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ABSTRACT
This thesis interrogates development and invasive species using a case study from
Manzimdaka Village, Eastern Cape, South Africa. Despite two decades of post-apartheid
development in South Africa, poverty rates and inequalities are on the rise. National rural
development strategies have thus far focused on implementation of annual crops for
increased agricultural market access. Like the annual monocultural agriculture they promote,
these strategies rely on extensive external inputs for short-term results with little commitment
to broader system investment or health. Building on decades of discourse critiquing this
conventional approach, I offer an alternative framework termed perennial development. This
framework involves a reconceptualization of development by assuming that change and
growth within a community does not truly end. Perennial development draws upon the
foundations of perennial agriculture, which integrates perennial and annual crops for
wholistic ecosystem health, to promote slow growth from the roots of the community toward
diverse and relational community development. I illustrate this framework with examples
from ongoing perennial development work in the community of Manzimdaka.
Manzimdaka Village also provides context for the examination of Acacia mearnsii de
Wild, or the black wattle tree, which is classified as one of the worst invasive species in
South Africa by the Global Invasive Species Database. Ubiquitous across the landscape,
these trees are stark reminders of the tangled legacies of colonialism, post-apartheid
nationalism, and the inequalities that pervade the nation today. Since 1995, the government
has spearheaded a national invasive species eradication campaign primarily through the
Working for Water Programme. This national agenda on invasive species is worthy of
examination not only because it encourages a nationalistic discourse of “othering,” but also
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because it ignores the realities of the utilitarian importance of black wattle in rural
communities. In this multispecies ethnography, I articulate the black wattle tree as both a
recipient of South Africa’s moral agenda and an active participant of landscape change. I
present the emergent, complex, and at times incongruous relationships between humans and
the black wattle in one rural community in the Eastern Cape to highlight the social, political,
and ecological consequences of the national invasion agenda. In this age of climate change,
we are at a point-of-no-return to past ecologies and human-environment interactions.
Resource management and rural development strategies must reflect the inevitability of these
changing ecologies.

1
BEGINNINGS
I owe one of my favorite days in Manzimdaka to a blizzard. On that Friday morning in
August, my research partners Leah and Asanda and I had hoped to drive to the nearby town
of Elliot to restock on bottled water and food supplies. But we stepped outside to a turbid
gray sky and a slick layer of snow accumulating on the ground. Our car would not gain
traction. We were stuck. So we spent the day with MamTyani and her niece and grandson,
gathered around the warmth of the kitchen fire as the falling snow grew into a blizzard and
concealed the world around us. We boiled snow over the fire for tea and MamTyani told us
about her idea to start a small business selling chickens in the village. We taught yoga to her
grandson, read MamTyani her horoscope, and listened to her reflections on religion and God.
Despite the stinging smoke and the feet-numbing trips to the outhouse, this day was one of
the first that I felt at home in the village.
In the first paper of this thesis, I explicate a reconceptualization to development, one
that opens the definition of development toward slow, intentional growth and deep
community connectivity. If I had to illustrate perennial development in one go, I would use
that winter afternoon. The knowledge we shared together did not happen in an hour-long
meeting or within a specific development agenda. The process unfurled gradually. Our
relationships strengthened from this day spent around the fire, so that for the rest of the trip
we would tease each other about our yogi “Oms.” So that on my next visit to Manzimdaka,
months after MamTyani passed away, I shared memories of this afternoon and my gratitude
for her hospitality with her family.
In the second paper of this thesis, I describe the social and ecological interactions
between the people of Manzimdaka and the invasive black wattle tree through a multispecies

2
ethnography. At the heart of multispecies ethnography is the recognition that our lives are so
closely involved with the other organisms in our world that we are transformed through our
interactions with these nonhuman beings. That August day by the fire would not have
happened without the black wattle tree. Sure, MamTyani might have used other wood to
stoke the fire – but would that firewood also have produced enough stinging smoke to cause
Leah’s nosebleeds, provoking hushed conversations on magic in the village? It was black
wattle that provided heat and the roof over our heads and so I am entangled with it still.
At first glance, there might not seem to be much more in common between the
framework for perennial development and a multispecies ethnography of an invasive tree,
other than the mutual setting of a pastoral village spread across the rolling foothills of the
Drakensberg Mountains. Yet, as each piece reminds us in different ways, everything is
always intertwined. I view perennial development as an extension of multispecies
ethnography, for to truly comprehend our entangled relationships with the natural world, we
must first deeply invest in understanding our relationships with each other. Then again,
multispecies ethnography is simply a piece of the perennial development framework.
Understanding how our sense of self emerges through our interactions with the world around
us entails committing to the slow, deep learning of our community through mutual empathy
for both human and nonhuman ways of being.
In true ecofeminist spirit, then, I understand the objectives of these two papers to be
entangled, as two electrons may be distinctly separate yet still influence each other through
space and time. Understanding the realities of the black wattle tree in Manzimdaka will
enrich perennial development work in the community. Perennial commitments to local
development will unearth further nuances of ever-changing relationships with natural
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resources, including invasive trees. It is my hope that this multifaceted and contextual
approach to understanding the world around us will extend past those rolling hills of
Manzimdaka to many other corners of the world.

4
GROWING FROM THE ROOTS:
PERENNIAL DEVELOPMENT IN POST-APARTHEID SOUTH AFRICA
If you have come here to help me, you are wasting your time. But if you have come because
your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together.
– Aboriginal activists group, Queensland, 1970
Abstract
Despite two decades of post-apartheid development in South Africa, poverty rates and
inequalities are on the rise. National rural development strategies have thus far focused on
implementation of annual crops for increased agricultural market access. Like the annual
monocultural agriculture they promote, these strategies rely on extensive external inputs for
short-term results with little commitment to broader system investment or health. Building on
decades of discourse critiquing this conventional approach, I offer an alternative framework
termed perennial development. This framework involves a reconceptualization of
development by assuming that change and growth within a community does not truly end.
Perennial development draws upon the foundations of perennial agriculture, which integrates
perennial and annual crops for wholistic ecosystem health, to promote slow growth from the
roots of the community toward diverse and relational community development. I illustrate
this framework with examples from ongoing perennial development work in the community
of Manzimdaka in the Eastern Cape of South Africa.

Introduction
From the doorway of MamXesibe’s circular kitchen hut, Jules and Valerie could see the bare
fields across the road to which MamXesibe referred as the failed maize project. Jules,
Valerie, and Asanda had visited MamXesibe on a sunny Sunday afternoon to learn her
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perception of the strengths and challenges of development work in Manzimdaka Village, a
rural community in South Africa’s Eastern Cape Province. Their conversation over rooibos
tea soon turned to other development projects in the community. MamXesibe explained, as
she coated the kitchen floor in broad circular strokes of fresh cow dung, that the maize
project failed because the profits only went to the project leader. Despite the community’s
participation in planting, harvesting, and selling the maize crop, they did not reap any
benefits of the project. The only longstanding community outcomes are the remnant maize
fields, increased local inequality, and the residual acrimony of fractured relationships in
Manzimdaka Village.
This sketch of unsuccessful rural development is unfortunately all too common in the
Eastern Cape and across rural South Africa, where agriculture is a primary economic activity
and focus of regional economic development. Despite two decades of post-apartheid
development policies, fifty-five percent of the population of South Africa lived in poverty in
2015. Rates of poverty and inequality, as measured by the Gini coefficient, increased for the
black South African population between 2011 and 2015. The Eastern Cape Province, which
inherited the former Homelands of the apartheid era, is characterized today by the highest
number of people living in multidimensional poverty in country (Statistics SA, 2017).
This data, among many other analyses of rural poverty and vulnerability in South
Africa (Woolard, 2002; Westaway, 2012; Noble and Wright, 2013; Rogan, 2018), lays bare
the legacies of institutionalized racism and inequalities of one hundred years of apartheid in
South Africa. Rising poverty rates illuminate the failings of rural development strategies in
the Eastern Cape. Of course this statement is rather simplistic given the exceedingly complex
context of post-apartheid development in South Africa, including economic restructuring,
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transitions of political power, the AIDs epidemic, etc. (Ferguson, 2015). Still, the problem of
incomplete development stands in these rural, racialized statistics. Deep poverty and
inequality will not realistically be eliminated in the few years after the democratization of a
country, but the current situation still demands an examination of the capacity of postapartheid development strategies to alleviate poverty in the former homelands. Scrutiny is
ultimately not enough. The challenge to seek alternative approaches to development, or
reconceptualizations of the term altogether, is crucial for dismantling the era of apartheid.
In this paper, I build on decades of discourse addressing those very challenges by
suggesting an alternative framework that I name perennial development. This conceptual
framework uses the principles of perennial agriculture to offer new language and ontological
thinking for understanding development. Analogical thinking is a recognized effective tool
for facilitating learning and creative knowledge by fostering insights into new domains
(Gentner and Colhoun, 2010; Kim and Horii, 2016). Admittedly, applying ecological
categories to complex social phenomena is at once useful for understanding the world around
us and inherently problematic. For decades scholars have extended ecological definitions and
categories toward society, notably Deleuze and Guattari’s use of the botanical rhizome to
structure multiplicity theory (1988) and Holling’s theory of resilience (1973) come to mind.
However, I recognize that ecological concepts can only get us so far, and that the farther one
dives into these analogies, the messier it all becomes. Perennial agriculture is a useful starting
point to reinvigorate conversations about the nature of development, especially when
drawing multiple disciplines into these conversations. It does not need to be the final word.
Additionally, perennial agriculture is also a useful analogy for development because it
is inherently political. Agriculture provides the context for the social, political, and economic
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dynamics that revolve around, and shape, perennial and annual crops. Though this is not a
paper about the politics of agriculture, it is important to acknowledge that the analogy draws
parallels from socially-produced agricultural systems to socially-produce development
paradigms.
Perennial development draws on the fundamental definitions and principles of
perennial agriculture. Though perennial plants are well-defined, the concept of “perennial
agriculture” is less common and relatively new. I draw upon definitions of perennial
agriculture as offered by the FAO (2011) and the Land Institute (Baker, 2017), a Kansasbased organization spearheading perennial cropping research. It is worth pointing out that
these publications interchange “perennial agriculture” with “perennialized agriculture,”
“perennial polyculture,” and “perennial-integrated agriculture.” In other words, I draw from a
burgeoning and interdisciplinary field of perennial agriculture to create the categories used
for this analogy. As perennial agriculture grows and evolves as a concept, I only hope that
the analogy of perennial development is sure evolves in tandem.
I situate this analogical framework within ecofeminist and postcolonial theory and
draw upon a rich base of literature critiquing the current hegemonic development paradigm
and offering alternative solutions. Perennial development provides a new framework for
understanding – and, importantly, for participating in – these well-theorized critiques and
alternative conceptualizations of development. In the spirit of postcolonial and ecofeminist
theory, perennial development seeks to challenge the boundaries inherent to the neocolonial
and neoliberal development paradigm, including the culture-nature, undeveloped-developed,
input-output polarities that flatten our world. It is well-theorized that these dichotomies
create disconnections that enable exploitative and extractive systems (Lorde, 1984; Shiva,
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1991; Plumwood, 1993). The poverty we see in the Eastern Cape today is the product of
hundreds of years of disconnection. How can we expect development to succeed if current
strategies uphold those very dichotomies and abstractions (Ferguson, 1994)?
Just as perennial agriculture does not exclude annual plant growth, perennial
development is not the opposite of conventional development. This reconceptualization of
development does not operate in opposition of mainstream development, but challenges
normalized boundaries and dichotomies by moving autonomously to, and even encompassing
elements of, modern development. The analogy of perennial agriculture to development
allows us to clarify the limitations inherent to the mainstream modes of being. Making these
boundaries visible is the first step in moving beyond them towards a more inclusive,
wholistic conceptualization of growth, health, and development.

