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In this paper we examine critical engagement in research in order to rethink and
reconfigure binaries such as theorizer and practitioner and theory and practice across South
and North. We argue that while we welcome the ‘moral geographies’ literature (and its
ideas about ‘caring at a distance’) as a catalyst for forging more beneficial connections
between South and North, we suggest this is not enough. Drawing on South African
experiences of critical academic engagement in issues of urban geography, we examine
moments for innovative knowledge construction that bridge theory and practice. These
experiences are used to substantiate a normative argument for ‘inclusive geographies’
through critical engagement in order to break down boundaries between, for instance,
theorizers and practitioners, intellectuals and activists, and South and North.
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Introduction

In an increasingly interconnected global con-
text lie profound possibilities for knowledge
construction, in particular for knowledge that
transforms the inequalities that divide South
from North (and rich from poor, black from
white, and included from marginalized). Yet,
regrettably, the discourse and conceptual
frameworks that we employ to understand the
South and the North not only vary, but also
highlight notions of difference, disconnection
and disparity between South and North. De-
spite the desperate need to explore and to
understand such complex processes and con-

nections, we are separated and constrained by
the relationship between theoretical and em-
pirical work, our traditions of academic prac-
tice, and the ways in which we construct and
disseminate knowledge.

There are cogent reasons to overcome the
separate treatments of North and South. Binary
depictions of North and South are increasingly
inaccurate and incomplete. Globalization, for
instance, frames the debate in Northern cities,
stimulating analyses of the global status of
London, Paris and Los Angeles, and processes
of economic and political decentralization and
restructuring (Sassen 1994; Soja 1996). In com-
parison, the development literature paints
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Southern cities with images of intractable pov-
erty, impending disasters and, in many in-
stances, notions of the need for Northern
philanthropy via donor–recipient relationships
(Drakakis-Smith 1995; Gugler 1997). The use
of these different discourses stereotypes the
South as a ‘developmental problem’ petrified in
and doomed to poverty, and the North as
dynamic and active while it grapples with the
challenges and opportunities present in global-
ization.

Debates on globalization and development
thus present divergent conceptual frameworks
with different methodological tools, foci of
analysis and agendas of interest that highlight
divides and distance rather than connections
and proximity between South and North.
Moreover, these stylized academic depictions
(models) of reality often obscure what is actu-
ally happening on the ground. They therefore
build an impotent theoretical platform from
which to address material changes in the distri-
bution of power and resources across global,
national and regional scales. While this prob-
lem is more acute in the South because research
funding is dominated by donor interests that
emphasize poverty, it is not uncommon for
academics to ignore or gloss over the rapidly
changing environments of the North that arise
at least in part from the more substantial inte-
gration of North and South through the global-
ization of work, finance and political
organizations.

The recent turn to ethics and moral geogra-
phies in our discipline confronts and reflects
this disjuncture in our ways of knowing and
understanding South–North relations. Debates
on ‘moral geographies’ attempt to open up and
to penetrate the development discourse that
encases our understanding of the South. Ex-
plicitly, this literature tries to position North-
ern academics and students so they are able to
engage across the ‘divide’. Thus we see a pre-

occupation in the Northern literature with the
‘distant stranger’ and with ‘distance’ as a moral
context for unpacking donor–recipient, South–
North relationships. Implicitly, however, this
literature builds on the construction of differ-
ence generated via the development literature
and the continuing failure of academic theorists
to understand the South outside of this power-
laden, historical framework. This focus on the
international distribution of wealth and power,
while a critical dimension of inequality and
poverty, does not develop our understanding of
other forms of national and sub-national injus-
tice. Simplistically, it is unhelpful in acknowl-
edging wealth in the South and poverty in the
North. Crucially it constructs morality in a
static and unidirectional fashion and ignores
the complex patterns of injustice with which
we are confronted globally.

Debates on the politics and the morality of
knowledge construction interest South African
geographers, and no doubt other geographers
in the developing world as well, because they
reflect the relationship between place, knowl-
edge and action. These relationships frame our
academic practice and connect us beyond our
national boundaries to ‘geography at large’.
Moreover, the way local reference points in-
form the dissemination of knowledge through
teaching, publishing and advisory work under-
pins constructions of global knowledge. What
we see and hear, how and where we report on
information lies at the heart of the intellectual
project. Who writes and speaks, where they do
so and to what audience forms a thread in
enabling and disabling our imaginations, and
constraining and facilitating our engagement
with local expressions of globalization and de-
velopment. Over time these academic products,
or constructions, define and differentiate the
agenda for geographical research.

