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Abstract  

This paper presents findings of a study on the indigenous knowledge and management 

systems of marine resources among the Mijikenda people of Coastal Kenya. The 

objective of the study was to investigate how Mijikenda indigenous system of practices 

and beliefs provides an understanding of indigenous ecological knowledge for 

classifying and managing marine resources. Undertaken in villages stretching from 

Vanga on the border between Kenya and Tanzania in the south coast, to Matsangoni in 

Kilifi County in the north coast, the study was guided by the theory of neo-

structuralism. It was undertaken between 2013 and 2022. The study employed an 

exploratory descriptive design. Data, which was collected using in-depth interviews, 

focus group discussions (FGDs), key informant interviews, informal interviews and 

transect walks, was analysed using both qualitative and quantitative approaches. The 

study found that the community has developed an elaborate taxonomy of mangroves, 

fisheries and corals through systematic observations over the years. Criteria used to 

create the taxonomies include physical features such as size, colour and shape. For 

fisheries, taxonomical characteristics also include behavior related to feeding, breeding 

and style of movement in the sea, as well as seasonal appearance in certain locations of 

the ocean. This study snugly places anthropology in the emerging praxis of knowledge 

production, practically identified and translated not only from the Western scientific 
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sense, but also from a wide spectrum of indigenous knowledge from diverse cultures 

like the Mijikenda.  

 

Key words: Beliefs, culture, ecology, indigenous knowledge, lived experience 

nomenclature, taxonomy 

 

Introduction  

Human communities have, to a large extent, cohabited with nature in harmony for 

millennia (Kamau et al, 2024). These communities have done so largely with the help of 

culture, which is the whole complex of practices, knowledge and beliefs of a group of 

people associated with a particular geographical or historical locus (Causadias, 2020; 

Kottak, 2009). Human communities use culture to not only adapt to particular 

ecological zones, but also to manage and utilise the resources in those ecological zones. 

Thus, through experiential learning and adaptive strategies, many cultures have not 

only evolved knowledge about nature, but also particular systems of identifying, 

classifying and naming the natural world. This has heightened the interest of 

researchers who continue to compile an intricate corpus of literature on various kinds of 

indigenous nomenclature of the natural world (Shilabukha, 2015; Willis, 1990).  

 

This study was important in several ways. Biodiversity, the totality of genetic resources, 

varieties and ecosystems, is the very foundation of life on earth. Different regions of the 

world are endowed with different species of plant, animal and micro-organism species. 

The spatial distribution of these species is dependent upon climatic as well as 

topographic influences and dynamics (Crona, 2006). Furthermore, most of the epi-

centres of genetic diversity‖ are located in the Global South and these regions are, 

however, threatened with the loss of the important bio-diversity and genetic resources 

and knowledge systems as well as cultural expressions associated with them due to a 

number of dynamics (Shilabukha, 2018; Kamau et al., 2024). One of these factors is the 

focus on the so-called scientific methods of classifying and managing biodiversity, to 
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the exclusion of indigenous approaches. This may explain why development 

interventions have a long history of downplaying or even ignoring locally based 

knowledge (Shilabukha and Muyembe, 2024).   

 

Several studies have documented how cultures identify, name, classify and use 

different species found in their locales (Berkes, 1999; Acheson, 2003; Shilabukha, 2015). 

Such studies have antecedents in the indigenous lists of different species and other 

environmental features such as soils and animal breeding practices as documented by 

anthropologists and natural scientists from disparate indigenous groups (Berlin, 1975; 

Shilabukha, 2000). Early ethno-botany studies go back at least to Barrows' 1900 work on 

the Coahuila Indians of southern California, who made a living in a seemingly desolate 

desert environment by harvesting no less than 60 kinds of comestible plants and 28 

kinds of pharmaceutical plants (Berlin, 1975; Warren et al.  1995). In many cases, the 

science of folk taxonomies is associated with Harold Conklin, who documented 

extensive plant knowledge and classification systems of traditional groups such as the 

Hanunoo of the Philippines in the 1950s (Warren et al.  1995). However, the rapid 

development of indigenous taxonomy as a field started with the documentation of a 

tremendously rich body of environmental knowledge, not just of species but also their 

ecological relations among a diversity of groups outside the mainstream Western world 

in 1970s (Balee, 1989; Berkes, 1999; Callicot, 1994).  

 

These studies show that indigenous peoples in sundry geographical loci possess 

profound understanding of ecological relationships and distinct traditions of taxonomy. 

The common strand in all these studies is not only the cognisance accorded to the 

importance of preserving indigenous ecological knowledge for social and cultural 

reasons as well as for conservation of animal and plant genetic material, but also the 

fact that its significance is rooted in severely practical reasons. Indigenous taxonomical 
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knowledge has inestimable significance and value for ecological insights, creating an 

imperative for emergent scientific knowledge. This knowledge is important for future 

academic and policy endeavours in environmental management, mainly consequent 

from annotations of indigenous communities such as the Mijikenda of Coastal Kenya.  

 

However, as Shilabukha (2018) has noted, much of the work done in the area of 

indigenous ecological knowledge in general and indigenous taxonomy in particular has 

been particularly attentive to the discussions of indigenous knowledge of Australian 

and North American native peoples. Much of what is found elsewhere is missing from 

the literature. This study provides part of a tangential shift of interest to other parts of 

the world with equally profound indigenous knowledge of nature and how aspects of 

nature are identified, classified and named. The study generates knowledge and 

potentially contributes to efforts that will not only enrich anthropological knowledge on 

the nature/culture nexus, but also inspire other disciplinary discourses on indigenous 

knowledge and taxonomy. Additionally, the study has the potential to stimulate policy 

discourse on linking development and natural resources management to indigenous 

management systems.  

 

The Mijikenda, a bantu-speaking community living along the coast of Kenya, literally 

means “Nine villages” of Wadigo, Wagiriama, Wakauma, Wachonyi, Warabai, 

Waduruma, Wakambe, Waribe and Wajibana (Mwangudza, 1983). This community is 

patrilineal and patrilocal. Inheritance is through the father’s lineage. Among the 

Mijikenda, what amounts to knowledge about the natural world is determined by 

classes of people that possess authority to shape and control knowledge itself (Gachihi, 

2012). The category of holders, inheritors and practitioners of this knowledge include, 

community oracles, circumcision experts, indigenous architects, domestic animal 

breeders, healers, rainmakers (locally called wahimba – plural and mhimba-singular), 
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mangrove cutters, and fishing expedition leaders, among others. Indigenous taxonomy 

is primarily a way of naming and ordering the world that is in the custody of these 

powerful experts, individuals or groups accredited to participating in institutions that 

maintain social order (Wekesa et al., 2021). These experts preside over sacred 

ceremonies and rituals, especially those touching on marine resources (Gachihi, 2012). 

 

Fishing and mangrove harvesting are major livelihood activities among the Mijikenda. 

Time spent in fishing and mangroves cultivates intimacy and harmony with the ocean, 

reinforcing strong ties to specific places, forming a web of close relationships with 

marine creatures that are a part of Mijikenda identity and spirituality (Shilabukha, 

2018). The most significant beliefs and values revolve around three fundamental 

relationships. One is the relationship between people and their local environment. The 

second is the relationship among humans and third is the relationship between people 

and their ancestry.  

