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AFTERWORD

Of Crocodiles, Chameleons, and the 
Burden of History
Graeme Wynn

IN SEPTEMBER 2019, theKalahari Review carriedapoignant story
“abouttheAfricanDreamandwhathappenswhenyouarerejectedby
acountryyoufoughtfor.”1WrittenbyYvetteLisaNdlovu,itcenterson
astill-feistywomanwoundedintheliberationstruggle,butcapturesthe
despair,dashedhopes,shattereddreams,profoundimmiseration,and
melancholyresignationofcountlessZimbabweansfacingthetyrannyof
pettybureaucraticpowerandtheinjusticesoflifethroughyetanother
currencycrisis.Hundredsqueueforhourstowithdrawtheirmeager
savingsfromthebank,knowingthatonlyafewwillbepermittedtodo
so.Theprotagonistofthetale,anorphanwhoseparentsdiedinthewar,
sellsbananasandcornsnackstothoseinline,whilehergrandmother,
theinjuredveteran,singswarsongstotheindifferentcrowd.Oneofthe
waitingthrongtauntstheoldwomanwiththeproverb“Matakadyakare
hanyaradzimwana”(Talkingaboutthesuccessesofyesteryearwon’t
consolethelossesoftoday).Continuinghisharangue,thisswaggering
youthobserves,contemptuously,that“somepeoplejustwon’tstopliving
inthepast,”andthenbragsofhisplantocrosstheLimpopoRiverfora
betterfutureinSouthAfrica.Buttheprotagonistandhergrandmother
arenotswayed.“Everyoneishauntedbythepast,”saystheformer;“you
willbeeatenbycrocodiles,”saysthegrandmother.Theirmessagesare
clear.Historycannotbesoeffortlesslydismissed.Naturecanbethreat-
ening.Redemptionisnoteasilysecured.Thepasthangsoverthepresent
andshapesthefuture.
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Theselessonsarealsoparticularlypertinenttothisbook’shistorical
framingofquestionsaboutenvironmentaljusticeinsouthernAfrica.
Stirredbyconcernovertheconjoinedeffectsofeconomic,social,and
politicalinequalities,aswellasenvironmentalcircumstances,forland
andpeopleacrossthesouthernreachesofthecontinent,contributorsto
thesepagesaremovedtounderstandthemcontextually—astheproduct
ofongoingprocessesandchangingsituations.Sotheyreflectuponideas
andactionsmanifestatvariousscalesacrosstimeandspace.Evenasthey
engagevernaculardiscoursesabouttherelationsbetweenpeoplesand
environmentsinprecolonialtimes;explorewaysinwhichindividuals
understoodandgrappledwithenvironmentalinjusticesduringthecolo-
nialera;interrogatespecificsitesofsometimesviolentprotestinrecent
years;andaskhowitmightbepossibletomoveforwardintheAnthro-
pocene,theseessayscometogethertooffernewanddistinctperspectives
onquestionsofenvironment,power,andjusticeinpostapartheidSouth
Africaandonthepotentialinherentinnew“decolonial”interpretationsof
circumstancesinsouthernAfrica.Together,theyremindusthatthough
shadowsmarkthecourseofhistory(ortheriverthatwehavetraveled
frompasttopresent),andthatthereareobstaclesandperilsaheadaswe
navigatethestreamoftime,we—sentient,engagedhumans—havethe
capacitytoshape(albeitrarelyfullyorperfectly)afuturethatismore
just,equitable,andsustainablethanthatwhichmostpeoplenowknow.
Andwiththatknowledgecomestheresponsibilitytoact.
Environment,power,andjustice.Thesewordsaresofamiliarastobe

takenforgranted.Fewpeople,seeingthemtogetheronthecoverofthis
book,arelikelytopuzzleovertheirmeaning.Yeteachisrevealed—by
experience,reflection,andtheprecedingessays—tobeachameleon,
takingondifferenthuesindifferentcontextsforpurposesofcamouflage
orsocialsignaling;eachmaysignifysundrymeaningsinresponseto
particularcircumstances.Eachissubjecttodiverse,evenattimesin-
congruent,interpretationsand,likechameleonsinsomesettings,can
beasourceofsuspicionorthreat.Yetthevaryingdiscursivedeployment
ofandconnotationsattachedtothesethreewords,ourmetaphorical
chameleons,havemadethemimportantinstrumentsintheshapingof
southernAfrica.
Tochangethemetaphor,eachofthesewordsisaballoonintowhich

readerswillblowtheirownmeanings,inmuchthesamewayasother
peoplehavedoneinothertimesandplaces.Allofthesedenotations
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addto,andperhapsexpandupon,thoseinjectedintothesepagesby
ourcontributors—andultimatelycomplicatethechallengesofboth
understandingandacting.Itiswell,then,toreflectbroadlyuponthe
shapeandcircumferenceoftheseideas—for“environment,”“power,”and
“justice”aremorethansimplewords.Thevariousshadesofmeaning
attachedtoourchameleon-likeconceptshavegivenshapetopolitical,
scientific,andmoraldiscoursesinthecontinentsouthoftheSahara
andbeyond—andwillcontinuetodoso.Workingthegroundbetween
textandreferent,symbolandsubstance,implicationandinference,I
seek,inthisafterword,toreflectontheseconceptsandthecasestudies
detailedintheprecedingpages,andtothink,broadlyandprovisionally,
aboutsomeofthewaysinwhichtheybearuponlargeandpersistent
challengesconfrontingsouthernAfricaandthecontemporaryworld.

Environment

Thefirst lineofarecentbookbyatrioofenvironmentalhistorians
asks:“Wheredid. . .[theenvironment]comefrom?”2Cosmologists
mightanswerbypointingtotheBigBang;geologiststomillionsof
yearsofglobalhistory;paleontologiststothelong,slowevolutionof
lifeonearth;philosopherscommittedtotranscendental idealismto
thehumanmind.Fortheauthorswhoposedthisquestion,theanswer
isbothlesssweepingandmorecomplicated.Intheirviewtheideaof
“theEnvironment”surfacedfrom“thefermentofreconstructionand
recrimination”thatfollowedWorldWarII.3Atleastonepolitician,a
Canadianraconteur,gavesomehumoroussubstancetothissenseof
emergencewhenheobservedinthe1980s:“Tenyearsagowedidn’t
knowabouttheenvironment—butnowitisallaroundus.”4
In thisview, risingpublicawarenessof environmental concerns

markedasea-changeinpublicattitudestowardnatureandoffered,
forthefirsttime,“awayofimaginingthewebofinterconnectionand
consequenceofwhichthenaturalworldismade.”5Thosewhomake
thisclaimacknowledgethatLinnaeus,theComtedeBuffon,vonHum-
boldt,G.P.Marsh,andothersrecognizedthe“interconnectednessof
thephenomenatheystudied”wellbefore1948.Butthereisutility,for
ourpurposes,infocusinglessuponwhattheenvironmentisandhow
itfunctions(thestuffofscientificinquiriesfromphysicsandchemistry
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toevolutionandecology)andmoreuponhowhumanshavethought
aboutit,whytheyhaveacteduponitastheyhave,andwhatthey“have
wantedtomakeofit.”6Theenvironment,asAdmireMseba’sessayinthis
collectiondemonstratesfullwell,isatonceabiogeophysicalentity,a
cosmologicalspace,andahistoricalplace.Recognizingitassuchopens
thewaytoreflectiononcomplexmoralquestions.Acknowledgingthis
trinityinvitesustothinkabouttheallocationandexerciseofenviron-
mentalandsocialagency,abouttheconsequencesassociatedwiththe
intersectionofpowerandtheenvironment,andaboutthedelicateand
difficultchallengeofjustlyreconcilingtheneedsandrightsofhumans
andtheearth—allofwhicharebroached,indifferentwaysandcontexts,
inprecedingpages.
Thisisnot,ofcourse,tosaythatourcontributorsignorescienceor