Through a review of debates in critical and
moral geographies, we examine the ways in
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which the recent international geographical
literature both reifies and tears down the meta-
phorical and real distances that separate us in
our imaginaries, our theorizing and in our ef-
forts to address global injustice. Joining others
(Dodson 1995; Olds 2001; Ramirez 2000; Slater
1997), we explore in particular the tensions in
academic debates on the moral geographies of
South–North relations and the imperatives of
moving to a more engaged critical geography
linked to action. While we welcome the ‘moral
geographies’ literature as an attempt to forge
some beneficial connections between South and
North, we see it as a necessary but not
sufficient platform to understand the tensions
of power that confront our desire for relevance
in our practice. Drawing from the South
African tradition of more applied intellectual
engagement, we argue that there are possibili-
ties for creating space for knowledge construc-
tion and for rethinking and reconfiguring
binaries such as theorizers and practitioners,
theory and practice, and South and North. To
move in this direction requires, however, a shift
in the nature of engagement and ethical com-
mitment across the scales in which we work.
Such a reconfiguration of the academic project
could foster space for ideas and actions to
theorize dynamics that are hidden and silenced
by mainstream development and globalization
discourses.

Distance as a political and moral chain

The imperative of defining the moral codes of
the discipline and specifying the socially rel-
evant actions that stem from the creation and
dissemination of knowledge have been debated
elsewhere (Merrifield and Swyngedouw 1997;
Smith 1997). This emphasis on relevance of
academic practice is part of a wider resurrec-
tion of the social justice perspective evident in

the work of welfare geographers (cf. Smith
1997) and the discipline more generally during
the 1970s (Harvey 1973). But, where as the
emphasis then was on national or local action,
now there is also an increasing concern with
international inequality. Although these are not
separate spheres of engagement—there is a pol-
itical connection between local and global ac-
tion (Jones 2000)—the return to debates on
social relevance within geography opens up
intellectual spaces from which issues of South–
North relations may be examined, not only
through analysis of disciplinary practice but
also by examination of the theoretical discor-
dance in the construction of theory and empiri-
cal work. Moral geography and critical
geography are useful entry points, with each
area’s acknowledgement of the link between
theory and action and the recognition of the
multi-scalar nature of social injustice.

Moral geography and distance: a frame to
reconnect South and North?

The moral geography entry into debates about
justice starts with distance and the spatial mis-
match between the capacity to care and the
demand for care. This disjuncture gives rise to
the need for a moral geography in which peo-
ple care for—and, in some cases, do something
for—others who are far away from them (Silk
2000). Distance, it is argued, should not, but
does, interfere with the way we care, the inten-
sity and extent of our care and the longevity of
our caring. The farther away an inequality, a
‘development problem’ or a war, the more
episodic and least sustained or direct caring is
likely to be. In these remotely constructed
analyses, the construction of difference divides
the South and North, accentuating difference
and distance through aid agencies and the



288 Sophie Oldfield et al.

media bringing the poor to the donors of the
North through depictions of crisis and poverty.

What the literature on moral geography sug-
gests is that for many living in the North, the
representations of an unknown, distant and
vulnerable poor of the world are such that they
are unable to care adequately or appropriately
at a distance. To prompt their guilt and secure
large donations, the Third World poor must be
depicted as deserving but beyond the help of
their own governments. Yet, this strategy of
highlighting the helplessness of the poor has the
impact of further distancing them from poten-
tial care-givers (Silk 2000). Thus, dependence
on guilt-motivated giving erodes the develop-
ment of an overarching theory of justice and
rights as the basis for intervention in the South
(Smith 2000). It presupposes that the problem
is a lack of resources to care and that were
there adequate aid money something appropri-
ate and effective could be done. In response,
the task of the academic is to create and dis-
seminate knowledge that will enhance the ca-
pacity to care at a distance—to establish the
connection between giver and receiver and to
overcome their separation by demonstrating
the links between their lives, despite the ‘dis-
tance’. The question for geographers now is
not should we care for distant others (Silk
1998), or even how far should we care (Smith
1998). Rather, we need to ask how should we
care about distant others and what is our part
in perpetuating their oppression and ‘distance’?
At stake are fundamental issues of equality and
human rights and not just the philanthropic
ideals of assistance or aid.1 Critical geographers
located in the South and North have begun to
address this imperative, both conceptually and
in calls for direct action (see Bond 2000b; Smith
2000). We argue that there is an imperative to
think and theorize globally in ways that ad-
dress the connections and continuities between
the South and the North. Clearly, a critical

engagement with theory is important and aca-
demics located in the South have an imperative
to contribute to these debates more. But,
greater intellectual attention needs to be given
to thinking about and theorizing alternatives
rather than solely engaging in reflective cri-
tiques of the processes that underpin inequality.

Overcoming the tyranny of distance within
the academy

Accepting a moral agenda necessitates the cre-
ation of academic tools to confront established
geographies not only in the ‘outside’ world but
also within our discipline.2 Yet, ‘tyrannies of
distance’ manifest within geography.3 Barriers
to truly international representation within the
discipline of geography include national aca-
demic traditions, financial resources available
to academics and, crucially, language. ‘Devel-
opment geography’ (or the study of any main-
stream aspect of the discipline conducted in the
South) remains a ghetto in many Northern
academic departments. The cost and effort of
foreign research militates against all but the
most dedicated Northern academics developing
any expertise beyond their own borders. At the
same time the publications of Third World
scholars are marginalized through their limited
distribution and, at times, because Southern
scholars fail to entertain Northern theoretical
debates. The fiscal realities, in Africa especially,
of university staff holding two or three extra
jobs, are well known and further erode the
academic productivity of Southern-based schol-
ars.

