
Journal of African Interdisciplinary Studies (JAIS): ISSN 2523-6725 (online) 
                                                               February 2018 Vol. 2, No. 2 
Citation: Mbewe, M. L. K (2019). An exploration of indigenous knowledge systems as a step towards 
environmental conservation in Malawi: A phenomenological Approach. Journal of African Interdisciplinary 

Studies. 2 (2), 2018: 33 – 45. 

 

33 
Copyright © 2018 Centre for Democracy, Research and Development (CEDRED), Nairobi, Kenya. 

http://cedred.org/jais/index.php/issues 

An exploration of indigenous knowledge systems as a step towards environmental 

conservation in Malawi: A phenomenological Approach 

 

By Mastone L. K Mbewe 

Abstract 

A look at what is happening in most communities in Malawi, point to the fact that there is 

need to explore indigenous knowledge systems that were highly valued by our ancestors 

because they provided a local solution to their ecological crisis and challenges. Efforts to 

address ecological crisis in Malawi are seen taking different forms such as conferences, radio 

or television programmes but there is very little impact been noted. Although serious 

punishments are administered to the people who degrade the environment but not much 

change is seen. It is also observed that western ideologies and cultures have become so 

attractive to the Malawi communities such that messages about the sacred places, totems, 

proverbs and taboos that promoted environmental conservation practices are rarely seen as 

relevant. The gist of this chapter is that it targets aged traditional leaders and elders as 

custodians of indigenous knowledge systems that assisted the local communities to manage 

their ecological crisis. It has emphasized on how certain animals were prevented from 

extinction through community proverbs, totems and taboos.  In order to generate a more 

focused and relevant data, qualitative research methodology approaching it from a 

phenomenological stand point was used. Three research participants comprising of three aged 

traditional leaders and elders were purposefully chosen as people who could share from their 

lived experiences of indigenous knowledge systems as strategies of conserving the 

environment in their own Communities. The chapter assumes that attitude and mindset change 

in relation to indigenous knowledge systems can be a solution to the ecological crisis. This 

can be achieved through provision of local solutions to the local ecological crisis as 

experienced by the indigenous people themselves who benefit from the conserved 

environment. 
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An exploration of indigenous knowledge systems as a step towards environmental 

conservation in Malawi: A phenomenological Approach 

 

By Mastone L. K Mbewe 

Introduction 

Chichewa proverbs such as “Sikadza kokha kaopa kulaula” (it doesn’t come of itself for fear 

of being ominous) and “padakafunda padajiwitsa galu” (it is still nice and warm here, got the 

dog eaten) (Chakanza, 2000) are examples of proverbs that helped the indigenous people to 

work hard and conduct any business more seriously and timely without hesitation.  Proverbs 

like those contained meanings that sensitized the communities for instance, not to hesitate to 

do something to amend a problem before it worsens. In connection with this study, it could 

mean not to hesitate to care for the biodiversity so that the climate change is contained and 

controlled before it negatively affects the inhabitants. 

An instant pose in most communities in Malawi today portrays presence of youth as a 

grouping of people that has ignored wisdom of the traditional leaders and elders hidden in the 

proverbs, totems, taboos, folktales and songs to mention but a few.  Ignorant and neglect of 

indigenous knowledge systems that sustained and preserved environment in most local 

communities has according to this study, created serious problems of environmental 

degradation.  For instance, proverbs, like those mentioned at the first paragraph of the 

introduction   are slowly disappearing and losing popularity and yet traditional leaders and 

elders used them to sensitize and mobilize community members to actively participate in 

environmental preservation. Such proverbs provoked hard working spirit among community 

members. If we are to reverse the environmental challenges being experienced today, we need 

to explore local ways that were used by our ancestors of which traditional leaders and elders 

are the custodians. Ausible (1994) cited in Brosius (1997) as cited by Risiro, Tshuma and 

Basikiti (2013) noted a link between destruction of cultural diversity and extinction of 

biodiversity.  In this chapter, the term “biodiversity” though covers many areas it is only 

focused on preserving wild animals as one component of biodiversity.  The youth of today 

rarely have time to listen and tap wisdom from the traditional leaders and elders of the 

community. It has been observed that even during meal times, family members though 

physically together are always busy chatting on  WhatsApp with their other friends far away . 

