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INTRODUCTION TO THIS SPECIAL TOPIC
“RECONSIDERING LOCAL KNOWLEDGE AND BEYOND”
Morie KANEKO
The Center for African Area Studies, Kyoto University
Masayoshi SHIGETA
The Center for African Area Studies, Kyoto University
ABSTRACT This chapter’s purpose is to describe the series of research trends known as
“local knowledge,” or ZAIRAICHI, which means local knowledge in Japanese, from 2007 to
the present using the three keywords “LOCAL KNOWLEDGE,” “RECONSIDERING
LOCAL KNOWLEDGE,” and “BEYOND.” We aim to position ourselves within the series of
research trends. AFRICAN LOCAL KNOWLEDGE is practical and empirical knowledge
formed when people interact with natural and social environments (Shigeta, 2013). This paper
considers African local knowledge by establishing two themes: social relations that form
African local knowledge and the relationship between African local knowledge and livelihood
activities. While continuing to accumulate several case studies based on long-term fieldwork,
we have also begun to work with residents to create new technologies and techniques based on
these findings.
Key Words: African local knowledge; ZAIRAICHI; Ethiopia; Gender-based knowledge; Longterm fieldwork.

BACKGROUND: LOCAL KNOWLEDGE, ZAIRAICHI
This paper summarizes the results of three different research projects that are
linked by the keywords “African Local Knowledge” from three perspectives,
including “African Local Knowledge,” “Reconsidering Local Knowledge,” and
“African Local Knowledge and beyond.” The three different research projects are
ordered according to when they began. African Local Knowledge—ZAIRAICHI—
Research Group and ZAIRAICHI research group are used as the standardized
wording in this article [2007–present]. It covers international joint research on
“Comparative studies on formation of gender-based local knowledge and Materiality
in Africa [February 2018–March 2020, No. 17KK0025].”(1) The International Joint
Research Project on Gender-Based Knowledge and Materiality is used as the
standardized wording in this article. In addition, “Development and Operation
Model of Plant-Derived Soil Additives for Road Disaster Reduction on Problematic
Soil [2019AY–2023AY]” is related to ZAIRAICHI research group activities, which
is sponsored by the Science and Technology Research Partnership for Sustainable
Development program [SATREPS, JPMJSA1807].
ZAIRAICHI/local knowledge is practical and empirical knowledge formed when
people interact with natural and social environments (Shigeta, 2013). Long-term
fieldwork in Africa by members of the ZAIRAICHI research group has allowed
us to encounter new things (physical, institutional, and policy-based thinking, etc.)