Distance from the academic core means a
lack of the personal connections often associ-
ated with opportunities for international fund-
ing and connections to Anglo-American
research arenas. Many researchers based in
Southern universities face resource constraints,
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which mean that, especially in countries with a
large donor or international NGO presence,
academics produce contract-based research or
‘grey geography’, more often than not ignored
by academic purists (Peck 1999).

Linguistic power plays a key part in the
construction of knowledge, with English the
dominant language of geographical discourse.
Even non-English language geographers now
write in English hoping to attract a wider
audience of foreign geographers. Top academic
geography journals have a strong linguistic bias
towards the Anglophone world.4 The con-
straints faced in the South and the biases evi-
dent in the North reflect in the low submission
rates of non-Anglo American contributors to
leading geography journals (Martin 2001). De-
spite the intellectual recognition of the import-
ance of hearing silenced voices, the dominant
‘noise’ in journals and academic forums em-
anates from the North, not the South (Martin
2001).

Overcoming the tyranny of distance calls
then for a reconfiguration of not only our
theories but also our own relationships and our
practice as geographers. Building a more rep-
resentative geography is important because un-
der-representation of the distanced not only
distorts the empirical base that informs the
production of theory but also constrains theor-
etical developments as well. Dominant patterns
of knowledge production and consumption
lead us largely to ignore substantial areas of the
world. Even when they are represented, their
depiction is isolated, masking the wider rel-
evance of the contributions in the formulation
of general patterns and theory. Tackling these
obstacles requires political will, not acts of
academic philanthropy or moral discomfort.
Instead, we have an imperative to recognize our
interconnected conditions—to reflect on the
richness of these connections and the multiplic-
ity and complexity of the South and the

North—and thus to infuse the intellectual proj-
ect with truly international evidence and de-
bate.5

Merging theory with practice—translating
moral geographies into action

In a world characterized by international mi-
gration, enhanced information about poor re-
gions and international political discourse
about human rights, distance should be an
increasingly meaningless barrier to morality.
Connectivity rather than distance prescribes
global relationships. Even the importance of
local particularities and exclusions does not
negate the fact that our life experiences are
connected, albeit unequally. Regardless of our
location in the world, the daily realities of what
we eat, where our money is invested, who we
fight, what we read and whom we meet are
intertwined with events elsewhere on the globe.
To promote a moral not guilt-based interven-
tion on behalf of the poor in the South, aca-
demics have built an intellectual framework of
rights-based development. This task is em-
braced by authors such as Slater (1997) and
Corbridge (1993, 1998) as the platform for
development action. The emphasis on rights
and justice shifts the academic project away
from poverty and highlights inequality. It takes
the focus from isolated parts of the world and
highlights, instead, interconnections and depen-
dencies, the relationships between the South
and the North, within the South, and within
the North. Socially relevant and moral geogra-
phy thus becomes infused with relational con-
cerns of social exclusion, differentiation and
the geopolitics of power. The acknowledge-
ment of the connectivity between the rich and
the poor, the South and the North, or, between
patriarchy and women’s oppression, and other
relational conditions has fostered a new
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commitment to critical geography. What makes
a rights-based approach paradigmatically dif-
ferent from a descriptive exercise in the call for
a moral geography are two things. First, is the
emphasis on the relations between those who
wield power and those who are oppressed.
Second, is the understanding that there should
be direct action to effect a change in the rela-
tions of power.

There are a number of scales at which the
issues of morality and action among geogra-
phers are now being debated, the most promi-
nent being global relationships. North–South
relations are assuming increasing political
prominence and this is reflected in the acad-
emy. The localized territorial confines of devel-
opment geography, where empirical issues of
policy and action dominate at the expense of
theoretical insight, are thus giving way to more
conceptual scrutiny and a more substantial em-
phasis on global relations of power and the
complexities of the post-colonial condition
(Crush 1995; Escobar 1995; Slater 1997). The
increasing interest in the developing world is
due in part to a move away from the myopic
academic focus on the global heartland.
Thankfully there is a gradual intellectual shift
away from treating ‘the Third World’ in a
monotonal fashion that reflects a more dy-
namic understanding of the South.6

Analysis and understanding of differentiation
rather than difference presents exciting oppor-
tunities not only for new empirical understand-
ing but also for rethinking the theoretical
implications of globalization and development.
Despite the wealth of knowledge to be found in
the settlements of the South, this knowledge
remains concealed from mainstream geogra-
phy. Yet, academic practice in the South also
holds potential ways to rethink the disjuncture
between theory and practice and to question
the positionality of the university, the theorist
and the student.7 We believe the South African

experience holds some instructive material for
thinking about the connections between theory
and practice. Not surprisingly, in stark terms,
South African debates illustrate that the cre-
ation and operation of knowledge is fundamen-
tally constrained by relations of power that are
both internally and externally imposed (Crush
1992; Maharaj and Narsiah 2002; Rogerson
and Parnell 1989). What the South African
experience also suggests is that it is not just the
debate about how knowledge should impact on
action that is important, but rather how politi-
cal action and engagement impact on the cre-
ation of knowledge. It is thus to an account of
various South African engagements with
Northern-generated knowledge and ideas and
the recent journey towards new critical and
moral geographies that we now turn.