The traditional leaders and elders have challenges to create forums where techniques for 

environmental preservation techniques can be passed from generation to generation. 

 

Statement of the Problem  

As a country, Malawi is experiencing challenges in terms of environmental conservation 

practices. With the planet losing species 100 to 1000 times faster than the natural extinction 

rate, international experts recommend knowledge co-production with indigenous people (UN, 

2013) as one of the solution to the problem.   Issues such as water shortage, unreliable 

rainfall, deforestation, extinction of scarce species such as animals, fish, trees to mention but a 

few are becoming rampant.  The assumption of this study is that Malawi is facing such 

challenges partly because it has ignored the indigenous knowledge systems that saved our 

ancestors from encountering the challenges of our time. 
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The youth and culture of many groupings in Malawi today tend to disregard 

indigenous knowledge systems that were previously instrumental in the conservation of 

biodiversity within the indigenous societies.  As a resource and beneficiaries of environmental 

conservation, members of the communities locally are seen investing more efforts in other 

activities such as reading messages on WhatsApp  rather than tapping wisdom from 

community leaders and elders the custodians of indigenous knowledge practices that proved 

to preserve forests, animals, water  and many other resources in the past.  

 

General Research Objective 

To find out how indigenous knowledge systems (IKS) help to preserve the biodiversity in 

Malawi?   

 

Specific Research Objectives  

 

i.  To explore opportunities encountered by traditional leaders and elders in preserving 

wild animals at community level.  

ii. To explore challenges encountered by traditional leaders and elders in preserving wild 

animals at community level.  

iii. To explore ways for mitigating the challenges encountered by traditional leaders and 

elders in preserving wild animals at community level.    

 

Literature Review 

This section provides a review of related literature to the topic understudy so as draw 

examples and scenarios that can serve as a model to inform practice and policy in relation to 

biodiversity preservation in Malawi. 

 

Meaning and relevance of indigenous knowledge systems in preserving animal species 

First and foremost, acquisition and application of science and technology is most relevant and 

meaningful when it involves people’s traditional cultural wisdom, knowledge and skills 

evolved with their culture to adapt to their development challenges (Bingu wa Muntharika as 

cited in Chanunkha, 2016).   Indigenous knowledge is the local knowledge that is unique to a 

given culture or society.  It is the basis for local decision making in environmental 

management, agriculture, food education and health (Warren, 1991 as cited in Risiro, Tshuma 

and Basikiti (2013).  It covers local, traditional, non-western beliefs, practices and customs 

and usually refers to informal forms of knowledge (Horsthemke, 2004). Indigenous 

knowledge refers to what indigenous people know and do, and what they have known and 

done for generations, practices that have evolved through trial and error and proved flexible 

enough to cope with change (Kalowole, 2001; Stone, 2007 as cited by Risiro, Tshuma and 

Basikiti (2013). Incorporating indigenous knowledge systems contribute to local 

empowerment, local capacity building as well as increasing self-sufficiency in addition to 

strengthening self-determination.  Using indigenous knowledge systems provides legitimacy 

and credibility in the eyes of both members of the local communities and outside scientists 

increasing cultural pride and thus motivation to solve local problems with locally available 

resources (Kassa & Temesgen, 2005).  Indigenous people can provide valuable input about 

the ecological problems and challenges and how to effectively manage its natural resources.   
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Indigenous People and Their Ancestral Land Recognition 

Indigenous people and their land have unique ways of life based on the close relationship 

between them and their ancestral land. Their land which they have traditionally used and 

occupied is critical to their physical, cultural and spiritual vitality (IACHR, 2009).  This 

unique relationship to traditional territory may be expressed in different ways depending on 

the particular indigenous people involved and its specific circumstances.  It may for instance 

include traditional use or presence, maintenance of sacred or ceremonial sites of tribal culture.  

The land is closely linked to their oral expressions and traditions, their knowledge and 

practices in connection with nature, philosophy and values (IACHR, 2009). 

