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economic communities must play, but the challenges of
leadership, will, and wisdom, and policy management
and implementation, are simply ignored. Great faith is
put in the new generation of African leaders to see through
this agricultural transformation (p. xiv). Good leadership
that puts public interests ahead of all others, is wise in its
setting of priorities, and succeeds in cooperating with
regional partner states is considered a given. Accountabil-
ity mechanisms are not among the technologies sampled.
Chapter 7, which discusses governing innovation through
regional organizations, assumes that the organizations
member governments will agree on the best joint strat-
egies, though the history of regional integration suggests
that this is seldom straightforward. Furthermore, the pro-
cess of creating regional management structures is treated
as a technical one (e.g., establishing regional universities,
harmonizing Sanitary and Phytosanitary Standards): there
are no politics in this treatment.

Though many citations are made to scholarly journals,
the evidence in the book often appears to be anecdotal,
and facts are sometimes recited without references (e.g.,
pp- 32-33, 85, 87-88, 91-92). The discussion of each
idea is typically short, often only a page or two, so that the
narrative does not get bogged down in details. At the same
time, however, the paucity of detail leaves the reader won-
dering what devilish problems had to be solved for these
technologies to succeed. In a few cases (e.g., China’s expe-
rience reforming its innovation system—pp. 77-81), Juma
draws cautionary lessons from the experiences to which he
refers, but for the most part he ignores studies which chal-
lenge the impact of these success stories. For example, in
his discussion of the fresh vegetable export experience in
Kenya (pp. 156-57) no reference is made to the consid-
erable literature which is critical of these value chains.

The transferability to Africa of success stories from
outside Africa is assumed without any consideration of
the contexts in which they succeeded. For example, Juma
cites a Franco-British consortium partnership with South
Korea to develop and produce high-speed trains in Korea
as an example of technology transfer which Africa should
emulate (pp. 104-09). But is this example relevant to
Africa’s situation? Is it relevant to the agricultural inno-
vation Juma calls for? While Juma acknowledges that
every idea needs to be adapted to local circumstances, a
lot of assumptions are obscured by such a sweeping
approach to transferability.

Finally there are some dimensions missing. Gender is
rarely in focus (an exception is his discussion of the need to
educate women about agricultural technologies—pp. 116—
20). Social technologies (e.g., microfinance; formation of
smallholder agribusinesses/cooperatives) are mentioned, but
are treated as ancillary to the physical technologies that are
the real driving forces of transformation (e.g., pp. 162-63).
And there is no direct discussion or examples of the trans-
formation of livestock (as opposed to crop) production.
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Practitioners of development are likely to find the book
a handy reference. African policy makers may see a road-
map forward for regional planning and integration. But
academic audiences are likely to want a more careful con-
sideration of the assumptions on which the potential suc-
cesses of the strategies are based. And critics will find the
booK’s technological optimism unrealistic and naive. How-
ever, Juma has, I suspect, deliberately and consistently
avoided such debates to emphasize the call on Africa’s
leadership to move the continent forward.
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Some radical or “dark green” environmentalists claim that
the Western tradition in philosophy—and political phi-
losophy most especially—is replete with subtle, system-
atic, and pervasive prejudices against the weak: women,
minorities, animals, and, weakest of all, generations yet
unborn. We therefore need a radically new philosophical
discourse, an entirely new ethic, if we are to respect and
protect the health of the earth and the well-being of future
people. The proposed counterdiscourse is almost invari-
ably characterized by its adherents with the prefix “post”
and the suffix “ism”—post-humanism, post-individualism,
and the like. The concepts, categories, and frameworks
that belong to “Western culture” need to be obliterated
and replaced root and branch by something at once new,
non-Western, and not at all beholden to the “dead white
men” whose works comprise the “canon” of Western polit-
ical and philosophical thinking. What is allegedly required,
in short, is a Nietzschean “transvaluation of all values” if
we are to preserve the planet, protect fragile ecosystems,
and save human beings from themselves.

Now along comes the distinguished—and decidedly
Western and female—classicist and political theorist Melissa
Lane, to counter that we don’t need an entirely new ethic,
but we would be wise to consider reviving at least parts of
a very old one propounded by that deadest of dead white
males, Plato. Her contention is not that Plato was an envi-
ronmentalist zvant la lettre, but that his works—7he Repub-
lic in particular—contain the kernel of an ethic or ethos of
environmentally responsible citizenship. The result is a
readable and riveting inquiry into and critique of some of
our most cherished but unexamined assumptions and
prejudices.

Lane’s book is divided into three mutually reinforc-
ing parts. Part I takes up the topic of inertia, i.c., our
inability (or unwillingness) to critically reconsider our
comfortable habits and the conventional wisdom that
underwrites them. In Part II she tells us how and why
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this is a failure—individual and collective—of political
imagination. Our inertial imagination can be challenged,
and perchance changed, by a close and careful reading of
ancient authors, Plato in particular. Part IIT is concerned
with the need for individual initiative in reimagining our
present predicament so as to change our ways of think-
ing and thus of acting.