 

The importance of the first two relationships stems from the community’s dependence 

on one another and on the marine environment for survival. This dimension points to 

how indigenous ecological knowledge, the indigenous system of practices (experienced 

events), belief, and context (CPB) provides an epistemological basis for the 

understanding of indigenous ecological knowledge for managing marine resources. The 

system further provides a platform for indigenous nomenclature of mangroves, 

fisheries and corals. The third relationship demonstrates the belief that those who came 

before knew the correct and proper way, which makes it possible to analyse the ways in 

which the Mijikenda ecological knowledge may lead to greater understanding of 

different worldviews for the management of marine resources. The traditional practices 

and beliefs of the Mijikenda related to marine resources are guided by cultural protocol, 

which combines knowledge, practice, and belief, fundamental characteristics that have 
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evolved over time within this cultural and ecological context. The protocol brings forth 

discipline and responsibilities to fishing, mangrove and coral harvesting as well as to 

other cultural activities.  

 

Theoretical framework  

The study was guided by theory of Neo-structuralism, which is concerned with 

grasping how the structures underlying each cultural, tradition, norm, value and 

custom within a culture are tied to the symbolic meanings embedded in the culture and 

interpreted through lived experience (Kuper, 2006. The theory presents institutions as 

layers with structural interconnections, in which case cultural institutions provide 

building blocks to the understanding the whole. As Levi-Strauss (1963) holds, these 

forms are necessary and sufficient to grasp the unconscious structures underlying each 

institution and custom. One of the pillars of culture is the way the natural and social 

worlds are identified, named and categorised. Anthropologists have always been 

interested in indigenous taxonomy because it encapsulates cultural expressions that are 

part of the underlying structures that help anthropologists to explore systems of 

classification in culture (Shilabukha, 2015). Studies done by Berlin, Ruddle, Berkes and 

Bateson, among others, point to this interest (Shilabukha, 2015).  

 

Anthropologists such as Nangedo (1996), Kuper (2006) as well as Opande and 

Onyango-Ouma (2024) have variously argued that the essence of social order and 

solidarity lies in concrete institutions and formalised relationships within the society. 

Therefore, social order is only possible through symbolic logic that connects people to 

the external world through our senses (Nangendo, 1996). Thus, our senses comprehend 

the external world through a plethora of meanings, which are embedded in our cultural 

symbols. Taxonomy is part of that logical symbolism. Therefore, names of things and 

categories of them have a bearing on each other (Kuper, 2006). These are the methods 
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and ways groups of humans use as means to understanding the natural and human 

worlds.  

 

As Mendoza (2000) particularises, the essence of neo-structuralist theory is to relate the 

minute and the large-scale, the short-term and the long-term, presence and absence, 

which applies to local/indigenous knowledge in a global world. For the Mijikenda, 

many elements of the biophysical environment are imbued with human characteristics. 

This speaks to adaptation, indigenous environmentalism and indigenous epistemology, 

which may be explained by Julian Steward’s cultural ecology (Kottak, 2009). Steward 

emphasized the study of adaptive processes and argued that a social organisation itself 

may be considered an ecological adaptation of a group to its local environment (Kottak, 

2009; Shilabukha, 2018). A number of scholars such as Balee (1989) as well as Berkes 

(1999) have agreed with Steward’s argument. The emphasis on adaptive processes in 

human-nature relations as observed in traditional ecological literature brings out the 

dialectical overlaps between the natural and the social (Acheson, 2003). So, the 

Mijikenda, through indigenous knowledge and management systems of the marine 

ecosystem, relate to these features of the ecosystem on a communal and personal level, 

making it less likely for the concept of nature to be viewed as separate from the social. 

The assumption made here, then, is that if the indigenous taxonomy could be used to 

understand how people come to know, then understanding local epistemology can assist 

in developing sustainable resource management options.  

 

Methods and measures  

Ethical considerations 

The purpose of the study was to identify and discuss Mijikenda taxonomy of the marine 

resources and analyse its basis for managing mangroves, fisheries and corals. The study 

targeted individual adult Mijikenda resident in the proximity of marine resources in the 



293 

 

area stretching from Vanga in the South Coast in Kwale County to Matsangoni in Kilifi 

County in the North Coast. For purposes of obtaining consent, the research team 

explained the objectives of the study to those who participated in the study. Those who 

voluntarily expressed willingness to be interviewed were issued consent forms for 

signing before participating in the study. The explanations included making the 

participants aware that the study would lead to dissemination through journal articles, 

and conference papers. This journal article is part of the efforts to disseminate the 

findings of the study for academic and policy review. 

 

Research site   

The study was carried out in the area between Vanga in Kwale County and Matsangoni 

in Kilifi County. In Kwale, the study was undertaken in Vanga, Wasini, Shimoni, 

Mkunguni, Gazi and Munje villages. In Mombasa, the study site included villages in 

Kisauni, Bamburi and Shanzu, while in Kilifi County, it was done in Mtwapa, Kanamai-

Majengo, Takaungu and Matsangoni.  

 

Data collection and analysis 

The study employed both primary and secondary data collection approaches. Primary 

data was collected through in-depth interviews with community members, focus group 

discussions (FGDs), key informant interviews, observation and informal interviews. 

There were 40 in-depth interviews, 4 FGDs with men and another 4 with women and 10 

key informant interviews with community leaders, Kenya Marine and Fisheries 

Research Institute (KEMFRI) Officers, Kenya Forestry Service Officers, Kenya Wildlife 

Service (KWS) Officers and local ecological knowledge experts. Secondary data was 

sourced from both published and unpublished from The data was analysed using 

content and thematic approaches. The findings are conveyed through a descriptive 

discourse.  
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Findings  

Finding 1: Classification of the marine resources 

Indigenous communities have evolved different notions of the natural world in ways 

that suit them in their particular contexts. Their perceptions and knowledge are shaped 

by their values, worldviews, and environmental ethics. Among the Mijikenda, the 

natural world is considered sacred and the property of the Supreme Being locally called 

Mulungu. According to men ‘s FGD in Kanamai, Kilifi:   

The land and all the resources on it belong to Mulungu (God). He directs how the 

resources should be used. These resources are not just for us. They are for everyone in the 

world. You know some resources are sacred. We have mangrove forests, coral reefs and 

fish types which are not touchable. We inherit knowledge about the environment from 

our parents. This information is passed from ancestosr, the custodians of this 

information.   

  

An elder in Takaungu, Kilifi County also added:  

 

We respected and worshipped the natural world. It was part and parcel of our kinship 

and friendship ecosystem. I am very worried about the alarming trends the degradation of 

the environment is taking and the depletion of resources, including disappearance of a 

whole type of animal or plant.  

 

A female healer in Kinondo, Kwale County had this to say:  

 

 I am sure someone else has told you this or will. you find out from others. We are not 

happy with the efforts of the current mandate to properly manage the utilisation of the 

marine resources. But we hope that things will improve if we are allowed to participate in 

the management of these resources. They belong to us; we shall suffer most of they are 

depleted. These are our resources and we know better how to manage them.           

 

Finding 2: Mangroves  

Mangroves are extremely versatile in their utility for the Mijikenda people. They can be 

used as water-resistant wood for buildings and furniture, serve as domestic fuel, protect 
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the shoreline from erosion, and filter pollutants to maintain water quality. Over the 

years, the community has learned a lot about the trees and the forests. As one elder in 

Munje, Kwale County explained:  

 

The forest is part of the creation given to our ancestors for their children and the children 

of their children. We get a lot from them. The bark of the mangroves and their leaves are 

medicine.  
 

