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Globalization is now widely perceived in Africa as a new version of earlier forms of external domination 

and exploitation. Its economic and welfare benefits appear to bypass or in some respects to retard 

progress in the continent. More than midway to the 2015 delivery date for attaining the Millennium 

Development Goals, it looks very unlikely that the development targets in health, education, 

environmental sustainability and poverty reduction will be met in Africa, despite noticeable 

improvements in some areas. Poverty, slum conditions and infectious disease remain pervasive and 

persistent. The level of preventable child and maternal deaths is still high, and Africa contributes least to 

but suffers most from the worsening consequences of climate change.  

Many critics of African development liken the current pattern of development in the continent to building 

a house from the roof down: 

all the institutions of modernization/urbanization are in place – the banks 

the factories, the legal system, the unions, etc; but all these appear to be 

suspended over societies that have no firm connection to them, and whose 

indigenous institutions, even when oriented in the right direction, lack the 

necessary scaffolding to connect them to their modern surrogates: 

Mamadou Dia of the World Bank blames state failure and the development crisis in the continent on the 

“structural disconnection between formal institutions transplanted from outside and indigenous 

institutions born of traditional African cultures”. Marshall Sahlins has also rightly emphasized the need 

for all people “to indigenize the forces of global modernity, and turn them to their own ends”, as the real 

impact of globalization depends largely on the responses developed at the local level. The challenge for 
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Africa is, therefore, how to engage and cope with globalization and other external influences in a way that 

is compatible with local cultures, values and priorities. 

My paper considers how indigenous knowledge and practice can be put to good use in support of good  

governance, sustainable development and improved quality of life in Africa; how the development 

policies and programmes of African governments, donor agencies and non-governmental organizations 

can be made to build upon, and strengthen local knowledge, capacity and organization, especially in the 

vital areas of  education and health care, agriculture and natural resource management, poverty alleviation 

and the mitigation and adaptation to climate change. Indigenous knowledge is here used as a model for 

rethinking and redirecting the development process, and as a way to involve, enable and empower local 

actors to take part in their own development.  

The paper concludes with some general reflections on the indigenous knowledge movement as an 

appropriate local response to globalization and Western knowledge dominance, and as a way to promote 

cultural identity and inter-cultural dialogue on African development. It underscores the importance of  

indigenous knowledge as an essential component of any strategy to achieve the Millennium Development 

Goals.  


