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ABSTRACT
The importance of Indigenous Knowledge (IK) in understand-
ing the environment and informing scientific studies has
gained prominence with the increased attention on envi-
ronmental sustainability. Researchers have partnered with
indigenous communities towards leveraging technology to
preserve these important IK. However, there still remains
a gap in the understanding of how indigenous community
members use technology to engage with, and safeguard their
IK. We conducted an interview-based study with museum
experts and members of an indigenous community in Kenya
to understand how community members seek, preserve, and
disseminate location-dependent IK. We augmented our find-
ings through a year-long observation of organic interactions
on six Facebook Pages that are specifically geared towards
discussing aspects of IK. The findings illustrate the impor-
tance of location in providing context, and identifying disap-
pearing IK. We also highlight how community members seek
and share the IK especially on Facebook. We conclude by
describing research and design opportunities for identifying
and preserving IK in accordance with community wishes.
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1 INTRODUCTION
The importance of Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) in
conveying a community’s living expressions, traditions, and
knowledge that have been passed down through generations,
has been acknowledged and appreciated across academic
disciplines [46]. Indigenous Knowledge (IK)–the skills and
knowledge that an indigenous community has collected over
a long history of interaction with their environment, is con-
sidered a sub-field of ICH. That knowledge is increasingly
considered important as sustainability has gained promi-
nence [44]. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) offers a central point where
scholars and scientists across disciplines in conjunction with
indigenous communities and other stakeholders, meet to cre-
ate universal guidelines for safeguarding cultural practices
and IK [42]. This includes how ICH evolves with time and
technology advances, and the community changing roles
as younger community members gravitate away from the
traditional way of life [43].
Scholars within Human Computer Interaction (HCI) do-

main have considered the impact of technology in the preser-
vation, use, and amplification of ICH and IK, and have elicited
domain-specific guidelines for handling IK with technol-
ogy [14]. Partnerships with indigenous communities have
yielded guidelines on how to seek community support by
establishing respectful boundaries on handling ICH [21].
Other research-community partnerships through participa-
tory design and consultations, have leveraged technology
affordances with local epistemologies and IK to design re-
silient and trustworthy systems [30, 50].
We endeavor in our research to understand how indige-

nous communities approach the safeguarding of indigenous
IK. In this paper, we scope the research to focus on how
the Kalenjin people safeguard disappearing IK–especially
that which is tied to physical locations. The Kalenjin are
an indigenous community who reside in the Rift Valley re-
gion of Kenya (area described in Figure 1). We conducted
an interview-based study with 12 participants, 10 of whom
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Figure 1: Shaded region represents areas that theKalenjin re-
side, which encompasses nine counties located the Rift Val-
ley region.

identified as Kalenjin. Additionally, we observed organic in-
teractions on six Facebook Pages that revolve around the
Kalenjin culture. Our choice of Facebook Pages was influ-
enced by our observation of earnest and transparent discus-
sion [33] regarding IK, the conflicts surrounding provenance,
acceptability, and the role that technology plays in the preser-
vation.

We leverage two design guidelines to frame our approach.
First, “People as knowledge, place as knowledge and practice
as knowledge” framework proposed by Awori and colleagues
[3]. We focus especially on the place as knowledge recommen-
dation that considers in-situ knowledge [51] as important
to understand indigenous knowledge: place of origin, place
of settlement and the communal knowledge therein [3]. Sec-
ond, we leverage our prior respectful space approach [21]
in charting the boundaries of location-specific indigenous
knowledge that is the scope of this work. We expanded on
the idea of location in that work, to include other aspects con-
sidered important to the community–beyond in-situ location:
sacred sites, cultural locations, etc. [21].
Our work also builds upon previous work on interacting

with, and safeguarding IK, including ways of recognizing
and leveraging location in imbuing context to IK [7]. It also
encompasses work that recognizes and respects the wisdom

of the indigenous community through their interaction with
their environments [43], together with how best to incorpo-
rate this into design of technology and tools [51].

We make three contributions to HCI/ICH study: First, we
provide an in-depth understanding on how IK knowledge
depends on location, going beyond contextual knowledge
that for example informs the placement of houses, wisdom
of where to dig wells etc. We also consider geographical
features and transient IK–connecting our work with other
research that consider the importance of trails (for hiking,
pilgrimage etc) and their impact on IK. Second, we provide
insights on how community members seek location-specific
IK and their importance in giving context to disappearing
and forgotten IK. Third, we highlight the implications of
considering location in the narration and preservation of IK
together with the role of technology in the preservation.

