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Introduction 

There is a Gĩkũyũ proverb that says “neither the earth nor sky know what the other will do”: Thii 

na igũrũ itimenyaga. 

This is a situated aphorism that seeks to convey, in epigrammatic cultural terms, that 

none of us can really predict what can happen at any time, and our lives must make room for this 

unpredictability. 

But even while cognizant of the variability of everyday life, we also know that the things 

that are happening in our environment right now are not just the articulations of an uncertain 

relationship between the earth and sky. 

In Kenya, close to four million people will go hungry this year, almost a tenth of our 

population, as drought continues to be a national disaster. In Nairobi, air pollution abounds, and 

is at a level that is 70% higher than what the World Health Organization considers safe, 

prompting close to 20,000 deaths a year, a third of which are of children. One of the leading 

contributors to this pollution is, of course, the extremely high lead fuel that while not seen as fit 

for anywhere else, is deemed “fit for Africa” (Hecht 2018). 

In what are considered the knowledge centres of the world—read Europe, North 

America—the material effects of this produced mercuriality, beyond what we know about the 
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relationship between the earth and sky, is referred to as the Anthropocene: a geological age 

launched by the unsustainable machinations of “humans”. 

But if “[n]omenclature does political work”, as Hecht (2018) says, like much of what 

counts as knowledge, the Anthropocene as a term has not put in the labour to count, politically, 

in the geographies where its effects are most intensified. 

In this piece, my contribution is not to rehash the critical interventions that put the 

Anthropocene to work but, hopefully, to build on them. Informed by the everyday praxes of 

many Kenyans, I build on situated elaborations of our present moment towards upholding local 

references for our Anthropocene(s), in a bid to complicate “shallow historicization” (Moore 

2017: 594). 

In particular, I focus on margins within the margins, on poor urban settlements in Nairobi 

that, in my own work, I dub outlaw spaces: the parts of the city where residents are outlawed, 

consistently criminalized, while also pushed outside the law; have no constitutional recourse to 

rally against a violence that is both fast and slow. Violence like that of the Anthropocene. 

I focus on the inhabitations of these margins because it is in places like this where the 

metabolisms of racial capitalism—extractions and many other experiments on life—are heavily 

concentrated. But is it also here where I have been taught histories that rupture those that have 

become hegemonic—including urban theories—and been compelled to engage in naming 

processes that center, more clearly, more holistically, embodied vernaculars, which, 

concomitantly, prompt a more inclusive impetus for our times. 

In the sections that follow, and from a community that emerged, literally, from the 

disemboweling of strata, I think about—borrowing the phrase from Yusoff (2016)—the “kinds 

of geology bodies live”. From this place—a former quarry and an outlaw(ed) community—I use 

the Anthropocene as an entry point to reflect on bids to extinguish, and the situated vernaculars 

that emerge to, at once, reclaim the power to name, to recognize structural extinctions, while 

questioning the “master’s” time. As they reorder and reclassify genealogies of crisis, these local 

actions, above all, resist foreclosures, theoretical/geological, and reach for “stolen life” (Allen-

Paisant 2021) as they have always done. 
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“We are all taxonomists” 

Mathare residents face end times every day. Since its beginnings as a stone quarry in the early 

1900s, and whose resources were mined to contribute to the expansion of a burgeoning colonial 

city, Mathare has always been a settlement, in the words of White (1990: 97), “with no 

legitimacy at all”. 

During a focus group one January afternoon in early 2022, I asked some young 

interlocutors what Mathare meant to them. While I was hoping to try and understand the 

ecological injustices they faced everyday, for them, Anthropos had been waging many wars 

against them over many decades; here, they have been “living the Anthropocene for centuries” 

(Allen-Paisant 2021: 32). 

Emphasizing this, Mawe, one of the youngest in the room, declared: 

 

I want us as residents of Mathare to look at the issues facing us squarely. Let us be 

honest, Mathare is a modern-day detention camp. In the same way today living in the 

area is like living in a police state. The police stations around here—Pangani, John Saga, 

Muthaiga, and the one here … these are comparable to what were “guard towers” then [in 

the colonial period], with police ready to shoot anyone trying to escape to change their 

situation—the structure of violence that they have created. In the same way there was no 

water in the detention camps, the same situation is what faces us here today. There is no 

electricity power supplied here since the government has refused to supply power 

because, as they say, the connections here are all illegal connections. This is true, yes, our 

electricity connections are illegal. But how would we otherwise survive without power? 

We connect them to survive. We feel that in the eyes of the government we are 

considered “damaged people”, and you know the most dangerous person is a damaged 

person because he has nothing to lose and will do anything to survive. 

 

And surviving is what they have been doing for over a hundred years. They continue to endure 

countless evictions, countless fires, countless executions, enduring “colonial trauma” and now 

articulated and exacerbated through and by a heightened environmental crisis. 
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Certainly, no one I spoke to at this session, and even many others outside of this context 

in Kenya, had heard of the Anthropocene. But, more importantly, they had felt it, and recognized 

it as related to the structural extinctions that they were already facing every day. 

Many felt colder in the winter, prompting pneumonia and flu and exacerbating other 

conditions, and hotter when the even hotter “hothouse” sun bore on their corrugated iron roofs. 

They knew it in the ways in which water was increasingly hard to find and through the powerful 

floods that came—propelled by heavy rains and given license by the soil erosion of “slum” 

riverbanks and flooded gutters up stream, carrying a pastiche of household and industrial waste. 