A mangrove cutter from Mkunguni also informed us that  

 

They are used to heal the wounds of the circumcised. Dyes from the bark can also be 

extracted and used to colour the women for beauty purposes. They also bring us many 

tourists. 

 

Mangroves are generally called mikoko, the local name for the most widespread and 

commonest of the mangrove species, Rhizophora mucronata. Mangroves have many uses 

and these are not just about the trees. There are other resources found in the mangroves 

and the waters surrounding them. These resources are extracted according to age and 

gender. The community uses different ways to classify mangroves. One of them is the 

location of the trees in relation to the sea-land continuum. In this way, there are types 

that are found deep in the water, those that are semi-immersed and those found away 

from the sea. The mangroves are also classified according to the size of their stem and, 

therefore, their use by the community. They are also classified according to the size and 

shape of their propagule or leaves. The colour and texture of the leaves are also 

taxonomical considerations. Finally, they are classified according to the maximum 

height to which the trees can grow. The community is aware of the species and their 

location in the ecosystem (Table 1).  

 

Table 1: Mangrove species  

Local name  Botanical name  

Mlilana Sonneratia alba 
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Mkoko Rhizophora mucronata 

Mkandaa Geriops tagal 

Muia/Mkoko wimbi  Bruguiera gymnorhiza 

Mkomafi dume Xylocarpus moluccensis 

Msikundazi/Mkungu Heritiera litoralis 

Kikandaa Lumnitzera racemosa 

Mchu/Mtu Avicennia marina 

  

Discussions with the elderly respondents reveal that the mangroves actually divide 

themselves in zones and stages from inland into the sea. According to one male 

respondent aged 57 years at Matsangoni in Kilifi:  

 

There are three zones in any mangrove forest. In the first zone, which is nearer the shore, 

the trees are hard, narrow, have narrow whitish leaves and are strong. Here the trees 

regenerate through dropping their seeds in sandy soils. In the second zone, the middle 

one, the trees are bigger and softer with whitish leaves. Here, the trees regenerate when 

their twigs fall into the muddy soils, anchor themselves and germinate immediately. In 

the last zone, deeper into the sea water, the trees are softest with green, broad leaves. 

Here, the trees regenerate when their seeds drop in the muddy bottoms of the sea.          

 

The term mkoko connotes strength and staying power in Mijikenda metaphors. In real 

sense, however, mkoko refers to the commonest and most widespread species, 

Rhyzophora mucronata. The respondents characterised tree as being are of average size, 

with stilt arch roots and prop roots. According to one of the elderly male mangrove 

cutters aged 68 years:   

 

The trees appear to be standing on toes. The bark has a crack-like surface around the trunk 

and almost black in colour. The leaves are green and shaped like sharp-pointed ears and 

wide and also have brown spots on the underside surfaces. The tip and base of the leaves 

are broad and thorny on the underside. They have bigger flowers than the other species and 

the flower stems are white with thick petals.  

 

Another mangrove type, locally called mlilana (Sonneratia alba) was described thus:   
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The bark looks almost white although shaded brown. At times it also looks like ash. It has 

normal roots like other trees and the leaves are rounded and leathery. The flowers are white 

and pom-pom-like and open only for one night. Their fruits are large, green, leathery 

berries with a star-shaped base and have many seeds, which are white and flat.  
 

Mkandaa (Ceriops tagal) is a tree that has many shapes and sizes, according to the 

respondents. It is also called mkandaa mwekundu (the red mkandaa) or mkoko mwekundu 

(the red mkoko). A men’s FGD in Kanamai, described it as the tallest among the 

mangroves. In another men’s FGD in Takaungu, its features are:  

 

A slender stem and a compact crown in a favourable site. If its seeds drop in poorer 

conditions, it will not grow tall and will develop into a small bush. The roots are like 

those of the mkoko, looking as if they are standing on toes.  

 

Another type of mangroves locally called muia/mkoko wimbi (Bruguiera gymnorhiza) was 

characterised by one male cutter in Kanamai, aged 34 years as:  

 

Its alternative name, wimbi, means wave. Its growth is characterised by a wave-like 

development. The seedlings fall vertically into the mud and become established rapidly. The 

tree likes very salty areas, where it can grow up to 20 metres. Absence of salty conditions 

stunts its growth.  

 

Another type is mkomafi dume (Xylocarpus moluccensis) which literally translates to 

means the male type of the tree, which is rare in the northern parts of the coast 

(Mombasa and Kilifi), but abundant in Kwale. According to an elder in Majengo, Kilifi 

County:   

 

The name of the tree comes from the type of roots, which differ from other mangroves. It 

stands firm like a man. Its wood is mainly used for timber that is good for bed 

construction, window and door frames as well as charcoal and firewood. 
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Another mangrove type known as msikundazi or mkungu (Heritiera littoralis), was 

described by a respondent in Munje, Kwale County as glass-like as:   

 

A large tree with nuts that look like wings. You know it easily by the silvery scales on the 

underside of its leave, appear green from top and white from below, its name means the 

lid of a cooking pot from the shape of its pods.  
 

Another species is kikandaa (Lumnitzera racemosa) which, according to one male 

respondent in Shanzu aged 47 years, the local people refer to as the black mangrove or 

the small mkandaa - kikandaa. He described the species thus:   

 

There are two types which look the same as a plant but with differing flower colour. Each 

grows in its own environment. When their environments overlap, you will find that the 

trees in the intermediate environment have features of both types. One of them has red 

flowers whereas the other has white flowers.  

 

Then we have mchu (Avicennia marina), which is sometimes referred to as mtu (person).  

It is also called mtswi (or white mangrove). According to a male respondent in 

Mkunguni village in Kwale, the white mangrove is considered sacred among the 

Mijikenda.  He described its features thus:  

 

The bark is pale yellowish green, with raised dots. It has many underground root systems 

with 'pencil roots' which stick up out of the mud in dense strands spreading out from the 

tree. Its leaves are thick, leathery, shiny olive green above, with dense grey hairs beneath. 

The flowers look like milk though closer to yellow and smell like the perfumes women 

spray on themselves. The fruit looks like a green egg and its seeds develop on the tree, the 

fruit usually splitting after falling. 
 

 

Finding 3: Classification of corals and coral reefs  

Coral reefs are colonies of tiny animals found in marine waters that contain few 

nutrients. They are referred to as matumbawe and miamba ya bahari, respectively. Coral 
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reefs provide habitats for marine fish species, build tropical islands, protect the land 

from strong waves and storms, and contain an array of potential pharmaceuticals, and 

support tourism and fishing industries worth billions of dollars. According to the 

respondents, these are the houses and resting places for some fisher species. 

Additionally, they provide fresh air and oxygen for the fish which they take through 

their breathing organs, gills (locally called mathefu).  

Findings from an FGD with Wasini BMU members revealed that local community 

member identify three major types of coral (Table 3). They are matumbawe magumu 

(hard corals which are shaped like the human brain. The second type is referred to as 

matumbawe mepesi (or light corals) these are shaped like fingers or star-shaped. Then 

there are matumbawe  

All corals are found in shallow waters (shaped like figures. The hard corals are almost 

spherical in shape although the shape uncannily resembles that of the human brain. 