2 RELATEDWORK
This work intersects Indigenous Knowledge (IK) and its inter-
action with scientific findings. We place particular emphasis
on the importance of safeguarding IK associated with loca-
tion, and the role of technology in the preservation.

Changing Influence on Indigenous Knowledge
There is increased awareness on the importance of indige-
nous knowledge (IK) especially relating to the environment.
For example, once banned for the danger of causing cata-
strophic fires, the Native American practice of light burning
called “the good fire” is now acknowledged to be an impor-
tant practice to combat larger fires [8, 19], as is learning
from Vanuatu indigenous architecture towards designing
buildings resilient to tropical cyclones [45].
The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural

Organization (UNESCO) in addition to highlighting the im-
portance of IK [44], provide guidelines on the ethical han-
dling of IK and the larger domain of intangible cultural her-
itage (ICH) [43]. This is done through partnership with inter-
disciplinary researchers and indigenous communities around
the world [42]. Further guidelines have been provided by
researchers in the HCI domain through observation and part-
nerships with indigenous community members: for example
in promoting sustainable architecture [49], in using local wis-
dom to inform requirement elicitation frameworks [50], and
in the creation of resilient and trusted systems that leverage
both indigenous and scientific knowledge [30].
This paper presents a study of the Kalenjin indigenous

community in Kenya. We consider the state of IK and how
it has evolved especially over the last 100 years–marked by
the influence of colonialism and the books about the com-
munity that were written by British anthropologists. During
the disruption of the colonial period, Local Native Councils
(LNC) were established in 1922 with the aim of providing



Trail as Heritage AfriCHI 2021, March 8–12, 2021, Maputo, Mozambique

a space for community members to “air their grievances
[and ...] [receive] basic social needs” [29]. By 1950, this had
evolved into African District Council (ADC) that granted the
local community more autonomy, and would guide how the
culture evolved–by setting specific timelines for the rite of
passage ceremonies to be conducted [29], for example. As
Christianity expanded, indigenous rites were incorporated
(naming of altars for example) [25]. While this served to pro-
vide some continuity to the IK, it also obscured the original
histories and meanings. The Kalenjin still wrestle with the
proper way to preserve IK especially as the community has
continually shifted from communal notions, to individualism
[38]. Understanding how the IK has evolved over time, pro-
vide an opportunity to understand how IK is safeguarded in
the present time, the generational role of community mem-
bers in the preservation, and the impact of technology in the
evolution.

Trail as Heritage: Location Importance
The importance of ‘place’ has been demonstrated to be criti-
cal to IK across different indigenous groups [48]. The bound-
aries surrounding these places are imbued with meanings
that in turn influence the culture by informing identity [3].
It is important that technology in this domain leverage this
in-situ knowledge [6] to inform boundaries [53], and embed
the context [7] to other spatial representations [15]. Within
the described boundaries, we consider the role of time. We
define permanent locations as stand-alone sites of impor-
tance to IK, and encompass cultural sites. Transient locations
are those that are impacted by time, and add depth to nar-
ratives and stories told to give context and meaning to IK.
Our definition of transient knowledge builds on previous
research on transient locations that has considered long dis-
tance hikers: as they cover long distances in a given time–to
understand their motivations for doing so, for example for
religious purposes in pilgrimages [9], the impact it has to
themselves [10], and to others: both online and offline [23].

Transient knowledge within indigenous communities can
be considered the preserve of “travelling griots” [12] who
travel from place to place to tell stories and preserve IK.
Transient knowledge also encompasses the community’s un-
derstanding of their local terrains and important landmarks
that may no longer be visible and are typically not revealed
in modern maps [34]. While important in collective memory
– “for coding and legitimization of kinship, ownership and
belonging” [18], location is also difficult to represent given
the different ways that indigenous communities interpret
them [7]. For example: narrating how IK on ancient paths to
safe watering points e.g. where to avoid crocodiles [49], and
the origins of ancient ornamentation [32]. The timelessness
of the nature of collective memory make it challenging to be
used and preserved as fact using current technologies.

In this work, we consider the importance and promise of
location to IK narration and preservation. To further guide
our approach, we adopt the location-specific IK boundaries
we described in previous work [21, 24], alongside “place as
knowledge” sub-framework defined by Awori and colleagues
[3].