thephysicalqualitiesoftheenvironment.CherrylWalker’swordsand
mapsmarkthedifferencesbetweentheSucculentKarooandtheNama
Karoo;MuchaparaMusemwacharts thearidityofZimbabwe;and
ChristopherConzconveyssomethingofthediversityandbeautyof
Lesotho’smountainouslandscape.VegetationdynamicsunderpinSarah
Ives’sdiscussionofeucalyptsandAustralianacaciasasinvasivespeciesin
SouthAfrica.Theintricaciesofoneofthefundamentalaccomplishments
ofmodernscience,thedevelopmentofgeneticallymodifiedorganisms,
formthecanvasuponwhichMatthewSchnurrunfoldshisstoryabout
theintroductionofgeneticallymodifiedmaizetoAfrica.
Norarethediversephysicalenvironmentswithwhichourcontribu-

torsengageregardedsimplyasinertstagesuponwhichhumandramas
areenacted.Climateschange,ecologiesevolve,andwinds,rains,and
droughtsworktheireffectsonlandscapeswithouthumaninterference.
Equally,itisclearthattheseenvironmentsarenotblankslatesawaiting
theinscriptionof introducedideasandinfluences.Severalchapters
begin,chronologically,withsocietiesandpeopleswhooccupiedterritory
beforethearrivalofthoseofEuropean-descent:the|XamoftheKaroo
(Walker);theShonaandNdebeleofZimbabwe(Mseba);theBasotho
ofthelandlockedmountainkingdom(Conz).Otherspointtotheflu-
idityanddynamismofAfricansocietiesandpeoplesbeforeEuropeans
cameamongthem,andinthedecadesthereafter.AlthoughtheSesotho-
languagenovelsofJamesMachobane(mentionedbyConz)spoketo
readersconfrontingacceleratingchange,theirbasicmessage—that“the
cultureofapeoplemustbedynamicwhileatthesametimeretainingthe
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bestfeaturesoftradition”—wasforgedfromexperienceandresonated
beyondthehillsofLesotho.
Thefocused,localstudiesinthisbookpointtimeandagaintotheways

inwhichbothAfricansandnewcomersinvested“theenvironment”with
meaning,endoweditwithsignificance,andinvoked“tradition”tomake
senseofthebush,theforest,orthesavanna,astheysoughttoshape,
claim,ordefendit.Inthesediscussions,theseeminglystraightforward
ideaoftheenvironmentbifurcatesandbraidsintocomplexstreamsof
thought.7Hereitis“MotherEarth,”theplacethatnurturedthepeople,
the“land”repletewithmemories,richinassociations,reflectingthe
wordsanddeeds(andholdingtheremainsbothphysicalandspiritual)
ofancestors.There,itisopportunity,offeringthechancetoimprove
one’smaterialcircumstances,findsecurity,setdownroots.Elsewhere,
“theenvironment”isabstractedorsunderedforwhateverpurposeinto
itsconstituentelements;inthissenseitbecomes“territory”orwater,
orinvasivespecies,oraGMO.
Suchdistillationscansharpenfocusanddebate,buttheyoftendo

soatsomecost,forsakingthefundamentalenvironmentaltruththat
everythingisconnectedtoeverythingelse,andincorporatingunspoken
convictionsintothediscourse.AstronomyAdvantageAreasprohibit“in-
terference”withradiotelescopesovervasttractsoftheNorthernCape,
butforthosewhoestablishedthemtheseareasarespacesratherthan
places,conjecturallydemarcatedanddefinedratherthanmateriallyand
intimatelyunderstood.Thosewhocreatedthesescientificspacessought
toensurethebestpossibleconditionsforradioastronomers.Thosewho
establishedreservesforAfricansinRhodesiaandSouthAfricaproceeded
withsimilarcartographicfreedom,drawinglinesonmapstoforward
thecauseofracialsegregation.Locationtrumpedotherconsiderations.
Muchasaridity,poorsoils,andsoonblightedtheprospectsofthose
consignedtoliveinthesespaces,theywereoflittleconcerntothose
whodemarcatedthem.
StrugglesoverwaterloomlargeinthehistoryofsouthernAfricaand

arecentraltochaptersbyMusemwaandMaryGalvinabove.Exaggerated
ascharacterizationsofRhodesia/Zimbabweas“theSaheloftheSouth”
mayseem,thereisnoescapingtheharshrealityofaridityorsemiaridity
acrossvastpartsoftheregion,wherewaterisbothlifeandrarelysuffi-
cient(withoutsignificanttechnologicalintervention)forthoseresiding
there.ComplicatedasIvesshowsthediscourseoverinvasivespecies



|Graeme Wynn310

tobe,oppositiontoeucalyptsandAustralianacaciaintheCapeFloral
Kingdomdrawssustenancefromthevoraciousappetitesofthesespecies
forwater.There,andinurbanandruralsettingswhereaccesstowater
hasbeen,andremains,starklydifferentiated,debateabouttheproper
useofthisvitalenvironmentalelementhasbeendeeplyinflectedby
questionsofraceandclass.Moreover,theinjusticeofmassivelyuneven
waterdistribution(andassociatedpatternsofdifferentiationinwater
qualityandsanitationprovision)hasonlybeenexacerbatedasadiscourse
of“rights”hassupersededearlierperceptionsofdesiresunmet.Indeed,
asGalvin’schapterdemonstrates,homiliesaboutrightshavehelpedto
transmutewaterfromanenvironmentalelementintoarhetoricalfoil
fortheexerciseofpowerpointedtopersonalandpoliticalgain.
Theneedtoincreasecropyieldstofeedburgeoningpopulationsis

worldwidebutisespeciallyacuteinclimaticallymarginalareaswhere
productionlevelsareparticularlysusceptibletovariableweather.Hence
theappealofinsect-resistantandherbicide-tolerantGMmaize,andthe
allureofdrought-tolerantvarieties.Yetdebateabouttheintroductionof
GMOshasalsobeenheavilypolarized,asSchnurrrecountsinrevealing
detail.Corporate,governmentandphilanthropicagendas,ideological
convictions,humanitarianconcerns,anddiverse,moreor less for-
malizedlocalinterestsfoundexpressioninafraythatmixedconcerns
aboutclimatechangeandthelossofbiodiversitywitharangeofother
issues.Thesethenspunoutintocritiquesofcapitalismandsupportfor
smallholderpeasantfarmers.
Insomelarger,varied,anddisaggregatedsense,then,“environment”

isindeed“allaroundus.”Investedwithvariousmeanings,itfiguresin
discussionsostensiblyaboutotherthings—class,race,nationalism,
belonging,andsoon.Accessedunevenly,itshapeslifechancesandthe
quotidiandetailsofexistence.Givenacentralplaceinthediscourseof
socialresistancemovements,ithasbecomeanimportantcomponentof
discussionsaboutpowerandthejustness,integrity,andevenlegitimacy
ofentiresocieties.

