
expect them to be institutions of ‘excellence’ and those who demand evidence of
their direct contribution to social or economic development. University strategies
may emphasize research but fail to translate this into incentives or pressure at de-
partmental level to advance research, leading to a disconnect between the corpor-
ate ambitions of the institution and its leadership and the day-to-day practice of its
staff.

The language of research-intensive ‘flagship’ universities is important, as the
authors make a clear distinction with the ‘world-class’ label, so closely tied to
global rankings and the distortions they bring. It is an important distinction, in
a year that has seen the UK’s Times Higher Education introduce a dedicated
African rankings exercise. It is frustrating, however, that, while seeking to
explore ‘contradictory functions’ in ‘knowledge production’, the book empha-
sizes publication in ISI-ranked journals as a measure of productivity. While ac-
knowledging that these represent ‘merely a tip of the iceberg’, there is a
persistent assumption that a university’s contribution to knowledge production
for development is measured firstly in the formal production of journal articles,
and secondly in articles that reach the major ‘international’ journals. To really
understand the connection between African universities and the continent’s devel-
opment, we urgently need to understand the other, less visible ways in which they
contribute knowledge to African communities.

The book is at its most interesting as it begins to go beyond the numerically
described ‘outputs’, financial data and other metrics to consider the human
aspects of research, and its social and cultural dimensions, but this section is sub-
stantially briefer than I would have liked. Musiige and Maassen suggest in their
chapter on Makerere University in Uganda (Chapter 6) that an exploration of
norms, philosophies, behaviour and leadership can offer substantially richer
ways to understand why research is and isn’t undertaken. Comparing Makerere
and Cape Town, the authors suggest that academic cultures are likely to be very
different where, despite similar levels of research income, in one academics’ re-
search is predominantly funded by competitively secured grants (Cape Town),
while in the other (Makerere) funding comes from donor money secured
through internally administered research funds. A further chapter by
Wangenge-Ouma, Lutomiah and Langa considers Nairobi and Eduardo
Mondlane universities. As the authors show, promotion at the University of
Nairobi is conditional on undertaking and publishing research, but teaching
loads prevent this. For most academics, the university is therefore just one
master, with donor consultancies and fee-paying second-stream students (often
taught ‘after hours’) providing a more reliable income. Although promising a
new lens for understanding research activity, the two chapters only begin to
scratch the surface of these vital questions and, I hope, represent the beginning
rather than the completion of the HERANA project’s work on these issues.

JONATHAN HARLE
INASP, Oxford
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doi:10.1017/S0001972016000127

ALLEN F. ISAACMAN and BARBARA S. ISAACMAN, Dams, Displacement, and
the Delusion of Development: Cahora Bassa and its legacies in Mozambique,
1965–2007. Athens OH: University of Ohio Press (pb $32.95 – 978 0 82142 0
331). 2013, xvi + 291pp.
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This book is about the Zambezi River and the flora, fauna and people who depend
upon its waters. The Zambezi is the smallest of Africa’s great river systems, but its
catchment area spans East, Central and Southern Africa. The people of Zambia,
Democratic Republic of Congo, Angola, Zimbabwe and Mozambique share its
waters and are both connected and separated by them. Outsiders approached it
as a point of entry to the region, but its many cataracts, most spectacularly
Victoria Falls, frustrated navigation. Today, the river’s flow is further interrupted
by large hydroelectric dams: the Kariba on the border of Zambia and Zimbabwe,
built by the British in the late 1950s, and Cahora Bassa in Central Mozambique,
initiated a decade later by Portugal with an international consortium. Cahora
Bassa was put into operation just months before Mozambique became independ-
ent under the Front for the Liberation of Mozambique (today Frelimo) in 1975.
Portugal retained ownership of the dam through the parastatal corporation
HCB (Cahora Bassa Hydroelectric) until November 2007 when Mozambique
finally purchased 85 per cent of HCB shares.

It is not surprising that this ambitious, detailed and broadly researched book
won both the African Studies Association’s 2014 Melville J. Herskovits Award
and the American Historical Association’s 2014 Martin A. Klein Prize in
African History. Allen and Barbara Isaacman focus on the construction, output
and impact of the Cahora Bassa hydroelectric dam between 1965 and 2007.
They explore the arrogance embedded in ideas such as development and modern-
ization, and probe the power landscape among Portuguese, South African and
Mozambican actors around the production and consumption of the dam’s hydro-
electric power. They argue that, whether under the control of the Portuguese or
Frelimo, the Cahora Bassa dam has ‘impoverished’ the people it displaced and
‘devastated’ the environments it transformed both up- and downstream.