Those referred to as light corals appear to look like human fingers, while the massive 

corals are shaped like big blocks. Whereas the community recognizes the ecological 

significance of corals, there is no evidence of ritual significance. However, it was noted 

that corals play a significant role in tourism. This in a large part presents a big threat to 

their survival and, therefore, the ecosystem services they provide.  

 

Table 3: Types of corals  

Coral type  Geographical 

location  

Physical 

characteristics  

Ecological benefits  Cultural/ritual 

significance  

Matumbawe 

magumu (Brain 

coral) 

Shallow waters  Shaped like the 

human brain  

 

 

They provide food and 

spawning nests for fish   

Tourist 

attraction  

It is believed to 

cure cancer and 
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Matumbawe mepesi 

(shaped like 

figures)  

Shallow waters Shaped like 

human fingers  

They provide hiding 

nests for some fish 

types from predators  

bone problems  

Matumbawe mazito 

(Massive corals)  

Shallow waters Shaped like 

huge rocks  

They provide hiding 

nests for some fish 

types from predators 

 

 

Types of Corals: Brain-shaped corals                    Finger-shaped Corals                                    Massive Corals  

 

According to the respondents, the distribution of corals is affected by the force of 

waves. As such, more corals are found where the waves are strong as compared to 

where the waves are not very strong. With more corals, the more fish types found 

because they feed on the corals as well as depend on the corals for the supply of 

oxygen. Small corals are found in the creeks. Coral reefs are also fundamental to the 

social fabric of local communities, providing a source of food, building materials and 

traditional activities. According to one male fisher at Kanamai aged 43 years:  

 

Coral reefs are living organisms that grow best in warm, shallow and clear waters. We call them “the thick 

forest of the sea”. Some animals like the octopus (pweza) are found among corals.  

 

In Shanzu, one elder also indicated that: 

 

Corals and coral reefs provide food and spawning nests for fish as well as hiding nests for some fish types 

from predators apart from being tourist attractions.  
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Finding 4: Classification of fisheries  

The Mijikenda group different fish species into four major categories as follows: 

Category-1, those found in mangroves and lagoons  

Category-2 comprise those found in the deep sea,  

Category-3 comprise those mostly found in the sandy and muddy bottoms.   

Category 4: those found in corals and coral reefs  

 

Table 4: Fisheries by use found in mangroves and lagoons   
N  Local name   Scientific name   Common name   Uses   
1.  Gona     Rhinecanthus aculeatus  Blackbar triggerfish   Food fish   

R. assasia   Picasso triggerfish   Food fish   
2.  Kambe    Siganus  Juvenile rabbitfish    Food fish  
3.  

  

Kangaja   Acanthurus nigficans   Brown surgeon fish   Food fish  
A. nigrofuscus  Black surgeon fish  Fish food fish  

4.  Kasa kikoshi  Lepidochelys olivacea  Olive ridley turtle   Non-food  
5.  Kasa mwamba   Eretmochelys imbricata   Hawksbill turtle   Shell sold (not eaten at 

home)  
6.  Kasa  uziwa   Chelonia mydas   Green sea turtle     Food/medicinal   
7.  Kikande   Balistapus undulatus   Orange-striped 

trigger   
Food fish (not sold)  

8.  Kufi   Kyphosus cinetascens   Blue chub   Food fish  
9.  Matiti   Holthuridae   Diamond mullet   Food fish  
10 Makarenge    Pempheris ovalensis  Sweeper   Food fish   
11  Mtonzi   Plotosus nkunga   Eel catfish   Food fish   
12  

  

Papa upanga  Pristis microdon   Small tooth sawfish   Food   
P.  pectinata   Sawfish   Food   

13  Simba   Lambis lambis  Scorpion shell   Sold (not eaten at home)  
14  Simsim   Sprattus sprattus  Sprat   Food   
15  Sonyo   Upeneus sulphureus   Sunrise goatfish   Food fish  
16  Tafi     Mudfish   Food   

 

From the list in Table 4, we notice that the indigenous taxonomy of fisheries that 

habitually live in mangroves identifies 16 species, while that of modern science 

identifies 19 species. For the Mijikenda, Rhinecanthus aculeatus (blackbar triggerfish) and 

R. assasia (Picasso triggerfish) are combined into one taxa, simply named gona. The same 
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applies to Acanthurus nigficans (brown surgeon fish) and A. nigrofuscus (black surgeon 

fish). In the scientific taxonomy, the two are only differentiated by the colour when it 

comes to the common English name.  

 

The colour difference does not register among Mijikenda taxonomists. In the case of 

sharks, the local fishers’ classification agrees with the scientific taxonomy in 

differentiating the normal shark from the reef shark. The same applies to the small 

tooth sawfish and the sawfish. The local name of species suggests the ability to cut 

through something, since the word upanga is the equivalent of a machete. For 

indigenous taxonomy, the difference in the size of the teeth is not a compelling reason 

to separate the two types of fish. To the local taxonomists, the behaviour of the fishes 

indicates that their habitat provides ideal spawning and food conditions for these 

species. Gona (blackbar triggerfish) was described by one the respondent thus:   

 

This fish enjoys the shallower waters inside and outside the mangroves although it also enjoys the reef 

where lots of rocks and holes are present. These help it to hide in and search for food and hide from 

predators.   

  

The respondents identified and described 23 species of fisheries found in the deep sea. 

This contrasts with 25 corresponding species identified by scientific taxonomists (Table 

5). These types of fish have special feeding mechanisms because food is scarce in these 

zones. However, some of them such as simu survive both in the deep sea and the reef 

areas.  

 

Table 5: Fisheries found in the deep sea  
N

o  
Local name    Scientific name  Common name   Uses   

1.  Bunju miiba   Diodon hystrax4 Porcupine fish   Non-food, dangerous   
2.  Chuchungi   Hemiramphus far  Halfbeak   Bait/food fish    
3.  Dagaa   Engraulidae  Anchovy   Food fish   
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4.  Jogoo nyeupe  Stichopus vatiegatus  Sea cucumber   Non-food (sold  to restaurants)   
5  Kaa   Various   Crab   High value food    
6  Kambare   Various   Catfish  Food fish    
7  Kiazi   Holothuridae   Sea  cucumber   Sold    
8  Kiboma   Thunnus albacares  Tuna   High value food   
9  Kifuvu   Holocentrus sumara   Soldier fish/ray finned fish   Food fish (if large)   
10  Madorado/fulusi  C. hippurus  Dolphin fish   Food    
11  Mkundaji      Parupenus indicus   Indian goat fish   Food fish    
12  Ngisi   Sepia spp.   Squid  Food, handline bait    
13  Nguru    S. commerson    Kingfish   Food fish (now rare  
14  Nguva   Sirenia   Dugong/mermaid   Food of the past (illegal))  
14  Nyangumi   Odontoceti spp  Whale   Meat food  
16.  Panga   Trichiurus lepturus  Ribbonfish   Food fish   

Chirocentrus   Wolf herring  Food fish   
17  Papa  C. archarhinus  Shark   Food fish, fins exported  
18  Papa karaji  C. melanopterus    Blacktip reef shark   Food   
19  Pound   (not available)   Sea cucumber   Sold  to Chinese  
20  Pweza   Octopus vulgaris  Octopus/devil fish  Food fish   
21  Simu  Sardinella melaneura   Sardine   Food fish, bait   

22  Suli suli   Maikaim indica   Black marlin  Food fish  
M nigricans   Blue marlin  Food fish  

23  Tembo   L.Stigma    One-spot snapper  Food fish   

 

According to one elder who was interviewed in Kanamai- Majengo in Kilifi County, the 

fish found in the deep-sea feed on decaying or rotten remains of plants or other fish 

which come from the other parts of the ocean. They survive because of the ability to 

swim for long.  

