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General Information

• From time immemorial, the world has faced various 
challenges including pandemics that communities 
from all corners of the earth have used knowledge 
to find solutions to such problems.  

• Knowledge in its totality is diverse & has always 
belonged to the communities in their own 
contextual world views.  

• It is through this knowledge that has enabled 
communities to actively participate in finding 
solutions to various challenges even using informal 
welfare responses.



General 
Introduction

• Western & indigenous thinkers including 
academics have been in the forefront in 
search for answers to the global & local 
challenges that negate the wellbeing of 
people.

• The author argues that all knowledge 
systems play an important part in the lives of 
the people concerned including the Black 
African Indigenous Knowledge System 

• Just like other continents, the African 
Continent possesses knowledge systems that 
are indigenous to it and very critical in 
boosting a holistic wellbeing of its citizens 
(Chagunda, 2021). 



General 
Information

• Even though there has been displacement 
and/or decline of the Black African Indigenous 
Knowledge System in some communities due 
to colonialism & subsequent capitalism, 
informal welfare interventions continue to 
promote the wellbeing of the Black African 
population.

• This paper argues that Black African 
Indigenous Knowledge Systems in Africa 
played a pivotal role in meeting the needs of 
marginalised & poor Africans, during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 



General 
Information
• With the help of Black African Intellectuals 

namely, Thandika Mkandawire, Jimi Adesina 
and Ndangwa Noyoo, the author has chosen 
Chilimba & Humanism in Zambia, Susu in 
Ghana, Stokvels in South Africa, Ujamaa in 
Tanzania and Umunthuism in Malawi as part of 
Black African Knowledge System to 
demonstrate that indigenous welfare system 
has transformative characteristics that played 
& continues to play a positive part in improving 
the welfare of people. 



Social ills and Challenges

Poverty that include a shortfall in 
income and a shortfall in 

capabilities that include inability 
to have a nutritious meal, access 
to health care, clean water, and 

gainful employment (Sen, 1999). 

Unemployment, Hunger and 
starvation, 

Sicknesses Pandemics, Inequality

Ignorance of rights and 
entitlements, 

inaccessible systems of justice, 

deprivations in socioeconomic 
conditions, widespread 

insecurity, Armed conflict, 
Persistent neglect of children and 

women and 

the violations of people's rights



What constitutes full human live?
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She stresses that a fundamental part of the good community is where human beings co-operate together for the 
fulfilment of human needs and the realization of fully human lives. 

In determining the prerequisites for living a life that is fully human rather than subhuman, a life worthy of the dignity of 
the human being includes the need to live co-operatively with others. 

She says that humanity is under a collective obligation to provide certain needs for people to live full human lives. 

Nussbaum’s (2004) answers this question as she says, what constitutes full human live is based on dignity and needs. 



Defining Social Policy

The establishment of the discipline of social policy came from the politics 
of collectivism and the practice of state intervention to deal with social 
problems (Williams, 1989). 

There is no single, universally accepted definition of ‘social policy’, even 
academics do not agree among themselves. 

According to Gil (1992), many writers on social policy do not define the 
term at all thereby assuming that ‘it conveys the same meaning to every 
reader, and it therefore requires no definition’. 



Defining Social Policy

Social policy is an intricate subject area, which requires particular expertise (Ginsberg, 1994) 
and that is partly why we are here in this Conference.

According to Alcock et al. (2008) social policy refers both to the activity of policy-making to 
promote well-being and to the academic study of such actions. 

Marshall (1965) defines social policy as the policy of governments with regard to action having 
a direct impact on the welfare of the citizens by providing them with services or income. 

Jones (1985) understands social policy as representing an attempt to interfere and by some 
criteria to improve or correct a given social order



Transformative Social Policy

• Noyoo (2010; 2019) argues that Social policy is supposed to be understood as an 
instrument which actors (state and non-state), can employ to meet the needs of the people 
and ideally help to give birth to the good community/society. 

• It is in this spirit that social policy cannot achieve the former if it does not have inherent 
transformative qualities and therefore, must be seen as a dynamic vehicle for societal 
transformation. 



Transformative Social Policy

• Some African intelligentsias contents that social policy has to be transformative in nature 
so that its outcomes whether it is production, protection, reproduction, re-distribution, 
and social cohesion or nation-building, transforms communities for the better. The 
transformative social policy apparatuses range from education to health-care, agrarian 
reform, child-care, old-age care, and to fiscal instruments. The outcomes, themselves, go 
on to emphasize and scoop out the normative framework of the social policy regime 
(Adesina, 2010). 



Transformative Social Policy

• Social policy involves social welfare, social institutions and social relations. 

• It involves all-embracing concerns with redistribution, production, reproduction and 
protection, and works in tandem with economic policy in pursuit of national social and 
economic goals. Social policy does not merely deal with the “causalities” of social changes 
and processes; it is also a contribution to the welfare of society as a whole. 