Power

Power,likeenvironment,hasmanyhues.Itcanbeexplicitandunambig-
uous,itsuseassured;itcanalsobenebulous,uncodified,anderraticin
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application.Someseeitashardorsoft.Otherscompareitsexerciseon
individualsorsocietiestotheuseofacarrotorastickonarecalcitrant
donkey—asameansofenticingordrivingthesubjectinthedesired
direction.Poweriseverywhere.Inoneformoranotheritpervadesevery
societyandimpinges—notalwaysuniformly—onthelivesofeveryone
withinthem.Ithasalsobeenthesubjectofmuchscholarlyinterest,
muchofitinspiredbytheworksofMichelFoucaultandJamesC.Scott.
ParticularlypertinentamongFoucault’scontributionstothisdis-

cussionarehisidentificationofa“microphysicsofpower”—theidea
thatpowerisdispersedandexercisedinmultiplelocalesbeyondthose
ofrecognizedsocietalleadersandtheinstitutionswithwhichtheyare
associated,in“families,workplaces,everydaypracticesandmarginal
institutions.”8Conjoinedwiththis,Foucaultinsiststhatpowerisasetof
relations,andthatpeoplearenot“simplyconstructedbypower.”Inthis
view(onethathasparticularsaliencetothinkingabouttheapartheid
regimeinSouthAfrica,perhaps)powerisultimatelyanunstableand
uneven“networkofpractices,”anditcharacteristicallyspawnsresistance.
Beyondthis,Foucaultarguedthatthenatureofpowerhaschanged.

Inhisreading,authoritywasmadeevident,inpremoderntimes,bythe
sporadicexercise—usuallyasaformofspectacle—ofviolent,sovereign
power(thinkofpublicexecutions).Fromtheseventeenthcentury,this
approachcededgroundtotheexerciseof“biopower,”anapproachto
governmentthatsoughttogovernpopulationsbysubjectingthemto
“precisecontrolsandcomprehensiveregulation”andthatFoucault
termed“governmentality,”aspecificsetoftechniquesdesignedtoor-
chestrate“theconductofmen.”Thisformofdisciplinarypowerrested
upondetailedknowledgeofthecitizenryandestablishedpreciseand
comprehensivebehavioralnormstowhichpeoplewereexpectedto
conform.Ratherthanthreateningdeath,modernpowerdictateslives.
Indeed,asFoucaultrecognizedasearlyas1979,therewasnobetter
exampleof this thantheway inwhichneoliberalgovernmentality
producedeconomicsubjects“structuredbyspecifictendencies,pref-
erencesandmotivations”bycreating“socialconditionsthatnotonly
encourageandnecessitatecompetitivenessandself-interest,butalso
producethem.”9
Understandingsofresistancetotheexerciseofpower,andofthe

potentialconsequencesofeffortstomakesocietyandenvironment
legible,havebeenfurtherenhancedbyJamesC.Scott.Hisworkreveals
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thewayspeasantsocietieshaveresistedthepowerofthosewhowould
control,exploit,orsubjugatethem,andargues, inSeeing Like a State,
thatmodernisthubrisunderminedseveralschemesintendedtoim-
provethehumancondition.10Insistingthatsubalternpeoplesemploy
variousformsofresistanceagainstthosewho(would)dominatethem,
Scottpointstotheimportanceof“hiddentranscripts”—constituted
byoff-stage,subsurface,oblique,disingenuous,andambiguouswords
andbehaviors—ascorrectivesto,oramplificationsof,theopen“public
transcripts”ofinteractionsbetweensub-andsuperordinategroups.11
Peasants,Scottshows,deploytheweaponsoftheweak—evasion,si-
lence,naivete,calculatedconformity—intheconstant,circumspect,
material,andideologicalstruggletheywageagainsttheweaponsof
theiroppressors,betheyviolentandsometimesarbitrarydisplaysof
sovereignpowerorthemoreinsidiousformsofauthoritydeployedby
centralgovernmentsbentonbringingtheirsubjectsandterritoriesinto
intelligibleorder,buttramplingroughshod,intheprocess,overlocal
knowledgeandtraditionalsocialarrangements.12

NeitherFoucaultnorScottloomlargeinthechaptersofthisbook,
althoughthefundamentalinsightsoftheircontributionsarenowsowell
embeddedinscholarlyunderstandingthattheyloiterbetweenthelines
onthesepages.Sowesee,inMarcEpprecht’schapter,theascribedand
importedpowerofpracticalscience(figuredaspublichealth,erosion
control,andresourceconservation)beingdeployedto justifycattle
culling,slumclearance,andlanddispossessionpolicies,allofwhichhad
significantsocialandeconomicimpactsupontheAfricaninhabitantsof
Msunduzi(andotherplaces).SoMsebaadoptsScott’sinsightstoshow
theNativeinhabitantsofearlycolonialZimbabwedeployingoneofthe
manyweaponsoftheweak,bycritiquingthecolonialadministrationand
thedeleteriouseffectsofitspoliciesinstoriesintelligibleforwhatthey
weretotheirownpeoplebutmisunderstoodanddismissedassupersti-
tionbycolonialofficials.SoEpprechtechoesFoucault’sconcernabout
thepowerofneoliberalgovernmentality.Andso,asweareforcefully
remindedbyIves,thepowertonameandcategorizeandpromulgatea
particularvisionofhistoryhashadfar-reachingandoftenpernicious
effectsonpeopleandenvironments.
Conversely,itisnosurprisethatinpolitiesandsocietiesascomplexas

thoseofsouthernAfrica,theexerciseofpower,anditsdiscontents,spill
beyondthetidyformulationsofparticularconceptualizations.Influential
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asFoucault’s“critical”viewofpowerhasbeen,itbynomeansencom-
passesallthewaysinwhichpowerisexercised,itsintents,oritseffects.
ValuableasScott’semphasisontheimportanceofcovertresistancehas
beentounderstandingpeasantandsubalterncircumstances,itshould
neithercloudtherealitiesofovertinsurgence,norobscuretheeaseand
frequency(suggestedbyGalvin’schapter)withwhichlocalunrestcan
becomeorganizedinsurrectionbentonstructuralchange.Atthesame
time,ashasbeennotedelsewhereintheworld,wherecorruptionisrife
“everydaydefianceofthelaw...[canenhance]theregime’sstability.”13
Ultimately,asSidneyMintzobserveddecadesagoandGalvinbrings
ustorealizeinthehereandnow,“itisimportanttounderstandhow
populationscometotherecognitionthattheirfeltoppressionisnot
merelyamatterofpoortimes,butofeviltimes—when,inshort,they
questionthelegitimacyofanexistingallocationofpower,ratherthan
thetermsofthatallocation.”14
Allofourcontributorsmarkthelinksbetweenknowledgeandpower.

ThespiritmediumswhooccupycenterstageinMseba’sdiscussion
ofvernaculardiscourseclaimedtheformerandexercisedthelatter.
Conz’sJamesMachobanecombinedknowledgeoflocalecologiesand
understandingofBasothosocietytodevelopstrongargumentsfora
sustainablefarmingsystem.Knowledgeconfersauthorityand,inthe
aftermathoftheCOVID-19pandemic,readersneednoremindersof
thewaysinwhichpoliticalchoicescanberationalized,justified,and
defendedbyreferenceto“Science.”Sometimes,asWalkershowsfor
theKaroo,decisionsareostensiblytakenforthebenefitofaparticular
formofscience—leavingotherinterestsmarginalizedbyclaimsabout
theadvancementofknowledge.Science,asIvesremindsustoo,can
alsobe“translated”bygovernmentofficialsandthepopularpressfor
politicalpurposes,leadingnonscientistsconditionedbythecontextsof
theirdailylivestodrawemotionallyloadedinferencesfrominherently
neutraldata.
Nordoourcontributorsignoretheefficacyofdeepstructuralpower.