The respondents also identified and described 19 fish species that are found in sandy, 

muddy and rocky bottoms (Table 6). 

 

Table 6 : Fisheries found in sandy and muddy bottoms    
No  Local Name    Scientific name  Common Name   Uses  
1  Chale   Pterois volitans  Fire fish    Non-food poisonous  
2  Changu   Lethrinus variegatus  Variegated emperor   Food fish  
3  Ebrahim    Gymnothorax 

flavimarginatus  
Yellow margin moray   Sometimes used as 

food  
4  Fulusi   Coryphaena hippurus   Dolphin fish   Fixed long line bait  
5  Gufadi   Otolithus ruber   Snapper kob   Food fish  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Odontoceti
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6  Kamba   Various   Prawn/lobster)  High value food  
7  Kiteza   Trtpedo fuscomaculata  Electric ray   Non-food/ dangerous  
8  Kungugu   Cypmea tigris   Tiger cowrie   Shell sold  
9  Kwangu   T.  lunare   Moon wrasse   Food fish  
10  Kwangu     T. klunzingeri  Klunzinger's wrasse)   Food fish  
11  Mgunda   Bursa lampus   Lamp shell   Food, shell sold  
12 Mwenza mawe  Caris Formosa  Queen caris  Food  

13  Ndondo (dondo)   Cypraecassis ruja   Helmet  shell   Shell sold    

14  Nyale   Strombus   Conch   Meat/ shell sold  
15  Pamamba     Plectorhynchus gaterinus   Black-spotted grunter   Food fish  
16  Pamamba    Pomadasys permmersonii  Spotted grunter   Food fish  
17  Shana   Drepane longimanus   Sicklefish   Food fish   
18  Tewa chui  Epinephelus merra   Honeycomb rod cod   Food fish  
19  Yavuyavu     Jellyfish   Non-food item   

 

These fishes also enjoy the shallower waters inside and outside the reef where lots of 

rocks and creviced structures are present to hide in and search for food from. They 

prefer to establish an adequately sized territory of their own. As one of male 

respondents in Munje aged 67 years observed:   

 

These types of fish hunt by ambushing their prey. They will wait and watch their prey and wait 

for a sudden burst of movement before striking.  

 

The respondents identified and described 44 species that thrive in corals and coral reefs, 

meaning that most of the fish species are to be found in these ecosystems, which 

contrasts with the corresponding 55 identified through scientific taxonomy (Table 7).  

 

 

Table 7: Fisheries found in corals and coral reefs  
No  Local name    Scientific name  Common name   Uses  
1.  Bocho    Synanceia venucosa     Stone fish   Poisonous, non-food   
2.  Bua    Cheilio inermis  Cigar wrasse   Food fish  
3  Chaa   Gerres oyena   Purse mouth     Food fish  
4  Fute    Plectorhinchus picus   Dotted Sweetlips,   Food fish  

P. schhotaf  Minstrel    Food fish  
5  Kambisi     Caranx  melampygus  Bluefin  kingfish   Food fish   
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C. sem  Blacktip kingfish   Food fish   
6  Kibora   Canthigaster valentini   Model toby   Toxic, non-food fish  
7  Kikorokoro   Chaetodon auriga  Threadfin butterfly   Food fish (if large)  
8  Kingoye   Acanthurus lineatus  Blue-banded surgeon   Food fish  
9  Kipungu   Aetobatus narinari  Spotted ray fish   Food  
10  Kitatange   C.  vagabundus)  Crisscross butterfly fish   Food fish (if large)  
11  Kolekole   Caranx (vatious types  King fish    Food fish   

Carangoidesferdan   Blue king fish   Food fish   
C fulvoguttatus  Yellow spotted king   Fish food fish   

12  Kolekole/m wewe  Macolor niger    White and black snapper   Food fish  
13  Kotwe   Carangoides armatus  Longfin kingfish  Food fish   

C. chtysophtys   Longnose kingfish  Food fish   
14  Kufi   Kyphosus vaigiensis   Brassy chub  Food  fish  
15  Kuninga   Elagatis bipinnulatus   Rainbow runner   Food fish  
16  Kwangu   Thalassoma purpureum    Surge wrasse   food fish  

Scarus (several)   Parrot fish    Food fish   
17  Lulu     Carapus acus  Pearl   Not food sold (in 

past)  
18  Matotovu  Acanthaster planci  Star fish     
19  Mchakufa    Lethrinus harak    Black spot emperor   Food fish  
20  mkizi    Mugil.seheli  Mullet/cuttlefish   Food  fish  
21  Mkundaji    Parupeneus barberinus   Dash-dot goat fish   Food fish   
22  Mkunga chui   Gymnothoraxfavanicus   Giant moray eel  Generally non-food  
23  Mkunga     Conge1 cinereus  Conger eel   Food   
24  Mleya/  Plectorhinchus  Black-spotted rubberlip   Food fish  

 nyeya   gate1inus     
25  Msabuni      Gmmmistes sexlineatus   Soap fish   Non-food  fish  
26  Mtumbuu   Strongylura leiura   Yellow needlefish   Food fish  
27  Mwenza mawe   Cofis formosa   Queen coris   Food fish  
28  Mweru   

   

Caesio st1iatus   Striated caesio   Food   
Caesio chrysozona    Goldband caesio)  Food fish   

29  Mwiva   Fistuleria petimba   Flutemouth   Food fish  
30  Nauna  Tetraodontidae  Puffer fish   Not food poisonous   
31  Ngangu    Terpon jarbua   Thorn fish   Food fish  
32  Ng'ombe  maji   Ostracion meleagris   White-spotted boxfish   Food fish (if large)  
33  Numba    Luijanus   Humpback snapper   Food fish   

Lutjanus campechanus  Red snapper   Food   
34  Oona (una)   Rastrelliger kanagu1ta  Indian mackerel   Non-Food fish   
35  Pono  Leptoscarus vaigienis   Marbled parrotfish   Food fish   
36  Pono kasiki   Calotomus carolinus   Christmas parrotfish   Food fish   
37  Puju   Naso brachycentron   Humpback Unicom   Food fish  
38  Simu  Sardinella melaneura   Sardine   Food fish, bait   
39  Sonyo   Upeneus sulphureus   Sunrise goatfish   Food fish  

Mulloides flavolineatus   Yellow stripe goatfish   Food fish   
40  Taa   Torpedinidae   Ray    Food   



306 

 

41  Tafi manga   Siganus stellatus   Spotted rabbit fish   Food fish  
42  Tafi mtunga   Siganus argenteus    Fork tail rabbit fish    Food fish  
43  Tangesi  Syhyraena barracuda    Barracuda   Food fish  
44  Tewa   Sebastes spp  Rock fish   Food   

 

According to them, there is plenty of food in the corals and reefs, and the fish found 

there are easy prey since they cannot swim fast. As one elder from Mkunguni put it:   

 

Many fish that live in the reefs and corals have complicated colours to confuse predators. Since 

most of them are small, they hide from predators by hiding in reef holes. They also try to stay still 

in one place for long.  