Critical engagement in South African re-
search

South Africa is an interesting context in which
to attempt to reconstruct dichotomies between
theory and practice, academic and intellectual,
donor and recipient, and South and North. In
the apartheid period South Africa captured glo-
bal political and intellectual consciousness with
the generation of global anti-apartheid move-
ments. In much the same way, global attention
focused on South Africa’s so-called post-apart-
heid ‘miracle’ and its negotiation of intense
political and socio-economic conflict. More re-
cently, the concept of ‘global apartheid’ has
been brought into the international lexicon to
analyse and mobilize against global inequality
(Bond 2001). In these periods, South African
researchers have grappled with massive internal
socio-economic differentiation and played a
wide range of roles in local and national pro-
cesses of transformation and in certain global
institutions and movements. In the following
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discussion we examine various moments in the
apartheid and post-apartheid periods that al-
low us to illustrate the ways in which research
and research collaboration offer the potential
to break down binary thinking that separates
theory from practice, intellectuals from ac-
tivists, and donors from recipients. Our start-
ing point for this analysis is therefore South
African geography and our role as geographers
in restructuring the divided cities where we live
and work.

South African geography

Through one lens we can interpret South
African geography as enchained to the North
by material resources, academic relationships
and theoretical direction. Imported theory and
its application to the research problems of
South Africa characterized long years of the
development of geography as a discipline.
Chains of knowledge bound the local to very
particular parts of the global, particularly to
training in British universities.8 The extent to
which South African geography borrowed from
foreign theory has been amply demonstrated,
and much has been made of the consequent
problems this unleashed, both in terms of deal-
ing with the realities of black South Africans’
lives that had no resonance with Anglo-Ameri-
can writing and in the subsequent attempt to
account for these ‘anomalies’ by highlighting
the uniqueness of South African conditions.9

Although exceptions in physical geography
could be argued,10 human geographers signally
failed to do more than mirror in limited ways
the work of geographers in the North, with
narrowly constructed research that often ig-
nored the human problems of the majority of
South Africa.11 In the dozen or so small geogra-
phy departments of South African universities,
the results were a peculiar combination of des-

perate intellectual dependence and deepening
intellectual and material isolation.12 Although
rapid changes have ensued in the recent past
with the end of apartheid, this narrative high-
lights patterns of dependent links—chains—
that speak to the dominant relations between
Southern and Northern academics. How much
more productive an intellectual inheritance
might have been drawn had India and Brazil
not Scotland and Canada been the reference
points of South African geographers over the
last fifty years?

But the historiography of South African ge-
ography is not a simple account of missed
opportunities, misguided reading and inappro-
priate appointments. A different narrative or
reading of South African research and practice
tells a story with interesting insights into aca-
demic practice and the relationships between
theory, teaching, research and work towards
progressive political and social change. The
account we want to highlight provides an ex-
ample of the ‘moral opportunities’ afforded us
as academics though critical engagement.

Engagement beyond the academe

In 1985, South Africa’s ‘low-intensity’ civil war
generated a situation in which the leaders of
local civic organizations sought intellectual
support from people based in universities.
Leadership of community-based organizations
approached urban geographers (and their asso-
ciates) because a large proportion of the
conflict was fought on issues of urban geogra-
phy—segregation, distribution of urban re-
sources and structures of local governance.
Such collaboration first occurred in Durban
(with the subsequent formation of the Built
Environment Support Group, BESG) followed
by Johannesburg and Cape Town, and then
other smaller cities. In the Johannesburg case,
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academics were drawn to work together with
community-based leaders, as well as some pro-
fessionals outside the university context. At the
end of 1985, a first meeting between scholars,
community-based leaders and professionals led
to the creation of a non-governmental organi-
zation (NGO) named Planact—located outside
the university, though with considerable aca-
demic involvement (including the two older
authors). The remit of Planact’s work was to
develop new ideas about the ways cities
worked in order to support strategies in the
short term for challenging apartheid urbanism,
and in the longer (and vaguer) term, to think
up ways of replacing that form of urbanism.

Significantly, Planact was able to alter the
nature of donor–recipient and university–com-
munity relationships and the sources and sites
of theory construction in the intellectual terrain
of urban studies in South Africa. Indeed, since
donor funding at that time explicitly bypassed
the South African state, it instead was readily
available to non-profit and apparently pro-
gressive (i.e. anti-apartheid) groups. In conse-
quence, Planact was able to grow into a
sizeable organization—peaking at over forty
staff members in the early 1990s (when most
geography departments at universities had less
than four human geographers on their staff). It
was also able to generate a critical mass of
intellectual activity, which had a major impact
on the course of urban thinking, urban politics
and urban development over the subsequent
period.13 Planact’s ‘One-City, One-Tax Base’
campaign, for instance, initiated the nego-
tiation of non-racial local government and
marked the start of a focus on local govern-
ment as a critical arena of struggle for pro-
gressive activists and intellectuals in the
reconstruction of the post-apartheid state. En-
gagement with the civic movement, in Soweto
in particular, was instrumental in ensuring that
African community representatives were part

of technical teams in the pre-1994 negotiations
on state restructuring. The role Planact played
in initiating a renewal programme in Alexan-
dra, one of the oldest and densest African
settlements in the Johannesburg area, forced
the state to start to think about, and then in the
post-apartheid period to engage with, inte-
grated participatory development activities of
urban renewal.

