenomenon that we have observed 
since the 1960s but which seems to have largely escaped the attention of  scholars. Our overall 
objective is to stimulate introspection, discussion, and debate among local Kenyans, as well 
as the diaspora and non-Kenyan observers. We have accessed several bodies of  literature, 
including primatological and archaeological studies, ancient and recent histories, ethnographies 
and political scientific analyses. (Jolly, 1985; Morris, 1967; Pido, 2022; Pido et al., 2019).
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The literature on oppression is both extensive and chimeric. It is far too extensive to refer 
to here and without losing sight of  our main topic. As for oppression, specifically in Kenya, 
the literature on the colonial period and the slave trade encompasses a few aspects of  the 
phenomenon and mostly in generality. We omit reference to this body of  literature to keep 
the reader’s mind free of  the bias that might arise from breaking oppression into typologies.  

4 Discussion of  findings
In contrast to practice in other cultures, oppression, punishment, obstruction, and infliction 
of  hardship appear to be prevalent in East Africa (Pido et al., 2019). In this regard, we 
need barely mention the long history of  internal slavery (Davidson, 1988), or the nature of  
marriage, and gender relations. African traditional marriage contracts between patriarchal 
corporate lineages and clans are appalling to the Americans among us, while others take it as 
a given. We recall the mid-1990s when Somali women refugees divorced their husbands after 
discovering that they had the right to divorce their husbands in Scandinavia. Social hierarchy 
is in our DNA as humans; this is one reason why we rank and oppress other humans (Jolly, 
1985). We can look at the large scale of  entire societies, but we must also consider the small 
scale of  interpersonal relationships. As designers, we notice the indirect use of  oppression 
through user-hostile design.  
Anomalies of  power present choices to the more powerful, such as being kind, constructive, 
collaborative, or harsh, destructive, or disruptive. In particular, Muslims are admonished in 
the Qur’an and Hadith that if  they cannot free their slaves, they should at least treat them well. 
No matter what religious, social or political restrictions we place on oppression, we still do 
it and this may explain why we define the oppressed as culpable, defective, dirty or less than 
human. In recent history, we can cite Hitler in Europe from 1933 to 1945 (Hitler, 1933). We 
can also go back to the Old Testament and cite both the Babylonian and Egyptian captivities 
as oppression of  the nomadic Hebrews. Sedentary peoples tend to negatively define and 
assess pastoralist communities as an excuse to oppress them; we need only look around us 
in our own lifetimes to have seen this happening. We can look back to the 6th Century BCE 
and read Herodotus (Herodotus, 1992; Hartog, 1988). In explicit language, he tells us how the 
Greeks damned the Scythian nomads because they could not pin them down for tight control. 
While sharing commonalities with all other humans, we have observed that East African 
postures of  power have some unique and troubling characteristics. We are using our participant 
observations from the last half  Century or so in the hope of  stimulating academic introspection 
among colleagues and policymakers. Research that takes oppression into account with an aim 
to neutralise it can make important contributions to national development, especially Vision 
2030. Perhaps the most insidious of  all forms of  oppression is slavery. We note that when 
a tribe of  enslaved people was emancipated in about 1200 BCE, God gave them a set of  
rules that did not include a prohibition on enslaving and oppressing others as they had been 
enslaved and oppressed. When they wrote down their rules in Leviticus, they were clear that 
it was okay to enslave other peoples but not their own (Leviticus, 538–332 BC).
There is a long history of  internal slavery throughout Africa and an equally long history of  
the exportation of  humans as slaves from Eastern Africa (Davidson, 1988). The transatlantic 
slave trade from the 1500s to the early 1800s was numerically intense. The capture and 
exportation of  slaves from the East African coast and interior was drawn out from a time 
before history was recorded until the 20th Century. There are pictures of  this in Egyptian art 
going back at least 4000 years. We know from records in India that the Siddi community’s sale 
and enslavement in Southern India goes back to at least the seventh Century. In the early 20th 
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Century, EE Evans Pritchard, writing about the Nuer people of  the Sudan, pointed out that 
the Dinka and Nuer people were constantly at war, taking captives and enslaving them. So, 
many Nuer were Dinkas and many Dinkas were actually Nuer (Pritchard, 1940). The British 
claim that they ended the slave trade in the Indian Ocean Basin was propaganda aimed at 
justifying the colonial oppression of  Africans. 
