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Heading South
by Zosabelle �osǁell

/n some ǁays �riel �orfman s͛ memoir, ,eading South >ooking Eorth, speaks to my eǆperience of the re-
search process. Dy life, like my ǁork, is replete ǁith the eǆperience of eǆiles from ǁhich / have attempted 
to recover. �ǆile to the �frican conƟnent as an islander, eǆile as a black anthropologist in post-apartheid 
South �frica, eǆile in the research subũect and area specialisaƟon ǁhich / chose, and Įnally a form of eǆile 
in the move to a career in management. dhe theme of ͚eǆile͛ also emerges in my ansǁer to the ƋuesƟon of 
this volume s͛ subtheme: ͚has there been a maũor ;epistemicͿ transformaƟon toǁards more balanced global 
knoǁledge producƟon͍ Kr have ineƋualiƟes been intensiĮed͍͛

/ ǁas born in DauriƟus, a Ɵny overpopulated island in the southǁest /ndian Kcean. Dy ancestors ǁere pri-
marily �frican and Dalagasy slaves. dheir lives ǁere shaped by more than ϮϬϬ years of slavery under �utch, 
&rench and �riƟsh colonial rule. /n ϭϵϲϱ, shortly before the island obtained its independence from �ritain, my 
family leŌ DauriƟus for �frica. dhere, at the Ɵp of the Great ZiŌ salley, ǁe lived strangely. Strangely because 
ǁe ǁere embedded in the same racial and ethnic landscape ǁe had sought to escape. �eemed to be racially 
inferior to the ǁhite minority and eǆpected to segregate from the �frican people ǁho looked like us, ǁe lived 
a life regulated by the seasons established in the producƟon of sugar. /t ǁas a ǁorld of ǁhite male managers, 
black arƟsans, cranes, bulldoǌers and Ƌuotas. /t ǁas also a ǁorld disrupted by sƟcky molasses, Įne ash rain, 
intolerable humidity, dust and malaria. � ǁorld in ǁhich people attempted to retain the tastes and sounds of 
͚home͛ by cooking island favourites and listening to >Ws of tradiƟonal songs. 

�Ōer ĮghƟng for a bursary from the sugar corporaƟon, / arrived in South �frica to attend university. /t ǁas a 
feǁ months aŌer the release of Eelson Dandela but apartheid ǁas sƟll Įrmly entrenched. dhere, / ǁas thrust 
into a place of abstract ideas and arguments. / had come to gain knoǁledge and to learn the ǁay of com-
municaƟng ǁith other professionals in my ͚Įeld of studies .͛ dhis reƋuired forgeƫng ǁhat / had encountered 
before, and adopƟng the language and ǁorld of the discipline. �nthropology oīered the possibility of ente-
ring ǁorlds unknoǁn. /t oīered a parƟcular language that could arƟculate alterity and relaƟvism in the same 
breath ʹ a ǁay of enƟcingly shoǁcasing the kind of ǁorld / had come from. �ut in South �frica / ǁas a young 
black ǁoman anthropologist in the dying days of apartheid. / felt at the Ɵme that such people ǁere not taken 
seriously and ǁere not really eǆpected to become anthropologists. do be taken seriously reƋuired being able 
to slickly Ƌuote Geertǌ and �eleuǌe and, later on, >atour, &oucault and Wovinelli. �s someone ǁith a slave 
history and as a black ǁoman in a sƟll-apartheid South �frica, hoǁ could / be a genuine anthropologist͍  Wlus, 
/ ǁas not enƟrely proĮcient in the �nglish language and / ǁas sƟll learning the discourse of a discipline. dhus, 
from the start, knoǁledge producƟon ǁas diĸcult to achieve because �nglish is not my mother tongue, and 
even if / mastered the �nglish language, there ǁas sƟll the challenge of disciplinary discourse. �ut a ǁorse 
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obstacle to knoǁledge producƟon remained. dhis ǁas the seǆist and racist stereotypes of the largely ǁhite 
academy concerning the commitment, ability and contribuƟon of black researchers. /n patriarchal and racist 
South �frica, these assumpƟons ǁere rampant. �uring apartheid, black students ;especially those attending 
university in the ϭϵϳϬs and ϭϵϴϬsͿ ǁere rarely given the opportunity for further study or bursaries. dhey 
ǁere hardly invited to disciplinary conferences, and their opinion on matters social or cultural ǁas rarely 
sought. dhis curtailed their intellectual reach, making it impossible for them to have the kinds of conversa-
Ɵons that lead to truly remarkable discoveries.