Why did this activity succeed in giving rise to
new ways of seeing and new forms of intellec-
tual activity which went far beyond what ge-
ography had accomplished up to that point?
One reason was that organizations such as
Planact and BESG provided opportunities for
young intellectuals, community leaders and
others to learn from each other through sus-
tained and critical engagement.14 What this
meant for the relationship between theory and
practice—and in broader terms, the construc-
tion of knowledge—was that in this instance
external assistance more or less accidentally
created conditions for intellectual creativities in
the recipient NGO environment, in com-
munity-based organizations (CBOs) and in uni-
versity contexts. In the ‘urban sector’ donor
support for organic intellectuals—based in
these various institutions and organizations—
supported the emergence of transformative
knowledge in ways that were unusual but not
impossible to repeat.

This story highlights that intellectuals in civil
society are not always vested in university insti-
tutions. Instead close connections between
NGOs, CBOs and academics can and should be
fostered.15 Intellectual practice in this other
narrative repositions the players in knowledge
construction and their relations with sites of
knowledge construction; in other words, this
process de-centred the university and thus en-
livened and improved knowledge and practice.
The story of Planact, and non-governmental
and community-based organizations like it, il-
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lustrates linkages between universities (in the
North or South) and civil society and theoriz-
ing from different sources for different pur-
poses. This interpretation of connectivity
complicates notions of distance because it re-
configures academic practice in ways that do
not build on assumed differences and discon-
nections between theorizer and practitioner and
academic and community.

Shifting terrain: defining a moral agenda
for post-apartheid South Africa

After the first democratic elections of 1994
many things obviously changed in South
Africa. One of those had to do with relations
with foreign donors and with the roles of
academics and theorists. After 1994, many
NGOs and CBOs experienced a temporary cri-
sis of funding due to loss of skills to the state
and a consequent inability to raise funds effec-
tively, to efforts to introduce greater degrees of
accountability, and to state involvement in di-
recting funds to new priority areas. Planact, for
example, rapidly lost staff and shrank to barely
a quarter of its former size. The critical mass
and intellectual edge that it, and other urban-
sector NGOs, had enjoyed was largely swept
away. University-based academics, as well as
those previously employed in the NGO sector,
increasingly turned to state employment either
for part-time consulting or for full-time posi-
tions. Post-apartheid movement out of the
academy was especially true of the younger
generation of talented black geographers.16

As part of this change, major shifts in the
intellectual interface between researchers in
universities, NGOs and CBOs, and donors
took place. The very meanings of research and
consultancy were altered as the global agendas
of donor agencies were refracted in new and
diverse ways through the South African tran-

sition. One way in which these shifts can be
discerned in South African scholarship is
through the rise of new development discourses
since 1994. The early socialist and Africanist
intellectual roots of the manifesto for action on
behalf of those disenfranchised by apartheid,
known in one form as the Reconstruction and
Development Programme (ANC 1994), were
quickly sundered. These debates were substi-
tuted by rhetoric and agenda broadly emerging
from wider neo-liberal terrain and engagement
with global multilateral institutions such as the
World Bank, International Monetary Fund and
bilateral donors. Global and Northern models
for cities were interwoven with South African
ideas and urban realities through city develop-
ment strategies, integrated development plan-
ning, and other development models and
methodologies (Beall, Parnell and Crankshaw
2002; Parnell, Pieterse, Swilling and
Wooldridge 2002).

Without the political imperatives of anti-
apartheid opposition, intellectual positions
have polarized in the contemporary context.
Some local academics have chosen either to
enter the global academic race or to pursue
pure consulting, effectively isolating themselves
from the demands of transformative urban
practice. Other academics and activists have
moved to government and corporate positions
in South Africa (and elsewhere), designing and
implementing policy quite uncritically.17 In a
broadly ultra-left tradition, geographers such
as Patrick Bond and Brij Maharaj systemati-
cally have adopted oppositional roles to the
post-apartheid state and developmental agenda.
This sustained critique of post-apartheid South
Africa (Bond 2000a, 2000b), and articulation of
global apartheid (Bond 2001), coalesce with
and find legitimacy in a wide range of anti-neo-
liberal social movements that connect in varied
ways with global social justice movements (De-
sai 2002). These movements have grown in and
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around global conferences hosted by South
Africa such as the World Conference Against
Racism (2001) and the World Summit on Sus-
tainable Development (2002).