Machobane’smessianicadvocacyofMantšaTlala,Conznotes,was
unabletostaytheforceofnationalistrhetoricbolsteredby“expert”
opinioninfavorofcapitalist,industrialagriculture.TheAfricanCentre
forBiodiversity,Schnurrtellsus,founditnecessarytopushbackagainst
“thepowerful intereststhatundergirdtheglobalfoodsystem.”And
Epprechtisscathinginhisassessmentof“multinationalcorporations
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andtechnologieshitchedtoanideologyofendless. . .consumption”
tiedtoneoliberaleconomicdoctrinesthatfavorthedevelopmentof
“far-flung,low-densityhousing,pollutingindustry,cardependency,and
retail-chainshoppingmalls,”allofwhichareill-suitedtothedeliveryof
socialandenvironmentaljustice.Further,asGalvindemonstrates,the
gapbetweenformalconstitutionalproceduresandthelocalexerciseof
powerbytraditionalleadersand“strongmen”isoftenlarge.Powermay
notnecessarilycorrupt,butitdoesenticesometobreakthe(democratic)
trustplacedintheminfavorofbaseimpulses.
Oneconsequenceisthatpowerwasandisnotalwaysexercisedfairly,

orwiththeinterestsofthemajoritytothefore.Protests,outburstsof
violence,andsoulfulexpressionsofresignationmarkthisfactthroughthe
pagesofthisvolume.AsonedisaffectedresidentinterviewedbyGalvin
inNgqushwahadit,thosewhosoughtto“speakthetruthaboutwhat
ishappeningontheground”foundthemselvesignored,dismissed,or,
worse,assaultedandabusedbythosewhohadgainedinfluenceinthe
corridorsofgovernmentortheircommunities.Localstudyafterlocal
studyrecountedinthesepagesrevealsthedifficultiesencounteredby
thosewhoweredisadvantagedastheyattemptedtospeaktruthtopower.
Formany,thepromiseofdemocracy(“powertothepeople”:“Power—it
isours,”orAmandla— Ngawethu,intheisiZuluchantofAfricanNational
Congressrallies)seemedfalse,especiallyaslong-standingpatronage
practicesopeneddoorstocronyismandcorruption.Butthereisnoes-
capingthefactthatpowerinitsvariousformswasapervasiveinfluence
onandinthelivesofsouthernAfricans.

Justice

Theconceptofjusticeisasoldandasvariegatedasthehills.Retributive
orreciprocaljustice(“aneyeforaneye”)datesback,atleast,totheMes-
opotamianCodeofHammurabi(1754BC).Today,manyphilosophers
andethicistsfindthecorecharacteristicsofjusticeinancientRoman
Law:“theconstantandperpetualwilltorendertoeachhisdue.”15In
thisview,justiceisfocusedonthetreatmentofindividuals(orgroups
framedasindividuals);itisduetoeveryone(itcanbeclaimedandright-
fulclaimscreateenforceableobligations);itisimpartialandconsistent;
anditrequiresanagentwhoactstobringsomethingabout.
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Butjusticemeansdifferentthings—addressesdifferentissuesandtakes
differentforms—indifferentcontexts.Isjusticeservedwhenpeople’s
legitimateexpectations—framedbyexistinglaws,pastpractices,and
socialconventions—aremet?Orisitmeasuredagainstwhatmightexist
undersomespecifiedideal,bethatequalityofopportunityorequality
ofcondition?Shouldjusticeworktobolsterexistingassumptionsby
ensuring,astheAmericanphilosopherJohnRawlshadit,that“entitle-
mentsareearnedandhonoredasthepublicsystemofrulesdeclares”?16
Ormightconceptionsofjusticeforcechangebyembracingprinciples
otherthanthosethatcurrentlyprevail?
Second,wemustaskwhetherjusticeisdistributiveorcorrective.Ifthe

former,justiceisaboutthe“fair”allocationofparticulardistributable
goodsamongthosemembersofapopulationwhohavearecognized
claimtothem.Inenvironmentaltermswemightsaythatthisformof
justiceisconcernedwiththefairdistributionofenvironmental“bene-
fitsandbads”amongallhumans.Inthisview“nopeople,richorpoor,
urbanorsuburban,blackorwhite,shouldbeforcedtoshoulderan
unequalburden.”17Correctivejustice,bycontrast,followsaremedial
principle,typicallyespousinganintenttorightthewrongdonebyone
person’sillegitimateinterferencewiththerightsorpropertyofanother.
Distributivejusticerequirescriteriatoguidedistributionofthegoods
(or“bads”)tobeapportioned,especiallyifthesearelimitedinquantity
orspread.Correctivejusticeservesasacautionontheactionsofthose
whowouldfailtorespectthepropertyandlegitimateinterestsofothers.
Discussionsofjusticealsodivideonthe“relativeweighttheyattachto

proceduresandsubstantiveoutcomes”andonthequestionofwhether
determinationsarecomparativeornot.Thosewhofavoraprocedural
approachaskwhetherpeoplearetreatedfairlythroughprocedures
thatproducetheoutcome;thecommonshorthandhereis,Didthey
receiveafairtrial?Otherconceptualizations—suchas,Dideveryone,
especiallyminorities,participateonanequalfootingintheframingof
environmentalpoliciesthataffectthem?—arelessoftenconsidered,
possiblybecausetheyaremorecomplicated.Shouldvotesbeweighted
toshareriskstohealthandwell-being“proportionallytothepollution
andcontaminationoneproducesor...totheamountofresourcesone
consumes”?18Thosewhofocusonoutcomesratherthanprocedures
askwhethertheyconformtosomeoverarchingprincipleorpatternby
tallyingwithsomedesirablecriterion:Dooutcomesimproveequality?
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Doawardsmatchentitlementsorneeds?Thenotionthatjusticeinheres
intheequaldistributionofsomekindofbenefitisclearlycomparative;
thesizeofthepieandthenumberofclaimantsdeterminethesizeofthe
allocation.Toadopttheprinciplethateveryoneshouldhaveenough,
thatneedswillbemet,orthatasufficientlivingwillbeensured—the
implicitpromiseof“rights”—is,bycontrast,noncomparative.
Noneoftheissuesraisedbythesebinariesarestraightforward,but

theyarefurthercomplicatedbyquestionsaboutthescopeofjustice.Are
theprinciplesofdistributivejusticeapplicableonlytothosewhojoin
together,inRawls’sphrasing,asparticipantsina“cooperativeventurefor
mutualadvantage”?Doesthisspecificationinclude,asThomasNagelhas
argued,only“thosewhobyvirtueofbeingcitizensofthesamestateare
requiredbothtocomplywith,andacceptresponsibilityfor,thecoercive
lawsthatgoverntheirlives”?19Isthere,then,scopeforconcernabout
globaldistributivejustice?Aresignificantwealthdisparitiesinherently
unjust,oraretheyproperlysocharacterizedonlyiftheyresultfromthe
actionsofsomeindividualorcollectivethird-partyagent,andcannot
bejustifiablydefended?Decidingwhether“principlesofsocialjustice
shouldapplytomarkettransactions”turnsonhowmarketsarecon-
ceived.Iftheyaredefinedasneutralarenasforthepursuitofindividual
self-interest(asneoliberaleconomistsinsist),theanswerisno.Ifmarkets
areregarded,ontheotherhand,ashumanconstructsshapedbyrules
thatcanbechanged,collectively,bythosewhoparticipateinthem,then
itisbothlegitimateandpertinenttoaskwhethertheoutcomesthey
produce“meetrelevantstandardsofdistributivejustice,whateverwe
takethesetobe.”Can,should,principlesofjusticebeextendedto(all)
nonhumananimals?totrees?tobirdsandfish?totheenvironment,or
theplanet?20
Muchtheoreticalwritingonjusticefollowsa liberal individualist