Having mastered the English language and found my way through the forest of anthropological discourse, 
/ found myself ǁith a set of unimpressive ǁeapons. dheories heavy ǁith ideological mud. /n the late ϭϵϵϬs 
and early ϮϬϬϬs obstacles to epistemic change ǁere the large, blunt and not very useful theories of idenƟty. 
EaƟons, ǁe ǁere told, are imagined. CreoliǌaƟon is everyǁhere, and ͚testern͛ globaliǌaƟon inevitable. Eer-
vous of academic marginaliǌaƟon and conscious of the poǁer of fashionable theories, / engaged and used 
such theories in eīorts to share the Įndings of my research. do ͚succeed͛ in an academic career in South �fri-
ca, / also had to publish in accredited ũournals. /n these, editors reǁarded appropriate references and ͚nods͛ 
to eminent ;read: �uro-�mericanͿ theoreƟcians. CitaƟons of eminent theoreƟcians increased the likelihood 
of the arƟcle being read and cited, ǁhich also increased subscripƟons to the ũournals. <noǁledge producƟon 
ǁas stuck in a sort of theory conga, everyone ciƟng the same eminent theoreƟcian and being cited in turn for 
ciƟng the eminent theoreƟcian.  >ike �orfman, / looked Eorthǁards in vain hope of Įnding something that 
ǁould help me eǆplain the compleǆ social situaƟons that / ǁas observing and eǆperiencing.

Choosing to do Įeldǁork at ͚home͛ and in the southǁest /ndian Kcean region brought about another eǆile 
that prompted me to doubt my ability to produce knoǁledge, since no-one / kneǁ had done Įeldǁork at 
͚home .͛ dhus, a third obstacle to epistemic change is the problem of presuming that there are legiƟmate ǁays 
of engaging a discipline and that there are legiƟmate interlocutors. then / chose to start ǁith Įeldǁork in 
DauriƟus ;�osǁell ϮϬϬϲͿ, the island had shaken oī its plantaƟon image and reasserted itself as a premier 
tourist desƟnaƟon. �oing Įeldǁork in DauriƟus, �anǌibar, Seychelles and Dadagascar ;�osǁell ϮϬϬϴ, ϮϬϭϭͿ 
elicited ͚friendly͛ charges of tourism and holiday-making. Eot so surrepƟƟously, it ǁas also conveyed to me 
that real anthropologists are ǁhite and are ǁorking on the diĸcult legacies of apartheid. Eo matter that 
not long aŌerǁards many retreated back into the same privileges produced by the apartheid system. War-
Ɵng ǁays from the anƟ-establishment anthropology of post-apartheid South �frica and choosing to ǁork in 
an environment where I looked like the people I was interviewing, I produced what I consider to be some 
epistemologically useful Įndings. / ǁrote on everything that interested me and that / thought ǁould shed 
light on the immense cultural diversity of the /ndian Kcean region. / ǁrote on heritage, tourism, economics, 
scent, dress, music, story-telling and restoraƟve ũusƟce ʹ defying, it seems, the disciplinary insistence on ha-
ving a singular interest and mining that to produce a career ǁith depth. dhe process of trying to reach neǁ 
knoǁledge opened up opportuniƟes to learn from a ǁide range of interdisciplinary sources. ,oǁever, it also 
produced another dilemma.