In comparison, many university-based re-
searchers, who remain rooted in applied work
for NGOs or government, have been caught up
in policy work and the production of ‘grey’
research. Although ‘grey’ materials are clearly
not documents of high theory, such materials
offer rich pickings for critical theorizing, repre-
senting another space through which the com-
plexities of relationships between civil society,
the academy, the state, universities and donors
may be analysed. Yet most university-based
academics have failed to critique or reflect criti-
cally on this work or on shifts in development
discourse in the post-apartheid transition and
have absented themselves from debates about
post-colonialism.18

Political and intellectual energies link South
African researchers into global debates and to
various institutions in South Africa, in the
South and in the North in a wide variety of
contradictory ways. Yet, each research con-
stituency shares common characteristics: each
engages with contemporary developmental im-
peratives, aligned in different ways to the poor
and to issues of poverty; each claims a moral
agenda; and each works towards some form of
post-apartheid reconstruction. Despite these
commonalities, little debate across these polar-
ized positions has occurred. In the South
African research context, our challenge intern-
ally, therefore, is to talk with and to listen to
each other.

Contradictions, shortcomings and gains have
been made through the fight against urban
apartheid and the diverse positions from which
South African intellectuals work in the post-
apartheid period. In general, however, geogra-
phers’ and other social scientists’ attentions
have not been focused on the process of articu-

lating an alternative caring or moral develop-
mental vision. Indeed the paucity of intellectual
reflection and formulation of progressive alter-
natives in the university and research arena is
perhaps the most marked and disappointing
feature of the first decade of democracy. With
a few exceptions, the failure to produce ideas
that move beyond the hollow critiques of neo-
liberalism and offer viable alternatives has had
the effect of deepening dependent relations on
Northern sources and donor–recipient chains
in the terrain of theoretical and applied knowl-
edge in South Africa. This failure stands as a
challenge to South African researchers in par-
ticular, to those working on South Africa in the
South and North as well.

This narrative on apartheid and post-apart-
heid critical engagement opens up possibilities
for reconceptualizing the different scales of
connectivity and the opportunities and con-
straints within different sets of relationships
that span South and North. The theoretical
abstraction and academic reflection that is
needed to challenge our view of South–North
relations and of the relations of power that are
shaping the rapidly changing geographies of
Southern cities and regions is not the purview
of practice-led donors who currently provide
the material resources for research in the South
(and increasingly in the North).19 Creating the
moral geographies that articulate a caring, in-
clusive and just agenda, while accurately
reflecting the relations of power within the
South and between the South and the North,
urgently awaits the attention of geographers
who are prepared to forge more moral and
intellectually robust pathways than those that
we know underpin existing relations of in-
equality. The pool of intellectuals in South
Africa is simply too small to cope with this
imperative. In any event, the (moral/caring)
task of securing the rights of the majority is not
one that is bound by national or even com-
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munity jurisdictions. Indeed, given the inter-
connected globalized realities of today, alterna-
tives to the institutionalized injustices that
perpetuate poverty and inequality will, while
remaining locally informed and relevant, have
to be sought at multiple scales.

Towards more inclusive geographies

In our account we have focused on the ties
which have bound areas of intellectual activity
in South Africa to resources elsewhere. The
biographies and narratives to which we have
had recourse have many meanings, but the
central point here is that the intellectual chains
that we have described have been closely linked
to material chains. The resources that sup-
ported the intellectual work that formed geo-
graphical ideas in South Africa throughout the
twentieth century came very substantially from
far away or from a local elite with extremely
externally orientated agendas. Mostly, we have
suggested, those ties bound thinking about
South African geography to dominant ideas in
other places. On occasion, however, the avail-
ability of reasonably untied resources and the
imperatives of local moral engagement made
possible leaps of thinking that have made pro-
found intellectual, social and political contribu-
tions. These critical engagements mark lived
tensions that are creative and productive. Most
importantly, they shape theoretical work as an
act of reconstruction rather than merely an
academic practice of deconstruction.

South African experiences are by no means
exceptional or straightforward, imbued with
inequalities built on race, class, gender and
location. In our working context, ‘distance’ and
‘difference’ are also relative and political con-
cepts with which we grapple in our relation-
ships within South Africa and with our
southern African neighbours. We argue there-

fore that ‘moral geographies’ are necessary but
not sufficient to address issues of (in)justice.
We suggest instead that we need morally en-
gaged work that is constructive through cri-
tiquing existing ideas and reconstructing
alternatives. Both processes of conceptual de-
construction and reconstruction build from
grounded engagement with empirical realities
and political imperatives.

Critical engagement, we argue, facilitates the
breaking down of stereotypes of Northern
‘pure theory’ and Southern ‘experiential em-
piricism’. Theorizing, instead, takes place in
multiple sites and through multiple processes
that are grounded in critically engaged work.
Binaries between intellectuals and activists, the-
orists and empiricists, donors and recipients,
and South and North then become reductive
and simplistic. Our call for engagement beyond
academic circles and for iterative relationships
between theoretical and empirical work, is not
just about recognizing these distinctions. It is
about living through and in these tensions in
order to be creative and productive.