Technology Use for Preserving Indigenous
Knowledge
The reliance on oral narration to preserve and entrust tra-
ditional knowledge is perceived to be fragile, and easily in-
terrupted [8, 46, 48]. The opportunity to use technology in
the preservation to counter this fragility is still a matter of
debate: balancing the advantages of permanent preserva-
tion, against community wishes to have agency over how
they are represented [12, 17] in the stories, and how they
retain ownership of their narratives [8]. Together with this
importance, comes the awareness regarding the possible IK
commodification that erodes community trust in adopting
technology to archive their IK [48].

While technology has provided means to re-connect gen-
erations and to preserve IK passage [4, 36, 37], often there
are limitations and participation required in order to adapt
to how community members preserve their IK [6, 7]. This
typically occurs where there is a mismatch of IK representa-
tion and technology used in the preservation: for example
preserving oral-based IK in written form [47]. The trust sig-
nals used by community members do not transfer to the
written form, which limits community participation [11, 47].
Technology is also not very well equipped to handle “cultural
wicked problems” [35]–where conflicting understanding of
cultural knowledge within the community itself exist. Typ-
ically, the understanding is continually (re)negotiated by
community members, but these re-negotiations are not part
of current design approaches, nor are they supported by
current technologies [21]. Technology that have found mea-
sures of success have involved contextual applications with
community buy-in [26, 36].

Critical theories customized to computing have provided
guidance on how such research partnerships should be con-
ducted [1, 14]. This is borne out of awareness of the narra-
tives describing IK, including suspect methodologies that
leveraged racial theories and used the testimony of very few
informants during the colonial period [32], resulting in texts
that was then (and still are) considered authoritative sources
of knowledge about the indigenous community. We adopt
our “respectful space” approach [21] to guide the handling of
IK, as this approach also provide guidelines for accommodat-
ing cultural wicked problems and limiting researcher bias.
Using the critical lenses above, we consider how the Kalen-
jin indigenous community members use location to imbue
context to IK both online and offline, how technology space
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Alias Gender Age Occupation Notes
P1 W 94 Farmer Kabarnet
P2 W 88 Farmer Kitale
P3 M 87 Maize Farmer Kitale
P4 M 63 Retired Teacher Eldoret
P5 M 59 Retired Office Clerk Eldoret
P6 M 44 Docent Kitale Museum
P7 W 35 Docent Kabarnet Museum
P8 W 33 Docent and Curator Tambach Museum
P9 M 23 Diver Cheploch Gorge
P10 M 20 Diver Cheploch Gorge
P11 M 20 Student Everywhere
P12 M 19 Student Everywhere

Table 1: Interview Participants. All themale participants had completed their rites of passage andwere considered
adults by their community – entrusted with the wisdom to adapt to contexts when discussing IK that had been
passed on to them

has impacted the safeguarding of IK, and how the cultural
know-how has evolved.

3 METHOD
Study Site and Participants
To understand the role that location plays in IK in different
contexts, we conducted an interview-based study with 12
participants, 10 of whom spanned different sub-groups that
make up the Kalenjin indigenous community. The partici-
pants ages ranged between 19 and 94 years at the time of the
study (Table 1). The participants also spanned elders who
had experience with old trails, three museum docents who
had knowledge of how indigenous knowledge is narrated
in the museums, and other–younger community members
who could provide contextual information regarding their
understanding of locations in the context of IK. We used
convenience sampling to ask for recommendations for elders
to interview in this study: by asking friends on social media
to recommend who to interview and to introduce us to the
elders in order to establish a line of trust, the verification of
our identity and the research subject. The first author is a
member of the Kalenjin community, fluent in the language:
this fact served to provide a measure of trust and comfort–
widening the topics that the elders were willing to share,
trusting that we would respectfully handle those stories.
The three elders in this study (P1, P2, P3) were already

adults in the late colonial period–the time right before Kenya
won its independence from the British in 1963. At that time,
transport infrastructure was scarce. When interviewing the
elders, we were particularly interested in their experience of
travelling without the aid of vehicles and their understanding
of landmarks–including how they obtained the knowledge
of these landmarks.

Two participants were born around the time Kenya won
its independence (P4, P5) and received formal education.
We wanted to examine the kind of IK they had regarding
places and landmarks, how they used these places and their
contextualization, and the current iteration of these IK places.