Perennial Voices
The idea to build a framework for development around perennial growth and agroecosystems
originally stemmed from six years of collaborative work on rural and community
development in South Africa by the Livelihood, Agroecology, Nutrition, and Development
Project, or the LAND Project. This organization incorporates partnerships between the
University of Wisconsin – Madison, South African non-profits Indwe Trust and KidLinks,
the University of Fort Hare in the Eastern Cape, and a number of communities throughout
South Africa. The LAND Project is an ever-growing network of individuals, organizations,
and communities. Together, we have deeply invested our work in the perennial development
paradigm.
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LAND Project representatives were first introduced to the community of
Manzimdaka through a local community member in 2011. Manzimdaka Village is a pastoral
Xhosa community of about three hundred households. These households are sprinkled across
the rolling foothills of the Drakensberg Mountains. At 5,000 feet in elevation, Manzimdaka
experiences a relatively harsh climate, with cold winters, rainy summers, and especially high
winds year-round. As is traditional with Xhosa communities in the Eastern Cape, families
here raise livestock, including sheep, cows, and goats on communal lands. Most households
also raise chickens and grow maize or other staple crops for subsistence.
The village is located within the former Transkei homeland. Here, reminders of
apartheid segregation and environmental racism are unmistakable (Stull et al., 2016). The
community is an hour’s drive on dirt road from the nearest town, which means it is also an
hour away from grocery stores, gas stations, health clinics and hospitals, and running water.
After heavy rains or snows, this road is often rendered impassable. The hills over which
livestock graze are streaked with deep erosion gulleys known as dongas, symptoms of
intensive grazing on already-poor soils and steep slopes. For the villagers of Manzimdaka,
primary development concerns include access to potable water, improvement of roads and
access to resources, and the restoration of pastures for livestock health.
Since 2011, conversations between the LAND Project and Manzimdaka villagers
have initiated a number of diverse development projects including rotational grazing and
livestock health, insect agriculture, agroforestry, gardening, public health and first aid, and
water sanitation. Some of these projects continue today. Others achieved short-term success
but were eventually supplanted by other projects or ideas – a reality in perennial development
which I examine in greater depth later in this paper. Though the early projects or stages of
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development in Manzimdaka were not termed “perennial,” they were all implemented in the
participatory and relational ethos of the term.
So often our world of development is inundated with numbers. Rural farmers who
participate in development projects are reduced to the size of their herd, the bushels of maize
harvested, annual income received, calories consumed, or any other numeric metric of
success a program can report. In this alternative framework for development, we recognize
the importance of these metrics. But through perennial development, we also aim to build
and honor the non-quantifiable, intangible, and otherwise invisible measures of success: the
relationships built and sustained, knowledge exchanged, diversity grown, voices heard,
histories shared, and more.
I provide context for this conceptual framework through the voices, projects, and
relationships that emerged through the growth of the LAND Project in Manzimdaka. I was
first introduced to Manzimdaka in January 2017, my first of three visits to the Eastern Cape
Province. Throughout the course of these visits, all of which included homestays in the
village, I navigated roles of academic researcher, developer, active learner, visitor, and
friend. The stories and ideas that give life to this framework come from my personal
experiences of development work in Manzimdaka, as well as the experiences of other LAND
Project affiliates, including from the community members themselves.

Core Concepts and Definitions
Annual
Perennial development does not stand in opposition to modern development
paradigms. Rather, a perennial development lens allows us to take a critical view of modern
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development, engage it in dialogue, and then move beyond it toward new approaches and
definitions of success. As such, it is important to establish a base understanding of annual
agriculture and conventional development as they relate to the perennial development
analogy.
I define annual agriculture as an cropping system built around the reproduction of a
limited number of annual plants. The defining characteristic of annual plants is the
completion of a full life cycle within one growing season. To accomplish this feat, annual
species quickly build thin, fine root systems in favor of allocating energy and growth to
aboveground biomass. These gossamer roots are associated with high respiration rates, which
allow annuals to maximize nutrient uptake in the soil even at shallow depths (Tjoelker et al,
2005). Annual cropping systems, when grown without perennial support, result in high
nutrient uptake with little ecological return.
Because of this emphasis on crop output without ecosystem return, substantial
external inputs become essential to the maintenance of annual agricultural systems. Land
must be broken and churned. Seasonal plowing destroys invisible microbiotic ecosystems
and results in the loss of vital belowground nutrients and minerals. Synthetic fertilizers must
then stand in for healthy soils. When annual crops are grown in monocultures, reduced
aboveground biodiversity decreases natural biological controls, necessitating the use of
pesticides. Often, these high inputs of fertilizers and pesticides escape the confinements of
the field and result in downstream pollution.
This exploitative system is encouraged through the motivations of economic gain
within a capitalist system. Without consideration for ecosystem returns, annual agriculture
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fractures ecological relationships and promotes a system based on unequal distribution of
resources.
The fundamental qualities of annual agriculture parallel those of modern development
strategies, particularly when development is synonymous with economic growth. These
strategies prioritize quick growth for rapid results, which are narrowly defined in terms of
market access. Short-term projects rely on intensive use of external funding and technology.
In this lens of rapid development, high yields or profits are seen as a success – yet limited
return to the social and environmental ecosystem leads to long-term deficits and conflicts.
Above all, development “ends” with the conclusion of the project or funding period. Finally,
as we see with annual agriculture, “annual development” similarly promotes inequalities and
neglects local relationships through an individualist, economic approach to growth.
Annual agriculture is so readily analogous to conventional development because both
were born in the post-WWII era of modernization through neoliberalism and neocolonialism
(Page, 1991). This relationship was especially obvious in southern Africa, as mid-century
decolonization paralleled the growth of international development in order to maintain
systems of international organization (Escobar, 1995). Developers from the West used the
Green Revolution, which established industrial annual agriculture as it exists today, as a
strategy for rural agrarian development across the globe (Shiva, 2016).

Perennial
I define perennial agriculture as a polycultural cropping system with both perennial
and annual plants integrated for maximum ecosystem benefits. Perennial plants are
distinguished from annuals by their deep and dense root systems. In temperate climates, these
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roots remain alive over winter, though the fruiting body may disappear, and from these roots
the perennial plant regenerates in the spring. Root systems with high tissue density and large
root diameter favor slow growth and longevity over rapid nutrient uptake (Lavorel et al.,
2007). They also tend to support higher levels of mycorrhizal colonization, promoting belowground diversity and the host of environmental benefits fostered by rich soil ecosystems.
Deep roots tap soil nutrients and water at greater depths, promoting resource cycling. These
root structures also tend to retain resources in the system (Crews, 2005). Perennial plants are
fundamentally designed for persistence and conservation of resources (Roumet et al., 2006),
because they will regenerate to use those resources again and again.
Perennial agroecosystems do not operate on a level of individual crops, but at the
level of a whole system. It is important to recognize here that perennial plants, such as fruitbearing trees, can be sustained in otherwise annual agricultural systems. These systems do
not constitute perennial agroecosystems. Instead, perennial agroecosystems are the relational
system of diverse crops, both annual and perennial, flora, and fauna that grow together to
provide a multitude of ecological benefits.
The ecosystem gains from heterogeneous plant integration are robust, including
reduced soil erosion, increased carbon sequestration, nutrient and water cycling, and diverse
communities of pollinators and other fauna for biological control. Instead of prioritizing a
single crop species, perennial agriculture operates on a broader level of connected ecosystem
health and the relationships between flora, fauna, soil, water, and air. In other words,
perennial agroecosystems are inherently relational because they rely on the relationships
between flora and fauna, instead of the individual crops themselves, for system health and
success. Perennial agroecosystems are systems of reciprocity.
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I specifically refer to agroecosystems to highlight the intentional human-environment
relationship within this perennial context. In environments without direct human
intervention, annual ecosystems do not exist. Perennial is the dominant system. However,
perennial ecosystems, such as the highveld grasslands of the Eastern Cape, do not always
deliver harvests used directly by humans. These ecosystems become agroecosystems when
villagers incorporate food or livestock into the grasslands for consumption. Therefore, the
use of the term agroecosystem recognizes the deliberate and reciprocal relationship between
humans and nature.

Development in the Eastern Cape
Human-environment connectivity is already manifest in the Eastern Cape Province,
where most rural communities are dependent on livestock rearing and subsistence agriculture
for livelihoods. For the past twenty years, development in this former homeland has been
largely based on the neoliberal agenda of market access and growth. The Eastern Cape
Agricultural Economic Transformation Strategy for 2016-2021, published by the Department
of Rural Development and Agrarian Reform, provides a marked example of this agenda. The
opening paragraph of the report states that this strategy “seeks to enable rural communities,
i.e. targeted smallholder/subsistence and communal farmers, to derive optimal economic
value out of their agricultural activity” (2016, p. 4). The document identifies the underlying
principles of the strategy, including to “treat agriculture as a business,” and to “develop
smallholder/communal farmers into agro-entrepreneurs” (p. 7) Critical success factors of the
strategy include “expansion of production, market access, value addition of product, and
increasing employment” (p. 8).

15
Although these principles and indicators of success are undoubtedly important for
improving rural livelihoods, they are also reductionist and founded in extractive production
systems. The goal of these strategies is fast growth through the rapid uptake of resources
without commitment to ecosystem return. Harvestable fruits are prioritized over deep,
persistent roots.
These finite priorities are further emphasized in the opening pages of the strategic
plan, which delineate the necessity of partnerships between smallholder farmers and
organized commercial entities. According to this agenda, these partnerships will facilitate
“unlocking of private sector investment” for smallholder farmers (p. 4), which occurs when
the private business partner “sees a market opportunity” (p.9). From these words, it is
apparent that relationships promoted by conventional development in the Eastern Cape are
based purely on economic gain. Although one of the stated goals of this development plan is
to promote vibrant, equitable, sustainable rural communities, it remains unclear how these
economic partnerships between those smallholders deemed opportune for market-access and
private businesses will extend benefits toward other members of the community. Without
relational growth within the community, annual development reproduces economic and
social inequality.
This strategy is also based on the idea that black smallholder farmers should operate
more like the white commercial farmers who dominate the export-oriented market (ECRDA,
2016, p.12). Like the agricultural systems they foster, this development strategy reduces
diversity of systems and identities in the Eastern Cape. Further, it defines development in
rigid boundaries: the undeveloped black smallholder farmers, the developed white
commercial farmers, agriculture as business, success as market access and advanced
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technological use. When development is so bounded, smallholder farmers become dependent
on external resources and developers. In other words, development begins with the
implementation of a program, ends when smallholder farmers reach a certain level of
economic growth after a certain number of years, and does not exist outside of the boundaries
of this program.

Boundless Development
Nothing is fixed. Everything is potential. Nothing is separate, everything is connected. The
air is us, the water is us, the food is us.
– Vandana Shiva, University of Wisconsin Madison
2017 Summit on Women, Gender, and Well-Being
Perennial development seeks to shed these boundaries by suggesting a paradigm that does
not rely upon end dates or final markers of success. Instead, this framework assumes that
change and growth within a community does not truly end.
The term “development” is so laden with colonial meanings of domination,
objectification, and inequality (Tucker, 1999) that I hesitate to use it at all to describe the
concepts of health, growth, and connectedness encompassed by perennial development. Yet
releasing the definition of development from its neoliberal restraints enables a different
understanding of the term, one which does not begin or end with external resources or
outside developers. “Development,” stems from the Old French “des” – meaning to undo,
and “veloper” – meaning to wrap up. Development in this sense is an unfolding or unfurling,
as to others or to the wind. When one unfolds, one draws out or reveals what was already
within. When a thing unfurls, it opens up what was once held close. These definitions do not
indicate bringing anything in or creating something new. To develop, if I draw on its original
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definition, is to bring forth the resources or capacities that already exist in a person or a
place.
I find Vandana Shiva’s deconstruction of the concept of “resource” to further resonate
with this reconceptualization of development. She observes that the word resource originally
denoted a regenerative relationship between humans and nature, a “re-sourcing” of the gifts
of the earth that arise over and over again through generous interactions with nature. The rise
of industrialization and colonialism changed the concept of resource toward a finite material
to be used as input for production. Development, Shiva argues, rose from this second
definition of resource, for to exploit nature a society needs to reach a certain level of
“developed” (Shiva, 2010).
If resources can be redefined as the product of reciprocity between humans and their
environment, then development-as-unfolding offers a pathway to return to this humanenvironment relationship. Development is no longer based on exploitation of resources or
humans, but a process of nurturing and rising again. Development in this sense does not
begin or end but is a state of perennial unfolding, growth, and change.
When we apply the principles of perennial agroecosystems to this new understanding
of development, three fundamental principles emerge: regeneration, diversity, and
relationality.