Unlike many (most?) books by environmentalists or
green political theorists, Lane’s is “primarily concerned
with human-to-human interactions rather than with our
relation to the natural world” (p. 15). And that is because
we cannot begin to change our too-often destructive and
unsustainable relation to the natural world until we change
our relations with each other. Ancient authors, Plato pre-
eminent among them, employed a number of concepts
that we would do well to reappropriate. Each virtue (arete)
has a corresponding vice, and each vice a corresponding
virtue. To begin with the vices: One is pleonexia, “literally
grasping-for-more, meaning an immoderate overreaching
for more than one’s share” (p. 32). Another is hubris. Usu-
ally translated (not entirely satisfactorily) as “pride,” hubris
is an overweening arrogance, a misplaced confidence in
one’s talents, abilities, and knowledge.

You need not look far to find examples of modern
pleonexia: rampant consumerism is a particularly prom-
inent one; the mania for economic growth at all costs is
another. To the question, “How much is enough?” too
many of us answer that one can never have enough. Lane
is not lambasting consumption or economic growth as
such but greedy and immoderate “pleonectic consump-
tion” and growth. The virtue corresponding to and con-
trasting with the vice of pleonexia is sophrosune, typically
translated as “moderation” or “temperance”—Lane pre-
fers “self-discipline”—and it is in rather short supply in
our modern capitalist-consumerist society. Yet, it is sorely
needed, now more than ever, since the root of the recent
financial collapse and our myriad ecological crises are
one and the same (pp. 120-24). Where self-discipline is
absent, external regulation is required; but the psyche of
the pleonectic or immoderate person will resist even that
(sound familiar?).

Lane invokes repeatedly the image-story of Plato’s cave.
Briefly, Plato has Socrates construct an allegory about pris-
oners in a cave, chained fast so that they cannot turn
around to see the fire that burns brightly behind them.
They mistake the shadows on the wall in front of them for
reality. That is what they are accustomed to seeing and
believing. Then one day a prisoner manages to escape and
to make his way out of the cave, where he sees real objects
in the bright light of the sun. He reenters the darkness of
the cave to tell his fellow prisoners that they have been
deluded all their lives; they have mistaken appearance for
reality. But, far from appreciating the truth, they call the
escapee crazy and would, if they could, kill him. The lone
enlightened prisoner is like the philosopher who earns the
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enmity of others by asking discomfiting questions. Lane
uses this allegory to illustrate “inertia”—the comfortable
conventional wisdom to which the prisoners subscribe that
renders them docile and inactive—and the lone prisoner’s
escape and return exemplifies “initiative”—the idea that
one person’s action can potentially make a difference by
educating and enlightening others. To make such a differ-
ence requires risking ridicule and rejection. But, nothing
ventured, nothing gained, at least as concerns the trans-
formation of our collective imagination. It once seemed
unimaginable that slavery would be abolished or that
women would one day enjoy the same rights as men; but
small bands of abolitionists and suffragettes dared to imag-
ine just that—and to overcome inertia by taking initiative—
and our world has been transformed for the better.

We are in dire need, Lane contends, of just such a trans-
formation in environmental matters, and this must begin
in imagination—not only our individual imagination but
our shared or collective imagination. Each underwrites
and reinforces the other. Plato, the philosopher of the
most vivid and expansive imagination, can help: first of
all, by his own very bracing example, and second by help-
ing us to think about and reimagine the relationship
between polis and psyche, city and soul. Plato was hardly
alone in contending that each mirrors and reinforces the
other. Those who live in a sick city—one that values ple-
onectic overreaching and rewards outsized pride—are them-
selves likely to be sick and to further contribute to the
sickness of their city. Among the questions Plato poses is
how to heal a sick city and the sick souls who inhabit it.
One problem is that pleonectic and hubristic people don’t
know (or understand) that their souls are sick or that greed
and pride are soul-diseases. They can discover this, Lane
argues, with the help of a knowledgeable and skilled diag-
nostician. Enter Dr. Plato. A close, careful, and sympa-
thetic reading of his Republic will help us begin the road
to recovery. What Lane does, in effect, is to help us read
and begin to understand that charmingly complex work,
and in a way that will lead us to live our lives as thoughtful
stewards and citizens of an environmentally sustainable
society.
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The connections between food security and political sta-
bility are now part of the global political discourse. It is
widely acknowledged, for example, that the 2007-08 food
price spikes played a key role in triggering political unrest
in the Arab world. Though important, such broad asser-
tions do not offer a deep understanding of the ways in
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