/f / ǁanted research funding from the ͚transformed͛ naƟonal scienƟĮc council, / needed to demonstrate that 
I had worked on a set of coherent research subjects and that my work had evolved answers to a set of intel-
lectually valuable and socially meaningful issues. / am not sure sƟll ǁhether my ͚engagement͛ in the lives of 
those I spoke with during research was obvious, as I had to assert this in an account of my research trajectory 
so that / could obtain a naƟonal research raƟng. dhe scienƟĮc council ;the EaƟonal Zesearch &oundaƟonͿ 
takes its cue from a natural sciences approach to the assessment of knoǁledge and knoǁledge producƟon. /n 
this, it collects ͚obũecƟve͛ revieǁer reports to assess the Ƌuality of the researcher s͛ contribuƟon to knoǁled-
ge producƟon. /t also ƋuanƟĮes the citaƟons of the researcher and interprets these to consƟtute the impact 
of the researcher naƟonally and globally. dhat a researcher has ǁritten about the feasibility of restoraƟve 
ũusƟce for people dispossessed by ϮϬϬ years of slavery and colonialism ;�osǁell ϮϬϭϰͿ is lost. dhus, a fourth 
obstacle to epistemic change in the research process is the increasing esƟmaƟon of the natural sciences and 
the penetraƟon of the discourse of science in global research assessment rubrics. Zesearchers are ranked, 
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knoǁledge is ranked, and universiƟes are ranked to indicate the value of the knoǁledge being produced by 
their academics. ,oǁever, from ǁhat / eǆperienced in Ϯϱ years of research in the South, the value of the 
knoǁledge that one produces depends very much on ǁhat country one lives in and at ǁhich insƟtuƟon one is 
employed. dhus, in South �frica, if one is not employed at ǁhat is described as a historically ǁhite university, 
one ǁill have less access to global pools of funding and ulƟmately opportuniƟes to share the knoǁledge one 
has obtained. Wlus, historically black universiƟes sƟll do not enũoy the naƟonal and internaƟonal research 
status that attracts the attenƟon of global funding bodies. dhis is a maũor obstacle to knoǁledge producƟon 
especially in the social sciences, which are already disadvantaged by a science-focused global funding pat-
tern.   
 
dhe second part of the ƋuesƟon to be ansǁered is ǁhether ineƋualiƟes are intensifying or not. /t ǁould 
seem, unfortunately, that they are, in the conteǆt of publicaƟon and in the research process. /n terms of 
publicaƟon, many authors from the global South ;especially �fricaͿ, do not even attempt to submit ǁork to 
high-ranking ũournals in the discipline. dhe theory conga is ǁell entrenched, and scholars from �frica ǁho 
have diĸculty geƫng access to online ũournals ǁill hardly have the chance to keep up ǁith the latest debates 
in the discipline.

�t this stage of my career, / am in a posiƟon to ǁork ǁith global partners on a diversity of research proũects. 
,oǁever, being in the South means that / am oŌen only appointed as a research partner. dhe Wrincipal /nves-
Ɵgator ;W/Ϳ is alǁays in the global Eorth. Kne must ǁait for the W/ and their insƟtuƟon to approve a proũect 
for it to be considered along ǁith other proũect submissions. dhe research partner almost alǁays has a smal-
ler research budget, replicaƟng the same colonial relaƟons that eǆisted before. dhis ineƋuality constrains 
knoǁledge producƟon as it privileges the knoǁledge leadership of the �uro-�merican W/, and creates an 
impression that researchers in the global South are not capable of leading mulƟlateral proũects.