framework.Butthisiscontestedbythequestforenvironmentaljustice,
whichisgenerallybestunderstoodasasocialmovement,focusedon
broadgroup,community,andevenpostmaterialconcernsratherthan
individualentitlements.Inhisefforttodefinethefield,theAmerican
politicaltheoristDavidSchlosberg,currentlyprofessorofenvironmental
politicsintheUniversityofSydney,insistedthatenvironmentaljustice
attendstosocialgroupsandecologicalsystemsaswellasindividuals.
Indeed,hesuggestedthat“mostacademicconceptionsofecological
justicebasedindistribution...areincompleteandinadequateintheir
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definitionsandprescriptions,”preciselybecausetraditional liberals
excludenaturefromtheirconcernsandthusoverlookissuesofjustice
tothenonhumanpartofthenaturalworld.21Schlosberg’sapproachis
pluralistic.Bytaking“intoaccountarangeofinterrelateddimensions
andconceptionsofjusticethatcanbevariouslyappliedtohumansand
nonhumans,individualsandgroups,”thisapproachavoidsthe“mistake
ofexclusionsocommontouniversalismandpaternalism.”Itseekstoin-
corporatemultipleclaimsandnotionsofjusticethatcanapplytovarious
issues,cases,andcontextstopromote“engagementacrossdifferences.”
Translatingsuchintellectualconstructs,expressedintheprecisebut

purifyingproseoflegalscholars,ethicists,andphilosophers,intothe
complex,conflicted,andreal-worldmessysitesandcircumstancesofthe
casestudiesinthisbook(andtheregioninwhichtheyarelocated)isno
simpletask.Ontheground,takingthecommunitiesandcircumstances
examinedinthesepagestogether,justiceseemsanephemeral,elusive,
andinexactconcept.Timeandagain,itappears,likebeauty,toliein
theeyeofthebeholder.Whatrulesdefineit?Onwhatassumptionsare
entitlementsbased?Howcanringingcommitmentstohigh-mindedthe-
oriesofjusticehelpthosestrugglingdailytosurviveinsocietieswithout
eitherthefiscalmeanstoalleviatetheirsituationsorthewherewithalto
distributeeffectivelysuchassistanceasmaybepossible?
InSouthAfrica,officialpolicyatthenationallevelafter1994included

progressiveorsocialdemocraticcommitmentstodistributivejusticein
promisestoprovideallcitizenswithspecific(althoughparsimonious)
quantitiesofwaterandcertainfreesocialservices.YetasGalvinshows
withunflinchinggazeontheactualdeliveryofwaterandsanitationser-
vicesinthreequitedisparatecommunities,therehasbeenmanyaslip
betweencupandlip.Eveninrelativelysmallsettlements,communities
divided,corruptionranrampant,andsomefamiliesreceivedbetter
servicethanothers.SuchpatternsofwhatIvescalls“differentialinclu-
sion”raisequestionsaboutthenatureofthepolity.Theyalsoprovoke
reflectionontheneedforcorrectivejusticeaftertheapartheidyearsor,
indeed,whatEpprechtcalls“alongcenturyofinjustice.”Yearsearlier,
andduringthatlongcentury,BradfieldMnyandaargued,inRhodesia
tothenorth,thateliteAfricans,andonlyeliteAfricans,wereentitled
tobetterwaterprovision—althoughhisclaimmaywell,asMusemwa
intriguinglysuggests,havecarriedabroaderremedialintent,attributable
totheparticularnatureofwater.
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Theseareimportantmatters.Howandatwhatscaleisjusticetobe
measuredinsomeofthemosteconomicallyunequalsocietiesinthe
world?Doesitmatter,inthinkingaboutthisquestion,thatthesesocieties
haveonlyrecentlyemergedfromdecadesofentrenchedracialsegre-
gation,institutionalizedrepression,massivelydivergentinvestmentin
infrastructure,andstate-sanctionedviolence?Canindividualandgroup
interestsbereconciled,andmet,acrosspopulationssodiverse,sodiffer-
entinlanguage,tradition,experience,andaspiration,incountriesand
communitiesbearingtheburdenofdifficultpasts,andcaughtupinthe
greatcontemporaryswirlofglobalideological,economic,andpolitical
interests?Whatrolemightthegrowingstrengthof“rights”discourse(the
righttowater,therighttothecity,theUnitedNationsDeclarationon
theRightsofIndigenousPeoples)playinshapingthebalanceofpower
amongcompetinginterests?Howwill thesecrosscurrentsplayout?
Cantheybebroughttobeartoensurerespectfortheenvironmentof
southernAfrica,andgreatereconomicandsocialjusticeforthepeople
ofthismarkedlydisparatearea?Thechallengesarelegion—buttheissues
signaledbytheforegoingseriesofquestionmarkscannotbedismissedor
ignored.Norcantheybeaddressedintheabstract.Contextenvelopsall
theseobservationsaboutenvironment,power,andjustice.Anyattempt
tounpackandunderstandtheimplicationsoftheseideasisboundtobe
“hauntedbythepast”;nonecanescapetheburdenofhistory.

Between Nostalgia and Presentism: Representation, 
Responsibility, and the Burden of History

JustasGogo,thegrandmotherinNdlovu’sstory,foundherexperience
andperspectivemarginalizedbythosecaughtupincontemporarycir-
cumstances,manynowdenythatdeepandaccurateknowledgeofthe
pastisimportantfordealingwithchallengesahead.Countlessreasons
areadducedforthis:theinsistentpresentnessofsocialmedia;thesense
thattheworldhaschangedquicklyanddramatically(“yourwarsongs
arenotgoingtofeedus”);thetooliteral,andtoocredulous,interpre-
tationofFrancisFukuyama’saphorismabout“theendofhistory”;the
welcomeriseofsubalternvoicesthatchallengeestablishedinterpreta-
tionsofpastandpresentcircumstances;thedisparagementof“expert”
opinion;disdainfor“theEnlightenment”;acceptanceoftheexistence
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ofmultipletruths;theriseofpopulismandtheentrenchmentofiden-
titypolitics;theconflationofhistoryandmemory;andthepressing,
overwhelmingurgencyofmanycontemporarycrises,fromtheclimate
emergencythroughtheCOVID-19pandemictothemassivechallenges,
acrosssouthernAfricaandelsewhere,ofeconomic,social,political,
andenvironmentalreconstruction.22Noneoftheseistrivial,andnone
shouldbegainsaid.
Butproblemsingrapplingwiththepastarenotnew.Althoughmany

contemporaryscholarswouldinsistthatrevolutionarydevelopments
indigitalcommunicationtechnologieshaverecastthewaysinwhich
werecollectthepast,perceivethepresent,andimaginethefuture,we
needtoweightheseclaimsandtheirimplicationswithcare,because
thechallengesarebynomeansaproductofour“Hyper-MobileDigital
Age.”23SociologistToddGitlinwaswritingfortyyearsagoabout“anew
velocityofexperience,anewvertigo”producedbyquickeningchange,
andlongbeforethathistorianswerewrestlingwiththeimpactof“mo-
dernity”andtheideaofprogressontheirpractice.24

ManyhistorianshavequotedtheEnglishnovelistL.P.Hartleyto
theeffectthat“thepastisaforeigncountry;theydothingsdifferently
there.”25Theimplicationhereisthatthepastisaplacetobeexplored,
interpreted,andunderstoodonitsownterms,whichdifferfromthose
prevailinginthehistorian’spresent.ButHartleyoversimplified.There
ismorethanoneforeigncountry,thebordersbetweenthemarenotal-
waysclear,andthepeoplewholivedinthemthoughtaboutthemselves
andtheircircumstancesindifferent,oftencontradictory,ways.Their
disagreementssurfacedinvariousforms:inconflictsoverland,indis-
putesoverauthorityandinfluence,overhowpeopleandgroupsdefined
themselves,andhowtheyfared.26Or,moresuccinctly,indisputesover
environment,power,andjustice.
Itisalsodifficulttocomprehendthepastwithoutreferencetothe