Regeneration
Perennial development implies growth from the long-established roots of a
community. Development that begins with these roots facilitates ongoing growth and health
within a community. It is participatory by nature because it recognizes that new seeds do not

18
need to be sown when roots already exist. Perennial development seeks to support the
intrinsic and on-going growth already in place by building from the ground up – or, more
specifically, from what is already deeply entrenched in the physical, social, and spiritual
landscape of a community.
These roots are the beliefs, practices, and language that give identity and life to a
group of people. Anthropologist Marimba Ani’s analogy of the seed as the center of a culture
provides a useful theoretical foundation for thinking about these perennial roots. She uses the
metaphor of seed or “germinating matrix” to describe the center or the essence of a culture.
From this seed flows the core ideologies and functions of that culture (Ani, 2000). A
perennial plant begins with its seeds but stays alive through its roots. To build upon Ani’s
metaphor, the roots of a community ground its culture and sense of identity in place and
allow it to grow and contribute to the world ecosystem.
In Manzimdaka Village, some of these deep roots center on pastoralism, which is not
only a primary livelihood activity but also fundamental to the culture, identity, and
spirituality of the Xhosa community members. The amaXhosa people are descendent of the
pastoral Nguni tribe who migrated to southern Africa from the Great Lakes region with their
Nguni cattle. Today, cultural ties to cattle are evident in the beliefs associated with the
kraals, or livestock corral, which are regarded as sacred spaces and connected with ritual
practices. Women are not allowed in these kraals, to which the cattle must return every night.
An early development project in Manzimdaka sought to restore grassland health through
rotational grazing on communal pastures by keeping livestock overnight on partitioned areas
of pasture. This project never caught on in the village. It did not engage with cultural
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conversations about livestock practices and belief systems – it did not grow from the roots of
the community.
Though community roots are inherently local, the perennial framework does
encompass larger-scale growth. Perennial development encourages participation in regional
and global networks of exchange. Yet in order to fully connect to these wider networks, the
local community must first be healthy and whole. In perennial development, we recognize
that from the roots of the community grow the local resources, autonomy, and capacity that
are needed to connect to wider systemic networks of resources and development.
As other scholars have already noted, there are dangers in glorifying “the local” and
subsequently rendering invisible the dynamic power structures and social inequalities
inherent to local contexts (Mohan and Stokke, 2000). In this perennial analogy, we do not
assume that the cultural “roots” are homogenous across the village, or that everyone interacts
with local beliefs and customs in the same way. Indeed, this local multiplicity is what makes
the community’s perennial roots so dense. We also do not assume that all roots are inherently
good simply because they are local. Rather, the process of allowing development to unfold
and grow from the roots is reflective, deliberate, and necessarily slow, just like the building
of perennial roots.
The slow growth of perennial development parallels slow research, a methodology
articulated by Adams et al. (2014). Slow research interrogates the normalcy of entanglements
between speed, efficiency, and progress. This methodology begins with the particular and
specificity of the local, while recognizing that global, national, regional, and community
institutions converge and are made visible in local contexts, and therefore locally-produced
information can always extend outward again to “larger fields of funding, resource
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management, and policy” (p. 182). Emphasizing slow timeframes over rapid result-oriented
processes promotes creativity and the production of knowledge over information. Slow
growth in development encourages long-term resource use efficiency and system health.
One of the longest-running projects in Manzimdaka is the school garden. When the
LAND Project entered into community development discussions in 2011, this half-acre
garden was already established on the grounds of the Manzimdaka Junior Secondary School,
but was not functional. The garden was identified by community members as a development
priority for local food security and health. Since 2011, collaborations between Manzimdaka
and the LAND Project have involved building garden infrastructure, investing in seeds and
trees for planting, and creating long-term organizational structures for the ongoing
maintenance of the garden. External financial resources from the LAND Project has
supported internal resources, such as time and labor. Though there are still challenges within
this project, the school garden has come back year after year, literally and figuratively, to
contribute fresh cabbage, chard, onions, garlic, and strawberries to school lunches.
The success of the school garden sparked the first conversations about reframing
development in Manzimdaka because, initially, it embodied the failures of modern
development. The project began when a well-meaning non-profit organization organized and
built the school garden in Manzimdaka. Yet once the organization terminated resources and
knowledge, the project died. Today, the garden’s triumphant harvest comes from
commitment of the community first, and the LAND Project second, to continue growing the
garden despite smaller failures along the way. From this perennial commitment grew this
reconceptualization of development. What different results might be achieved if we
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predicated our approach on the idea that growth toward health and connectedness never truly
ends?
Within this question lies one of the greatest challenges to perennial development: that
a perennial framework encourages dependency on the outside developer with external
resources – a valid critique to which I’ll return. However, the question also opens up
possibilities otherwise unknown by conventional development strategies. A perennial
approach encourages the uncertainty and the openness that arises from rejecting the idea of
an ending. Without narrow benchmarks of success or deadlines to meet to base contingent
resources on, development can be creative. It can be fueled by innovation. It can grow in
multiple directions because it is held steadfast by the community’s perennial roots.

Diversity
By embracing the uncertain and the unknown in perennial development, we
encourage diversity. Perennial development supports and sustains diverse communities,
livelihoods, and worldviews. Perennial development, too, supports diverse approaches to
community growth, as well as the recognition of various types of outcomes and successes.
Rural development flattens diversity when politicians or funders force communities
into “one-size-fits-all” programs. Even accounting for local flexibility in program structure,
the outcome of these programs is designed with homogeneity in mind. In the Eastern Cape,
rural development strategies promoted through the provincial government are designed to
produce a specific kind of commercially-driven, technologically-dependent farmer. They are
designed to encourage smallholder black farmers to look more like commercial white
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farmers. These strategies are not built to endorse or sustain different types of knowledge,
production, or connection with the world.
Open development encourages these types of diversity. Here I situate perennial
development within Susan Hawthorne’s concept of wild politics, which imagines a world
“driven not by profit, universalization, homogenization, disconnection, and utilitarianism, but
by the wild, biodiversity, locatedness, and knowledge of local conditions, epistemological
multiversity, connection, and relationship” (2002, p. 370). In her wild politics, diversity is
essential to health and sustenance. When diversity is honored and respected, it enlivens
connections between all aspects of life. Unending development provides space for these wild
politics.
Diversity of knowledge is essential to this framework. Modern development, a
product of neocolonialism, is dominated by Western voices (Escobar, 1995). Perennial
development honors local and indigenous knowledges through community participation.
Certainly, the process of including local, non-Western, non-scientific knowledges is
challenging and fraught with limitations (Briggs and Sharp, 2004). Postcolonial scholars
have demonstrated how the spaces and languages into which local voices are invited can
serve to reproduce hegemonic power imbalances under the guise of inclusion (Cooke and
Kothari, 2001; Hickey and Mohan, 2004). Additionally, local knowledge may only be
accepted into development processes so long as it harmonizes with Western science (Pretty,
1994).
A guiding theme for knowledge exchange and knowledge production for the LAND
Project is dialogical action. Drawing on Freire’s theory of dialogue (1970), Montoya and
Kent (2011) integrate dialogical action with community-based participatory research to
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delineate a process in which the researchers and the community are active, collaborative
partners and co-learners “who work together to act, reflect, and transform the world” (p.
1001). Community discussions in Manzimdaka aim to be collaborative and dialogical. While
the knowledge of community members may at times be prioritized over LAND Project
knowledge, or vice versa, neither one is valorized over the other. I do not mean to imply that
in Manzimdaka we have found a perfect method for navigating between these knowledges or
the power dynamics inherent to these processes. In reality, this course is complex and messy,
what Lyons et al. term “maculate conception,” or the “creative ideas that develop from the
tissues of this unpredictability” (2010, pp. 557-558). When we meet this messiness as yet
another moment for change and growth, we come closer to achieving true collaboration.
These participatory processes involve the intentional use of inclusive spaces and
languages to exchange knowledge. LAND Project meetings typically occur in the secondary
school. The school, located in the relative center of the expansive village, was identified by
village members as a neutral meeting space. The meetings are always conducted in a mixture
of English and isiXhosa, and language translation occurs with the help of multiple villagers
and LAND Project partners. Importantly, knowledge transfer does not depend on one actor or
direction of translation.
The slow growth of perennial development further fosters the process of including
diverse voices and epistemologies. Conversations happen within the village over the course
of many years. New perspectives gradually emerge through intentional returns to the same
topic. When members of the LAND Project first heard about the black wattle tree in the
village, the conversation was held with a South African ecologist who informed only of the
detrimental ecological effects of this highly invasive species. On a subsequent visit, LAND
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Project members learned that, despite general favor for local eradication, the wood of the tree
is an important utilitarian resource for firewood and construction materials. Eventually, years
after the initial conversation, extended discussions revealed that black wattle eradication was
a socio-economic and gendered issue. Poorer households in Manzimdaka could not afford to
favor local eradication because they relied on the freely accessible invasive wood, nor did
many women in the village welcome the idea of returning to wood collection from the distant
indigenous forests. Without years of slow conversation enabled by a perennial approach to
development, these voices would not have been heard.
Knowledge exchange also occurs beyond the confines of conventionally-defined
development. Extended interactions between representatives from the LAND Project and
Manzimdaka community members allow for more wholistic integration of local knowledge
into development conversations. Conversations shared with the local ixhwele (medicine man)
on a medicine walk or a village igqirha (sangoma, or diviner) in her medicinal hut create
space to share local epistemology. During these conversations, we learn that the pine
plantations of a major forestry industry and the stands of the invasive black wattle tree are
now considered important access points for ithanghaza (root medicine). We experience
without interrogation the communication between the iqgirha and her ancestors. We learn the
rules for walking in the indigenous ihlati lesiXhosa (forests) and respectfully reinforce them
together.
The mutual interaction and creation of space outside the boundaries of “development
knowledge” is an important decolonial action (Sundberg, 2014). Walking together with the
medicine man through the spaces of Manzimdaka produces shared knowledge. Sharing the
medicinal hut of the igqirha with the spirits of her ancestors is another creative and
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performed physical act. These actions are a tool in an ongoing process of decolonization and
commitment to solidarity (ibid). Creating shared spaces facilitates local knowledge transfer,
which ultimately deepens mutual understanding: this is perennial development in motion.