2

M. KANEKO & M. SHIGETA

I have observed techniques that innovate everyday life and alter customary practices.
Such a state of people reveals “traditional knowledge as a fixed reference, modern
knowledge as opposed to it, and scientific knowledge representing the universal
truth, we cannot express practical knowledge (Shigeta, 2013).”
While sharing this background, members of the ZAIRAICHI research group
continued to research these “things,” humans, living creatures, and the objects
they produce, such as actions, ideas, knowledge, livelihoods, environments,
institutions, and customs. Shigeta presented a new concept of local knowledge
(Shigeta, 2013), focusing on “local knowledge and livelihoods activities” and
“local knowledge for making social relationships.” Based on repeated case studies
with group members, he has refined and theorized the concept of African local
knowledge with reference to them and has explored the relevance of African
philosophy as African thinking.
RECONSIDERING LOCAL KNOWLEDGE, ZAIRAICHI: GENDER-BASED
KNOWLEDGE AND MATERIALITY
The second research project, called the International Joint Research Project on
Gender-Based Local Knowledge and Materiality, has expanded the research
activities, including the “Formation of creative practical knowledge and
transformation of materiality of pots in modern Africa [26360009, sponsored
by Japan Society of Promotion for Science, Scientific Research Fund-C,
2014AY–2017AY].”(2) This project was implemented from February 2018 to March
2020. The project was conducted by Kaneko, with Dr. Getaneh Mehari, Dr. Mamo
Hebo, and Dr. Samuel Tafera, young and mid-career scholars at Addis Ababa
University in Ethiopia.
This project targets not only crafts such as pottery but also broader “things,”
including agricultural products, land issues, and livelihood activities, which are
related to gender issues. The aim of this project is to describe how technology
and knowledge are generated, practiced, and transformed. In particular, this project
focuses on activities that lead to new livelihood activities and related knowledge
in response to recent social changes. In addition, by introducing the concept of
materiality (Lemonnier, 2012), this project pays attention to a phenomenon that
cannot be controlled solely by humans. By examining this phenomenon, this
project can help us understand how people recognize and specifically respond to
this phenomenon.
We worked on the following three activities during the research period. The
first was to conduct a small study group with three counterpart researchers to
examine one another’s fieldwork data according to the keywords and points of
interest mentioned above. We also planned to visit their fields during the research
project period. This allowed us to have the opportunity for several discussions
with Dr. Aynalem Megersa, who belongs to the Center for Gender Studies at
Addis Ababa University, on gender-based knowledge and livelihood issues.
Secondly, a joint seminar was held at Addis Ababa University on November
15, 2019, with the aim of academic exchange and researcher development with
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young researchers and graduate students from Kyoto University and Addis Ababa
University (Table 1). Along with a candidate Ph.D. student at Kyoto University,
we co-hosted an exhibition event to return the research results to local residents
on August 31, 2019, in cooperation with local government agencies and Jinka
University. The title of the exhibition was “Through the eyes gazed: A participatory
photo and video footage from Ari and Mursi” (Fig. 1).
Third, an international research meeting titled “Gender-based Knowledge and
Livelihoods” was held on November 9, 2019, with three counterpart scholars at
Addis Ababa University and the academic staff of Jinka University, which has
been newly established in the study area (Fig. 2). Jinka University opened in
2018 and is considered a fourth-generation university in Ethiopia. Prof. Gebre
Yntiso, the president of Jinka University, has been a counterpart scholar for 30
years with Shigeta, who is one of the editors of this issue, and his proposal and
efforts have allowed us to jointly hold this international research meeting.(3) In
the meeting, events occurring in various parts of Ethiopia were presented together
with field data, opening up the possibility for additional international joint research
on certain themes, such as “conflicts and adjustments between customary and
modern law on women’s land tenure, initiatives, and management of new livelihood
activities by women and young people supported by NGOs” (Table 2).
Table 1. AAU-KU Student Seminar.
Date

15th November 2019

Time

13:30–15:15

Venue

Room # 119 NCR, CSS, Addis Ababa University

PROGRAM
13:30–
Opening remarks
13:35

Mamo Hebo

The Dynamics of Ethnic Identity and Territoriality: an
13:35–
Emerging Identity Reconfiguration among the Hadiya of
14:05
Southern Ethiopia: the case of Badawacho

Andualem Assefa

Bride-wealth Payment and Its Impacts on Married
14:05–
Women’s Status among the Anywaa Community in Gog
14:35
Woreda of Gambella Regional State

Lange Nyala Omod

14:35– The Roles of Community Based Associations (CBAs) in
15:05 Enhancing Social Relations: The Case of Bati Woreda

Bisrat Teklesilassie

15:05– Closing remarks and announcement of support for students
KANEKO, Morie
15:15 fieldwork

Addis Ababa
Univ.

Kyoto Univ.

Organizer: Department of Social Anthropology & Center for African and Oriental Studies, Addis
Ababa University, Center for African Area Studies & Graduate School of Asian and African Studies,
Kyoto University, JSPS International Joint Research Project on Gender-based Knowledge [No.
17KK0025] 2018AY–2019AY, JSPS Scientific Research Fund-B on Reconsidering the Concept of
Waste and Formation of Materiality in Africa [No. 18H03444] 2018AY–2022AY.
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Fig. 1. Exhibition on “Through the eyes gazed: A participatory photo and video footage from Ari
and Mursi,” 31st August 2019 at Jinka University.

Fig. 2. Group photo of the research meeting in Jinka University on 9th November 2019.
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Table 2. International Research Meeting on Gender-based Knowledge and livelihoods/The 2nd JapanEthiopia Joint Lecture.
PROGRAM
9:30–
9:45
9:45–
9:55

Welcome speech

Dikaso Gojamme

Jinka Univ.

Introduction

KANEKO, Morie

Kyoto Univ.

Session 1 Gender-based Knowledge and Women’s Agency [Chair: Getaneh Mehari]
10:00– Sustaining Life amid Growing Uncertainties: Hamer
10:30 Womens’ Engagement in Land Management

Samuel Tefera &
KANEKO, Morie

Addis Ababa
Univ. & KU

Women’s Agency and the Men in the Shadow:
10:30–
Complexities of women’s land inheritance rights amid
11:00
structural conflicts in Oromia NRS

Mamo Hebo

Addis Ababa
Univ.

11:00– Gender-based Knowledge and Newly Emerging
11:30 Livelihoods in Southwestern Ethiopia

KANEKO, Morie

Kyoto Univ.