P9 and P10were part of a 14-man diving team that jump off
the Chebloch gorge that borders the Kerio river1 for sport.
People would pay to observe this death-defying attempt.
Kerio river is an important landmark that is used as a natu-
ral border between Elgeiyo Marakwet county and Baringo
county (Figure 2). The river (and the gorge) plays a major
role in old IK held by Kalenjin subgroups that have for cen-
turies been separated by it. In our interview, we sought to
understand the IK the participants held about this important
geographical location.

Finally, to understand the type of location-specific IK that
is preserved by themuseum and/or narrated by the docents to
augment other community artifacts, we interviewed docents
representing the three main (cultural) museums that repre-
sent the Kalenjin community: Kitale, Tambach and Kabarnet
museum respectively (Figure 3). The three museums are
funded and managed under the National Museums of Kenya
umbrella2 [22].

Once it was widely known by the community of our inten-
tion to interview the elders regarding IK, we had audiences
of interested community members awaiting us either outside
the museum gates or at the elders’ homes. Apart from listen-
ing alongside the interview, the audience members would
often interject to give context to the IK narrated, or to ask
questions. We welcomed these interactions as they enriched
our interview experience–and made the elders feel at ease as

1https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kerio_River
2https://www.museums.or.ke/
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Figure 2: The Kerio river formed the Chebloch gorge (first and second panel). The third panel is a view from atop the escarp-
ment overlooking the Kerio Valley. The river provided a natural boundary between two subgroups with different relationship
to the river and the valley and is associated with a lot of indigenous knowledge and oral history.

they essentially held court and told their stories in the lan-
guage and cadence that fit the narrative (Figure 4 illustrates
this).

The interviews were conducted in three languages: Kalen-
jin, Kiswahili and English, depending on participant comfort.
The younger participants tended to speak in a mix of lan-
guages, while the elders exclusively spoke in the Kalenjin
language. The museum docents used a mix of English and
Kiswahili in their interviews.

Alongside the interviews, we observed community inter-
action on social media to have a deeper understanding of
the role that location plays in the seeking and narration of
IK online. Facebook Pages are managed by administrators
whose posts appear on the main feed. Page followers can in-
teract with the administrator(s) posts, while their own posts
appear in a separate–mostly out-of-view page.
Using the Facebook built-in search filter, we used vari-

ous keywords relating to the Kalenjin culture–including the
“Kalenjin” keyword. We manually examined the results and
included public Pages and Groups that are predominantly
involved in the discussion about the Kalenjin culture. To
begin the analysis and Facebook conversations from Pages,
we sought permissions from the Page administrators and
include the six that assented. In our Facebook observations,
we particularly focused on examining what IK was shared,
how it was shared, what was sought–and especially focusing
on the discussion on location.

Analysis
We transcribed and translated most of the participant inter-
views alongside posts from Facebook. Out of respect, we did
not transcribe any of the participant discussion regarding sa-
cred knowledge and sacred spaces.We also took photographs
and kept notes of our observations. We then performed an
iterative thematic analysis [39]: first the authors and four
other researchers coded the transcripts. The first author then
led a second session using axial coding to elicit themes from
the codes with consensus meanings.

Themes from the second session consisted: landmarks,
context-specific IK, sacred spaces and trail knowledge. We
considered (1) How the IK specifics are still preserved, if at
all, (2) the effort of the community both online and offline
to interact with it, and (3) the implications on research and
technology in preserving and narrating these specific type
of indigenous knowledge.

4 FINDINGS
Location-Specific Indigenous Knowledge
The Kalenjin community pass their history through oral
narratives. Indigenous Knowledge (IK) that are dependent
on locations mostly revolve around prominent features: for
example hills, rivers, and waterfalls are still preserved and
understood by community members to this day. Less un-
derstood, are the IK associated with old routes that were
converted into formal roads–especially cross-roads that are
considered sacred.
When the Kalenjin community were restricted to “re-

serves” during the colonial period, the knowledge of im-
portant but non-prominent locations also started disappear-
ing. The lost locations are a source of conflicting narratives
depending on the sub-group and how the IK was passed
down through generations. An example of contested location-
based IK surrounds the reason why two subgroups of the
Kalenjin, namely the Nandi and the Tugen, only have seven
of the eight cyclical age-sets.

We first asked the divers about their knowledge of the IK
associated with the Kerio river (Figure 2). The IK associated
with it showcases the contested nature of the IK.