Flood torrents that tumbled houses, lifted children and adults taking them kilometers from their 

homes, pronouncing death. 

What vernaculars are offered to register and account for these crises? 

Some interlocutors shared a number of perspectives to give cause and effect to their now 

more difficult socio-ecological existences. In these narrations, they upheld some of the more 

popularized global causes of climate change, both contentious (like neo-Malthusian views on 

population growth that are always pinned on Africans) and non-contentious (for example, 

pollution). They also gestured towards both their centrality and distance from the provenances of 

anthropogenic signatures: their labour power as workers used to fuel industries of racial 

capitalism that exacerbate what is seen as our “human footprint”, and in terms of consumption, 

their minor role as geological agents. 

One also shared a perspective that has relevance far broader than concerns over our 

“fearsome new epoch” (Thomas 2022: 53). In resisting master narratives of what “our” crisis is, 

and reordering the sequence and salience of events that are weighted as fatal global risk, this 

interlocutor shared: 

 

I would like to explain that me, apart from being an activist, an artist and a scholar, we 

are all taxonomists. This means that we are people trying to identify what our struggles 

are. An example: how do we identify class struggles? The issue of extrajudicial killings, 

matters such as ecological justice … We have identified them as coming from the 

structural violence that faces us here. 
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In this means to identify, in a more situated manner, “what our struggles are”, this young person 

and his peers resisted time and master narrative foreclosures. By asserting, as an earlier quotation 

does, that Mathare is still a colonial detention camp, and demanding the recognition of the grave 

endurance of police killings, they pointed to the coincidence of multiple periods and more local 

“anthropogenic signatures”: for example, police killings that they recognized as connected to the 

destabilization of the Earth system. 

In democratizing this power to name and (re)order, without centering Darwin and all of 

his disciplinary progenies, they “articulate a tempo beyond their resilience” (Lancione and 

Simone 2021: 969) and, as Mawe earlier, “[articulate] a mode of maroon survivalism in which 

the apocalypse is an event to be endured and escaped rather than fatalistically expected or 

infinitely delayed” (Davidson and da Silva 2022: 521). 

In other words, they are hopeful taxonomists. 

 
Hopeful Taxonomists 

Immanent to discussions of the Anthropocene are apocalyptic warnings; of catastrophe, of end 

times for all, “limits on plotlines” (Thomas 2022). 

But while the reflections from Mathare, this outlaw space, speak about the many grave 

and sinister dangers of colonized ecologies, existences of those who, in the words of Allen-

Paisant (2021: 31), have been “living the Anthropocene” for years, they also reached for 

possibilities: engaging in naming practices—both material and enunciatory—to inhabit deeply 

regardless of the futilities and lack of futurities implicit in what is held us our present geological 

age. 

In 2019, here, young people in a group called the Mathare Green Movement (MGM) did 

a tree census in their settlement of three square kilometres and a population of 206,000. They 

counted only 200 trees. 

They then launched a bid to grow trees in this neighbourhood long the subject of both 

colonial and postcolonial environmental apartheid. These are for food, medicine, healing, and to 
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memorialize those who have been killed by the ongoing interconnected structural extinctions that 

shape their lives. 

And despite the Anthropocene(s), this place—a former quarry, literally brought into 

being by the dissection of rock face, and whose residents have been navigating annihilation of 

different types for centuries—is still, somehow, engaged in these kinds of fervent, imperfect, 

mundane acts to respond to the socio-ecological losses of home and elsewhere. 

Equally, theirs are praxes to name, both tempo and socio-ecological events—geological 

times and effects, just like the new age pronounced by geologists. 

 

Conclusion 

What do these vernaculars bring to global discussions of the Anthropocene? Or theory from the 

South more broadly? As they are expressed by organic “taxonomists”, who assert, against their 

marginalizations, “how they fit into patterns of power, capital, and nature” (Moore 2017: 594), 

they contribute much more complexity to the stories of an age that is said to have been birthed in 

the time of the steam engine. Or the Second World War. 

Like all stories of this geological age, theirs “connect past, present, and future”, and are 

critical to the “democracy of voices” (Thomas 2022: 53, 54) that map out the different 

“geologies” particular bodies live. 

Certainly, in their role as “taxonomists” they identify systems of relationships that 

chronicle the longue durée of colonial exploitation; for example, the related police killings and 

ecological injustices that come together (and they should be recognized as coming together) to 

destabilize the planet. 

Above all, these local vernaculars allow us to continue giving face to the ways people, 

who were not always Anthropos (or “natives” allowed to be urban dwellers), have been refusing, 

reflecting on, and responding to all the extinctions they have been expected to live (including 

theoretical), and that include and go beyond our present geological moment. 

Their outlaw nouns and praxes are offered from places that are very far from our habitual 

(Northern) knowledge centers. 



 
 
 

7 

These are vernaculars pronounced from the bloodied fields of Melilla and the 

disembowelled landscapes of Mathare. And they do what Lancione and Simone (2021: 974) refer 

to as “theorising structural change from the multiple ontologies of the everyday counter-

political”, even as their “relationship to space becomes marked by ‘stolen life’” (Allen-Paisant 

2021: 45). 

Despite the colonial trauma and stratum, these outlaw vernaculars of our present age are 

also of hope—pushing against the limited plotlines of what is seen as our new epoch. Whether 

they are enough to hold off what we are facing—beyond what we know about the relationship 

between the earth and sky, a destabilized Earth system—is unknown. 

But they will continue to name and reclaim their “stolen lives”. 
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