The challenge for South Africans and others
located in the South in relatively resource-poor
contexts is to ensure that we write and reflect
on our work so as to contribute to theoretical
debates directly. Our experience reveals that
South–North relationships are not unilateral,
dictated by the North to the South. Within
these relationships, there are many possibilities
for eking out spaces for rethinking and re-
configuring the relationship between theorizers
and practitioners and between theory and prac-
tice. It is because of these experiences in our
own locale and in our participation in southern
African, Anglo-American and European ge-
ography circles that we argue for ‘inclusive
geographies’. This is not a call for a hegemonic
geography or a single set of constructs. Nor is
this an attempt to regulate Northern research
in Southern contexts or to promote a politics of



296 Sophie Oldfield et al.

representation. Rather, we argue that there is a
need for a shift in the nature of engagement
and the nature of ethical commitments that will
reveal and celebrate the myriad processes and
dynamics that are hidden and silenced by main-
stream development and globalization dis-
courses. Our purpose in this argument is not to
criticize the development literature for its own
sake, but rather to open up our understanding
of the South, the North and South–North rela-
tionships.

The construction of ‘inclusive geographies’ is
a normative ideal, parallel with the promotion
of ‘moral geographies’. It is a claim that re-
quires a set of actions to transform theorizer–
practitioner, South–North and donor–recipient
relationships. What needs to change for such
knowledge to be constructed and to be revealed
to mainstream academic practice? Foremost,
this shift requires opening up, increasing and
differentiating the people who create knowl-
edge, the places from which knowledge is cre-
ated, the processes through which ideas and
discourse are constructed, and the ends for
which research and theorization are performed.
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Notes

1 This argument is not a rejection of philanthropy or
donor engagement; rather it is a proposition that in
addition to the short-term measures of aid there needs
to be a systematic transformation of global power
relations.

2 For instance, the International Critical Geographers
Group’s (ICGC) commitment to ‘developing a theory

and practice necessary for combating social exploi-
tation and oppression’ (Desbiens and Smith 1999) rep-
resents an exception. The ICGC group define
themselves not simply as critical, as in promoting social
change, but also as international, in other words: multi-
cultural, beyond national difference and recognizing the
globalizing nature of systems of exploitation. Aware of
many of the barriers to international representation
already discussed, they have begun to mobilize to incor-
porate a wider range of geographers in meetings and
publications.

3 Examined in many recent editorial commentaries (see,
for instance, Samers and Sidaway 2000 and discussions
in Environment and Planning D: Society and Space
2001, 2003).

4 Less than 8 per cent of contributions to sixteen key
geography journals are from the non-Anglophone
world (Short, Boniche, Kim and Li Li 2001). This
pattern is mirrored in the Anglo-American geographical
base of the editorial board members of leading journals.

5 11 September 2001 and its aftermath dramatically
underscore the extent of our interconnectedness and the
imperative of seeking a wider and better basis of en-
gagement.

6 For example, greater awareness of the significance of
large ‘Third World’ cities and the diverse social compo-
sition of many poor and middle-income countries is
now better understood (Simon 1998), as is the increas-
ing geopolitical and economic centrality of middle-in-
come counties such as India, Malaysia and Brazil.

7 These challenges concern Northern researchers as well,
see, for instance, Katz (1992, 1996).

8 The first professor of geography at a South African
university was John Wellington, originally from the
UK. South Africans also with doctorates at institutions
in London followed him, such as Stanley Jackson who
succeeded Wellington at the University of the Witwater-
srand, and Ron Davies who ran Durban and later Cape
Town geography. The students of these figures com-
pleted PhDs in South Africa (under their tutelage and in
their traditions) or diversified into other parts of the
Anglo-American world, the USA in particular.

9 These shortcomings have been analysed by Crush
(1992), Crush and Rogerson (1983), Mabin (1989), Ma-
haraj and Narsiah (2002), Ramutsindela (2002), Roger-
son and McCarthy (1992), Rogerson and Parnell (1989)
and Wesso (1992) in the context of geography. In other
disciplines, Bob Beauregard has examined the continu-
ing limitations imposed by this environment in histories
of urban planning (Beauregard 1998); similar analyses
appear in sociology and political science (see Mamdani
1996; Taylor 2000).
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10 In the more ‘scientific’ parts of geography, figures such
as Stanley Jackson and Peter Tyson greatly influenced
global subjects such as long-term climatic change, theo-
rizing the differences between atmospheric circulation
in the southern hemisphere and the northern (Tyson
1991). L.C. King (1951, on pediplanation) and Margaret
Marker (1980, on karst landforms in dolomite), came
from abroad, applied their ideas to South African land-
scapes, and discovered new and global ways of seeing
the physical world.

11 There have been exceptions. For instance, vigorous
debates between Jeff McCarthy (PhD Ohio State) and
Paul Hendler (PhD Witwatersrand) in the 1980s on the
relative importance of production and consumption as
the basis of urban politics contributed to Anglo-Ameri-
can geographical literature. But the particular position
of South Africa and its similarities to urban politics in
other Southern countries were matters almost entirely
ignored in this debate (Hendler 1987; McCarthy 1983).