“From what I was told, there was a war, and the
Keiyo drove all the men in the Maina age-set of
the Tugen to the Kerio river so that most of them
drowned. So the elders cursed that age-set and was
struck off. – P10

But when we asked the rest of the participants, they had
different IK regarding the missing age-sets.
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Figure 3: Three museums that we visited: the National Museum of Western Kenya (also known as the Kitale Museum) located
in Kitale town (left), Tambach Museum (middle) located in Tambach town, and Kabarnet Museum (right) located in Kabarnet
Kenya. We interviewed the docent for Kitale and Kabarnet Museum, and the curator/docent at Tambach Museum.

“No, it is the Nandi who lost the Korongoro age-
set due to war [with the Maasai] – out of grief,
the elders struck that age-set from the cycle. The
Tugen’s Maina [age-set] was struck off because
they were notorious, so the elders punished them
by [redacted], and then placed the curse on that
age-set itself.” – P4

After having the two versions during their interview, P2
agreed with P4’s version regarding the missing Maina age-
set. They contextualized their answer by narrating their ob-
servations:

“I heard my grandmother cursing the [age-set]
‘may I never see one from that age-set’–I believed
because they were so bad and wouldn’t listen, they
had to be banished” – P2

When observing community interaction on Facebook, we
found that the members generally sought to identify the IK
that was lost, so as to discuss whether and how to preserve
this IK. This includes archaeological sites whose associated
IK have mostly faded with time [40].

Context-Specific Indigenous Knowledge
When considering non-prominent locations, we found a
greater engagement on Facebook towards identifying them
and articulating their prominence to the community. Given
a location, community members sought to ask living elders
regarding the knowledge they possessed regarding those
places, and/or other means of reverse-engineering to find
the associated IK. The suggestions of important locations
spanned geographical sites “the logical place is Tulwap Ngetik
at londiani” : TulwapNgetik is known in IK as the place where
the first Kipsigis sub-group performed their rite of passage.
Suggestions also included places that have been replaced by
formal roadways “I think we should preserve Sach-Oran be-
cause this was a sacred place that was involved in cursing away
conditions such as the epidemic”. The location of Sach-Oran is
at a crossroads: while still considered sacred, the knowledge
of the roads that intersected at this space is knowledge that
is disappearing with the elders.

Other suggestions showcased the decentralized nature of
the Kalenjin: “In all our counties, we Kapkoros (translated:
worship) the altar of Kalenjins” – “Kapkoros” also a term
referring to a shrine. Contested discussions surrounded those
that were against the selection and celebration of cultural
sites as long as harm caused during the colonial period are
not addressed “As long as the [Seer who was captured by
the British and died in exile] remains are still interred in the
midst of strangers, there should be no celebration. He should
be brought home [first].”
A theme of IK that emerged given how people related

to the location–in contextualizing their identity, fell under
context-specific IK. This included how community members
identified themselves.

“There are multiple clans with our name. But our
clan originates from Morop” – P3

Identity still remains layered. Community members iden-
tify themselves by their family names, clans, and then villages–
although the latter is losing significance owing to technology
and population growth.

“In those times, everybody knew each other by
their villages: Kapterit [Borders Elgeiyo-Marakwet
and Trans-Nzoia counties], Kapseniak and Kapke-
bei [currently found at the border of Uasin-Gishu
and Elgeiyo-Marakwet counties]. But these days
with the increased populations, they are no longer
as efficient a way of life. So this way of life is
slowly disappearing.” – P8

Ornaments would also be designed to fit the context-
specific nature of practicing IK. For example, P7 when nar-
rating leg bells described it thus:

“... these would be worn on feet so as to make as
much noise as possible. It used to announce that
there is a celebration planned. The ceremony-goers
would sometime travel a great distance and these
bells would announce them way ahead.” – P7

The interview participants had encounters with sacred
spaces–mostly as children participants, or as observers.
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Figure 4: Attendee asking a followup question to the elder
participant.

“There was a sacred tree that the community will
congregate underneath. They would bring offer-
ings [...] But I am going to ask my mother about
the details: that when there is a drought, the elders
would go up to the [hill] taking with them a sheep
with no blemishes that they would slaughter on
the hill. When they descend back down, the rain
would come.” – P5

There are locations that are still preserved, and still rele-
vant in the cultural practices of the Kalenjin. These typically
involves sacred rites.