  

The respondents were able to construct food webs and energy levels based on their 

interaction with resources over a long time.  At the lowest point are those species that 

feed on planktons and mangrove droppings, for instance, mkizi (cuttlefish) and tafi. 

They are followed by changu that feeds on the species such as small crabs and worms. 

Then we have tewa that approaches the higher echelons of the food chain because it 

feeds on other fish species. At the top of the chain are nyagumi (the whale) and papa (the 

shark) and Pomboo domo-refu (the dolphin) which respondents indicated, do not have 

known predators, apart from human beings. Another species is the barracuda, locally 

called tangesi. This species feeds on other sea animal species. Finally, there is ngisi 

(squid) that feeds on other species of fish. Then there are sea urchins (uchi wa baharini), 

which feed on the holdfasts that keep kelp (locally referred to as majani ya Bahari) 

mwani) anchored to the bottom of the ocean and algae (locally referred to as mwani) that 

are abundant in kelp forests. The community refers to these aquatic animals as wakorofi 

wa baharini (delinquents of the sea) because they often completely remove kelp plants 

by eating through their holdfasts.  

 

Apart from the location of habitat, the Mijikenda also distinguish those species which 

are edible and those which are not. Some species are only used for purposes of bait, 
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which is a compass to the indigenous knowledge of the feeding habits of the various 

fish species. In some cases, fish species are classified as non-food, but only sold to 

restaurants. This, again provides insights into Mijikenda beliefs about the economic 

value of certain species which, in their culture, are not considered food. The distinction 

between those species, which are food items and those which are not also reveals an 

interesting narrative about values and norms, a pointer towards the treatment given to 

fish species. On the one hand, inference can be drawn about direct biological and 

natural relationship between some species selected as food and non-food items based 

on poison found in their bodies. Biological compatibility and physical availability are at 

play in this case. Humans select from the environment as food only those items which 

are not only readily available but are also biologically digestible and are beneficial to 

the body for nutrients.  

 

On the other hand, there are interesting cultural symbolisms connecting those classified 

as food items, whether or not they can be sold on the open market. Then we have those 

species identified as non-food, though they are non-poisonous, which brings out the 

symbolic and ritual explanations of purity. Gona (triggerfish) and kikande (orange-

striped trigger) are classified as food items, but only consumed in the household and 

never sold. According to one male respondent in Shanzu aged 65 years:  

 

“Selling these species is like auctioning your gift of fishing and knowledge”.    

 

The most common fish caught are tafi, changu, and pono, which are caught using 

accepted, traditional fishing gear such as basket traps, tafi and changu are also caught 

using gill nets, while changu and a few tafi are caught using hand lines. Other marine 

organisms such as a variety of jogoo, including kiazi, pound, matiti and kaa, are caught 

with sticks or gleaned (picked by hand). Some of these are also used as bait, including 
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chaa, gona, kangaja, kwangu, mchakufa, mkundaji, puju, tembo, tewa, togoo, and a variety of 

eels (ebrahim and mkunga).  

 

Dagaa and simu are migrating, shoaling fish, caught only a few days per year in large 

volumes. To locate them in the water, fishers rely on three birds, nyange nyange, membe 

and shake, which are referred to as the fishers’ friends. They have a very strong vision 

which can see deep into the sea. Upon locating the small dagaa and simu, the fishers then 

follow suit and place their traps and nets in the water from where the birds are seen 

scooping the small fish. On their part, octopuses (pweza) are caught with sticks, but 

increasingly also with spear guns.     

  

Then there are poisonous species such as chale and bochwe (nyenga), with bochwe being 

the most poisonous. According to one male respondent in Shanzu:  

 

Bochwe hides in rocky areas and sticks its thorny spike out for someone to step on and be stung. It also uses 

the spike to immobilize its prey.  

 

Other poisonous fish include totovu (stone fish), kibora (model toby) and mkunga chui 

(giant moray eel). These are so poisonous that even after cooking they are still not 

edible. Some types are avoided because they may induce allergic conditions such as tafi. 

These ones are prepared carefully before eating. The community also identifies species 

with bad omen and ill luck such as kwiri. It is believed that if caught, there will be no 

buyers for the catch of that day. There are other species such as jogoo nyeupe (sea 

cucumber), kasa mwamba (hawksbill turtle shell), kasa kikoshi (olive ridley turtle), lulu 

(pearl) and simba (scorpion shell), which are considered non-food items purely on 

symbolic and ritual basis. They are not part of what is considered sea food by the 

community.  
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Additionally, some fisheries like kasa uziwa (green sea turtle) are highly valued for their 

medicinal properties. Its capture is restricted by the community as it is labelled sacred. 

However, their capture is also illegal because they are on the world’s endangered 

species list. There are also some specie, which are edible but have become rare. 

According to one elder from Mtwapa, these include papa upanga (sawfish), kambisi 

(bluefin kingfish; blacktip kingfish), kotwe (longfin kingfish; longnose kingfish) and  

mweru (striated caesio; goldband caesio). The fishers also list species caught for food but 

only when they are mature. As one elder in Munje, Kwale County put it:  

 

It is taboo to eat young or small kikorokoro (threadfin butterfly), kitatange (crisscross butterfly fish) and 

ng’ombe maji (white-spotted boxfish). These are only caught for food when they are mature. Their young 

ones are returned to the water if caught.    

 

From the interviews, a poignant emergence is evidence of the meticulous classification 

of the types, built upon multiple criteria. A deference to fish is also observable from the 

use of the onomatopoeic terms that apply behaviour or physical features. Mchakufa and 

msabuni are examples. The former’s name means “the one who worships death or fears 

dying”. The latter is named after its physical characteristics, meaning “soap fish”. 

Interestingly, this is the common English name given to the species.  

Other linguistic metaphors used also imply kinship. Kiboma and mwenza mawe fall under 

this category. These are kinship terms in the local language referring to marriage 

relations, preference or love. Kiboma refers to the favourite wife in a polygynous setting, 

deriving its name from common parlance in reference to indirect behaviour indicating 

beauty and possible sexual interest. It also indicates public display of sexuality 

pervasive in Mijikenda metaphorical lexicon as seen through gendered speech and 

flirtatious terminology. Mwenza mawe refers to the one who cohabits with stones, 

deriving its name from its habitat; the rocky areas of the ocean. This name is also 
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connected with kinship, especially consanguinity. This community is polygynous and 

the term mke mwenza means co-wife.   

From the interviews and discussions, we can also see knowledge about the feeding 

habits described by fishers, accompanied by descriptions of seasonal migratory 

behaviour of some fish species. This knowledge is used to organise fishing activities 

and to select appropriate baits. That is how fisheries are classified as food, bait or 

poisonous. When viewed from an indigenous taxonomical perspective, the meticulous 

categorization is a function of the special treatment given to fisheries that approximate 

them to humans, linking the sea and the land, the natural and the social.  

 

From the foregoing, those categories of animal species found in the sea and mangroves 

that are important to the community’s needs are easily named and listed. This may be 

attributed to the linkage between language, culture and cognition. In essence, the 

people in this society are aware of numerous species of animals in the sea, but only 

those linked with linguistic, cultural and cognitive significance are easily listed upon 

enquiry, bringing out the idea of cognitive mapping of marine resources.    