present.Historicalquestionsarepromptedandshapedbycurrentsoci-
etalconcerns.Thisisentirelytobeexpected,benign,andinescapable.
Eachgenerationwritesitsownhistories,andsolongashistoriansstay
truetotheircraftandtheevidence,acceptablescholarshipshouldresult.
Butperils lurkinthesewaters.AlthoughGogo’sreferencetocroco-
dilesseemsliteralenough,thetitleofNdlovu’sstory—“Swimmingwith
Crocodiles”—attachesadeeper,historical,andsymbolicmeaningto
herwarning.SomeAfricantraditionscomparetheperilsofsundering
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political-culturalrelationships,theconsequencesofpayinginsufficient
attentiontoinheritedobligations,andthewisdomofexperience,with
swimmingincrocodile-infestedwaters.27Whetherliteralormetaphor-
ical,encountersbetweenpeopleandcrocodilesarerarelygoodforthe
humanprotagonists.28Nor,generally,arehistoriesthatforsakecareful
engagementwiththepastandveertowardnostalgiaorpresentism.
Nostalgiaisamultifacetedconcept,perhapsmostusefullythought

ofhereasaromanticaffectionforavanishedorvanishingpast.29Gen-
erally,nostalgichistoriesofferwarm,positiveviewsofearlierperiods.
Theytypicallymakeselectiveuseofevidencetocontrastanidealized
pastwithalesssatisfactorypresent,ordescribeahistorical“goldenage”
againstwhichdeclineiscalibrated.30Byframingthepastasbetterthan
thepresent,“nostalgia”oftenserves,inthepithywordsofgeographer
DavidLowenthal,totell“itLikeitWasn’t.”31
Presentismisdefinedasan“uncriticaladherencetopresent-dayatti-

tudes,especiallythetendencytointerpretpasteventsintermsofmodern
valuesandconcepts.”32Mosthistorians,consciousofcontingency,insist
thatthepastisnotsimplyprologuetothepresent.Theybemoanthe
hubrisinvolvedincondemningthosewholivedinverydifferentsocieties
andcircumstancesforfailingtoliveuptoourcurrentstandards,and
deploretheassumption,thusentailed,ofourownmoralandtemporal
superiority.
Evenastheyappreciatetheimportanceofidentifyingthedynamics

andimplicationsofpowerincolonialsettings,manyhistoricalscholars
areconcernedthatcurrentpostcolonialinterpretationsofsettlersoci-
etiesoversimplifytheissuesathand.Awareofpreviouspitfallsonthe
roadtounderstandingthepast,theyworrythatthepresentismofsuch
worktendstoreinscribecolonialcategoriesinbinaryterms.Byreducing
currentevents,therecentpast,andthehistoryofempiretoexploitation
andappropriationbyonesetofactors,andresistancebyanother,these
interpretivestrategiescanundulysimplifythestory,leavinglittleroom
forconsiderationofblurrylinesandboundarycrossingsinalliancesor
inactions.
Attendingtothoselinesandcrossingsisvitalwork.Weareallshaped

bythetimes,places,andcircumstancesofourexistences,butthese
arerarelystaticforlong.Asindividualsandgroups,weholddearour
ownmythologies,conjureandrepeatourownstories,andsingour
ownpraisesongs.Wealsoliveinfractioustimes.Heightenedbythe
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shriekingpartisanshipofpoliticsinmanyjurisdictions,theevidenceis
allaroundus.Fierce,dismissiveargumentsovercontending“truths”;a
Babelofconvictions;areluctancetoseeanymeritinopposingpositions;
unshakablebeliefintherightnessofone’sparticularbeliefs;andsoon.
Butweare—orshouldbe—opentochange.
Evenaswewrestlewiththeimmediatechallengesofenvironmental

despoliation,theinappropriateuseofpower,andtheinjusticesthatflow
therefrom,weneedtothinklonganddeepaboutourresponsibilitiesas
scholars.Thisrequiresconsiderationofourrelationshipwiththepast,
oftheinescapablechallengesofconfrontingit,aswemustdo,fromthe
present,andofthenatureandpurposeofourengagementwithhistory.

HereabriefconsiderationofearlierforaysintoAfricanhistorycanhelp
toprovideperspective,clarifytheissues,andilluminatewaysforward.
Embarkingonhisdoctoralresearchintheearly1960s,A.G.Hopkins
beganhisengagementwithAfricainheadyandpropitioustimes:the
professionalstudyofAfricanhistorywasblossoming;decolonization,
nationbuilding,andeconomicdevelopmentwereintheair;anewgener-
ationofAfricanistscholarsbroadlysympathetictoliberationmovements
readilybelievedtheywere“participatinginanunprecedentedhistorio-
graphicalrevolution.”33Hopkinsstoodalittleapart.Hisinterestinthe
historyofcapitalismwasnotwidelyshared—buthisdistinctperspective
drewhimtogroundbreakingworkinthehistoryofAfricaandofwhat
wasincreasinglybeingconceivedofasunderdevelopment.Takingissue
withthecommonperceptionthatAfricanslivedinarchetypaltraditional
societies,helimnedtwo“deliberatelyoverstated”sketchestosharpen,
bywayofcontrast,hisdiscussionofmarkets,institutions,andtheen-
vironmentindomesticeconomiesinprecolonialtimes.
Onearchetype,whichHopkinslabeled“PrimitiveAfrica,”pictured

inhabitantsofthecontinentliving“underthedominionofcustomand
impulse”asmembersofstereotypical“static,self-sufficient,changeless
societies.”Theother,termed“MerrieAfrica,”sawtheprecolonialperiod
as“aGoldenAgeofharmonyandaffluence”;inthisview“generations
ofAfricansenjoyedcongeniallivesinwell-integrated,smoothlyfunc-
tioning”communitiesthatweredisruptedbyEuropeanrule.Asthe
windsofchangecoursedthroughAfricainthe1960s,commentators
inclined“toputAfricansonapedestaltocompensatefortheimageof
inferioritytheyhadlongsuffered.”TheMerrieAfricanarrativefitthe
preferredviewofaharmoniousprecolonialorderbeingrestoredby
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emergingstatesandtheirrulers,andithadtobeendorsed,observed
thewryHopkins,ifhistorywas“tofulfilitscontemporaryfunctionof
legitimizingthepresent.”34
NeitherHopkins’scaricaturesofthe“Primitive”and“Merrie”myths,

norhisownimpressiveeffortstoseebeyondthem,banishedsuchviews.
Theyreappeared,afteradecadeorso,inscholarshiponEastAfrica.In
abookpublishedin1977,HelgeKjekshussoughttoemphasizeAfrican
economicandenvironmentalagencyinestablishingprosperous,stable
agriculturalcommunitiesinTanzaniabeforethedisruptionsassociated
withcolonialrulebroughtrinderpest,tsetsefly,andsandfleaoutbreaks,
andthebreakdownoftraditionalecologicalsystemsinthe1890s—only
tobeaccused,byJohnIliffe,ofendorsingthe“MythofMerrieAfrica.”35
Morepointedly,IliffefoundthreefailingsinKjekshus’swork:hisin-
clinationto“contrastthemostfavourabledescriptionsofprecolonial
Tanganyikawiththemosthorrifyingaccountsofcolonialtimes”;his
tendencytoignoreevidence;andhispropensitytospeculate.Thena
thirdscholar,JuhaniKoponen,indictedIliffe—whoseownbookempha-
sizingtheharshnessoftheenvironmentandlifeinprecolonialTanzania
appearedshortlyafterKjekshus’s—foraninterpretationthatwas“much
closertoPrimitiveAfrica,ifnotactuallygoingthatfar.”36
IfscholarsdebatedhowbesttocharacterizeprecolonialAfricanso-

cieties,colonialofficialsworriedaboutthesocialandecologicalcrises
thatseemedtoafflictcolonyafterAfricancolonyintheyearsafter1935.
Lookingaskanceattheconditionsofrurallife,inmanypartsofthe
continent,interpretingthewidespread“drift”ofpeoplefromthecoun-
trysidetotownsandcities,andconfrontedbyevidenceofincreasingly
fragmentedlandholdingscoupledwithpeasantindebtedness,European-
trainedadministratorsandexpertsconsistentlymisreadtheAfrican
landscapetoconcludethatenvironmental“issues”suchassoilerosion,
overgrazing,anddeforestationstemmedfromasurfeitofpeopleunable
orunwillingtograpplewiththechallengestheyfaced.37