Indigenous peoples value the land as given to them by their ancestors.  They are 

inextricably linked to their identities and cultures.  For them conservation of biodiversity is an 

integral part of their lives.   Conservation is seen as part of their lives.  Dispossessing them of 

their land or restricting them from their natural resources brings them loss of identity and 

threat to their cultural survival (Sobrevila, 2008).  Although territorial rights of indigenous 

peoples in many countries have been strengthened in recent decades, economic forces and 

policies continue to result in the exploitation and extraction of the resources and ancestral 

lands of indigenous people, impoverishing formerly asset-rich communities (Sobrevila, 2008). 

 

Traditional Knowledge on Biodiversity Conservation 

In order to be effective, efforts on biodiversity conservation can learn from the context-

specific local knowledge as well as institutional mechanism of knowledge, skills and 

strategies concern for the well-being of future generations (Pandey, 2001).  Over thousands of 

years, local people have developed a variety of  vegetation management practices that 

continue to exist in Tropical Asia (Pandey, 1998); South America (Atran et al, 1999); 

Gonnez-Pompa and Kaus, (1999); Africa ( Getz et al, 1999).  People also follow ethics that 

help them regulate interactions with their natural environment (Calicott, 2001).  Such systems 

are often integrated with traditional rainwater harvesting that promotes landscape 

heterogeneity through augmented   growth of trees and other vegetation, which in turn support 

a variety of fauna (Pandey, 2002). 

Cliffs in many countries are often forgotten cultural landscape elements that support a 

variety of species of animals and plants in India.  Cliffs across India are considered sacred.  

Cliff elsewhere have been found to support undisturbed ancient woodland, dominated by tiny, 

slow growing and widely spaced trees.  Vertical cliffs often support populations of widely 

spaced trees that are exceptionally old, deformed and slow growing.  Some of the most 

ancient and least disturbed wooded habitats on earth are found on cliffs (Pandey, 2001). 

  

Climate Change and Indigenous Knowledge 

Indigenous people particularly those in Malawi, are already experiencing the impact of 

climate change.  While global inaction to reduce greenhouse gas emissions erodes their ability 

to remain resilient in an increasingly unpredictable and unstable climate, ill-informed climate 

mitigation and adaptation policies also stand to increase their vulnerability (Inter-agency 

support group on indigenous people’s issues (2014). 

Despite high exposure to the impacts of climate change, the knowledge of indigenous 

peoples through the use of taboos, proverbs and totems can offer valuable insights to 

observations of climate change. In-depth site specific knowledge can be coupled with broader 

scientific data and forecasts to provide enhanced understanding of already occurring changes 
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and predicted impacts upon human beings on their front lines of climate change (Inter-agency 

support group on indigenous people’s issues (2014). 

Traditional knowledge through the use of proverbs, totems and taboos can provide an 

integral component to ensure the success of carbon mitigation projects such as fire 

management for carbon abatement and local monitoring forests knowledge can contribute to 

national carbon mitigation programmes (Inter-agency support group on indigenous people’s 

issues (2014). 

 

Forms of Indigenous Knowledge Systems in Malawi 

One form of indigenous system knowledge of preserving the biodiversity was use of sacred 

places, taboos and totems.  Members of the communities were seriously guarded by the 

community leaders and elders never to cut down trees carelessly and anyhow.  Sacred places, 

taboos and totems ensure conservation of natural resources in the places where there was 

emphasis in safeguarding them. Certain trees and animals have got some taboos that save 

from human exploitation. Some clans select special groups of people that save as custodians 

and guardians of certain ceremonies such as rain making and harvesting.  Members of the 

community are not allowed to harvest wild fruits and edible insects in the selected places 

before the harvesting ceremonies take place.  Sacred wells have remained unpolluted and 

ensured continued supply of clean water (Risiro, Tshuma and Basikiti, 2013).  Mixed farming 

and stone ridging have been used to conserve soil.  There is land degradation in areas not 

preserved by traditional practices and culture.  A policy on IKS and integration of IKS in the 

school curriculum are considered instrumental in resource conservation in Zimbabwe (Risiro, 

Tshuma and Basikiti, 2013). Loss of native culture can lead to loss of knowledge of 

preserving culture of living in a balance with the earth. 