From the early 1700s, there was a persistent anti-slavery movement in Europe and the 
Americas, resulting in the abolition of  slavery in the British Empire by 1807 and the United 
States in 1863. However, abolition did not end slavery in all countries; some abolished it 
very recently. One of  us knew a slave in the household of  a Mauritanian diplomatic family 
in New York in the 1970s. The social and economic oppression of  the descendants of  slave 
populations is everywhere, especially in the US. Every day, the news media show us oppressors 
harming oppressed people caught on smartphones.  
We can also examine how we treat our workers, fellow countries, and families. The heightened 
interest in American scholarship on the slavery period in that country has brought to our 
attention a piece of  literature about enslavement and control over women. Booker T 
Washington’s speech to   The Atlanta Exposition of  1895 is included in his book “Up from 
Slavery” (Washington, 1907). He describes how oppressive dominant whites feminised the 
enslaved and post-emancipation black males. Anna Pochmara has written extensively on 
its connection to the Feminization of  Black African American males (Pochmara, 2011). If  
enslavement and its aftermath can be paralleled with feminisation, then what can we say about 
women and marriage? In other places, marriage is a man-woman contract. In East Africa, 
customary marriage, historically and in present law, is de jure, a contract between two corporate 
lineages for the transfer of  rights in a female from one to the other. Even in Christian, 
Muslim, Hindu and law, marriages are often actually based on agreements between the male 
lineages that have arranged the union. Among the rights transferred are labour, consortium, 
product and reproductive futures. There are two antitheses to this kind of  arrangement in 
East Africa today. These are elopement or ‘come we stay’ unions and women’s refusal to 
contract marriage at all.  
One of  the spinoffs of  this kind of  de jure type of  arrangement is that the female person, now 
a wife, is under the physical, social, economic and spiritual control of  her husband and his 
relatives. Another right, corollary to physical control, is the right to ‘corporal punishment’. We 
use this term because it was the subject of  an eye-opening early experience in April of  1968. 
During a conference at Karen College, participants were informed that the all-male Parliament 
had declined to outlaw wife-beating. Several years later, a member of  Parliament stated, ‘it 
is sweet to oppress’ in response to a concern that had been raised about the oppression of  
women. None of  us recorded it at the time, but we still recall it vividly. Kenyans often ask, 
“In America, does the man marry the woman, or does the woman marry the man?”  The 
answer “We marry each other” often creates confusion. In several East African languages, the 
concept of  marrying presupposes an entitlement to oppress or abuse a wife.  
In the late ‘70s or early ‘80s, the daughter of  a well-known politician from Western Province 
decided to marry the man she had been living happily with and had two children. On their 
wedding night, he beat her so severely that she nearly died. No one could figure out why he did 
that except that his community gave him the right to beat a woman only if  she was an official 
wife. That community and several others explain this to their boys during the circumcision 
process. It is noteworthy that the only area in the world where men’s life expectancy is higher 
than women’s is the Western Province.  
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We have heard many explanations for Kenyan men’s understanding that they are both entitled 
and obligated to beat a wife but not a girlfriend or any other female person. Some will argue 
that the woman likes it and that it proves he loves her. If  this is true, then we are looking at the 
infliction of  pain and harm on a loved one. In fact, we have often heard that some men will 
abuse their wives because of  peer pressure and fear of  being feminised. We know that male 
children are admonished to distance themselves from females, especially their mothers. In 
most communities, circumcision marks the moment when the young male must go and live in 
a separate house. The young male must disdain and refuse to touch or participate in anything 
or any activity that is deemed feminine. Part of  the disdain for the feminine is aggressive 
action against females; wife-beating is a part of  stating one’s masculinity and perceived right 
to oppress the wife. 
However, negating femaleness has a much broader range of  manifestations. Making work 
harder for the female is one of  these. In Lemek in the 1980s, the men refused to pay for the 
repair of  a communal water tap. In the early 1990s, Nandi men boasted to a research team that 
their women knew exactly how to climb the rocky and slimy path up the hill carrying water. 
Out of  earshot, the women told the team of  broken kneecaps and other injuries incurred 
when they slipped on the path.
In some cases, men purport to be proud of  their women for getting the work done under 
difficult conditions; little do they know they are oppressive. In others, men have stated to 
these authors that they want their women to be too exhausted at the end of  the day to seek 
alternative male companionship. Some will even state that having paid the bride price, they 
want to get their money’s worth by making the women work harder than necessary. 
The anti-slavery movement was a massive effort to stop or mitigate oppression. There are 
at least two others that still impact us without completely solving the oppression problem. 