“I have also witnessed a rain ceremony [...] there
was a drought that year and so the grandmothers
met and went (to the ceremony). No one else was
allowed. They wore traditional clothes and the
road was blocked so no one would follow them.
They would create a sacred circle at a special place
at the river bank where the water has dried up.
Then they would do their thing.”–P9

Some location-specific but contextual IK remain a mys-
tery. P1 remembers inheriting ornaments made of copper
and cowrie shells from her own grandmother. Cowrie shells
originated from the coast of Kenya (about 800 kms/500 mi
away), and her community did not have the expertise to mine
and refine copper. If the community bartered with others
from the coast, then they would precede the formal trade
routes that were observed in the mid-to-late 1800s and are
preserved in books.

Transient Indigenous Knowledge
Transient IK involves the knowledge that relates to trail and
old paths. It also encompasses travelling storytellers/bards/griots.
Beyond trade routes, the Kalenjin passed on knowledge of
safe passages across communities, and locations of impor-
tant resources such as salt licks. Narration by community
members about transient IK was the most fascinating, as

they had stories of witnessing the elders in various years
preferring to walk to their desired destination even when
public transportation would be more convenient:

“My grand father-in-law would regularly walk
from Plateau to our home (distance of roughly
30km/18miles), an easy day’s walk for him. We
always sent him transport, but he said it was a
waste of good money. He kept regularly visiting us
this way until he was over 100 years. He knew the
way here through paths that we no longer know.”
– P5

P1 had the most experience of walking long distances be-
tween spread out communities.

“I regularly had to travel between Kabarnet and El-
dama Ravine (roughly 75km/46miles). It typically
took me two long days. There were known com-
pounds where you could safely spend the night.” –
P1

These trusted waypoints were passed on from person to
person. The waypoints were typically peoples homes that
were willing to welcome visitors with food, water, and a
place to spend the night. When this became regular, it was
not unusual for regular travellers to bring milk or other gifts
as thanks to their hosts. We could trace the IK regarding
trusted waypoints–from people the first author knew who
went to school then, and had to spend nights on the “road”
until the 1950s when this practice became scarce.

When men from the community were conscripted to fight
World War II for the British [20], two men from each village
were required. But it was left to the community to determine
who those two men would be. Beyond the community spec-
ification for the men to have first have been married with
children (for continuity purposes), the elders would perform
sacred rites to determine who to send.

“[My village] sent about 30 men. They had to walk
fromKimwarer to Tambach (roughly 45km/28miles)
where the interview was going to be held. It took
them about a day’s walk to get there.” – P3

Two men were selected to be trained and sent to war, the rest
were allowed to return to their village. (There is also very
little IK shared based on the returnees from war, although
this is beyond the scope of this work). Asked how they knew
of the way to Tambach, P3 elaborated:

“A lot of people had raided those communities, and
others have travelled across. So they went with a
guide who would show the way. After they came
back, they would know the way to show others” –
P3

The longest distance traversed by foot was reported by P3
who claimed that he and others trekked from their village in
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the Rift Valley region of Kenya to Butembo in the Democratic
Republic of Congo (roughly 839km/520 miles) in the early
1950s. This path is an almost straight easterly direction that
crosses through Uganda and the forested and dangerous
Virunga region of the Congo. P3 Wouldn’t divulge any more
details on the reasons for their going this distance (and back).
Neither would they divulge how long it took to complete the
trek and the logistics of undertaking the journey.

5 DISCUSSION
In this section, we discuss the importance of considering
location-specific IK. From our findings, we note that the
three major reasons why location-specific IK is disappearing
involves displacement, relevancy (for example population
explosion rendering village boundaries useless), and secrecy
– knowledge of sacred spaces and their use.

Some IK were “solemnly charged–not to be divulged on
the pain of curse” [38]. Details of sacred rites have been
collected and written by British officers–often with missing
details and with context stripped [13]. The careless treat-
ment of such ceremonies have led to a general distrust of
community narratives that are rendered into written forms
especially if this was done during colonial period, and with-
out the sanction of elders and community members [32].