11:30– An Evaluation of Gender Portrayal in Ethiopian Students’
12:00 Grade Nine English Textbook

Medhanit Edda

Wolaita
Sodo Univ.

12:00–
Lunch Break
13:30
Session 2 Gender-based Knowledge and Livelihoods [Chair: Mamo Hebo]
13:30– Livelihoods, Dreams and Realities: Lived Experiences of
14:00 Women Return Migrants

Getaneh Mehari

Addis Ababa
Univ.

Income Impact of Pastoralist Women Participation in Aloe
14:00–
Vera Soap Production in Yabello District, Borana Zone of
14:30
Oromia, Southern Ethiopia

Dida Golicha Nura

Jinka Univ.

Livelihood Diversification Strategies among the Borana
14:40–
Pastoral Households of Yabello District, Oromia Region,
15:00
Ethiopia

Doyo Kena Doyo

Jinka Univ.

15:00–
Coffee Break
15:30
Session 3 Gender-based Knowledge, Technology, and Trade [Chair: Samuel Tefera]
Socio-Economic and Administrative Determinants of
15:30–
Small-Scale Irrigation Scheme in South Omo Zone: The
16:00
case of South-Ari District

Dawit Dandano Jarso

Jinka Univ.

Impact of Small Scale Irrigation on Rural Farm Household
16:00–
Livelihoods: The Case of Medebayzana Woreda, North
Dessie Lebassi
16:30
West TigrayI, Ethiopia

Jinka Univ.

16:30– Arho Salt Trade and the Fukure, Providers of Goat Skin
17:00 Water Container

Hiruy Daniel

Jinka Univ.

Gebre Yntiso

Jinka Univ.