Relationality
In a perennial development framework, the unique customs, practices, and knowledge
of a community are the foundational roots from which development grows, and which sustain
the promise of regeneration. The slow, open growth of perennial development is the
methodology that fosters diversity of projects, outcomes, participants, and knowledge
systems. Finally, the relationships built and shared are the conduits through which perennial
development flows.
The focus of perennial development is on the interconnectivity of the community as a
whole, which moves past the individual-focus of annual development programs. The latter is
representative of the isolation and disconnection that characterizes a mechanistic approach to
nature (Hawthorne, 2002) and the ontological divide of the West (Plumwood, 1991).
Perennial systems symbolize feminist ethics of connectivity and integration (Miles, 1996).
Integration and interaction cultivate resilience. Resilience was originally defined as
an ecological concept by C. S. Holling as “the persistence of relationships within a system”
(1973, p.17). A resilient system is able to maintain these relationships through shock or
change (ibid.). Without strong relationships, ecosystems cannot maintain system health or
stability. Since its original introduction, resilience has become a defining characteristic of
perennial ecosystems (FAO, 2011).
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Though scholars have since stretched the definition to apply to a range of disciplines,
including policy, economics, and psychology (Robin, 2014), I find resilience to be a useful
concept in exploring the weight of relationships and interconnectivity in perennial
development. I extend the definition of resilience toward the social ecosystems of
development in the direction of feminist psychologist Judith Jordan. In “Relational
Resilience,” Jordan argues for a psychological perspective of resilience that does not center
on the individual’s ability to weather stress, but rather emphasizes the role of interpersonal
relationships “which encourage the capacity for connection” and ultimately the path toward
transformation (2004, p. 28). This conceptualization reconstructs resilience as a contextual
process of change, rather than an individual trait (Flynn et al., 2012). Here, relational
resilience differs from its original ecological connotation, which defined the trait as the
ability to return to an equilibrium state (Holling, 1973). Instead, relational resilience implies
constant forward movement and “an on-going responsiveness, never complete or
predetermined” (Flynn et al., 2012, p.7).
Perennial connectivity and relational resilience provide us with the pathway towards
perennial development. In Manzimdaka, perennial development is built on the interpersonal
relationships between community members, the LAND Project, other regional and national
stakeholders and organizations, as well as the mutually beneficial relationships between
diverse living and nonliving entities. These perennial relationships are built through mutual
empathy, a core element of relational resilience. Mutual empathy acknowledges that both
people (or nonhumans) in the relationship are affected by each other, and the knowledge of
this reciprocal involvement is beneficial for both (Jordan, 2000). The relationships sustained
between members of the LAND Project are crucial for the success of the development
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projects, yes, but are also personally meaningful to our own sense of identity and well-being.
When we define development as more-than-economic-growth, we recognize that
development exists everywhere, not just in contexts of poverty. Perennial development is
multidirectional growth.
Recognizing the reciprocity in development further breaks down those neocolonial
barriers between “developed” and “developing.” One of the primary goals of the LAND
Project is to promote cross-cultural understanding between LAND Project associates, the
University of Wisconsin – Madison, and communities in South Africa. This goal has been
pursued through international study abroad trips with students of the university, as well as
through conferences in Wisconsin for which South African partners were keynote speakers.
These educational opportunities have placed the reciprocity of development at the forefront.
Although international service learning has been critiqued by scholars for facilitating
truncated understandings of social problems (Eby, 1998), for replicating charity models
(Lewis, 2004), and for reinforcing power inequalities (Gorski, 2011), I agree with Robin
Crabtree’s assertion that, when combined with alternative models for development,
international service learning can constructively disrupt those hegemonic relationships that
historically characterize colonialism (2008).
I do not mean to suggest here that the relationships which emerge from perennial
development imply equal power dynamics or ignorance of inequalities. There will always be
difference between individuals in Manzimdaka Village and between villagers and LAND
Project members. Yet the relationships cultivated through perennial development celebrate
these differences instead of imagining them away. When differences are made transparent,
they can become powerful – and, in the spirit of wild politics, they reveal strong connections
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as well. I return to Freire for inspiration, who identifies trust as a “logical consequence” of
dialogue (2000, p. 91). To engage in true dialogue as a process of learning and knowledge
creation, one cannot presuppose one’s own knowledge is superior to another’s. In the words
of Freire, which already allude to perennial regeneration, “The naming of the world, which is
an act of creation and re-creation, is not possible if it is not infused with love” (2000, p. 89).
Mutual empathy builds the relationships which are necessary for knowing and living – and
growing – in the world.
In Manzimdaka Village, we cultivate mutual empathy and trust in myriad ways. The
promise of open-endedness, and of the refusal to put a timeline on these relationships, is
crucial. To this end, technology is incredibly helpful. LAND Project and Manzimdaka
community members stay in touch across continents through smart phones and international
messaging tools. And we do not undervalue the importance of nonverbal communication and
relationship-building. Staying in village households during visits, eating shared meals of pap
and cabbage or umngqusho around the kitchen fire, sharing rooibos tea during thunderstorms
– these are acts of intimacy outside the realm of traditional development. So too is song and
dance; sharing music together bridges our corners of the world.
Trading the American anthem “Take Me Home, Country Roads” for a South African
song of praise (“Uyingcwele ngewele”) may not at first glance look like development. But
then again, perennial growth is not always visible. Still, we count as development in
Manzimdaka the open and honest conversations with village women about domestic and
sexual violence, gender normativity, and local acts of feminism. Development is the
discussions about reconciling apartheid racism with a village elder, who confided that he
never thought he would see the day when white people would visit his village and attempt to
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speak his language. These conversations could not have occurred during the first year, or
even five years, of work in the community. Yet they signify perennial growth and
connectedness and provide the pathway toward future perennial development.
As a framework structured through relationships, perennial development is dynamic.
Relational resilience in development requires constant movement, re-navigation, and
redefinitions of the connections between people, resources, and information. Our roles in the
course of development change, just as our relationships change, just as we change ourselves.
By growing slowly and inviting diversity, we see more clearly how identities, roles, and
positions of power transform over time. In perennial development, nothing is static.
Everything is potential.

Enduring Challenges
As mentioned earlier, one of the biggest tensions within the perennial development
framework is the question of reproducing exploitative and dependent relationships between
developer and “undeveloped.” Does the open-endedness of this perennial approach ensure
that the community of Manzimdaka is fated to rely on LAND Project resources for all future
growth?
This question leads to another potential conflict in the framework, which is the sheer
amount of resources this kind of on-going, international development requires. The
movement of LAND Project members between communities and toward resources costs
money that some might argue might be best served as a direct deposit into the community.
Yet because perennial development is relational, and because the resilience of this growth
depends on those relationships, I argue otherwise. Direct financial transfers may “give a man
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a fish,” but it does not address the roots of the problem, such as unequal access to economic
participation (Ferguson, 2015). Funding these projects is indeed a challenge, especially when
growth is deliberately slow, and measures of success do not coincide with stereotypical
metrics. Creativity is crucial here.
At this moment, I don’t have a perfect answer or resolution to the original question of
dependency. And that is part of the point. To be perennial is to be indefinite. Upon first
glance, a diverse perennial agroecosystem may look overgrown or untidy – especially to an
observer used to the neat lines and uniform growth of conventional agriculture. But uniform
fields expel the creative growth that comes from the undefined. Neither perennial agriculture
nor development is reductionist: they celebrate the messiness. To return to an initial point:
perennial agriculture can only take us so far. The analogy works well until it doesn’t any
more. It should be used only as long as it can spark new conversations about what
development can look like – conversations that, as development scholar James Ferguson
recently points out, too often do not happen in conjunction with critiques of the status quo
(2015).
Perennial development also honors the fluctuating identities, roles, and power
dynamics between people and places. Perhaps this relational framework allows us to
recognize moments when outside resources and information are critical, and the moments
when they are not, as both moments certainly exist. The members of the LAND Project who
travel from Wisconsin to Manzimdaka to engage in community development certainly do not
assume that development cannot or does not happen without their presence. Rather, LAND
Project participants recognize opportunities to contribute positive resources and relations,
sometimes from outside the community, in an already globalized world. For though
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Manzimdaka is remote, it is not an isolated community. It is connected to the rest of South
Africa and to the world through physical, technological, economic, political, social, and
spiritual networks. The community will always be involved in interdependent relationships.
Perennial development seeks to make intentional, informed, and empathetic changes through
these existing networks of dependency.
We acknowledge, too, that every participant’s motivations for development are
relational and ever-changing, no matter which community we come from or what language
we speak. Do any of us have completely selfless motivations for development, or completely
selfish ones? In the spirit of boundlessness, perennial development recognizes that neither
excludes the other.
And, as with perennial agroecosystems, the deeper one dives into perennial
development, the more we understand how truly complex it all is. Perennial development is
supposed to inspire these questions. We will return to these questions again and again. The
openness is the process. We don’t have all the answers, and perennial development does not
have a final ending. This is the reason to continue forward, after all.
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THE STAND OF THE BLACK WATTLE:
A MULTISPECIES UNDERSTANDING OF ACACIA MEARNSII IN SOUTH
AFRICA
Abstract
Acacia mearnsii de Wild, or black wattle by its common name, is classified as one of the
worst invasive species in South Africa. Ubiquitous across the landscape, these trees are stark
reminders of the tangled legacies of colonialism, post-apartheid nationalism, and the
inequalities that pervade the nation today. Since 1995, the government has spearheaded a
national invasive species eradication campaign primarily through the Working for Water
Programme. This national agenda on invasive species is worthy of examination not only
because it encourages a nationalistic discourse of “othering,” but also because it ignores the
realities of the utilitarian importance of black wattle in rural communities. In this
multispecies ethnography, I articulate the black wattle tree as both a recipient of South
Africa’s moral agenda and an active participant of landscape change. I present the emergent,
complex, and at times incongruous relationships between humans and the black wattle in one
rural community in the Eastern Cape to highlight the social, political, and ecological
consequences of the national invasion agenda. In this age of climate change, we are at a
point-of-no-return to past ecologies and human-environment interactions. Resource
management and rural development strategies must reflect the inevitability of these changing
ecologies.
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“Nothing grows where the black wattle stands”
And yet - the burnt orange pilei of mushrooms
peek from these roots
And what of those long thin things that stripe the soil with green?
Nothing grows where the black wattle stands A determination to remove the tree from life
To bind it within the vernacular of death
Because our world makes sense with these categories
Because we can’t quite grasp the intuition
of entangled electrons And that nothing exists until we become it
and it becomes us.
That the black wattle is
because of the conversations we share The infinite polyphony of the world.
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Introduction
Along the crumbling edges of the dusty road, the black wattle trees stand. Their curved
trunks and twisting branches are a tangled wall between the potholes and the pastures
beyond. Dark green bipinnate leaves form cover overhead as the road narrows and turns, and
when it broadens again the skyline opens toward the South African village of Manzimdaka.
In the stories of the South African landscape told by conservation scientists and
government officials, the acacia species known as black wattle is unmistakably a villain. The
hero in these stories might be the autochthonous yellowwoods and alders of the native forest
patches that blanket the deep valleys of the Drakensberg Mountains, or the communal green
pastures that give room to roam the cows and sheep of this pastoral village. Or perhaps the
protagonists are simply the men and women of Manzimdaka, who form a vibrant community
in the Eastern Cape in a place without running water, isolated from hospitals and grocery
stores, on a landscape that was designated too poor, too harsh, and too hard by White South
Africans during the era of apartheid. Now, though, it is black wattle toward which fingers
point for destruction of pastures, encroachment on forests, and disruption of ecologies.
Black wattle stands are stark reminders of the entangled legacies of colonialism, postapartheid nationalism, and the inequalities that pervade rural South Africa today. Acacia
mearnsii de Wild, or idywabasi in local isiXhosa, is repeatedly classified as one of the worst
invasive plant species in the world by the Global Invasive Species Database. After its
intentional introduction by British colonialists in the 1800s (Bennett, 2011), black wattle
spread rampantly throughout South Africa. Its tolerance for a wide range of temperatures,
soils, and moisture regimes, as well as its nitrogen-fixing ability, encourage growth in a wide
range of landscapes. The tree often thrives in disrupted and vulnerable ecosystems: beside
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roads, at the edges of pastures, and along steep eroding slopes. South African ecologists
condemn these trees for removing native flora from their habitats. With high rates of water
transpiration year-round, scientists and policy makers also denounce black wattle for use of
limited water resources. Though the tannin industry still maintains black wattle plantations,
the official national stance toward black wattle is wild stand eradication from the landscape.
The issue with invasion
In 1995, during the promotion of post-apartheid nationalist agendas (Comaroff and
Comaroff, 2001), the South African government created the Working for Water Programme
(WfW) to spearhead a large-scale initiative to actively remove invasive species. Through this
program the government has allocated more money to control black wattle than all other
invasive species combined (Nel et al., 2004). By employing rural villagers to eradicate
invasive species, the WfW Programme facilitates restoration of native landscapes, protection
of limited water resources, and alleviation of rural poverty. This agenda promotes a national
discourse on invasive species – with the black wattle tree at the top of the list – which
correlates the health of the nation to the war against invasive species (Comaroff, 2017).
Since its conception, researchers, developers, and policy makers have debated the
efficacy of the WfW program (Bennet and Kruger, 2013). On one hand, WfW is lauded for
rural job creation and ecosystem restoration. On the other, this agenda of eradication
essentially ignores the utilitarian value of the black wattle tree as the primary source of
firewood and construction material for rural communities throughout South Africa
(Neergaard et al., 2005). Pointedly, invasive growth continues to increase (Kraaij et al.,
2017) and rural poverty has risen (Statistics SA, 2017) despite two decades of WfW
implementation.
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The nation’s intense fixation on invasiveness is hardly surprising considering the
deeply anthropocentric and emotional connotations attributed to invasion (Richardson et al,
2000). The quality of “invasiveness” is decidedly a conceptual and political categorization,
not a biological one. Attributing an invasive or alien status to nonhuman organisms “enables
a displaced politics of demarcation, prioritization, exclusion, and dehumanization”
(Comaroff, 2017). These politics of invasion parallel the public discourse of fear and
xenophobia now prevalent in South Africa (Neocosmos, 2008). Since the end of apartheid,
tens of thousands of people have been attacked or killed because of their alien status (Misago
et al., 2015). In the post-apartheid story of South Africa, black wattle is a villain – a
symbolically different species than the native South African trees – around which national
togetherness can coalesce. This flavor of nationalism is more palatable when it emerges from
plant invasion, yet still it upholds the politics of othering that enables violence in a nation.
At the same time, black wattle is not just a passive recipient of a nation’s moral and
political agenda. It is an active transformer of ecological, political, and social landscapes.
The agency of black wattle trees can be traced through its biochemical characteristics and
biophysical interactions with biotic and abiotic communities. The moral narrative of black
wattle arose as much from these biological attributes as from the South African context of
post-apartheid nationalism.
In this paper, I present the emergent relationships between black wattle and the
community members of Manzimdaka Village. Understanding the realities of black wattle in
Manzimdaka Village illuminates the political consequences of invasive discourse. The
national discourse that ties invasive plant eradication with rural community health ignores the
value of this tree and obscures other causes of rural community illness. Black wattle may
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transpire water at faster rates than other tree species in South Africa – but is it truly the
reason people in Manzimdaka Village do not have access to running water?
Moving beyond this sweeping narrative of an invasive species, I argue that the local
realities and relationships between villagers and the black wattle tree are in fact nuanced,
gendered, politicized, and constantly changing. In this age of climate change, we are at a
point-of-no-return to past ecologies and human-environment interactions. Resource
management and rural development strategies must reflect these inevitability-changing
ecological relationships. We need to fully recognize the moral weight of the discourse of
invasion, as well as the connectedness between rural communities and this pioneer species.
We must acknowledge idywabasi as context-specific and dynamic; it is both symptom and
agent of landscape change. The decades-old effort to restore the landscape of South Africa is
failing. In this blatant war against invasive trees, we must find another stand.