 

Analysis of the descriptions and classifications shows that indigenous fishing 

knowledge among the Mijikenda is neither pre-logical nor pre-scientific. This 

knowledge is based on long-term observation of recurrent natural phenomena, which 

allows fishers to make informed decisions about the timing of activities in the sea. It 

also allows them to make decisions about the selection of favourable and productive or 

fertile fishing locations and th sdr67e use of appropriate techniques for specific species, 

based on detailed knowledge. Without this fine-tuned knowledge, it would be 

impossible for fishers to earn a livelihood within an ever changing and frequently 

dangerous marine environment.  
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The findings also suggest that there is a strong relationship between how the fishers 

perceive the physical characteristics of the ocean in regard to fisheries and the social 

production of knowledge. Fishing knowledge is culturally produced and accumulated 

through practice and continually recreated according to the features of the maritime 

environment. This knowledge is cyclic, mobile and dynamic. For the fishers, this means 

that the appropriation of the sea and its resources is in the principle and practice of 

indigenous knowledge about the marine territory. What is more? Although there are 

individuals who possess uncannily intuitive indigenous cosmological nomenclature, 

this is from time to time reconstructed and ritualised by means of tradition, 

apprenticeship and experience. This know-how is only attainable by those with 

hearkened interest,  experience or intuitiveness that comes from understanding what 

tradition is in specific cultural and work/production contexts of fishing. 

 

Sometimes, different species are given the same local name, like fute, gona, kambisi, 

kangaja, kole kole, kotwe, kufi, mkundaji, kwangu, mweru, pamamba, panga, papa, sonyo, pono, 

suli suli and tafi. This is a function of local nomenclatural and taxonomical rules such as 

physical features or behavioural patterns. In the local taxonomy and nomenclature, 

different species which have the same physical features may be considered to be the 

same type of fish. Likewise, species with different physical characteristics, but 

exhibiting similar behaviour, could also be placed in the same group.  

  

In some instances, the names of fish in different taxa are highlighted by extending the 

name. These include kasa, mkunga, pamamba, panga, papa, pono, tafi and tewa, which helps 

in naming sub-species. This could be the same species, but differentiated by physical 

features or behaviour. If there are marked differences in the characteristics, then the 

second name qualifies the differences. Then we have species with more than one name, 

like kolekole/mwewe, mleya/ nyeya and ndondo/dondo. These names emanate from different 
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areas or adoption of foreign names for purposes of easy identification. We can, by 

extension, infer that because fisheries are an important food source, they form a special 

interest to this community, therefore, the naming reflects a higher level of specificity for 

them.  

 

Discussion of the Findings  

Summary of Findings  

The Mijikenda identify, name and classify marine resources using different criteria, 

which include physical features such as size, shape and colour or habitual location of 

species as well as feeding habits. The findings on the classification of mangroves 

indicate they are named and classified mainly through location, size and shape of 

features such as leaves, the stem and fruits of the tree. In some cases, they are classified 

and named due to the sturdiness of the wood. The naming of fisheries is quite elaborate, 

indicating the ritual, utilitarian as well as the linguistic significance of fisheries in the 

Mijikenda culture. The classification is such that in some cases, fish types are lumped 

together where scientific nomenclature separates them, while in other cases or even 

separated where scientific classification does not. On the part of corals, the classification 

is the least elaborate.   

 

This naming system is a testament that the scientific system of classification is neither 

natural nor universal. Mijikenda indigenous taxonomy is firmly illustrative of 

relationships between organisms and their environments including human beings. This 

provides anthropologists and other scholars a platform from which to recognise and 

study the ways in which different cultures organise their world. Investigating these 

systems of classification is useful in outlining the views of indigenous peoples, such as 

the Mijikenda, more so about how indigenous cultures relate groups of species to the 

universe.  



313 

 

 

From a conservation perspective, this indigenous naming system would be a good 

starting point on how to characterise ways in which resources are used and managed. 

Therefore, investigating whether a culture places a particular animal or plant in a group 

by morphology or function may help conservationists gather information as to which 

species are targeted and are economically or culturally important. It is notable that the 

Mijikenda taxonomy delineates species, which are eaten, those which are not and those 

which are sold and so on. Similarly, the classification reveals the relationship between 

the perceived importance of a given species to culture through  the number of words 

used to describe it. 

 

 

Implications of the classification for anthropological knowledge   

One of the enduring debates in anthropology in regard to natural resources is the 

classification of the natural world. Some scholars avow that we have a human world, 

which is distinct from the natural world (Shilabukha, 2018). On the other hand, there 

are those who contend that the reference to the human and natural worlds and their 

distinction is a creation of the Victorian, industrial and urban cosmology (Harries-Jones, 

1992). The latter position is buttressed in Neo-structuralism where the concern is 

grasping the unconscious structures underlying each cultural institution, tradition, 

norm, value and custom within. In this case, it is imperative to explain the culture-

nature nexus as dialectical, relational and intertwined (Kuper, 2006:85). Therefore, 

cultural institutions provide building blocks and layers for understanding the whole. 

These layers have structural interconnections, implying that naming and classification 

of the universe is part of the whole cultural frame, derived from the knowledge and 

experience of the environment in which the culture is operand. Thus, indigenous 
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taxonomy has a bearing on or derives one from the importance with which the named 

and classified phenomena are held within the culture (Kuper, 2006:82).  

 

In mapping the theory to the findings of the study, we may expand this proposition by 

postulating that cultural structures intervene at strategic points in the interwoven 

strands of knowledge and culture (Derrida, 1992; Husserl, 1989; Rorty, 1989). Structure 

in this sense is about an abstract model of objects, experiences or events such as names 

and features of the environment that get inscribed in the consciousness, such as 

classification and composition. Therefore, the structural schemata of the knowledge of 

resources and their features are adduced as hypotheses that allow anthropologists to 

explain the diversity of human practices and beliefs. In this way, empirical diversity is 

subsumed under an epistemic totalisation provided by structures that fall under the 

category of universal constituents of the human mind, stabilising themselves between 

nature and culture.  For that matter, indigenous nomenclature and taxonomy 

constitutes one structure that leads to other structures, and vice versa. In this way, we 

can present society as being constructed of like and unlike segments. These segments 

must be integrated to create conceptual mechanical or organic solidarity. This solidarity 

may best be achieved by setting up a cognitive structure of reciprocity, a mental system 

of exchange that binds the segments in the structural alliances, part of which is 

taxonomy (Kuper, 2006; Hiepko, 2006). 

  

This, then, brings us to the relationship between humans and the natural world in 

regard to classification, the basis of nomenclature. In anthropology, nomenclature is a 

system of names or terms for phenomena in a given culture (vom Bruck and 

Bodenhorn, 2009). Nomenclature may also refer to the system of the rules of forming 

these terms. The principles of naming vary from the relatively informal conventions of 

everyday speech to the internationally-agreed principles, rules and recommendations 
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that govern the formation and use of the specialist terms used in scientific disciplines 

(Willis, 1990). Like many communities who still hold on their indigenous knowledge, 

the Mijikenda have an elaborate system of taxonomy, based on many years of 

observation and experimentation. The findings of this study indicate that the 

community is not only aware of the marine resources but also able to acutely demarcate 

their physical and ritual boundaries.  

 

This is reflected in the way different features of the environment are classified 

according to their uses and location. In regard to use, for instance, the Mijikenda classify 

resources and their aspects in terms of food and non-food items. Mangroves are 

classified not only in terms of type but also in regard to location and use. Cultural rules 

come into play here and these rules employ cognitive and oral maps used to classify 

environmental phenomena, the reason why knowledge about the resources is very 

detailed. The community uses a number of criteria to classify the resources. For them, 

all animal species found in the sea are samaki (fisheries). This is regardless of whether 

the animals are vertebrates or invertebrates.  