• But most elements of social policy are explicit, such as direct government provision of 
social welfare through, for example, broad-based education and health services, subsidies 
and benefits, social security and pensions, labour market interventions, land reform, 
progressive taxation and other redistributive policies (Mkandawire 2006:1).



Theoretical Premises

Social policy should be 
considered as a tool which 

nations or other 
institutions can deploy to 
meet the needs of human 

beings so as  assist in giving 
birth to the good 

community. 

Social policy ought to have  
an inherent transformative 
power in order to produce 

a good community.

Social policy  has to be 
intertwined with the 

political economy of a 
concerned nation and as 
such follow a symbiotic 
relationship in as far as 
political and economic 

processes are concerned to 
have a positive impact on a 

community. 



Black African Indigenous Knowledge System and COVID-19 pandemic

The Black African Indigenous 
Knowledge System played a 
pivotal role in the settling of 
disputes and enforcement of 
justice during the Covid-19 

(Asogwa & Onwuama, 2022). 

People that live in cities and 
towns moved to rural areas to be 
with their communities for social 
cohesion and solidarity (Barney & 

Chagunda, 2023). 

Black African Indigenous 
Knowledge System helped to 

remedy COVID-19 pandemic even 
though these interventions have 

not been recognized at global 
level scientifically (Shumba, 
Nyangari, & Mpofu, 2022). 



Black African Indigenous Knowledge 
System and COVID-19 pandemic

• Some participants stated that their clients depended on their relatives to have food on the table that means 
families supported each other (Barney & Chagunda, 2023). . 

• Black Africans trekked to the rural areas to be with their immediate and extended families just before the 
national lockdown (Barney & Chagunda, 2023). . 

• Likewise foreign Africans employed in South Africa from neighbouring countries, travelled back to their 
countries of origin to be with their families before the COVID-19 national lockdown for solidarity and 
support (Barney & Chagunda, 2023). 

• A significant number of participants in the research mentioned that many Black Africans had to travel to 
their rural areas as it was easy to find and use indigenous medicine especially for diseases such as COVID-
19 (Barney & Chagunda, 2023). . 



Chilimba Indigenous Intervention

• Chilimba Indigenous Intervention in Zambia plays a critical role in rural people’s living standard.

• Smatfin (2020) states that the term, ‘Chilimba’ refers to a group/community saving and investment where 
each member contributes a fixed daily, weekly or monthly sum of money. 

• Rainz (2023) positions that Chilimba is a scheme where more people create a money pool and 
contributions are paid as agreed and at intervals, the group pay each other and when it comes to new 
members, they are able to join after a complete cycle. 

• Chilimba helped direct and indirect community members affected by COVID-19 during and after the 
pandemic as they were able to put food on the table, access medical care and transportation (Mutale, 2023).



Susa Indigenous Intervention

1

Susu Indigenous 
Intervention is one of such 
interventions in Ghana that 
is one of Africa’s most early 
traditional banking systems 
which have over the decades 
been the mode of fund 
mobilization for initiation, 
sustenance and in some 
cases development of small 
businesses (Alabi, Alabi, & 
Akrobo, 2007). 

2

Seibel (2001) states that 
Susu has been in operation 
in Nigeria whereby most 
adults are part of Susu. 

3

The Susu system seems to 
have proven to be a 
dependable and cost-
effective mechanism of 
emphasizing state 
participation and 
encouragement of the 
domestic indigenous sector. 

4

Susu is not just a financial 
product but also a social 
capital because, the 
individual members of Susu 
derive mutual benefits from 
the network that cannot be 
achieved by isolated 
member efforts (De Souza, 
1997). 

5

Susa proved itself as a 
critical social and financial 
intervention during the 
COVID-19. 



Stokvels Indigenous Intervention

• Stokvels Indigenous Intervention in South Africa just like Susu and Chilimba, is a form of 
communal savings scheme or investment that plays as a foundation stone of community-
based savings for decades (Barter, 2024) and Mduduzi & Khumalo, 2019).

• Stokvels currently run as savings stokvels, burial stokvels, grocery stokvels, birthday-party 
stokvels, and investment clubs boost people’s wellbeing. 

• Stokvels are an informal self-help unification of people with a shared goal of pooling the 
resources together on a regular basis to deal with a shared need due to poverty, 
joblessness, and income security (Matuku & Kaseke, 2014). 

• Stokvels have improved the people’s standard of living and during COVID-19, it came 
handy in providing needed income to many households that formed part of Stokvels 
(Barter, 2024) .



Humanism

The new Zambia so to speak promulgated policies and programmes that attempted to erase the inherited legacy of 
colonialism which was mainly defined by the inequities and inequalities of the colonial era to plan to the 

transformation of the new society and it was also linked to the social welfare policy of Zambia.

During colonial rule, United National Independence Party was forceful in advocating an egalitarian and non-racial 
society premised on African values. 

Zambia became independent on 24 October 1964 and its first president was Kenneth Kaunda.