Connecting
I examine the processes that created and continue to shape the agency of the black wattle tree
in South Africa through a multispecies ethnography. This transdisciplinary field encourages a
reconceptualization of the relationships between humans, nonhumans, and the political,
economic, and cultural forces that shape them (Kirksey and Helmreich, 2010). By using
innovative and experimental methodologies in a “more-than-science” approach, multispecies
ethnography is a rubric for shedding light on the interactive-ness of all beings (Ogden et al,
2013; Locke & Muenster, 2015).
Anthropogenic processes and relationships have created an era of irreversible damage
and loss (Haraway, 2015). Multispecies ethnography is an increasingly important tool in

43
recognizing the consequences of the Anthropocene and our changing world. I follow the call
of posthumanist scholars, including Deleuze and Guattari, Haraway, Latour, and Tsing, who
urge us to decenter the human to bring forward the inextricable relationships between
humans and nonhuman beings in an attempt to reconstruct our relationships with the world
around us. This paper contributes to the dialogue of that growing movement, which includes
the notable “Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet: Ghosts and Monsters of the Anthropocene”
(eds. Tsing et al., 2017), “The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life
in Capitalist Ruins” (Tsing, 2017), and “Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the
Chthulucene” (Haraway, 2016).
As well, this multispecies ethnography contributes fresh perspectives to invasive
species conversations long held by ecologists and biologists (Elton, 1958; Rejmánek et al,
1996; McNeely, 2001) and, more recently, political ecologists (Robbins, 2004) and
humanists (Frawley and McCalman, 2014b). Multispecies ethnography resituates well-worn
questions about the characteristics of invasive organisms or the pathways by which they
move about the world. As eloquently described in the introductory chapter of “Arts of Living
on a Damaged Planet,” invasive species are monsters of the Anthropocene, symbolizing both
the “wonders of symbiosis” between the human and nonhuman world, as well as the
emerging threats of manmade ecological disruption (Tsing et al, 2017, p. M2). Multispecies
methodology ties together the intrinsic biological characteristics of the black wattle tree, the
ecological and sociopolitical context of the community in which it grows, and the changing
symbiotic relationships between this invasive species and the humans which name it a
monster, or a villain.
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As climates and environments change across the planet, nonnative species are
increasingly capturing our attention as the monsters of ecological disruption (Turbelin et al.,
2017). Black wattle receives much attention in South Africa, but many other plant and animal
species are named (literally) villains worldwide (Frayer, 2017). Take Eucalyptus globulus, or
the Tasmanian blue gum, in California. Colonists intentionally planted eucalyptus trees in the
region in the 1850s for ornamental purposes, timber, and windbreaks. A fast-growing, waterloving species, the blue gum tree soon became ubiquitous on the coastal landscape. When
forests fires razed the Oakland Hills neighborhood in 1991, killing twenty-five people and
injuring many more (Ewell, 1995), the invasive eucalyptus tree quickly became the culprit
(Wolf and Johnson, 2014; Potter, 2018). In the years since, scientists and activists have
differentiated the attributes of the eucalyptus from native, non-fire-loving trees (Skene, 2011;
Frayer, 2017) to advance the pro-native, invasive-blaming rhetoric of ecological disruption.
Examining the agents and details of the story of the black wattle tree in South Africa
will undoubtedly extend understanding to these other post-colonial stories of species invasion
and monster-becoming. In these stories, it is imperative to recognize that just as people have
drastically influenced the trajectory of the invasive species, so too have these species
irreversibly affected human lives. When we afford agency to these nonhuman beings in the
stories we tell, we begin to dissolve the divide between nature/culture, human/nonhuman,
subject/object. Moving past these exploitative relationships inherent to colonial ontologies
(Sundberg, 2014) will help us move toward an era of global empathy and healing despite, or
through, this period of inevitable ecological changes.
I find Karan Barad’s notion of agential realism useful in explaining the agency in
more-than-human beings. In this conceptual framework “agencies are only distinct in relation
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to their mutual entanglement; they don’t exist as individual elements” (2007, p.33). In a
similar vein, other scholars use notions of performativity to explain how agency is
constructed through a mutual performance by humans and non-humans (Butler, 1993;
Whatmore, 2006; Doody et al, 2014). The black wattle tree does not exist in a vacuum. It
constantly engages in relationships with its environment, whether biological interactions with
the soil or economic interactions with the tannin industry. Its agency is born from these
interactions.
As many political ecologists have demonstrated, we can describe the agency of trees
by the biophysical, biochemical, and other ecological characteristics and processes that affect
resource distribution (Turner, 2016). These vegetal politics (Head, 2014) is especially wellsuited to interrogate beliefs and assumptions about invasive species. After all, invasiveness is
a political category as much as a biological one (Robbins, 2004a). What ecological processes
and interactions create an invasive species? In turn, how do non-native species affect political
processes and flows? Asking these questions reveals the currents of power and politics
flowing through local realities of invasion (Robbins, 2004b).
In South Africa, as in many other countries in our globalized world, politics of
invasion reach past the vegetal realm. With the end of apartheid and the reinvention of the
democratic, nationalist state came an increasingly violent rhetoric of xenophobia (Peberdy,
2001). Invasive plant rhetoric helped “re-write the nation” (Comaroff, 2017) toward stateencouraged fear of outsiders for the protection of the insider. “Invasive alien plants” and
“illegal alien immigrants” were bound together. When we unravel the narrative and
recognize the implications of the ontological separation of invasion, we see how the
destruction of the world around us extends to the destruction of ourselves.
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Though these questions are global in nature as plants and animals increasingly move
across and transform the world, in this paper I examine invasiveness and nonhuman agency
at the local scale. If the quality of being invasive is indeed a result of mutual entanglements,
then invasion must be a locally-specific event, situated in a larger network of regional,
national, and transnational politics (Frawley and McCalman, 2014a). This place-based
research allows me to more deeply explore these multi-layered, relational, and ever-changing
politics and relationships of invasiveness within their broader context (Turner, 2016).
Still, I recognize that village boundaries are subjective and porous in their own right. I
draw on Matthew Desmond’s relational ethnography in defining the “place” of this placebased research. Relational ethnography views the object of study as relationships and webs of
interdependence (2014), or what Anna Tsing describes as the “temporal rhythms and spatial
arcs” of multispecies relationships (2012, p.4). Studying these rhythms and arcs involves “at
least two types of actors or agencies occupying different positions within the social space and
bound together in a relationship of mutual dependence or struggle” (Desmond, 2014, p. 554).
The village of Manzimdaka, then, is not the bounded, passive site of study but rather
represents the sense of space and place that contributes to the dynamic network of human and
nonhuman interactions.