/t ǁas these ineƋualiƟes and eǆiles that moved me to consider a career in academic leadership. /n ϮϬϭϱ, / 
became a �ean of �rts at a historically merged university. dhat is, a university that has both a technical col-
lege and a university proper. dhe situaƟon has produced another challenge, one in ǁhich my Ɵme is aīected 
by the rhythms and reƋuirements of senior management. �ven so, from this vantage point / have the poǁer 
to help others ͚produce͛ knoǁledge. / can share my knoǁledge and theories of contemporary society, and 
Įnancially support academics to advance the process of knoǁledge producƟon in the South. ,oǁever, / 
cannot stop them from reifying Euro-American ideologies and approaches to knowledge-making, as they are 
also, in a ǁay, ͚caught͛ in a ǁeb of knoǁledge producƟon that is dominated by �uro-�merican publishers, 
theoreƟcians and authors. �ut in my ǁork, here in the South, / can transform management understanding of 
social science knoǁledge and its important contribuƟon to social ũusƟce and eƋuality. dhis is a diĸcult task 
because many South �frican universiƟes are sǁept up in increasingly hegemonic epistemologies and value 
systems. &or instance, more universiƟes are noǁ reƋuiring a close audit of the knoǁledge producƟon process 
;hoǁ many people ǁill you intervieǁ͍ thy͍ that is a staƟsƟcally signiĮcant sample͍ ,oǁ ǁill you determi-
ne that a populaƟon is not vulnerable͍Ϳ, including the ƋuanƟĮcaƟon of knoǁledge. dhus, those publishing in 
higher-impact-factor ũournals attract more accolades than those publishing on criƟcal social issues in naƟonal 
or regional ũournals.

�arlier, / referred to the disrupƟons caused by sƟcky molasses, Įne ash and malaria in the place ǁhere / greǁ 
up. �espite the ǁeight of oppressions, the South holds immense possibiliƟes for knoǁledge producƟon and 
epistemic change precisely because the research landscape holds so many contradicƟons. /n South �frica, 
there are eǆtremely ǁealthy people and there is economic recession. dhere is poliƟcal instability, and poor 
funding for higher educaƟon, and there have recently been student protests, but also democraƟǌaƟon and 
strong calls for decoloniǌaƟon. /n my case and despite various challenges, / sƟll ǁrote about everything / 
ǁanted to, even in a very diĸcult environment. �eing aǁare of the poliƟcs of knoǁledge producƟon ;/ ǁas a 
student, lecturer, researcher and a ũournal co-editor before / became a deanͿ helped a great deal. / am noǁ 
comfortable ǁith the fact that my theoreƟcal analyses have not alǁays cited the latest authors and that my 
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ǁork may not reach the most esteemed scholars in the discipline. dhat is ũust Įne, because the people that 
did read my work, and those I met during research, acknowledge that I did in fact help others to understand 
their circumstances.

References

�osǁell, Zosabelle. ϮϬϬϲ. >e Dalaise Creole: �thnic /denƟty in DauriƟus. �erghahn �ooks: Kǆford.
ͺϮϬϬϲ. ͞Say that zou >ike: �ress, /denƟty and ,eritage in �anǌibar.͟  /nternaƟonal :ournal of ,eritage Stu 
 dies ϭϮ;ϱͿ: ϰϰϬ-ϱϴ.
ͺϮϬϬϴ. ͞Scents of /denƟty: &ragrance as ,eritage in �anǌibar.͟  :ournal of Contemporary �frican Studies   
 Ϯϲ;ϯͿ Ϯϵϱ-ϯϭϭ.
ͺϮϬϭϭ. ZepresenƟng ,eritage in �anǌibar and Dadagascar. KSSZ��: �ddis �baba. /S�E-ϵϳϴ-ϵϵϵϰϰϰ-ϱϱ-ϲϭ- 
 ϰ.
ͺϮϬϭϰ. ͞Can :usƟce be �chieved for the Slave �escendants in DauriƟus͍͟ /nternaƟonal :ournal of >aǁ,   
 Crime and :usƟce ϰϮ;ϮͿ: ϭϰϲ-ϲϭ.
ͺϮϬϭϳ. ͞Sensuous Stories in the /ndian Kcean /slands.͟  Sense and Society ϭϮ;ϮͿ: ϭϵϯ-ϮϬ
ͺϮϬϭϳ. ͞Sega as soiceǁork in /ndian Kcean �frica.͟  :ournal of the /ndian Kcean Zegion ϭϯ;ϭͿ: ϭ-ϭϵ.
 �orfman, �riel. ϭϵϵϵ. ,eading South, >ooking Eorth: � bilingual ũourney. Wenguin �ooks: >ondon.