 

Use of Sacred Places, Taboos and Totems 

Like in many other countries, our ancestors in Malawi also valued the use of taboos, totems 

and sacred places.  These were held in high esteem because they were seen as a mode of 

protecting and preserving the environment. A study by Tatira (2000 as cited by Risiro, 

Tshuma and Basikiti (2013), revealed that taboos have been used to maintain the values and 

respect for human life especially the endangered species especially the powerless and small 

creatures such as pythons and pangolins.  Taboos have penalties for the offenders such as 

failing rain for the offenders if one kills a python (Chemhuru & Masaka, 2010). Animals were 

in the past protected from extinction through various respects to totems.  Each and every clan 

has got a totem belonging to an animal which the clan do not kill and eat.  It is believed that 

eating one’s totem will result in loss of teeth (Bourdilon, 1976).  For instance, among the 

Chewas of Lilongwe South West, it is believed that if one eats crabs he or she develops a 

sickness known as mkombozi (a disease that makes one to be fainting time and again).  As a 

young man the researcher never ate crab for fear of developing mkombozi. 

 

Challenges for Biodiversity Conservation  

In many places Malawi inclusive, there have been massive destruction of biodiversity due to 

rapid industrialization, urban expansions and population pressure on land (Risiro, Tshuma and 

Basikiti, 2013).  Rapid industrialization means more timbers and other resources are needed to 

support the industry development.  The scramble for resources has resulted in encroachment 

and destruction of indigenous preserved resources. Although several international conferences 

aimed at reducing environmental degradation have been organised, destruction of biodiversity 
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continues at an alarming rate.  This is partly because there is little or neglected utilisation of 

indigenous knowledge systems which saved our ancestors from challenges we are 

encountering today.   

A study by UNEP (2000) revealed that many countries ratified the Convention on 

Biodiversity conservation but implementation has always been a challenge. As a major 

challenge to these international agreements, the study among other factors pointed out that not 

all other countries are signatory to the agreements and that there is lack of follow up, political 

will and financial constraints (UNEP, 2000). Traditional knowledge that used to be passed 

from generation to generation through stories, songs, art or laws are losing popularity due to 

modernity and technological development.  Indigenous knowledge is frequently charged as 

too complicated to be of practical use to policy makers (Leach & Mearns, 1994). 

 

Research Methodology  

In order to generate information for this chapter the researcher used qualitative research 

methodology. In-depth interviews were conducted with three aged traditional leaders and 

elders from different districts within Malawi.  The sample comprised of two Yao and one 

Chewa traditional leaders and elders as custodians of indigenous knowledge systems of the 

Yao and Chewa people.  In-depth interviews were used as data generating tools. The data 

generated through in-depth interviews were voice recorded, transcribed, analyzed and 

interpreted.  Each time that data was generated and transcribed the interviewees were shown 

the results for verification purposes. Follow up questions that needed more clarifications were 

posed and attended to.  Information generated from traditional leaders and elders are 

presented in section 4 of this paper as TL.1, TL.2 or TL.3 depending on the source. 

 

Sampling Technique and Size 

Purposive sampling was used in this research. Sampling constitutes a fundamental 

requirement in research because no one can study everyone everywhere doing everything 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994 p. 27). The sampling technique was selected as it provided the 

researcher the opportunity to access to the respondents such as traditional leaders and elders 

that provided rich information (Cohen, Manion & Marrison, 2011). Yao and Chewa 

traditional leaders and elders were selected for interviews as they were considered custodians 

of information on indigenous knowledge system in the areas understudy. Interviews were also 

considered appropriate since the research participants had limited education.  Interviewing 

them therefore gave the researcher an opportunity to generate information through gestures as 

expressed by facial expressions and other body languages (Gall, Borg & Gall, 1996 as cited in 

Risiro, Tshuma and Basikiti (2013)  In qualitative research, sampling appears to be generally 

limited in number in comparison to quantitative studies.  Usually the sample size in 

qualitative studies is small and can even be a single case (Creswell, 1998, p. 122, Dukes, 

1984).  The main reason in selecting this small number is to develop a deeper understanding 

of the phenomenon being studied. For instance, in this case the experience of being a Yao or 