Constricting and Expanding
The story of black wattle begins in entanglements. Black wattle is actually a general name for
over a dozen acacia species native to Australia. The name “wattle” comes from the AngloSaxon word watel, which describes the wooden frames made from weaving together thin
saplings and branches. These watels, when daubed with mud and dried by fire or sun, were
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the homes of the early settlers of Australia. Today in the rural Eastern Cape, black wattle is
often used as the skeleton of roofs. For how many people and centuries, then, has acacia
meant not destruction but home?
The species that is now identified as one of the most invasive in the world (Global
Invasive Species Database, 2018) produced great nomenclatural confusion in the 19th and
early 20th centuries. Existing as both Acacia decurrens var mollis and Acacia mollissima
throughout the 1800s, the tree inspired lively scientific debate over the phenotypic
classifications of pinnae, branch length, rachis length, and pinnule width, etc. (Sherry, 1971).
In 1925, unsuspecting botanist De Wildeman classified black wattle under the name Acacia
mearnsii de Wild as an endemic tree species to East Africa. Despite the clear non-native
status of this acacia tree, the failure to agree upon a specific name for black wattle until that
point ultimately led to the appointment of “the misconceived and not especially relevant or
appropriate name of Acacia mearnsii” (Brenan and Melville, 1960, p. 38).
Black wattle first appeared in South Africa in the mid-1800s along with a variety of
other acacia, eucalyptus, and pine species. These trees traveled from Australia to South
Africa by way of British colonists, one branch of a larger international network of colonial
exchange of people and commodities during the height of British imperialism. In this period
of enchantment with exotic plants, the trees provided aesthetic, economic, and ecological
assistance to the colonists. The Australian species soon decorated the grasslands of the Cape
and drained wetlands for malaria mitigation (Castro-Diez et al, 2011). In efforts to create a
domestic economy in the British colonies of South Africa, colonists planted the fast-growing
acacia and eucalyptus trees for timber for construction, fire, and mining industries (Bennett,
2011).
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Toward the end of the 1800s, black wattle gained economic prominence because of
its high tannic content, present in all parts of the tree but especially in the heartwood. Tannins
are the astringent, polyphenolic biomolecules used in the leather tanning industry to bind to
and precipitate proteins in animal skin, which renders the skin insoluble. The bark of mature
black wattle trees contains an average of thirty-five percent tannins (Gujrathi and Babu,
2007). This is considerably higher than that of an oak tree, for which tannin receives its
name, which contains on average ten percent of tannin compounds. On a per hectare basis,
black wattle stands produce more tannins than almost any other tree species (Sherry, 1971).
In these last decades of the 1800s and into the first half of the twentieth century, black wattle
was planted by the thousands of acres across the country to cultivate South Africa’s tanning
industry. The wild stands of black wattle today are descendants of the trees that escaped the
boundaries of cultivation. Simply put, then, black wattle’s spread across the nation can be
distilled down to the molecules in the heartwood of the tree.
Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, as black wattle seeped across
plantation borders into the rural landscapes of South Africa, Black South Africans were
forcibly relocated onto land reserves. The Native Lands Act of 1913 was the first piece of
apartheid legislation to exclude indigenous or tribal communities from owning or renting
land outside these native reserves. In 1936, the same year as the founding of the South
African Wattle Growers’ Union to protect the interests of the White-owned tannin industry,
the Natives Trust and Land Act demarcated the area reserved for the Black population to just
13.5 percent of the country’s least arable, most marginal landscapes.
The institutionalized racism enacted on over sixty percent of South Africa’s
population, including forced separation onto small parcels of unproductive land, had long-
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lasting effects on these communities and the environment (Durning, 1990). The Transkei
State became the home of the amaXhosa community, for which farming and pastoralism is
the primary livelihood activity. By restricting Xhosa farmers to the steep slopes and rocky
soils of the foothills of the Drakensberg Mountains, these environmental apartheid policies
ensured the continued degradation of local ecology and ongoing marginalization of the Black
South African population (Stull et al., 2016). Today, the Eastern Cape Province incorporates
most of the former Transkei Homeland and is one of the poorest provinces in South Africa
(Statistics SA, 2017).
White South Africans tightened their control over the country’s economic and
political landscapes by drawing literal and figurative boundaries around resources and
populations in the early 1900s. During this same period, South African ecologists became
increasingly critical of the impact of introduced species on native ecosystems (Bennett and
Kruger, 2013). Despite increased economic demand for black wattle products, scientists
began to call for removal of these “exotic” and “alien” species, for the first time drawing
moral boundaries between natives and introduced species. Botanists connected Australian
trees to changing hydrological regimes, soil degradation, and consequent inhibition of
indigenous plant growth. These critiques became the foundation on which modern-day
invasion discourse stands.
The relationship between villagers and the black wattle tree emerged from a long
process of ebb and flow. Black wattle flowed outward from controlled plantations; Black
South Africans were forced into controlled reserves. Grasslands offered both a home and
resources for survival. Today, deep erosion gulleys known as dongas slice through these
grasslands of the Eastern Cape, crumbling away the soil. These are the scars of entanglement.
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Methodology
What if you were a teacher but had no voice to speak your knowledge? What if you had no
language at all and yet there was something you needed to say? Wouldn’t you dance it?
Wouldn’t you act it out? Wouldn’t your every movement tell the story?
– Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass
This multispecies ethnography arose from three visits and fifteen months of ongoing
communication with community members of Manzimdaka Village. These visits were part of
development work facilitated by the Livelihood, Agroecology, Nutrition, and Development
(LAND) Project. The LAND Project is a partnership between the University of Wisconsin –
Madison and South African nonprofits and communities. Since 2011, the LAND Project has
worked in collaboration with the villagers of Manzimdaka to implement a variety of
development projects focusing on agriculture, food security, and community health. As an
affiliate of the LAND Project, my visits to Manzimdaka Village intertwined this community
development work with ethnographic research.
Each visit occurred during a different time of year, which allowed observation of
season-dependent landscapes, growths, and practices. In August of 2017 I stayed in the
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village for a twenty-day period. During this time, I engaged in participant-observation of
both humans and nonhumans. I conducted twelve in-depth open-ended interviews with
diverse community members, including men, women, farmers, healers, political leaders, and
community activists. Through these semi-structured conversations, I listened to personal
histories, learned about perceptions of changing landscapes, heard about individual
interactions with the environment for livelihood, social, or spiritual reasons, and gathered
specific knowledge of the black wattle tree. Informal and spontaneous group discussions also
contributed to the weaving together of stories, interactions, and influences between villagers
and the black wattle tree. The majority of the formal interviews and casual discussions
occurred in the local language isiXhosa, although a few participants were fluent in English.
My research partner Asanda, who grew up in rural Eastern Cape, assisted in the interpretation
of isiXhosa.
Importantly, this multispecies ethnography represents an entangled authorship. As
Indigenous scholars have noted, we co-learn and co-create through more-than-human
methodological efforts (Country et al., 2015). I did not “do” this multi-species ethnography
alone. The stories and knowledge conveyed here come from the humans, animals, and other
beings of Manzimdaka and from my interactions with them. The black wattle tree, the
grazing livestock, and the rolling hills were participants in my observations just as were the
villagers of Manzimdaka. In the ethnographic writing that follows, I did my best to
intermingle my voice alongside the more-than-human voices of the Eastern Cape, both
present and historical.
Undoubtedly ethnographers only have human language with which to identify and
describe nonhuman modes of being. Thus far, animal-human multispecies ethnography has
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dominated this field and methodological inquiry. Animals, including humans, communicate
with similar or parallel sensory information, including sounds and body language. Plants not
only have entirely different sensory outputs and processing, but also engage with the world in
vastly different spatial and temporal scales than animals. This paper contributes to the
growing toolset of multispecies methodology, specifically within the realm of vegetal story
telling.
To observe and participate with black wattle trees in more-than-human spaces, I took
insight from Anna Tsing’s multispecies engagement with mushrooms, which blends
“scientific and vernacular forms of evidence” to “offer stories built through layered and
disparate practices of knowing and being” (2012, p. 159). I employed this methodology of
“noticing” as I observed the overlapping and at times disjointed relationship between
scientific evidence, local understandings, and simple observations of black wattle in
Manzimdaka Village.
Movement is an important lens through which to understand plant agency. Plant
movement occurs on multiple time and spatial scales, from the movement of a species across
landmasses to the circumnutation of the growing tips of plants (Head et al., 2014). Words can
give us one kind of narrative, but ebbs and flows give us another. Who or what moves
through black wattle stands, who moves around them, and why? How has black wattle
transformed the movement of humans across their landscape? Just as important, how does the
black wattle move through the village, and on what timeframe? As Buller explains, “We may
not share language with non-humans but we do share embodied life and movement” (2015, p.
378). The coming together and moving apart of beings on a landscape shows the continual
process of emerging agencies and multiple becomings.
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Visual ethnography is also a valuable tool to convey ways of being. Throughout this
multispecies ethnography, I include images and photos to provide wordless stories in and of
themselves.

Noticing
Umhlaba/Land
No written history exists for Manzimdaka Village. Stories from village elders allude to its
existence before the Native Lands Act of 1913. In the minds of most people of Manzimdaka,
the village has always been here. Men describe the home of their childhoods in terms of the
tall grass that provided livestock – the goats, cows, and sheep around which village life
revolves – with plentiful forage, and the many snakes, rodents, and izinambuzane (insects)
that lived in the grass. In Xhosa tradition, most women move to Manzimdaka after marriage
into the husband’s home. Even so, the omama (mothers) of the village remember a time, not
long ago, before electricity and the construction of pit latrines. Today roads connect
Manzimdaka to the nearest villages and towns. The houses are closer together. The grass of
the pasture is shorter, sparser. Whether a result of climate change, overgrazing, or black
wattle, it is both common knowledge and collective concern of the village that the health of
the grazing land is in decline.
The livelihoods, culture, and identities of the people of Manzimdaka are intertwined
with the ingca (grass) of the pastures and the cattle it nurtures. Mr. Mbotho, who lives in the
same hut today as his forefather did before the Native Lands Act of 1913, identifies as a
member of the amaBhuku clan, though he still calls himself a Xhosa: “We are not originally
Xhosas, but we are speaking Xhosa.” The community of Manzimdaka is an amalgamation of
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many different clans: amaXhosa, amaQwathi, abaThembu, amaMpondomise, amaMvulane,
and amaBhanca, to name a few. All of these clans are descendants of the Nguni people,
cattle herders who migrated to southern Africa from the Great Lakes region, bringing with
them the Nguni cow. The amaQwathi, as legend has it, are named after the white ox of the
first leader of their clan (Ndima, 1988). Cattle are slaughtered for traditional ceremonies and
as offerings of thanks to ancestors. The Xhosa people are who they are today because of their
relationship with their cattle, which survived invasion by European colonialists and the
conflict, removal, and restructured economies, communities, and politics that followed.
Today, the Xhosa fear that their cattle will not endure the dying grasslands.
Does black wattle degrade these grasslands or merely indicate what was already
damaged? As a nitrogen-fixing pioneer species, black wattle thrives where other plants
cannot. Within just a few weeks of germination, a young black wattle sends lateral roots out
from its taproot. Growing rapidly and radially, these lateral roots anchor the sapling in the
ground – a necessary feat when growing on clay-dominant, erosion-prone soils. From these
lateral roots, the black wattle secretes flavonoids into the soil to attract free-living Rhizobium
or Bradyrhizobium nitrifying bacteria. Black wattle provides the fibrous root hairs into which
these rhizobia infect and form root nodules, as well as the organic carbohydrates which give
the bacteria energy to fix atmospheric nitrogen. In return, the tree reaps soluble nitrogenous
organic or inorganic compounds and is not limited by other tree competition or the nitrogendeficient soils of the Eastern Cape.
But despite the nitrogen that the black wattle brings to the soil, and despite that this
soil is bound and protected by its roots, it still destroys. When growing in the village, those
strong root systems penetrate and damage the foundations of homes. In the fields of the
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Eastern Cape, black wattle reduces vegetative cover by displacing indigenous grasses. At
first the trees typically grow in close stands due to their propensity for producing copious
quantities of seed pods. Without the assistance of birds, rodents, or livestock for dispersal,
the seeds will remain in the soil for years, even decades, underneath the canopy of the mother
tree. When they sprout following the death of the mother tree, rapid biomass production of
the crowded saplings quickly creates dense canopies, ultimately outcompeting the grass
underneath for sun and rainfall. Eventually competition for soil nutrients and water will limit
the growth of the close-growing trees, and only a few will grow into solitary old age.
I understand why Mr. Mbotho says he would clear the land of the idywabasi tree. “I
want to kill it because it’s taking more of the land. And if it is there, there is nothing [else]
that grows on the land. That is why I hate it.” Here is another invader threatening the health
of the grasslands that sustain village life, in so many ways. Here is the wickedness of the
wattle tree.

