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UCT doctoral study explores preserving indigenous medicinal
knowledge digitally
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Stella Nge Emade

Growing up within the Nyassoso community of the South-West Region of Cameroon, Stella
Nge Emade always saw her father, Nhon Paul Ngeh Ahode, and later elder brother, Nhon
Nzume Ngeh Jacob, healing villagers with traditional medicine and herbs. Indigenous healing
was part of her family’s life and was also a way of addressing health challenges and
supporting the family financially.

The healing practice was passed down from her father to her brother. Sadly, both have
since passed away, and no one in the family remains to carry on the practice. This
experience made Nge Emade realise how easily indigenous knowledge can be lost, especially



because much of it is transmitted orally rather than documented. It also sparked her interest
in how digital technology could be used to preserve such knowledge.

In her University of Cape Town (UCT) PhD dissertation in Knowledge and Information
Stewardship, titled “*Medicinal content curation and dissemination in the digital era:
biomedicine and indigenous medicine in South Africa”, Nge Emade sought to address this by
examining the curation and dissemination of medicinal content in the digital era within
biomedical and indigenous medicinal epistemologies in South Africa.

The findings of her study reveal that many indigenous healers and their communities are
reluctant to use modern technologies for curating and disseminating medicinal content. This
reluctance stems from concerns that the use of modern technologies may expose sacred
traditions and increase the risk of misappropriation and misuse by third parties.

"I wanted to explore how digital technology could be used to preserve such knowledge
without taking ownership away from the communities that hold it and without exposing
knowledge that is meant to remain private or sacred,” said Nge Emade. She will graduate
for her PhD at the Sarah Baartman Hall on Tuesday, 8 September 2026.

Preserving indigenous knowledge

Nge Emade hopes her research will contribute to approaches that preserve, manage and
responsibly share indigenous knowledge, while respecting the rights, cultures and values of
indigenous communities.

“Indigenous healers and their communities should be at the centre of decisions about what
knowledge is collected and curated, what should be preserved and what can or cannot be
shared or disseminated. They should also be able to benefit when their knowledge is used
commercially. Thus, stronger intellectual property and benefit-sharing mechanisms are
needed to protect indigenous communities, their knowledge and their rights,” she said.

She stressed the importance of preserving indigenous medicinal knowledge before it is lost.

“Preservation does not mean putting everything online. Some indigenous knowledge can be
shared more widely, while other knowledge may need to remain restricted because it is
sacred, confidential or community owned. Indigenous medicinal knowledge represents
generations of experience, culture and practice,” Nge Emade points out.

“So, when we think about digitising indigenous knowledge, we also need to ask: Who owns
this knowledge? Who should have access to it? Who should benefit from it, and how?”

According to her family, the practice began in the 1800s and has been associated with more
than seven generations of the family, though the exact dates are difficult to establish
because there are no written family records documenting its history. Knowledge was
primarily transmitted orally from one generation to the next.

Family and community practice

Nge Emade’s family’s healing tradition has a long history. Her late father and brother
practiced their tradition within the Nyassoso community and surrounding villages, as well as
across the wider Bakossi clan. People from both Bakossi and non-Bakossi communities also
sought their services.

The practice involved the use of various natural materials, including herbs, tree barks, roots
and animal products such as bones, teeth and fats. “"Dehydrated snake heads were
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sometimes used in combination with other herbs and ingredients as part of treatments for
snake bites,” she recalled.

Nge Emade’s father had two wives, 14 children, 44 grandchildren and 48 great-
grandchildren. Family members were expected to assist with the practice when needed.
“Boys generally assisted with harvesting and preparing herbs, while girls and women often
helped with tasks such as pounding herbs and fetching water. However, there were
occasions when women were not permitted to participate, depending on instructions
believed to have been received from the ancestors,” she explained.

She said her brother often received instructions about treatments through dreams.
“According to what I witnessed and understood from the family, some of these dreams
involved our late father, who appeared to him and provided instructions relating to particular
healing practices. On some occasions, my brother would wake up and find an unfamiliar
herb in the shrine,” she added.

Consultations were generally provided at little or no cost. “After experiencing what they
considered successful healing, patients would return to express their appreciation. They
often gave my brother money or other meaningful items as gifts in recognition of the
assistance they had received,” said Nge Emade.

At present, no family member is continuing the practice. Her brother did not formally or
practically transfer the practice to another family member before his death.

“Historically, no woman in the family has taken the lead in practising this tradition,” she
concluded.
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