Chewa traditional leader and elder in communities within Malawi. In qualitative research like 

this one, the choice of a site is guided by the consideration of specific criteria. Beginning 

purposive sampling requires one to first determine the selection criteria that suit the people or 

sites to be studied (Merrian, 1998, p .61).  The three traditional leaders and elders in this study 

presented almost the same characteristics although each one had its own uniqueness as a 

traditional leader or elder of the community. For instance, I chose traditional leaders who 

stayed in Malawi for a long time among the Yao and Chewa communities.  
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Finding and Discussions 

On the question of opportunities encountered by traditional leaders and elders in preserving 

wild animals it was reported by all the three research participants referred to as TL.1, LT.2 

and LT.3 in this study that what helped them to preserve some wild animals in their 

communities was the use and emphasis of taboos attached to eating some of the wild animals.  

Out of several species of wild animals the most commonly mentioned as attached to a taboos 

included the following: 

 

Opportunities encountered by traditional leaders and elders in preserving wild animals 

This section presents, analyses and discusses the opportunity of attaching some taboos to 

eating meat of some wild animals so as to prevent people from wiping out some wild animals 

as a form of indigenous knowledge that saved to protect the scarce animal species in different 

communities as follows:  

 

The opportunity of attaching a taboo to eating a monkey meat 

In all the communities where this research was carried out, it was reported that eating meat of 

a monkey was forbidden by the ancestors.   To create fear among the inhabitants about eating 

meat of monkey, a taboo has been operational up to now. It is believed that eating meat of a 

monkey will make one bear a baby with a very small head resembling that of a monkey.  The 

baby born from parents who eat monkeys is also believed to be more hairy just like a body of 

a monkey.  In addition such babies also cry out a lot and often jump like monkeys.  To 

emphasis the point TL.1 had this to say: 

 

Kalekale mkazi wa anzanga, adabadwitsa kamwana kakong’ono mutu.  

Azamba  ataona zoterezi sadachebwetse koma kupotokola kamwanako kuti 

zamalodzazo zisachitse manyazi mudzi. Makolo akakhandako adauzidwa kuti 

asadzadyenso nyama yanyani. 

(Long time ago, my neighbour’s wife gave birth to a baby with a very small 

head.  The birth attendants having noting that strange baby, did not take time 

kill it at would bring shame and curse to the community.  The parents of the 

baby were instructed never to eat meat of a monkey anymore). 

 

It can be noted from the verbatim quote of TL.1 that it was assumed that the parents or 

relatives of the baby had previously eaten meat of a monkey and as punishment, one of the 

relation had to give birth to a baby with a very small head.  In communities where this carried 

out there are lots of small monkeys.  People do not eat them probably because of the same 

fears.  It can be assumed that presence of monkeys in the area is rampant partly because of the 

taboo attached to eating meat of a monkey. 

 

The opportunity of attaching a taboo to eating a hyena meat 

It is believed that eating meat of hyena makes one become a thief and bears children who also 

become thieves.  Apart from that, the one who eats meat of hyena, also bear children who 

often cry throughout the night.  To emphasis his point TL.2 had this to say: 

Musamadabwe kuti mmudzi muno mnyamata wa a Mfitizalimba ndi mbava 

yothera chifukwa iye uja agogo ake amkadya nyama ya fisi.  Dzanja lake ndi 
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lalitadi moti ngati tinkhuku mmudzi muno amangotiedza ndi mbudza 

ndikumaguza ndi minyendo kuti anthu asaone. 

(Do not get surprised that the son of Mfitizalimba is a thief it is because his 

grandfather was a thief who could be stealing chickens in the village by 

hooking and pulling by legs to the bush so that people should not see). 

 

Anybody caught of stealing in the village was considered having been born from parents 

whose ancestors were thugs because they ate hyena meat.  Although the hyena are not edible 

in almost all the communities that I know, and are  scarcely seen, the main reason for their 

disappearance is because they are killed because they steal goats, cows and other termed 

animals in the communities.  People kill them not for meat but because they are destructive 

and canning.   

 

The opportunity of attaching a taboo to eating mulamba (mud fish) 

It was shared by all the research participants that eating mulamba (mud fish) makes one to fail 

catch thieves because the thieves become as slippery as mud fish.  If you are attacked by the 

thieves and you eat mud fish, you cannot manage to catch the thieves as they will turn to be as 

slippery as the mud fish each time you want to catch them. It was further added that eating 

mud fish makes one become poor.  It is believed that fish is well linked to the ancestral world 

because when it rains some mud fish are found even on the ground away from the rivers.  