One is the organisation of  labour, and the other is the women’s liberation and empowerment 
movement. To simplify a very complex story, 19th-century governments began requiring 
improvements to mass housing, water supplies and sanitation, and worker access to amenities 
and open spaces. Karl Marx wrote both Das Kapital and the Communist Manifesto, two 
documents that exposed the plight of  the workers and called for change. At the same time, 
several leaders began organising labour unions, which led to collective bargaining in the 
workplace. Immediately, the bourgeoisie demonised Marx, and a political divide sprang up 
between Capitalism and Communism. Both systems did little for the oppressed. Communists 
merely were ranting about the oppression of  the workers, and the advocates of  capitalism 
were accepting or denying their oppression by the ruling classes as normal.
Throughout all of  this, people of  colour, the poor and women continued to suffer oppression 
by moneyed males in power who controlled education and professional status. Then came 
the Women’s Liberation Movement. Many people still believe that Women’s Lib began in 
the late 1960s, but its roots were far deeper than the 1960s. There had already been many 
small struggles to relieve the patriarchal oppression of  women. A notable milestone was the 
publication of  ‘A Vindication of  the Rights of  Women’ by the British Mary Wollstonecraft 
in 1792. Throughout the 1800s, women in the workplace struggled to balance family and 
paid employment, often failing to do so. The two global wars of  the 20th Century placed 
many women at a disadvantage because of  the loss of  male relatives and expulsion from the 
workplace by returning soldiers.  
The long, hard struggles of  the suffragettes notwithstanding, Kenya’s Co-op societies and 
Tanzania’s Ujamaa villages deliberately excluded wives from membership and inheritance. 
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However, women did most of  the work for which men were paid. In Tanzania, if  a husband 
died, his wife was expelled physically from the Ujamaa Village (Turshen, 1993). Again, 
in Western Kenya and probably other parts of  the country, wives of  coop members do 
the agricultural work while their husbands collect the money earned. We have heard from 
students that when women try to produce surplus crops, their husbands force them to hand 
the produce over to themselves. They then sell the produce to pay for new wives, thus dividing 
the first wife’s land access. Students tell us that this process is often oppressive, if  not violent 
and brutal. 
We can consider the built-in notion of  oppression in product and systems design. Every day, 
we grapple with Kenyan user-unfriendly design, several degrees of  user-hostile design, and 
buys made in Kenya. Many of  our design students believe that they have to make viewers 
struggle to understand their work. One of  our favourites designed a roadside billboard with 
the text displayed sideways so that viewers would have to struggle to understand the message; 
such a design is inappropriate for the average passing driver or passenger. Even pedestrians 
may experience great difficulties in getting messages from such billboards. 
At the ‘kazi’ level, we recall the university administrator who, within ten days of  being 
appointed a dean, called an entire faculty together and ranted for over an hour about how she 
thought she should probably abolish some departments because the faculty were not working 
hard enough. Several years ago, salaries were delayed for more than two weeks after the end 
of  the month for several months. A chair of  the department sought to know why the delay 
was without notification; the authority responded with a dressing down for the chair. Non-
Kenyan companies and institutions have different attitudes toward labour relations. Here, 
we are calling it ‘management posture.’ We witnessed a caretaker insisting that the worker 
should be able to get the job done from a standing position without regard to efficiency or 
comfort. Looking beyond Kenya, there is a video documentary illustrating the vastly different 
management postures of  George Westinghouse and Thomas Edison (Bussler, 2013). Edison 
was oppressive to workers, while Westinghouse was humane. Samuel Gomperz, a labour 
leader, remarked that if  all employers had been like Westinghouse, there would be no need 
for labour unions.

5 Conclusion 
In the global picture, oppression has many manifestations; intergender is obnoxious but not 
the only one. We have observed over many years that the concept of  oppression seems to 
permeate East African culture in ways that it does not elsewhere. With all the details, history 
and culture aside, we are talking about tiny, fine points and moments of  oppression that, to 
us, indicated that oppression is ingrained in East African culture. We hope that this small will 
inform and stimulate discussion and debate 

6 Recommendations
We propose a sui-epistemicidal approach to awareness and change of  the dysfunctional 
aspects of  the phenomena described. Kenyans may need to come to terms with other cultures 
that do not use oppression as a paradigmatic component in their daily lives. It may be painful, 
but we ought to realise that we are hurting ourselves by uncritically accepting user hostility in 
our culture. We should correct actions, knowledge, attitudes, and practices that need critical 
attention and adjustment. 
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