12 The South African tendency to lean too heavily on
Anglo-American writing was compounded by the vir-
tual absence of black geographers until the 1980s
(Mabin 1989; Magi, Maharaj and Fairhurst 2002; Ra-
mutsindela 2002). Inclusive geographies must begin
with representative appointments and opportunities in
universities, and the South African record (pre- and
post-apartheid) on this issue is problematic and inti-
mately linked to the prospects for entrenching a moral
geography. Although the racial transformation of the
discipline and of universities is a critical issue, it is not
the focus of this paper.

13 That influence persists today in the number of former
Planact staff occupying prominent positions in major
city governments across South Africa, for example
(Beall, Parnell and Crankshaw 2002; Chipkin 1997).

14 Something acutely observed by geographer Dan Smit
(1980) in his urban planning doctoral thesis.

15 Especially in the South, reconnecting the university and
other knowledge-based institutions may be a require-
ment for ensuring that aid money draws on and fosters
local expertise rather than deepening intellectual depen-
dence by importing ‘experts’ for all high-level policy
and strategic advice. In other words, the ‘tyrannies of
distance’ that presently divide the university and civil
society, Northern and Southern academics, and South
and North theories and explanations are sometimes
unwittingly, but need not necessarily, be reproduced
through structural relationships dictated by govern-
ments, aid agencies or Northern research funding agen-
cies. Also see Simon (2003: 19) who sets out some of the

difficulties experienced by Northern academics in forg-
ing substantive partnerships between Northern and
Southern researchers.

16 Thus Jerry Lengosa and Jean Rose Minsi moved to the
Department of Environmental Affairs; Udesh Pillay to
the Independent Electoral Council and then to the
Human Sciences Research Council; Jacke Manche to
the Department of Provincial and Local Government;
Sipiwe Mini, Miranda Mafafo and Meshack Khosa to
the Human Sciences Research Council with Mafafo
then moving to Statistics South Africa and Khosa to the
MTN Foundation, and so the list goes on.

17 For instance: Ramphele Mamphele, a former Black
Consciousness activist, moved from academic and ad-
ministrative positions at the University of Cape Town
to one of four directors posts at the World Bank;
Trevor Manuel, a former ANC activist, now Minister
of Finance, is also Chair of the International Monetary
Fund Committee; Billy Cobbett, a former Planact ac-
tivist, works for Cities Alliance.

18 We include ourselves in this categorization.
19 The unwillingness of UK academics, for example, to

challenge ‘the Department for International Develop-
ment (DFID) agenda’ does not reflect a universal ac-
ceptance of a particular policy perspective, but rather
the worrying increase in the dependence of British
development researchers on soft contract (largely
DFID) funding for their jobs.
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Abstract translations

L’engagement et la reconstruction en recherche cri-
tique: débat sur la pratique urbaine, la politique, et
la théorie en Afrique du Sud

Dans cet article, nous examinons l’engagement cri-
tique en recherche, afin de repenser et reconfigurer
les systèmes binaires tels que les couples théoricien et
pratiquant, et théorie et pratique, autant dans le Sud
que le Nord. Bien que nous soyons d’accords que la
littérature en «géographie morale» (et ses idées sur
«le bien-ĉtre humanitaire à distance») est un cataly-
seur façonnant des liaisons bénéfiques entre le Sud et
le Nord, nous en remarquons toutefois des lacunes.
En s’appuyant sur des expériences en Afrique du Sud
d’engagement critique académique dans le domaine
de la géographie urbaine, nous examinons des mo-
ments aptes au développement de connaissances in-
novatrices qui forment une passerelle entre la théorie
et la pratique. Ces expériences servent à fournir des
preuves à l’appui d’un argument de type normatif
favorable aux «géographies inclusives» par
l’engagement critique, en vue d’un effondrement des
frontières entre, par exemple, les théoriciens et les
pratiquants, les intellectuels et les militants, le Sud et
le Nord.

Compromiso y reconstrucción en investigación crít-
ica: la negociación de práctica, política y teoría
urbana en Sudáfrica

En este papel examinamos el compromiso crítico en
la investigación para reconsiderar y reconfigurar bi-
narios como los de teorizador y profesional y teoría
y práctica en el Norte y el Sur. Sostenemos que,
aunque apreciamos la literatura de ‘geografias
morales’ (y sus ideas sobre asistencia a distancia)
como catalizador que crea conexiones más
beneficiosas entre Norte y Sur, sugerimos que no es
suficiente. Haciendo uso de experiencias
sudafricanos de compromiso crítico académico en
cuestiones de geografía urbana, examinamos mo-
mentos para la construcción de conocimientos inno-
vadoras que tiendan un puente entre teoría y
práctica. Usamos estas experiencias para corroborar
un argumento normativo por ‘geografias inclusivas’,
a través de compromiso crítico, para romper las
fronteras entre, por ejemplo, teorizadores y profe-
sionales, intelectuales y activistas y Norte y Sur.