The Role of Social Media in Equalizing Participation
Previous work have identified the popularity [33] and acces-
sibility of Facebook to those with the resources to do so [52].
Alongside these positive attributes, the nature of tools and
development reliant on the social media having the tendency
to amplify existing inequalities [41]. From our observation
of Facebook interactions surrounding the Kalenjin culture,
we find that the people who have the IK knowledge to share,
tend to be those in the rural areas while the seekers tend
to be those raised in urban areas (including the diaspora).
There is an equality of sorts with respect accorded to those
with the knowledge. The discussion on sacred location typi-
cally occurred in the Kalenjin dialect which made it easier
for community members to discuss the details. But the use
of the dialect also had an effect of discriminating against
those who were not raised based on the language. This has
been observed in other communities as an opportunity for
equality in participation [49] – although as with echo cham-
bers, language as currency have the possibility of fomenting
ethnic tensions [27], amongst other ethical implications [16].
As a design recommendation, we propose a closer deter-

mination of how to empower community members to make
use of the equality inherent in IK exchange, while at the
same time equalizing participation with those community
members lacking fluency in the language.

Figure 5: The Sotet an artifact used to store milk is an exam-
ple of a “cultural wicked problem”: elder community mem-
bers of the community hold it as a sacred, but the younger
members are ambivalent and may use it as ornamentation.

Shifting Indigenous Spaces
We found that changing times prescribes that some locations
would lose significance. For example, because the rites of
passage that used to be centralized has been decentralized,
there is no longer any one significant location that all com-
munity members hold sacred: what one age-set in a subgroup
considers important is not important to another age-set in
the same subgroup [5].

Location-specific IK fading also introduces conflicting sto-
ries, which are considered as cultural wicked problems [35].
Cultural wicked problems reveal aspects of the culture re-
garding location that are at the threshold of change. We
elaborated on the conflicting narrative on the missing age
set in the Findings. Another of such wicked problem occur
in how the elders in our group considered the sanctity of the
sotet–an artifact primarily used in the storage of milk, while
the younger generation appropriate the design of the sotet
as a house decoration or to inspire cake designs (Figure 5).

The wicked problems being inflection points of shifting IK
present valuable opportunities for researchers to understand
how culture evolves as it is being handed over from one
generation to the next. How the community negotiates the
cultural wicked problems reveal their IK use, and IK need
that can be further assisted with technology for dialog or
for preservation of the IK that is dying–if the community
members wish to do so.

Amplifying the Griot: Preserving Storytelling Agency
Griots are community members tasked with record keeping
of community stories, songs and performance. The term
originates from West Africa, and it is used to describe the
high status accorded to those that the community members.
The elders of the Kalenjin community were accorded the
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respect “of elders who had knowledge of ‘custom, discretion
and substance”’ [32].
Throughout this work, we have discussed the various

roles that location play in the preservation of IK. Situated,
transitory and in-between. Scholars have proposed lenses
to consider the importance of these locations [3], and the
respectful way to incorporate technology in these spaces,
if appropriate [21]. We add to these works by recommend-
ing the use of elders as griots–the discriminating force to
determine what can be shared, and what cannot. They can
also ascribe the respectful space for the use of technology to
preserve IK, together with the discussion regarding cultural
wicked problems.

We see the community need for elder knowledge by how
they interview the elders in their own community [31], along-
side proposing and effectuating a formal professional-grade
interview with famous elders in the entire Kalenjin commu-
nity (known for their oratory, their art, and/or their politics)
[2, 28]. This approach would meet the need of communi-
ties who are scattered, or who do not have a firm grasp of
the community language. This would in turn guide how the
museums preserve and interact with these IK – giving the
community the agency to determine future directions.

Other Design Implications
We recommend the incorporation of other design applica-
tions in interacting with these spaces: the use tools and
technologies by previous work [4] that is fine-tuned to con-
sider the context and considering the depth that location
consideration imbues on IK passage.
Researchers tend to focus primarily on IK that focuses

on small-scale location (local contexts and houses) towards
leveraging spatial understanding to mapping for example.
But as we have outlined based on community-needs, we
find that community-members seeking specific contextual
knowledge would have greater impact in understanding re-
lationships, charting history and understanding how their
IK evolves.

6 CONCLUSION
In this work we considered how Indigenous Knowledge
(IK) and the role that indigenous communities play in the
preservation, use and dissemination especially using social
media. We found that location play an important role in
the safeguarding the IK, especially giving context and high-
lighting disappearing IK. We contribute by providing an
understanding on how IK knowledge depends on location.
We also provide insights on how community members seek
location-specific IK and their importance in giving context
to disappearing and forgotten IK. Finally we highlight the
implications of considering location in the narration and

preservation of IK together with the role of technology in
the preservation.
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