 

For the Mijikenda, species are identified according to whether they are found in the 

mangroves, in the open sea or corals/coral reefs. These findings resonate with other 

studies on indigenous taxonomy of biodiversity. For instance, Richards (1985) found 

that small-scale farming systems in Sierra Leone are characterised by experimentation 

and observations on bio-diversity. These farmers value biodiversity for its own sake. 

Lamola (1992) and Hiepko (2006) also observed that small-scale farmers in developing 

countries breed local crop varieties for improved production using informal innovation 

systems based on indigenous knowledge. They often employ indigenous taxonomy, 

encourage introgression, select, hybridize, field test, record data and name their 

varieties. In Niger, for instance, a USAID-funded project identified a farmer-based 
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agricultural research and extension system that parallels that of the national 

government (McCorkle and McClure, 1992).  

 

In Rwanda, Haugerud and Collinson (1991) found that farmers "recognise and classify 

several dozen different sweet potato varieties, which they distinguish according to 

plant and tuber traits, as well as agronomic and culinary characteristics". Additionally, 

these farmers "recognise in maize, as in potato cultivars, important differences in taste, 

texture, storability, marketability, disease and pest resistance, and response to moisture 

stress. In the end, the farmers have developed a grid of reference for at least nine 

possible end uses, many of them simultaneously relevant on a single farm. This grid 

helps to determine the maize and potato genotypes the farmers prefer. The grid of 

reference is a function of age-old experiments and observations which include sight, 

smell, touch as well as taste.  

 

The Rwandese, Sierra Leonean and Niger farmers, like Mijikenda, apply taxonomy 

along the characteristics of what we may refer to as their “normal location”, based on 

indigenous observation and experimentation, from which we can infer that indigenous 

knowledge is neither haphazard nor unsystematic. Thus, investigating the nature of 

indigenous experiments and classifications could be of considerable use to national 

conservation and development programmes because indigenous knowledge of nature is 

not only part of what a community uses as adaptive mechanisms for survival but also a 

component of the retinue of cultural expressions that require documentation and 

preservation for posterity (Shilabukha and Muyembe, 2024). 

 

As Ruddle (2000) and Kagunyu et al., (2016) observe, the construction of this body of 

complex and meticulous conceptual symbols is based on long-term empirical 

surveillance and is applied to ecosystem areas used by local communities and seldom 

replicated elsewhere. For marine resources users, this knowledge also guides behaviour 
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and fishing strategies and is essential for predicting situations of success or danger 

where marine activities such as fishing or mangrove cutting are carried out (Shilabukha, 

2018). In this sense, indigenous knowledge helps holder communities to produce 

taxonomical maps of different species.   

 

Apart from physical and behavioural patterns observed in the fish species, the 

community has isolated those species that are edible from those which are not edible on 

cultural as well as biological criteria. Some species have poisonous properties and, 

therefore, from purely biological and practical considerations, are classified as non-food 

items. However, the ritual purity of items considered food or non-food also comes into 

play in the classification, when species of fish are not considered edible based on purely 

cultural rather than biological criteria. Then there are species which are used as bait 

only. In addition, there are species which are considered a bad omen or simply bad 

luck, meaning that catching them bodes ill luck for the fisher. This brings to the fore the 

powerful role of culture in regulating human behaviour, including extraction of 

resources from the environment for nutrition and diet. This has an immense bearing on 

the prudent extraction of the resources.  

 

The classification of mangroves and their uses present another front in understanding 

the nature and structure of indigenous taxonomical knowledge. The community’s 

knowledge of mangrove ecology demonstrates thousands of years of observation and 

knowledge transmission. Part of this knowledge revolves around species distribution 

and regeneration. Some mangrove species produce large numbers of seeds, while others 

produce fewer but relatively larger seeds by providing a large food store for their seeds 

before releasing them. For some species, the propagule (mlinga) germinates while it is 

still attached to the tree or drops and floats on water until it lodges itself safely in the 

soil, hence the proverb, mlinga ndio mkoko (a propagule is the mangrove tree).  
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Mangroves are an important natural resource for the community as they provide 

medicine, food, firewood and building materials. They also serve other ecological 

purposes such as providing hiding and spawning conditions for marine and some 

terrestrial animal species. Therefore, many ecosystem services accrue from mangroves, 

giving them a high cultural premium. Still, many indigenous foods are obtained from 

mangrove environments, including fish, crabs, oysters and vegetables. Certain 

mangrove plants are also used as food and medicines. Mangrove timber is also used to 

construct canoes, paddles and houses. Indigenous classification still plays a very 

important role in this respect.  

 

The findings of this study suggest that indigenous classification is based on the 

relationship between constant use and elevated linguistic substance as well ritual 

significance (Shilabukha, 2018). In Mijikenda culture, there are parallel classifications of 

the marine resources based on practical use and symbolic meaning. This agrees with the 

works of Berlin (1975) and Berlin (1992) in terms of understanding the basic framework 

for ethno-systematics. This study, like Berlin’s work, demonstrates that within one 

culture, there are likely to be parallel classifications and names for plants and animals, 

particularly the most ritually useful. Although cultures share gross partitioning of the 

plant kingdom, for example, trees, grass, ferns, etc., this begins to break down at the 

generic, species and sub-species levels. It is often not possible to create one-to-one 

correspondence between local and global (Latin or 'scientific') species names as one 

local name may refer to a genus or sub-species rather than a scientific species. That may 

explain why the general name for mangroves is mikoko, which is also the name of the 

most common and wide-spread of the species Rhizophora mucronata.  
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The implication is that ethno-botanical and ethno-zoological lexicon are products of a 

number of criteria. For instance, when names are consistent within a community or 

language group, people will have reliable names for species, which they use constantly 

(Heard and Mlynarek, 2023). At the same time, species without a local use will not be 

reliably named. For the Mijikenda, there could be a one-to-one correspondence between 

their wordlists and the global names of marine species. In such cases. indigenous 

experts can be used as key informants because they have greater knowledge of the 

ecosystems and resources therein than other groups in society.  

For many communities, indigenous knowledge informs decision-making about 

fundamental aspects of day-to-day life.  This, in the final analysis, informs the way the 

community interacts with the natural world and how the resources in the environment 

have to be utilised. Thus, as Haugerud and Collinson (1991) and Barrow (1998) have 

averred, sustainable conservation of the environment in all nations will require greater 

scientific respect for, and more effective collaboration with, those who possess the 

wisdom of generations of 'nonscientific' environmental knowledge.   

Conclusion  

The Mijikenda have a very elaborate taxonomical base for the classification of the 

marine environment. This is evident in the community’s representation of space and 

their ethno-taxonomical naming of various environmental phenomena. The 

community’s marine taxonomy is due to the community’s reliance on that environment, 

the reason why the community has an elaborate nomenclature for fisheries, mangroves 

and corals. The classification is based on both behaviour and physical features. While 

some species are named according to their habitats, others are classified according to 

their habitual locations. Still others are named according to their physical 

characteristics. For this is the basis of naming things in the sea and the muddy bottoms 
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of the mangroves along the Kenyan coast, the foundations of the indigenous taxonomy 

of the Mijikenda about mangroves, fisheries and corals.  
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