
Writing Stories to Change the World

Nick Wood (SF Author) & Faeza Meyer (AWCC)
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Fikile Ntshangase (Mfolozi Community 
Environmental Justice Organisation: RIP)_  



Four Key References

• 1. Writing stories of and from the future: Fostering personal and socio-political 
action Wood & Anneke Sools (University of Twente) in: The Palgrave Handbook of 
Innovative Community and Clinical Psychologies. Editors: Walker, Carl, Zlotowitz, 
Sally, Zoli, Anna (Eds.) Due September 2021

• 2. Stories Changing Lives: Narratives and Paths toward Social Change (Corinne 
Squire, ed., 2021), OUP. Contributors include Shose Kessi, Peace Kiguwa, Jill 
Bradbury etc…The Personal is Political: The Social Justice Functions of Stories

• 3. Streeby, S. (2018) Imagining the Future of Climate Change. University of 
California Press.

• 4. Weintrobe, S. (2021) Psychological Roots of the Climate Crisis: Neoliberal 
Exceptionalism and the Culture of Uncare. Bloomsbury Academic. (TBL).
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Stories for Changing Lives (Squire, ed, 2021)
• Video:  

https://www.dropbox.com/s/iogiwhtwp0a55g0/Stories%20changing%20liv
es%202.7.21%20audio.m4a?dl=0

• Audio: 
https://www.dropbox.com/s/iogiwhtwp0a55g0/Stories%20changing%20liv
es%202.7.21%20audio.m4a?dl=0

• Chat: 
https://www.dropbox.com/s/iogiwhtwp0a55g0/Stories%20changing%20liv
es%202.7.21%20audio.m4a?dl=0

• If you'd like to subscribe to the Association of Narrative Research and 
Practice listserv, which announces a variety of narrative-related events, 
please email: assnnarrativeresearchpractice@gmail.com
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Writing to 
Change the 
World: Plan

• Climate Emergency – how can we 
galvanise action?

• Just Stories
• SF, African SF & Solar-Punk, e.g. WATER 

MUST FALL (WMF)
• Dreaming Desired Futures
• Who Saves Us?
• Water is Life
• African Water Commons Collective (Faeza

Meyer)
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Climate Emergency – how to galvanise action?

• DAY ZERO…in Cape Town, South Africa. 12th April, 2018. ‘NO WATER.’
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Just Stories

• ‘Alternative facts’ – space for reasonable conversations increasingly limited
• Is there another way in?
• Stories, created through (a) desire and (b) imagination
• The mind/brain, when immersed in fiction, behaves AS IF it were true/real
• Stories can impact mood (bibliotherapy) and change attitudes and values
• It can also create NEW ways of looking at things
• Opening up possibilities for change and transformation 
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Speculative Fiction: Stories of Change & Possibilities 
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And What Do We WANT To Be? (Desire)
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Desired Futures & Deep Adaptation

• Jem Bundell (2018): https://jembendell.wordpress.com/
• Resilience: what do we value most to keep and how? (The Earth 

who holds us, our animal cousins, each other…)
• Relinquishment: what do we need to let go of so as not to make 

matters worse? (Not just fossil fuels, but privileges & inequalities…)
• Restoration: what could we bring back to help us with these 

difficult times? (Indigenous/erased knowledges: Mzwakali, 2021)
• Reconciliation: with what and whom shall we make peace as we 

awaken to our mutual mortality? (We are all human…)
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SF to Build Eco/Utopia? (Streeby)
• 1. Change People <New values needed; 
solidarity; mutual aid etc…>

• 2. Technology (Hardware) <Giant orbiting space 
mirrors; carbon capture; bioplastics; kelp beds, 
‘clean’ concrete  etc.> 

•KSR: Utopia = 
•Dodging mass (inc. human) extinctions in the 
next three decades

11/07/2021 CEP PSYSSA 11



African SF & WATER MUST FALL
•WATER MUST FALL: African Solar-Punk
•Solar = green; punk = resistance/rebellion 
• In a world of vanishing water, who gets to drink? : 
•Cameron (2019) In Search of Afro-Solar Punk & 
Social Justice: https://www.tor.com/2019/10/30/in-
search-of-afro-solarpunk-part-2-social-justice-is-
survival-technology/ (TOR) 
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The Genesis of WATER MUST FALL
• Psychology Training in mid-80’s SoE KZN:
• 1. Culture of Narcissism (Lasch) – dangers of reifying ‘THE individual’ as  

divide and rule targets for consumptive capitalism <Socio-cultural and 
economic contexts are vital fields that fuel psychology> & Joel Kovel: 

• 2. Chabani Manganyi (Being-Black-in-the-World & Mashangu’s Reverie)
• Impact of structural racism/oppression of apartheid : no normality in an 

abnormal world (to paraphrase an old SACOS slogan). 
• Two key corollary themes in WMF: 
• (1) Identities as multiple/intersectional, shifting & relational (not ‘bubbled’)
• (2) Disrupting/dismantling whiteness: (Covert) white supremacy endures
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Thirstlands is the dry seed (2008)