 

The opportunity of attaching a taboo to eating likongwe, vumbwe (cat like wild animal) 

It was reported by all the three research participants that eating meat of a wild cat makes one 

to bear children that are dumb, those who cannot speak.  In addition to that, such a person 

bears a child who keeps on moving from one place to another without becoming settled in 

life. Furthermore, a person who meat of likongwe bears a child who delays to start crawling 

and grow teeth.  The solution to the problem under discussion is only refraining from eating 

that kind of meat. 

 

The opportunity of attaching a taboo to killing Nsalulu (a snake with spotted body) 
Once nsalulu (special snake) passes you as you travel, you must return because it warns you 

that there is a lion or a leopard or a dangerous snake ahead of you in the direction you are 

taking. Snakes like nsalulu or mphili, do not bite but if you continue with the trip they may 

continue warning you to return.  They are considered spiritual snakes of our ancestors who 

come to visit the living in the village.  Instead of killing such snakes, people are advised to 

pour maize flour on them and they return to their spiritual world and only return to the village 

if they foresee danger coming to the village. 

 

Challenges encountered by traditional leaders and elders in preserving wild animals at 

community level. 
This section provides answers to the research question that focused on the challenges 

encountered by traditional leaders and elders in preserving wild animals in the community. 

 

The challenge of having the youth who devise new terms not known by the elders  
Some members of the community introduce new terms whose meanings are different from 

what they mean.  For instance, some poachers kills wild animals and start selling the meat in 

the same community. As they move from house to house they shout on top of their voices 
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saying that they are selling nandolo (peas like beans) in reference to antelope for example.  In 

his own words TE 1 had this to say. 

 

Tsiku lina ndiri chikhalire pakhonde pa nyumba yanga ndidamva mawu a 

nyamata akutsatsa malonda amvekere: nandolo nandolo  wogulitsa.  Azimayi 

odziwa adathamangira komweko ukagulako nandoloyo.  Ine poonetsetsa 

ndidapeza kuti sinandolo koma nyama yagwape yemwe anakaphedwa 

munkhalango yowetera nyama 

(As I sat on the veranda of my house I saw two young men moving from house 

to house shouting:  peas, peas for sale.  Young people especially ladies who 

understood what the sellers meant, flocked to buy from them.  As I observed 

properly, I discovered that the boys were selling meat of antelopes and not 

peas as they called). 

 

From the verbatim quote above, it is clear that it is difficult to arrest the problem of poaching 

in the community unless the community members themselves find it necessary and important 

to refrain from killing wild animals.  The chief in this case did not understand the new 

language of the youth and it was not easy comprehend what was happening. 

 

The challenge of lack of forums to pass on proverbs, totems and taboos for educating the 

public 

Today, the youth no longer sit around fire places with their grandparents to listen to them 

conversing through proverbs and, taboos and totems.  Even if one sits with them at tables 

during meals, they rarely engage the elders and leaders in their talks.  They are seen busy 

chatting with their friends somewhere else on Whatsapp more than with the people they are 

sitting with at table or any other forum.  Though physically together, they are often 

emotionally far apart and kilometers and kilometers away from the elders and leaders of the 

communities. The gravity of the problem can be noted in the following verbatim quote of TL 

2: 

 

Nthawi zina ndimayesera kuwaitana adzukulu anga kuti ndicheze nawo 

pang’ono pa nkhani yamiyambi ndiponso kufunika kwakwe kwa miyambi 

koma iwo samakhala nazo ndi chidwi chomwe. Pamene ine ndiri kulankhula 

iwo ali otanganidwa ndi macheza awo pa Whatsapp ndi azinzawo oooh zovuta 

!!!!. 

 

(Sometimes I try to call my grandchildren so that I can pass to them wisdom 

that has been held in high esteem for a long time through proverbs but I notice 

that there is very little interest in whatever I say.  I sometimes see them 

laughing thinking that they are getting what I am telling them but surprisingly 

they are laughing with their peers somewhere else oooh what a problem!!!!.) 