17:00–
General Discussions
17:20
17:20–
Closing remarks
17:30

Organizers: Jinka University, JSPS International Joint Research program [Project No. 17KK0025],
Center for African Area Studies, Kyoto University, Kyoto University Africa Office in Addis Ababa
University.
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CHAPTERS ON LOCAL KNOWLEDGE, ZAIRAICHI
This issue consists of seven papers other than this chapter. The seven papers
surveyed include Addis Ababa (Chapters 2, 3, and 4), Southern Nations,
Nationalities, and People’s Region Chapters 5, 6, and 7), and the Amhara region
(Chapter 8) (Fig. 3). Although each study area and research subject is diverse,
they are divided into two parts: “local knowledge and livelihoods activities” and
“local knowledge for making social relationships.”
Part 1 covers three (Chapters 2, 3, and 4) articles on social relations that form
local knowledge. Chapter 2 focuses on informal workers called Tera Askebari,
who practice a newly created living activity in the city of Addis Ababa since
roughly 40 years ago. This paper discusses traffic management to focus on the
social relationship among group members at a specific minibus stop. Tera Askebari
are people in Addis Ababa who arrange passengers into boarding order before
the minibus arrives and guide multiple minibuses in entering the stop and park
them so that passengers can get on and off easily. They mainly make money by
collecting fees from minibuses. This paper is based on the author’s master’s thesis
and also summarizes data from long-term research for doctoral dissertations.
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Chapter 3 focuses on people who work as sanitation workers in Addis Ababa,
and it describes how they interact with people involved in daily garbage disposal
activities (colleagues and households that dispose of garbage) in terms of
socioeconomic aspects. In other cities in Africa, the people involved in recycling
and waste management tend to be male, but the author’s sanitation workers group
is almost half comprised of women, making it a study target. This paper is based
on the author’s pre-doctoral thesis, equal to a master’s thesis. This paper will be
presented orally at the International Conference of Ethiopian Studies held in
Mekelle in October 2020 and is based on discussions there.
Chapter 4 focuses on Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, which has a remarkable growth
rate in the manufacturing industry in Africa, and it focuses on the leather industry,
zeroing in on the relationship between the skill formation of factory workers and
the division of labor according to the business scale of the company. It goes
without saying that face-to-face involvement of a novice in learning by watching
is important in mastering craftsmanship. The author describes in detail how skills
are formed according to the scale of the business and the division of labor for
six companies, taking into account social relationships within the companies and
the like. This paper is based on the author’s pre-doctoral thesis, equal to a master’s
thesis. This paper will be presented orally at the International Conference of
Ethiopian Studies held in Mekelle in October 2020 and is based on discussions
there.
The second part deals with four papers (Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 8) on the
relationship between traditional knowledge and livelihood activities. Chapter 5
discusses how land management is conducted under unstable climatic conditions,
especially for women, among herders who live in the South Omo zone. This
paper is part of the achievements made in the course of the abovementioned
international joint research activities. A case study related to this theme, which
is a research site of Dr. Mamo Hebo, was also reported on at an international
research meeting at Jinka University.
Chapter 6 discusses the basic perceptions of resources and related behavior
toward conservation in the Basketo special Woreda and Kafa provinces in
southwestern Ethiopia. Before co-publishing this paper, Feleke and Shigeta
conducted research on an original Ethiopian plant, Ensete. They have also conducted
research on the role of Ensete in home gardens and related behavior toward
conservation. In addition, they have separately opened Ensete nursery centers for
maintaining local varieties of Ensete near Arbaminch and in the South Omo zone.
They have also attempted to start conservation activities related to ecotourism.
This paper is based on discussions between the two researchers.
Chapter 7 is an article aimed at understanding the importance of tourism in
livelihood activities from the perspective of the Mursi people in the Southern
Nations, Nationalities, and People’s Region. Although there have been many
publications relating to the tourism industry, the articles tend to argue that it has
a negative impact on cultural practices as an external impact. However, this paper
views the tourism industry as a given part of livelihood activities and positively
views women as having the opportunity to access money. This paper will be
presented orally at the International Conference of Ethiopian Studies held in
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Mekelle in October 2020 and is based on discussions there.
Chapter 8 presents interview data on how people in the rural villages of Amhara
State regard eating as a means of maintaining health and how people in the area
relate to eating and maintaining health. This paper will be presented orally at the
International Conference of Ethiopian Studies held in Mekelle in October 2020
and is based on discussions there.
BEYOND LOCAL KNOWLEDGE, ZAIRAICHI: MNGD PROJECT
As mentioned earlier, there are many phenomena we regard as ZAIRAICHI,
and research based on long-term surveys continues to be accumulated. At the
same time, what we are attempting to do in the future is understand the problems
and issues faced by the local people and to proactively propose insights based
on the research and studies that will lead to solving these problems. This involves
working together to develop technologies and local knowledge that meet people’s
needs based on interactions with people in the research area. Some similar research
has already begun.(4)
The third research project, Development and Operation Model of Plant-Derived
Soil Additives for Road Disaster Reduction on Problematic Soil [2019AY–2023AY,
https://mngd.africa.kyoto-u.ac.jp/en/], has a different aspect than previous African
local knowledge research activities. This research project aims to solve various
problems in developing countries by developing and researching new science and
technology. It is comprised of two components: those related to research and
those that implement the results in society.(5) This project, which is led by
engineering researchers, aims to develop new road construction methods, mainly
targeting unwieldy soil in road construction from rural to arterial roads. The aim
is to return the technology to local communities so that local residents can create
and maintain their roads.
Professor Makoto Kimura, Graduate School of Engineering, Kyoto University,
who is the representative of this project, mainly conceived of a project to rehabilitate
agricultural roads since the late 1990s and is now working on this activity not
only in Africa but throughout the world [http://corekenya.org/, http://coreroad.org/
index.html]. In this project, the research outcomes are to be implemented in local
communities, and project members must understand what bad roads constitute for
people in the community—not from the perspective of experts—and in what way
community roads are usually repaired. At the core of the interdisciplinary research
project among engineering, area studies, and anthropology is learning about the
people’s daily lives, and this project must work with local people to innovate
new technologies through communication with them.
The African local knowledge research group continues to understand empirical
knowledge that people living in Africa are working with on a daily basis, and
we have begun working on creating new technologies and techniques together.
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NOTES
(1)
(2)

(3)
(4)
(5)

This research project was sponsored by Japan Society For the Promotion of Science, a
fund for the promotion of Joint International Research (Fostering Joint International
Research).
Kaneko noted that female potters, who have been studying since 1998, have modified
and innovated their techniques based on a variety of social changes. A comparative study
of technical features between 1998 and roughly 15 years later focused on the formation
of creative practical knowledge and the transformation of materiality of pots in modern
Africa [26360009, sponsored by Japan Society For the Promotion of Science, Scientific
Research Fund-C, 2014AY–2017AY].”
Jinka University has been co-planning and holding research meetings almost every year
since its opening (in recent years, at least once every 6 months). Our international
research meeting was the second joint event for Jinka University.
There is a research trend called engaged anthropology (Low & Merry, 2010).
This project is one of the programs of the Science and Technology Research Partnership
for Sustainable Development [SATREPS, JPMJSA1807], sponsored by the Ministry of
Education and Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
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