Asearlyas1940,theColonialDevelopmentandWelfareActcommit-
tedtheBritishParliamenttoaprogramofintegratedscientificplanning
intendedtoimproveresourceuseandfoodproductionforlocalcon-
sumption.38“Colonialpovertyanddisorder”weretobeaddressedas
technicalproblems.Bymakingpeasantagriculturemoreefficientand
“scientific,”officialshopedtokeeppeopleontheland,arrestwhatthey,
oftenmistakenly,identifiedassocialbreakdowninruralcommunities,
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andprevent“detribalization.”Asthisprojectsplutteredinthe1950s,
somedevelopmenttheoristsarguedforanagriculturalrevolutionthat
wouldmovepeopleawayfromsubsistencefarming.Fertilizers,machines,
cashcrops,andfarmconsolidationweretomarktheneworder.With
incentivesandgoodfortune,someAfricansprospered.Butmanymore
wereleftbehind.Reactingagainstthecontinuationofwhattheytook
tobe“irrational”and“wasteful”Africanland-usepractices,scientists
andpolicymakersrailedagainstthedeleteriousenvironmentalimpacts
thattheybelievedsuchpracticesproduced.Environmentaldegradation
becamepartoftheorthodoxdiscourse,partofapowerfulnewnarrative
ofenvironmentalcrisisthatrenderedcountlessAfricanfamiliesasboth
perpetratorsandvictimsoftheirunfortunatefates.
Inthe1990s,anewcohortofscholars,moreattentivetolocalvoices

andlocalpractices,challengedthisdoctrine.39Armedwithnewscientific
understandingofthenaturalworld—especiallytheemergenceofanew,
nonequilibriummodelofecologydifferentfromearliernotionsofcli-
maticclimaxvegetationbasedontheworkofFredericClements—they
recognizedchangeasaconstantofbiogeographicalsystemsandrevealed
thevestedintereststhatsustainedclaimsofenvironmentaldegradation.40
Insum,theyarguedthatalthough“thereceivedwisdomwasbasedon
scientificauthority,...itlackedscientificrigor.”41Farfrombeingigno-
rant, irrationalwastrelsandenvironmentalvandals,Africanfarmers
andpastoralistswerenowrecognizedasknowledgeableandeffective
stewardsoflocalecologicalsystems.
Continuingdebateoverportrayalsof“Merrie”and“Primitive”or

reprisingshiftingviewsofAfricanagencyisultimatelylessvaluable
thanacceptingtheseshiftinginterpretationsasremindersofthealways
complex,small-scale,andconstantlychangingnatureofecological
relationshipsandthefactthatthequestforpoweroverhumananden-
vironmentalresourcesisongoing.Allsocieties—precolonial,colonial,
andpostcolonial—aredynamicentitiesshapedbyconflictandmolded
bytheinterplayofculture,ideology,institutions,exchange,technology,
andenvironmentalcircumstances.Tofurtherunderstandthecomplex
interfaceofenvironment,power,andjustice,weneedtodevelop,in
thewordsofhistoriansJamesGiblinandGregoryMaddox,“atruly
historicalperspectiveonenvironmentandecology”thatremainsopen
to“boththepossibilitiesofprogressandstabilityandthelikelihoodof
reversalsandcrises.”42
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OnhisfirstvisittoWestAfrica,A.G.Hopkinsfoundhimself“pon-
deringthedifferencebetweenwhatwewanttoseeinthepast,andwhat
wefindthere,andhowtomanagethedisparitywhenthetwoappeared
tobemisaligned.”43Thisisadilemmathathauntsusyet,asscholars
andcitizens.“There’saway,”saysAmericanshort-storywriterDanielle
Evans,“inwhichwhatwechoosetobelieveabouthistoryisakindof
performance,onethatgesturestowardwhatkindofpeopleweare,
whatkindofcountryweare,whatstorieswetellaboutourfamilies,
whatwebelievewithoutevidenceversuswhatweignorewhenwehave
evidence.”44Weareengaged,sheinsists(inwordsthathaveparticular
pertinencetoourcurrentdecolonialmoment),in“aconstantnegotiation
betweenwhat’srealandhowwewanttobeseen.”45
Others,bothbeforeusandinsocietiesdifferentfromourown,have

negotiatedtheirself-narrativesandtheircircumstancesinthequestfor
understanding—andhavepresentedparticularfacestoaworldthatthey
perceivedandexplainedintheirowndistinctiveways.Thistheydo,and
havedone,toaccountforandexplaintheiractionsinthesettings(more
orlessdifferentfromthosewefindfamiliar)inwhichtheyexist.Some
are(andhavebeen)forthrightabouttheirconvictionsandintent.Others
claimed,perhapsjustly,tohavebeencarried,attimesandwithscant
prospectofeffectiveresistance,onpowerfulstreamsofsocietaltendency.
Yetothersrefusedtoacknowledgetheeffectsthattheiractions,willing
orotherwise,produce.Wetwenty-first-centurycritics,thinkers,and
citizensareinnowisedifferent.We,too,shapeandreviseourstories
aswegoalong.Weallhaveourownversionsofthings.Thesemaybe
ourowntruths—buttheyarenoteveryone’s.Weshouldbecautiousof
dismissingcomplex,multifacetedpastlivesandpersonalitiesforactions
thatoffendcurrentlystrongconvictionsunfamiliartothem.
Asthethreemostdeeplyhistoricalessaysinthisvolume,byMseba,

Conz,andMusemwa,demonstrate,ourfirstresponsibilityashistorical
scholarsistounderstandthepastasthosewholivedandacteddid,not
tojudgeitandthembythestandardsofthepresent.Thepastisafor-
eigncountryinthesensethatthingsweredifferentthenandthere.The
moreweappreciatethis,thebetterwewillrealizewhypeoplespokeand
actedastheydid;themorewedothisthebetterwewillrecognizethe
failingsandfoibles,alongsidetheachievementsandstrengths,ofthose
whoshapedtheworldinwhichwelive.
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Thepastisalsoaplacewith“apast”;noseriousscholarshipshould
assumeapastwithoutblemishorperpetuatetheepicgoldendays,the
mythologiesofmemory.Wemustacknowledgethefailingsofpeoplein
thepastandresisttheassumptionthatwewouldhaveactedbetterunder
thecircumstancestheyfaced.Weshouldrejectthepassive,andtosome
comforting,assumptionthatevilwasaccidentalandthatthingsjust
happened.AstheyoungmanwhoadmonishedGogointheshortstory
thatopensthesereflectionsrecognized,simplytalkingaboutthepast
willnotresolvetheproblemsoftoday.Tolearnfrom,andimproveupon,
priorcircumstances,wemustholdbothcontextandagency—structural,
collective,andindividual—toaccount,andwemustrecognize,and
transcend,theblinkersandlimitationsofone-dimensional,dogmatic,
universalistwaysofthinkingabouttheworld.46
Thismeansmovingbeyondcritiquesofcolonialismtofindnewways