 

One can note from the verbatim quote that it is not easy to pass indigenous knowledge to the 

young who people who are so taken up with the modern technology of Whatsapp and other 

media forms. 
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The challenge of looking at proverbs as old fashioned ways of passing information 

The young people are interested in watching movies and films or communicating through 

internet and more preferably through Whatsapp which is more instant and readily available at 

any convenient time in most communities around where this study was carried out.  The 

extent to which this is grave can be noted in the verbatim quote of TL 3 who had this to say: 

 

Tsiku line ndikucheza ndi ana ang’onoang’ono mnyamata wokulirapo 

adangofika amvekere kodi afana masiteniwa akutinso chiyani pamene.  Kodi 

inuyo mungathe kuwamva mmiyambiy yawoyo? Inuyo angokutayirani nthawi 

yanu. 

(One day as I was chatting with the little ones, one elderly child said, you guys 

what is grandfather telling you? Are you able to follow him in his proverbs?  

He will waste your time if you are not careful.) 

 

From the verbatim quote of TL 3 it is clear that there is a certain age group of young people 

somewhere between 16 to 20 years of age who show lack of interest in proverbs, taboos and 

totems. 

 

Mitigating the challenges encountered by traditional leaders and elder in preserving 

biodiversity 

 

Having drawn lessons from both literature review and the research findings it can be noted 

that there are several ways that can serve as mitigating tips for the challenges encountered by 

traditional leaders and elders as they try to conserve the biodiversity in their areas.  First and 

foremost, it can be better to cultivate ways of making the youth become interested to the 

proverbs, taboos and totems as used by the traditional leaders and elders.  Much as watching 

television and conversing through whatsapp and other media forms are of the interest to the 

youth today, that can only make them cheap recipient of things rather than becoming active 

and critical participants as agents for change in their communities.  There is need to find ways 

of making proverbs, totems and folktales appear attractive to the youth in the community.  

In response to the same question on what should be done to mitigate the challengers 

encountered by traditional leaders and elders the next verbatim quote shows the response of 

TL1. 

 

Pafunika tipeze njira yopangira kuti nafenso pa makanema 

pazionetsedwaponso azigogo akufotokoza miyambi yawo kwa ana omvela, 

opereka ulemu kwa akulu akulu amene angathe kukhala zitsanzo kwa apuludzu 

alerowa. 

(There is need to find ways of promoting proverbs through television 

programmes and other modern technologies.  The programmes showing 

obedient youth who listens to their elders and leaders can be serving as models 

for the unruly youth of today)  

 

From the verbatim quote of TL 1 it is clear that the traditional leaders find the youth of today 

vey uncompromising when it comes to getting advice and wisdom from them.  Most of the 
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youth do show little show interest in proverbs which can is a form of passing indigenous 

knowledge systems to the youth today. 

 

Conclusion and implication for the study 

It can be concluded from the findings of this research that the battle against environmental 

degradation is continuous and must involve local techniques if we are to make a difference.   

There is need to make more research to dig on some of the totems, proverbs and folktales as 

forms of indigenous knowledge systems  that can bring change in terms of assisting to provide 

solutions to the current ecological challenges that are faced in Malawi. 

The implication of this study is that if no efforts are invested in indigenous knowledge 

systems as a form of finding solutions to the current problems that we encounter, a lot of 

efforts will be put but there will only be little change if we continue to ignore our ancestral 

way of solving problems which often involved local participation and mobilization.  The 

following verbatim quote from Lord Macaulay’s address to the British Parliament on 2nd 

February, 1835.  

  

Summary the study 

“ I have travelled across the length and breadth of India and I have not seen one person who is 

a beggar, who is a thief such wealth I have seen in this country, such moral values, people of 

such caliber that I do not think we would ever conquer this country, unless we break the very 

backbone of this nation, which is her spiritual and cultural heritage, and therefore, I propose 

that we replace her old and  ancient education system, her culture, for if the  Indians think that 

all that is foreign and English is good and greater than their own, they will lose their self-

esteem, their native culture and they will become what we want them, a truly dominated 

nation”. 

Source: WhatsApp message from Godfrey M’bawa, Catholic University of Malawi, 

17/03/2018. 
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