Amanzi/Water
Just as Manzimdaka has no remembered beginning, black wattle has always lived
there too, according to villagers. “We used to have idywabasi only there,” Mr. Cethe
described, waving his hand southwest toward the valley between Mmangweni and Nkanga,
two of the five small communities that together make up Manzimdaka Village. We sipped
rooibos tea together in his circular kitchen hut. A faded photograph of a younger Mr. Cethe
standing in a line of men hung on the wall, a reminder of his apartheid-era mining days in
Johannesburg. On that August evening, early into my three-week homestay in the village, I
had not yet walked down to the valley he pointed to, but I knew a stream was there. I had
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seen women walk down the valley with pots to gather water or walk back balancing long
bundles of black wattle limbs on their heads. In Mr. Cethe’s memory, the black wattle tree
stayed confined to that area. “It was not scattered like now.”
What do you think made it scatter so? “I am wondering that. What makes it grow
everywhere? I am wondering, I don’t know.”
Before they scattered, the trees first settled in the valley where that small stream
flows. Wattle trees love water. They use lots of it in their stages of rapid growth. Though
black wattle grows across hills, gullies, valleys, and plains, the biggest and best-formed trees
are found near water sources (Searle, 1997). Black wattle intercepts rainfall via its dense
canopy, and because the evergreen leaves of water transpire year-round, Acacia mearnsii is
known for its high consumptive water usage. The extensive root systems of the tree also tap
into limited groundwater resources, exacerbating water loss from the ecosystem.
“It’s eating a lot of water from the woods. I hate it.” Mr. Mbotho told me on the
second day of my stay in the village. “Those roots are taking two hundred liters of water a
night,” Mr. Mbotho said, repeating a statistic he had learned at a seminar earlier that year in a
town just an hour north of Manzimdaka. He said that a government representative gave the
presentation on black wattle water use. “There were a lot of speakers there, who were
speaking about many things. But there was a concern of the wattle. It’s growing like a
mushroom. It’s uncontrollable.”
In later conversations with both men and women in the village, the wattle’s overuse
of water would come up again and again. I often asked how the villagers knew this to be true.
Some referred to the grass dying underneath the tree, others shrugged their shoulders and
said they couldn’t remember from where they learned this fact. I wondered how much of this
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narrative of invasiveness came from village observations, and how much flowed from
government-sponsored seminars through the educated village elites into the general
knowledge of the village.
This water consumption has become the focus of attention for invasion biologists and
ecologists in South Africa, though many of these studies are limited and still the ecological
mechanisms and long-lasting effects of water use are not well understood (Gorgens and van
Wilgen, 2004). Studies in South Africa correlate the invasive trees to reduced stream flow
and disrupted hydrological regimes (Everson et al., 2014; Le Maitre et al., 2011; Dye and
Jarmin, 2004). Estimates of streamflow reduction are typically measured using an agebiomass-streamflow reduction model, based on the concept that tree size is relational to water
uptake (Le Matire et al., 1996). Although a valuable modeling tool for understanding
hydrological interactions, the broad generalizations incorporated into this model creates
significant limitations. For example, total leaf area is the primary control of water loss, yet
leaf area is not linearly correlated with total plant biomass (Gorgens and van Wilgren, 2004).
Acacias very likely consume more water than the grasses or native trees that they outcompete. Yet when overconsumption of limited water resources becomes the war cry for the
Working for Water Programme, the undeniable limitations and generalizations of these
studies should not be ignored.
MamXesibe, a well-respected village elder with whom I stayed during my first visit
to the village, held a different perspective of water and the black wattle. It was a cold day in
August when I interviewed her about idywabasi. We sat around smoldering embers burning
on the floor of her circular kitchen hut. Seven months later, I would watch her spread liquid
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cow dung in broad circular strokes to cover and coat this same floor, but for today the floor
was gray and dry.
Perhaps it is because MamXesibe has the luxury of two water collecting tanks in her
yard, paid for through remittances from her children who work in Johannesburg. She does
not need to walk down the mountainside to collect water from streams every day. She also
does not take her cattle out to pasture to graze each morning, a job reserved for her nephews
or sons. Or perhaps it is because MamXesibe did not learn about black wattle from
government seminars. But when I asked her about the tree, she responded with relative
indifference. “The livestock do graze next to the black wattle. When it rains, the trees tend to
have more water. Because the water is coming from the leaves. So underneath the tree, the
grass grows. So, the animals graze there.” Whether from her gender, difference in
occupation, or relative wealth in the village, MamXesibe had constructed an entirely different
narrative around the black wattle tree.
Water resources are an issue of primary concern for many people of Manzimdaka
Village even without debating the direct impact of the black wattle tree. The name
Manzimdaka, from the Xhosa words “amanzi,” (water), and “mdaka,” (place), literally
translates as “the place of dirty water.” Families with enough disposable income buy
polyethylene vertical storage tanks, known as Jojo tanks, to store rainwater for a constant
water source. Most households rely on women to walk to stream or spring every morning to
collect water for the day. In the rainy months, from around October through March,
Manzimdaka might receive between seventy and eighty millimeters of rain each day. The dry
winter months of May through August see less than ten millimeters per day, on average. Just
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a few years ago, a draught caused much of the pasture around Manzimdaka to burn and
forced villagers to move their livestock to the grazing land of neighboring villages.
Weather variability in this corner of the Drakensberg Escarpment is high given the
local microclimates created by the mountainous topography, so these rainfall estimates may
easily vary across neighboring villages. Still, regional climate studies show an overall decline
in annual rainfall in the Eastern Cape over the past century (Kruger and Nxumalo, 2017).
This study corroborates the observations of a few Manzimdaka residents about changing
climates. “I would say the climate, it does change,” reflected Mr. Cethe on that same August
evening we drank rooibos tea together. “Usually some years back, by this time of year, we
should have got rain. We should have got rain. So now it’s dry. And then I think it was last
year – no, 2015 – we didn’t even plow here. Nothing. It was dry. There was no rain.”
Lulama, a young mother of two, voiced the same concerns a few days later. Lulama
was soft-spoken and cradled her youngest in her arms when we spoke. She is one of the few
women I met who was born in Manzimdaka, and so I asked her to tell me a story about her
childhood. She recalled the mustard leaves that they used to grind with stone and mix with
water to eat, and the milk they used to drink straight from the cattle. Mustard greens, of the
genera Brassica and Sinapis, are not indigenous to South Africa, though certain species have
become naturalized. Still, Lulama remembers them with a familiarity and fondness that I
never heard given to the wattle tree. Milk today is bought in paper cartons from the store in
the nearby town called Elliot. I asked why they don’t drink from the cattle anymore, if it is
better than the milk from the store? Asanda translated, “The pastures are no longer enough
for the sheep. They don’t become stuffed when they are eating.” When I asked what
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happened with the pastures, she replied, “The grass is dry. In the past, they used to burn it,
and then it [grew] better. Now it remains the same. They no longer burn it.”
Is declining streamflow a result of black wattle or climate change? Or does black
wattle compound the effects of a changing climate? Rising annual temperatures in this arid
grassland biome increases the potential for evapotranspiration. As black wattle intercepts
rainwater and draws groundwater through its roots to support its rapid growth, it potentially
loses more water to the atmosphere than the slow-growth grasses would. Does it cause the
dry grass to become drier? Or, perhaps, is it possible that the rainwater would never infiltrate
these steep, eroding slopes of Manzimdaka anyway? Perhaps it would run down the gullies,
never seeping into the communal grasslands, if the black wattle were not there to intercept it.
The ecologists who condemn the black wattle have yet to ask these questions. Still, the
relationships between wattle, grassland, and water are not linear. They are bound together in
multiplicities, like the rhizomes that reach into the soil to drink the water that is held in place
by the soil bounded by roots. In these rhizomal relationships, there is no clear beginning or
end (Delueze & Guatarri, 1988).

Umlilo/Fire
On wintry August evenings in Manzimdaka, I watched grassland fires burning red
along the crests of distant hills. Farmers set to flame the dried old grass to encourage spring
growth of sweet grass for their livestock to graze. For the black wattle tree, fire is both a
beginning and an end.
Fire brings life to the black wattle tree. The testa of the wattle seed is hard, durable,
and impervious to water. Young seed pods are green, but slowly transform to brown, gray, or
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black as the pods dry and become sclerotic. At this stage, they require high heat to initiate
germination of the seed. Arranged in moniliform pods, only a few millimeters in diameter,
with a coating of soft fine hairs, these seeds are underwhelming in appearance. Yet the
persistence of the seeds is what drives Acacia mearnsii de Wild to the top of the invasive list.
Because the seeds persevere for years without succumbing to decay, black wattle always has
a succession plan. You can destroy the tree by cutting out the taproots from the ground, yet
the seeds will remain. It is separate from the original tree but connected with it still.
Fire gives birth to black wattle: a fitting sentiment for the village villain’s origin
story. But in the world where black wattle is not evil, we learn that heat from the sun’s rays
can also encourage the wattle seed to grow. Black wattle as pioneer provides the seeds that
wait patiently in the soil for an older tree to fall. Once the canopy opens to allow light to
shine through, the seedlings grow quickly, covering the soil to prevent nutrient loss, and
gradually restore the nutrient flow of a stable ecosystem.
Following a fire or other heat disturbance, the numerous seeds that remain underneath
a mother tree will spring to life all at once, producing even-aged stands. I remembered this
fact one evening in March as I walked along the dirt road from Nkanga to Mmangweni, two
of the smaller villages that comprise Manzimdaka. On this third visit to the Eastern Cape I
was determined to take in as many of the details of village life, human and nonhuman, as I
could. Illuminated in the soft light of the sun setting behind me, I noticed the black wattle
trees, dark spindly things against the hills. The branches of some ascended upward beginning
just a few feet from the ground. Others forked at the base of the trunk, a common sign of
seedling injury from insects or grazing animals. All were about three meters tall: a
homogenous grove on the hillside.
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When the drought came a few years back, the fields between Ikanga and Mmangweni
burned in a veldfire. At least, that is one story I heard. Another was that an unnamed man lit
the fields on fire himself, in an attempt to encourage sweet grass to grow before the spring.
Was it the changing climate that stimulated the germination of the black wattle seeds, or
misguided attempts to boost livestock productivity? Regional rainfall and temperature may
never return to familiar patterns as a result of climate change. If rural poverty was the fuel for
the veldfire, cutting down wattle will not be enough to rid the trees from the grasslands.
On winter nights, the soft red of the veldfires in the distance are echoed by the bright
orange fires of the kitchen huts. Black wattle feeds the fires that keep the villagers of
Manzimdaka warm. High in the foothills of the Drakensberg Mountains, temperatures will
drop below freezing in July and August. At this time of year village life revolves around
hearth fires. Electricity warms kettles of water for tea and hotplates to sauté collard greens.
During my August homestay, though, I watched the hearth fires do the heavy heating: tall
yellow flames boiled cauldrons of water for bathing at dawn, red embers kept the umngqusho
at a slow simmer throughout the afternoon, and we ate the samp and beans crowded around
the fire after dark, which kept the frigid night air at the edges of the hut. Umlilo is the first
thing to come to life in the morning and the last thing to die at night, leaving a gray circle of
ash on the kitchen hut floor.
I lived with MamTyani for the majority of my August stay. MamTyani, a community
activist and excellent gardener, was one of the few women I met who contained these kitchen
fires to control the burn and the smoke that ensued. She kept her fire inside an old metal bin
and slowly fed it with small and medium-sized branches from the wattle tree. Like many
families in Manzimdaka, MamTyani used wattle wood as her primary source of fuelwood
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because it was convenient and abundant, and cheaper than electricity. In winter MamTyani
raises dozens of chickens. Some are kept for slaughter, to eat with rice or isonga samanzi
(steamed bread). She sells others for income. “I need idywabasi. I buy [it] for the chickens.
When I’m growing, when they are small, I must make fire every day.” So once a month
MamTyani purchases a truckload for four hundred rand from the trucks that roll through the
village, the truckbeds piled high with uniform logs a meter in length and five to ten
centimeters in diameter.
It was MamTyani who told me that idywabasi is derived from the Xhosa “ukubasa
umlilo” – to build a fire.
Though most women rely on wattle to heat their homes in the winter, many are also
quick to point out that this wood is unequal to that of the native Xhosa trees (the colloquial
name given to the native yellowwoods, stinkwoods, ironwoods, and white and red alders that
constitute indigenous forests), which create the smallest biome in South Africa (SA National
Biodiversity Institute). The women of the village told me Xhosa wood burns more cleanly
than idywabasi. Although village men also held native Xhosa wood in higher regard, it is
exclusively the women’s job to collect firewood, cook with it, and keep the home warm with
its flames. When the women talked about idywabasi, they often explicitly remarked on its
utility for fire. MamXesibe explained to me that “the fire of idywabasi quickly comes to an
end, as compared with the fire that was made with Xhosa wood. It stays longer. You can
even go to sleep while it is still there.” MamXesibe lives closer to the indigenous forest on
the southeast edge of the village known as Ihlati Lasemmangweni, or Didwayo Forest. She
chooses to collect her firewood there. Lulama echoed these sentiments: “The wood from
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[Didwayo Forest] is better than idywabasi because it takes a long time to stop burning.” How
fast does the idywabasi burn? “Less than an hour.”
Even though idywabasi wood might be of lesser quality than wood from an
indigenous South African tree, it is the primary firewood for many villagers because of its
convenience. Unlike MamXesibe, most women live quite far from the indigenous forests.
Wattle trees are scattered throughout the village but are prone to growing on disturbed soils –
such as the land next to roads, households, and plowed fields. Because it grows where people
already are, and because homogeneous stands are not overrun with underbrush, and because
the National Forests Act prohibits cutting live trees within any indigenous forests, wattle
wood is opportune for harvest.