ofmakingsenseoftheworldswithwhichweareengaged.Decadesago,
traditionalscientificapproachestoknowledgeproductionwerecriticized,
especiallybyfeministscholars,for“playingtheGodtrick”—applying
alimitedsuiteofideasandapproachestointerpretingtheworld.47The
essentialmessageofthiscritiquewasthatnoonecantakeinallthere
istosee,thatnosinglestandpointissufficienttofullyencompassand
understandthediversityofbeing.Oneofitscorollaryinsightswasthat
thegrowingdominanceoftheEuropeanimperiumelevatedWestern
(“Northern”)waysofknowingtheworld,theirontologiesandepiste-
mologies,toglobalascendancy.AsDipeshChakrabartyandothers(in-
cludingConz,Schnurr,Ives,andEpprechtinthisvolume)havepointed
out,Westernscienceconqueredtheworldbymarginalizingotherways
ofunderstandingnatureandsociety:“Colonialismimposedaformatto
whichlocalthinkinghadto...conform,”andNorthernsciencedismissed
“Southern”waysofknowingassuperstitionandfolklore.48Usefulas
thequestfornomotheticknowledgehasbeen,weneedtoreaffirmthe
awareness,implicitinmuchhumanitiesscholarship,that“allknowledge
isboundbytheplace,time,andpositionalityoftheknowledgeproducer
andhenceideographic.”49ItistimetomovebeyondEurocentrism,to
recognizedifferentviews,toacknowledgewhatJeanComaroff,John
Comaroff,andothersrefertoastheoryfromtheSouth,andtocalibrate
ourunderstandingtoincorporateitsperspectivesandinsights.50
Thisisnoeasytask.Sloughingtheblinkersofuniversalistlanguage

andlogic—theworkofcolonialism’scritics—ishardenough;moving
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beyondcritiquetodevelopnewmeansofunderstandingisadaunting
challenge.Rememberthatoureverydaylivesandthestorieswetell
ourselvesaboutthem(inthehereandnowandintimespast)arelarded
withuncertaintiesandcontradictions.Whenjusticetransmutesfrom
broadabstractprincipletosomethingwhoseveryformiscontingent
andcontextual,whenpowerisever-shifting,informandeffect,and
wheretheenvironmentissubjectandagent,symbolandsubstance,an
envelopingrealityandawill-o-the-wispofmeanings,perspectiveand
firmintellectualgroundcanbehardtofind.Andtheproblemsareonly
exacerbatedwhenwewidentheorbitofourconcerntoincludeothers,
inothertimesandotherplaces.
Seekingawayforward,searchingforwaysofthinkingaboutfeminist

theorythatmovebeyondhegemoniccertaintyandacolonialframe
ofmindtorecognizeandrespectratherthandismissandsubsume
difference,theAustraliansociologistRaewynConnellidentifiesthree
conceptualmodelsofglobalknowledgeproduction.51Intheprevailing,
pyramidalmodel“theoryisuniversal;...mostlygeneratedattheapex
oftheglobalsystem,”althoughitmayusedatafromelsewhere.Theory
isassumed,inthisschema,totrickledownfromNorthtoSouth.Asan
alternative,Connellpositsa“mosaicepistemology”inwhich“separate
knowledgesystemssitbesideeachotherliketilesinamosaic,eachbased
onaspecificcultureorhistoricalexperience,andeachhavingitsown
claimstovalidity.”Here,theprecedenceaffordedasinglewayofseeing
theworldisreplacedbyrespectfulrelationsamongmanyknowledge
systems.Butthismodelisalsoflawed.Unliketiles,culturesandsocieties
aredynamic,theyinteract,theychangeoneanother,andtheypromote
mutuallearningandcritique.ThisleadsConnelltodescribeathird,
solidarity-based,epistemologymarkedbytheongoing“unpredictable
interweavingofideasandexperience.”This,sheindicates,couldproduce
a“globaldemocracyofknowledge”inwhich“theoryisproducedand
recognized”atmanyconnectedsites,wherevisionsofjusticeoverlap
andthereisstrongcommitmenttobraidingtogetherdifferenttypesof
understanding.52
TheAmericanfeministandpostcolonialscholarSandraHarding

usestheshorthand“oneplanet,manysciences”toimagineafuture
inwhichresearchersacknowledgetheimpossibilityofseeing,know-
ing,andunderstandingeverythinginthesameway,andembracethe
multipleperspectivesofthemanyothereffectiveknowledgetraditions
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thatpredateandstillexistalongsidemodernWesternsciences.53Here
herintentparallelsthatofConnell’sthirdwayofproceedinginitsin-
sistenceoncultivatingtheintersectionofmultipleknowledgesystems.
Weneed,Hardinginsists,“realisticreassessmentsofbothWesternand
non-Westernknowledgesystems,”rememberingallthewhilethat“ifwe
aretotakeseriouslytheachievementsofanotherculture,wehavetotalk
aboutitinourterms,ratherthantheirs.”54Insuchengagements,these
andotherscholarsfindawayforward,ameansofmovingbeyondthe
rigiditiesandlimitationsofthinkingandtheorizingimposedbycolo-
nialismanduniversalism;theyseek,asthetitleofarecentcollectionof
essayonthisthemehasit,todevelopanewgeopoliticsofknowledge
byconstructingapluriverse—“aglobaltapestryofalternatives”—that
promisesamore“ecologicallywiseandsociallyjustworld.”55
Acceptingthefallibilityofabsoluteconviction,acknowledgingthat

powerismanifestinvariousways,andrecognizingthatcomingtogether
forcommonpurposeisbetterthanstayingguardedlyapartcanhelp
ustorealizeamorejust,lessperilousfutureforearthanditsinhabi-
tants.Contextandunderstandingbuilt—asareallthechaptersinthis
book—fromseriousreflectiononthepast,fromcloseengagementwith
thegrittydetailsofliveslivedontheground,andfromperspectives
thatreachacrossbordersandcountriestoencompasssuchbroadand
yet-still-contestableconceptsasjustice,rights,andequityfoundedin
suchnotionsasasharedplanetandcommonhumanityarevitalifwe
aretofindthewisdom,tolerance,andcommonground—aswellasthe
willtoaction—thatweneedgoingforward.
Intheend,andinmyview,the lessonsthathistoryhastoteach

aremorepotentforthehumilitytheyinstillthanfortheconviction
theyreinforce.Bypromptingus tounderstandpeople—towonder
whytheyactas,orholdthebeliefs,theydo—history,andtheessays
inthisbook,openspaceforhumane,positive,andinclusiveengage-
mentwithcontemporarychallenges.Inbringingthesereflectionsto
aclose,Iwouldrecalltwoaffirmationsfoundintheprecedingpages:
thefirstconcernsthepoweroftheimaginationtoshapetheworld,
andthesecondtheneedforbalancebetweentraditionandchange.
Consideringthedifficultiesofweavingnewnarrativesinempowering
ways,EpprechtembracesSergeLatouche’sargumentthatsocialreality
istheimplementationof“imaginarysignifications,”or“representations
thatmobilizefeelings,”tourgethevalueoflearningfrom“olderways
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ofbeingintheworldtoconstruct...asustainableandjustfuture.”56
That,inanutshell,wastheaspirationofConz’sMosothofarmer,James
Machobane,whorecognized,manydecadesago,that“thecultureof
apeoplemustbedynamicwhileatthesametimeretainingthebest
featuresoftradition.”57Weshouldneverceaseoureffortstoimprove
thewell-beingofpeopleonearth,ortoensuretheecologicalhealthof
ourearthlyhome.Yetaswepursuethosedreams,weshouldrecognize
howwordsanddeedsthatdiminishthesoulofhumankinderode“the
varietyandrichnessofthehumancondition,”andseektoengage(as
inclusively,accurately,andrespectfullyasweareable)thepastinall
itspluralmanifestations.Foritisonlybyacknowledgingandunder-
standingthevaried(andsometimescontradictory)aspirationsand
achievements,foiblesandfailures,indignitiesandinjusticesofthose
whocamebeforeusthatwewillfindfirmfoundationsuponwhichto
buildourbetterworlds.58
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