Humanism

▪ The new Zambia raised the standard of living, achieving a 
more equitable distribution of wealth, humanising social 
security such as  free health services and expanded 
educational facilities and developed agriculture in the 
interest of the people (Tordoff and Molteno, 1974).

▪ Zambia’s development trajectory was underpinned by an 
ideology, known as Humanism which was used as a tool to 
mobilise the citizens around the nation-building and socio-
economic development (Kaunda, 1966).



Umunthuism

• Umunthu in Malawi & Zambia just like Ubuntu in South 
Africa & Swaziland just to mention a few countries is a 
word derived from the Bantu languages and it means 
humanness (Etieyibo, 2017& Chagunda, 2021). 

• In a Black African Community generally speaking, 
umunthuism refers to the interconnectedness, mutual 
responsibility of an individual with the community and the 
nature of embeddedness. 

• I argue that umunthuism is part of Black African Indigenous 
Knowledge System that enables the indigenous social 
policy implementation in an effort of contributing to the 
wellbeing of human beings (Chagunda, 2023).

• Due to umunthuism, local communities had helped each 
other to access medical care, housing, food security, burial 
services and education just to mention a few (Bolt, 2016). 



Umunthuism

• On the African continent, immediately after independence 
some countries such as Tanzania (Ujamaa), Zambia 
(Humanism) & Malawi (umunthuism) included in their 
national plan & according to Scarritt (1971) govts-built 
schools, clinics and provided their citizens with services that 
nurtured a cooperative relationship with the economy 
(Kaunda, 1966; Nyerere, 1966; Chagunda, 2023).

• Umunthuism contributes in ending poverty in all its forms, 
achieving food security, improving access to medical care, 
opening access to assets and resources (Chagunda, 2021; 
United Nations, 2016 & 2022).

• Noyoo and Matela (2024) critically state that extended 
family unit in Africa which is central to Umunthuism plays 
a fundamental role in indigenous welfare system. 



▪ Umunthuism has been part of African education, passed orally from generation 

to generation and as such knowledge is what an individual acquires throughout 

one’s life 

▪ Education plays a critical role in transferring the Umunthuism values (Letseka, 

2000). 

▪ Within Umunthuism one finds various characteristics such as “caring, humility, 

thoughtful, considerate, understanding, wise, generous, hospitable, socially 

mature, socially sensitive, virtuous and blessed” (Le Roux, 2000:43). 

▪ Umunthuism by design is supposed to promote the common good of family and 

community (Chagunda, 2021)

▪ Within Traditional Authorities in Malawi one still finds traditional institutions 

that look after the orphans, the elderly, the sick and the disabled. They do this 

with their limited available resources.



COVID-19 traditional remedies

• In most communities in rural areas Traditional Herbal Practioners prepared and shared indigenous 
concoction of various herbs for the extended family members in 2020/21 during COVID-19

• In some communities in rural areas such concoction was shared in the broader rural communities

• Just like when people get bitten by snakes treat themselves and hardly takes anyone to the mission or
government hospitals, rural people treated themselves during COVID-19.

• Even when there were lockdowns in Malawi, in rural communities such regulations were hardly observed 
but there were not many cases reported for COVID-19 if any.

• It has been documented that Black African Knowledge system including traditional medicine has been 
side-lined in favour of mainstream Western Science and knowledge and sometimes this is done by Black 
African academics educated within Western Education (Communique, 1993).

• There is a serious need to research, recognize, publish and integrate Traditional Black African interventions 
as argued by Domfeh (2007).



Modernize them or create room for them

• There is a need to change our mind set for Black African Knowledge System

• It is necessary to slowly start putting Black African Medical Responses on the same or 
similar level with medical responses

• Various African interventions such as Chilimba, Susu, Stokvel and Umunthuism and others 
have to be modernized or accepted as such (Barter, 2024; Mduduzi & Khumalo, 2019).

• Black African Leadership should adopt and integrate Black African Indigenous 
Interventions into their policies and strategic plans (Domfeh, 2007).

• Increase partnership between research institutes, government and Black African 
Indigenous institutions to test and package properly including storage of Traditional Black
African medicine.



Principles of umunthuism vs 
transformative social policy

• The principles of Black African Knowledge System such as umunthuism are in line with those of 
transformative social policy as briefly indicated above. 

• Umunthuism contains home-grown transformative interventions capable of developing the African 
continent.

• Umunthuism is making inroads into healthcare, food security, nutrition, and others so it is 
beneficial for the African continent to boost creativity and harnessing of Black African Knowledge 
System. 

• Therefore, transformative social policy and Black African Indigenous Knowledge Systems are key in 
raising the quality of life of Africans in this regard.

• Instead of undermining or side lining Black African Knowledge System, African Leadership and 
Academics should find ways of adding value to such knowledge system through scientific innovation 
(Horak, 2005). 

• Currently, there is limited and in some situations, no funding to conduct research within the Black 
African Knowledge System and as such the African continent will continue to rely on Western 
Knowledge System even though Africa has its own resource to transform its own citizenry.
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