Kusika/Cutting
The National Forests Act of 1998 prohibits the destruction of natural forests, including the
cutting, damaging, or disturbing of indigenous trees or removal of live trees from forests
(Dept of Water Affairs and Forestry, 1998). National forest policy is driven by conservation
and sustainable resource management agendas, as these already-fragmented forest patches
are in decline due to land use change and anthropogenic-driven climate change (Eeley et al.,
1999). When I collected firewood from Didwayo Forest with MamXesibe, we only collected
the fallen branches from the forest floor or the dead limbs that could easily be broken from
the tree. Between walking down the steep hillside to access the forest, climbing through the
underbrush in search of collectable wood, and returning up the steep incline balancing
bundles on our heads, this task took the better part of an afternoon. Why does MamXesibe
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insist on collecting wood this way? “Because she’s old school,” one of her grand-nieces
whispered to me that afternoon, “and because she loves the forest.”
In the ditches beside the forked road that connects Nkanga to Mmangweni, the dense
thicket of black wattle trees looks much different than the native forest patches. Wattle wood
is easily accessible at this intersection. People walk between villages every day, herding
cattle to the next communal pasture or commuting to the school in Mmangweni. Homes sit
close to the road here, so, unlike the Xhosa forests in the valleys of the hills, these trees are in
the backyards of the Nkanga villagers. Years of harvest have created the dense, gnarled
thicket that exists today. Stumps protrude from the ground, sawed-off branches stop short in
mid-air, and trunks are streaked with missing strips of bark. Still, from this copse of corpses
thin shoots emerge. Green leaves stand out against the black outer bark of dead trees. Young
branches grow from old severed limbs.
These trees may not have been planted by people, but the villagers have still shaped
their growth. Acacia mearnsii grows readily from coppicing. Cut branches swiftly produce
new stems. Similarly, basal shoots propagate readily from damaged root systems. The
density of a wild wattle stand may be attributed to the quantities of seeds that fall and
germinate close together, or dense stands may simply arise from repeated harvesting. Here is
the ultimate paradox of the wattle-human relationship: as long as villagers cut it down, black
wattle will continue to thrive.
For the black wattle tree, this paradox ensures survival. Black wattle grows where
other plants cannot and it grows on land that has already been marked by human interference.
The more convenient it makes itself, the greater the guarantee that it continues to grow.
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Today, villagers use black wattle for construction of roofs, fences, and kraals, or the
corrals which house their livestock at night. As Mr. Mbotho described, “It grows everywhere,
you see. Before, we used to go to get some poles from natural forests, we used oxen to pull
them, you understand. But because of the wattle, which is growing all over, now it is near.
It's not far. And now it's easy to get it. That is why we're using it.” The wood, plentiful and
abundant, has become a primary resource for the villagers of Manzimdaka.

Close to the wood harvesting plot by the forked road is another thicket of wattle.
These trees bear different scars. A common attempt at eradication through the WfW
Programme entails cutting strips of bark away from the base of the black wattle tree. This
technique, known as ring barking, inhibits the circulation of the tree. After removing the
exterior ring of bark, WfW employees spray an herbicide around the exposed interior of the
tree. According to villagers, a government representative or a contractor came to
Manzimdaka in 2016 to eradicate Acacia mearnsii in this area of the village. Yet no one
knew where he came from or who employed him. The efforts to destroy the black wattle
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were short-lived. As other researchers have observed, the attempted removal of black wattle
resulted in even more black wattle on the landscape (de Neergaard et al., 2005).

Emerging
South African national discourse directly connects invasive species with degraded rural
health. According to the Department of Water Affairs, invasive aliens pose a threat to water
security, the ecological functioning of natural systems, and the land productivity. Eradication
of invasives will improve water security and land productivity for rural communities. As one
Working for Water Programme publication articulated, “We absolutely cannot permit the
invasion of alien plants to use up valuable water resources when in many areas there is not
enough safe water to cover basic human needs,” (McQueen et al., 2000). According to this
perspective, eliminating invasives from rural landscapes will allow rural communities to
prosper – yet if Acacia mearnsii is successfully eradicated from rural landscapes, what will
villagers use for fire and construction?
I asked community members this very question during an informal group discussion
on my third visit to Manzimdaka. Twenty men and women sat on benches in a school
classroom, facing me as I sat at the front of the room. In typical Xhosa custom, the women
sat together to my left, the men on the right. In another typical move, the men spoke up first.
“There will be no problem,” one man announced with confidence. “We can collect firewood
from the forest, there is plenty of it there for us.” I noticed both his use of the word “we” (I
had never seen a village man collect firewood, only sell it from the back of a truck), and the
left side of the room collectively sit up straighter, many pairs of eyebrows lifting in unison.
So I asked the women if they agreed – if it would be just as easy to get traditional Xhosa
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wood if all the idywabasi was cut down. One woman articulated for the group that, although
they would support ridding black wattle from the pastures and from next to the households,
they wouldn’t mind keeping the trees along the roadside. These trees they can continue to use
for firewood – they would prefer that to relying on the Xhosa forests for wood every day.
The value of cheap, accessible wood for fire should not be overlooked. Many
households, though not all, have access to electricity, but electricity still costs money and is
not always reliable. Firewood was used daily to heat water for bathing, drinking, and
cooking. Fire is a lifesource in the harsh Drakensberg winters, when sudden blizzards can
erase roads and entire villages from view. I was never more thankful for black wattle than
that day in August when I spent the entire afternoon huddled around the idywabasi fire for
warmth and for boiling snow to drink. Though firewood is a necessity for all but the most
wealthy households in a village, the task of collecting and maintaining it falls to women.
A few moments after the woman spoke up, a man in the back of the room reminded
me that the wattle tree is useful not just for fuel but for constructing roofs and fences. “Not
everyone in the village can afford to buy wood for building,” he said. These responses
revealed the gendered and economic nuances to local invasive discourse. The dependence of
this man and the women in the room on the black wattle tree varied greatly from the
experience of Mr. Mbotho, a well-educated, relatively wealthy member of the village who
was also a local political leader. His family not only lived close to the Xhosa forest in the
village, but also certainly had enough money to purchase wood for lumber and electricity for
cooking. As an educated political activist, he very well might hold more confidence in the
invasive narratives he learns from the federal government, or at least be more exposed to
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them. And with his position of power in the village, it was his narrative that I heard more
loudly over the other stories and experiences of the room.
Within these conversations, I also observed a stark contrast in the diction used for the
autochthonous forests and the invasive wattle trees. From the descriptions given by the
villagers, a clear dichotomy appeared between black wattle and all other indigenous trees. As
noted previously, the villagers identified the indigenous forests near Manzimdaka as the
“Xhosa forest”, insinuating that not only were these trees indigenous to South Africa but also
aligned with the identity of the amaXhosa clan. They were often referred to as “natural
forests” as well (“We used to get poles from the natural forests”), suggesting something
altogether unnatural about the black wattle stands. Whereas the Xhosa forests are slowgrowing and static, Acacia mearnsii grows fast and proliferates (“It’s growing like a
mushroom. It’s uncontrollable”). As Mr. Mbotho told me, “What I like with those trees [from
the Xhosa forests] is that when they grow, they are taking a long time. They don’t grow fast,
you understand. They grow slowly, slowly, slowly…So these trees are controlled, you can
put it that way.” Xhosa wood takes much longer to burn than idywabasi and releases less
smoke. Xhosa wood, unlike idywabasi, is controllable.
The ihlati lesiXhosa (Xhosa forests) are also regarded as refuges of life and places of
spirituality. Villagers told me of the rock rabbits, monkeys, and baboons that live in these
forest patches, and the medicinal roots and herbs that grow between the trees. When I
collected wood with MamXesibe one Sunday afternoon, she warned me of the rules of
walking through the forest. I could not say the names of animals out loud, nor speak poorly
of the forest itself. When I asked MamTyani later, she told me these were rules of respect.
Forests demand reverence because they are places of communication with the ancestors. “If
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you go there, and you go pray there, then the things can come. Because Xhosa spirits are
there, in the forest. You can go pray there, and you can have answers…That’s why you must
respect if you go there.”
Not even grass survives next to black wattle, most villagers assured me. If Xhosa
forests are emblematic of life, respect, and spirituality, then the black wattle symbolizes
death, an entity to be despised, and therefore a thing readily (if not easily) destroyed. From
this dichotomy, black wattle becomes something other than a tree. It is an other, an outsider,
a body on which to blame water insecurity and rising rates of rural poverty (Statistics SA,
2017). Yet neither the extensive roots nor the evergreen canopy of the black wattle tree are
responsible for the broken water pipeline on the hillside of Manzimdaka Village. Installed
years ago by a government contractor in an attempt to provide the village with a water
catchment system, the pipeline broke from poor construction materials and lack of
maintenance. This part of the story of Manzimdaka Village, however, often remains untold.
It was during that focus group on my third visit to Manzimdaka that I fully
appreciated the variations of entanglements with the black wattle tree. Local realities
challenged the conservationist discourses that had pervaded the village from outside sources,
much like the wattle tree itself. For the first time, I heard acknowledgement of the good that
black wattle provides. It would be best, villagers decided that day, if we could keep black
wattle from destroying homes and pastures, but still use the wood for fire, fences, roofs, and
kraals. This conversation revealed multiple invasions. Wattle movement across pasture is
different than growth in roadside ditches, and one is much more concerning than the other.
Here, finally, the words of the villagers reflected the local realities of the black wattle tree. If
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these realities are neither uniform nor static, then why is the national discourse on invasive
species so?

Centering
It can be uncomfortable to suggest a reconfiguration of the world around us. I encountered
moments of unease as I explained the purpose of this multispecies ethnography to fellow
ecologists and developers and members of the Manzimdaka community. Do I argue for the
invasion of non-native species? Do I encourage them to conquer? Because certainly the
ubiquity of black wattle across the veld of South Africa is a sign of diminished ecosystems
when once there was resilience, a symptom of poor environmental management when before
there were not enough grazers to worry about the term. Invasiveness implies weakness: a
system that was not strong enough to resist. So we point fingers at the black wattle tree or at
the government or at ourselves and insist that something went wrong and it needs to be fixed.
I undoubtedly would prefer a veldscape without the pockmarks of black wattle. I do
not intend to understate the gravity of its presence. Indeed, the detritus of idywabasi leaves
displaces fodder for the cattle that in turn nourish the bodies and spirituality of the Xhosa
people. But never have ecology, bodies, or spirits stayed static for long. Just as impractical as
the desire to go back to the way things were is the blanket assumption that all black wattle is
bad and always acts in wicked ways. When we acknowledge the dependencies on wattle
wood for heat and home, or that the nitrogen-fixing bacteria in the acacia root nodules
promotes plant growth, which in turn delivers pools of organic carbon to the soil via
leaflitter, it becomes easier to argue that not all black wattle attacks and destroys. I’m not
arguing to plant non-native species. But if they are here, and if they have established
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themselves, we need to figure out why. What secrets do these trees tell us about the soil?
About ourselves? How can we learn from the tree and use that knowledge to move forward
into our ever-changing world? The challenge is to find the nuance inside the stand.
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78
ONE OF MANY ENDINGS
In each narrative presented in this thesis, a central theme is of the weight of the narrative
itself. What kind of development can transpire if the concept is released from its familiar
meaning? How might we redefine invasive species when we acknowledge that our ecologies
and societies are constantly changing forward, never to be moved back in time? These
guiding questions illuminate a larger theme, one that guides me through academia and,
truthfully, the many flavors of life. It is the stories we tell ourselves that dictate how we see
the world. We tell ourselves stories of what denotes an invasive species or an alien human
being. We follow stories about what development should look like, or what progress means,
or how communities should interact with the world. But these are just stories. And stories can
be retold.
Multispecies ethnography and perennial development ask us to interact with the
world through mutual empathy. When we orient ourselves in this way, toward a relational
experience instead of a singular one, we begin to see the world through another’s story –
through our intertwined stories – and not just our own. I believe in this moment, when we
reach for mutual understandings with each other and with the world around us, we can begin
to work toward a healthier and more just future. Committing to the enduring development of
one community or examining that community’s interactions with one species of tree are just
the beginnings. The story does not end here.