Chapter 1 states the authors’ intention to write an ‘alternative history’ by reco-
vering through oral testimony what ‘the colonial and postcolonial state actors
have suppressed’, and claims that, unless development projects serve ‘human
and environmental well-being’, they are merely a delusion (p. 7). It reviews the lit-
erature on Africa’s dams, large dams globally, development-induced displacement
of people, animals, plants and soils, and the challenges of history and memory
(pp. 7–28). Chapter 2 provides a concise overview of the ‘Zambezi River valley
in Mozambican history’, with helpful maps, charts, tables and photographs.
The ‘Lower Zambezi ecosystem’ (pp. 40–56) introduces agriculture and fishing,
and the exploitation of wildlife and forest resources as practised in the region.
It pays admirable attention to gender and family dynamics. Chapter 3 approaches
Cahora Bassa as a study in high modernism, demonstrating Portugal’s awareness
of the project’s contradictions and unsubstantiated assumptions from the outset.
The wrenching labour history of the dam’s construction is drawn from scores of
oral narratives, while the photographs aptly illustrate the scale and danger of
working underground among massive boulders or atop the structure’s precipices.
Attacks on this strategic target ceased only in 1992. Chapter 4, also carefully
rooted in testimony, provides a detailed portrait of what those displaced by the
dam and reservoir faced: ‘We arrived here and began to die’ (p. 114). The
ironies of the transformation of Portuguese wartime strategic villages into
Frelimo communal villages and back to strategic villages during the Renamo in-
surgency are painful. Chapter 5 documents the transformation of the earlier
described Lower Zambezi ecosystems, from the desiccation of floodplains to the
salinization of soils. Chapter 6 concludes that: ‘Rather than promoting national
economic development or sustainable livelihoods for the people living adjacent
to the river, the dam has instead robbed Mozambique of precious energy’
(p. 150). The final chapter, ‘Legacies’, summarizes the book’s findings and
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raises further concerns about plans for a new hydropower dam to be built down-
stream from Cahora Bassa at Mphanda Nkuwa that would exacerbate all the pro-
blems they delineated for Cahora Bassa. Although Mozambican and
international environmental justice and anti-dam groups have lobbied against
Mphanda Nkuwa, people who live in the region, like those displaced by
Cahora Bassa, feel powerless to protest, anticipating that they will simply be
forced to comply with a state ‘order’ (p. 182).

The Isaacmans draw on multiple literatures across many disciplines to make
their compelling points, but perhaps their key contribution is the extensive collec-
tion of oral narratives that they then use to interrogate materials from the archives
and press. Engaging the scientific literature on hydropower and environmental
change, they challenge the assumptions and practices that shaped the dam’s con-
struction and produce a withering critique of the ‘modernist’ arguments.
Regarding social displacement through development, they draw on and enhance
the important gendered insights of anthropologist Elizabeth Colson, who
worked in the 1950s with people displaced by Kariba.

This impassioned account is dedicated to ‘the people of the lower Zambezi
valley’ (p. v), and follows pathways forged in Zambezia by the Isaacmans for
more than four decades. Whether working as individuals, as a team, or in collab-
oration with others, the hallmarks of their work are political commitment and a
focus on ordinary people. They are unapologetic scholar activists. Allen
Isaacman titled his presidential address to the African Studies Association
(USA) ‘Legacies of engagement: scholarship informed by political commitment’.

Cahora Bassa’s energy potential has not developed Mozambique’s economy.
The Isaacmans accuse Frelimo of ‘shortsighted and destructive policies that con-
tinue to overwhelm and silence the pressing concerns of rural communities in
the valley’ (p. 167). Mozambicans had to absorb the costs of destruction and
terror wrought by South Africa-backed Renamo fighters, yet South Africa has
neither paid reparations nor relinquished its privileged position regarding power
distribution (p. 151). Rather, South Africa has consumed most of Cahora
Bassa’s power at discounted prices, a fact that the Isaacmans argue reveals that
post-apartheid South Africa continues to pursue its own interests at the expense
of its neighbours.

JEANNE MARIE PENVENNE
Tufts University
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TERRI OCHIAGHA, Achebe and Friends at Umuahia: the making of a literary elite.
Woodbridge: James Currey (hb £45 – 978 1 84701 109 1). 2015, xiv + 202 pp.

During the 1940s, a ‘remarkable concentration of future writers’ – Chinua
Achebe, Elechi Amadi, Chukwuemeka Ike, Chike Momah and Christopher
Okigbo – attended the same secondary school in south-eastern Nigeria:
Government College, Umuahia (p. 6). Of these figures, four are among the
most illustrious of the so-called first-generation Nigerian writers, who began pub-
lishing in the years around Nigeria’s independence celebrations in 1960, while the
fifth, Momah, has become a prolific novelist since retiring from the United
Nations in 1990. According to Terri Ochiagha’s engaging new book, it is no
‘mere coincidence’, as Achebe once put it, that all five studied at Umuahia
during the tenure of Principal William Simpson, an Englishman who made it
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