Mosi-oa-Tunya (2019/2020)
To our ‘disappearing’ wild animal cousins,
and the bugs that bite and pollinate
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Thirstlands Central Characters & Dilemmas 
• Graham (English W) & Lizette (Afr W) ageing couple with ‘empty nest 

syndrome’ in a KZN small holding  (landed and resourced)
• Discovery of significant amount of water on land – with water largely 

privatised & very expensive – Graham-> Liz: Tell NO ONE, or else we will 
be the target of every Water Lord in KZN (new Drug Lords) 

• He visits a dry ‘Vic Falls’ (Mosi-oa-Tunya) for work
• Liz is then visited by a small girl dying of thirst and realises there may be

many more nearby – feels morally obliged to tell the local community
chief/induna about this, with the view to sharing the water

• Graham outraged -> trajectories of 2 diverging ways of being-white-in-SA 
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Building the Book around Four Characters
• Stories have a Beginning (Thirstlands); a Muddle (Frosch) & an End
• There are Obstacles in the Middle to Obtaining Desires/Needs: ‘Internal’ too.
• 1. Graham = blinkered & possessive view of life – white-blindness
• 2. Liz = chronic pain/illness (endometriosis)-> Pelvic Pain NHS Network Talk 

(intersection of Psychology, personal experience and story)
• Corollaries between SA and USA (history of colonialism, genocide and racism)  

– Flint water crisis (include US section/character-> consulted (Iranian-US) 
Californian H2O engineer)

• 3. Art – Black father, white mother. Californian water ‘data sweeper’ 
(‘Coloured’: Lavender, 2021: What are You?)

• 4. Busi – Water Engineer (umZulu) – Water Protector (Last Chapter is hers: 
with many thanks to Busi Siyothula at FNH as beta-reader!) 

• Enemy? Corporate Capitalism/State collusion: FreeFlow & shadows:-> FF 
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So: The Hero’s Journey & who saves us? 
• To quote Tina: We don’t need another hero!  (esp. not a ‘white saviour’)
• Dublin Principles (1992): (Black/indigenous) Women play a central part in the 

provision, management and safeguarding of water
• Shoulder to shoulder, we must ALL do the work to save our Home.
• How to combat narrative inequalities? (Wealth/power amplifies voice –

dispossessed and unjustly impoverished are silenced and marginalised).
• Collective community stories? Denborough, (2018), e.g. ToL (Ncazelo Ncube) 
• Activism & allyship (using privilege as a loud-hailer for other silenced voices)
• WATER MUST FALL = Heroes are: Imbali Collective called ‘SAVE OUR WATER’
• Cape Town real equivalent – African Water Commons Collective (AWCC) –

Founder member – Faeza Meyer: https://www.facebook.com/African-Water-
Commons-Collective-942463132433531
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APOCALYPSE is NOW. (my edit)
This is why I write science fiction (after spending so long in social 
justice work). To cultivate radical imagination. 
All organizing is science fiction, all efforts to bend the arc of the future 
towards justice, is science fictional behaviour. How we do that work 
matters.
We are all interconnected. Denying that, we die. 
Surrendering to that, we live.
Let us all live. 
andree maree brown: APOCALYPSE & Emergence: Ed OCTAVIA’s 
BROOD http://adriennemareebrown.net/tag/emergence/

http://adriennemareebrown.net/tag/emergence/
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Water is Life: Readings to Dip Into:
• Vandana Shiva: Reclaiming the Commons and Water Wars
• Maude Barlow: Blue Covenant and Whose Water is it Anyway?
• Christian & Wong: downstream: reimaging water

• Closer to Home: 
• Yvette Abrahams: Bringing Water to Krotoa’s Gardens: Decolonisation as 

Direct Action. (In surfacing: On Being Black and Feminist in South Africa, 
2021, Lewis & Baderoon, Eds.)

• ‘Easier to write papers on decolonisation than to act’ (p.282). (Both needed)
• Daily Maverick: Our Burning Planet: Cape Town’s ‘water apartheid’
• https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-05-10-new-technology-old-

deal-cape-towns-drip-system-plan-will-entrench-water-apartheid/
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More References & Links
• Denborough, D. (2018) Do You Want To Hear a Story? Adventures in Collective Narrative 

Practice. Dulwich. 
• Decolonial Ecologies (2021). The Funambulist.  

https://thefunambulist.net/magazine/decolonial-ecologies
• Funk, A. (2021) Can Climate Fiction Writers Reach People in Ways That Scientists Can’t? 

The Smithsonian, https://www.smithsonianmag.com/innovation/can-climate-fiction-writers-
reach-people-ways-scientists-cant-180977714/

• Glorfeld, G. (2018) Faking Reality: Why People Embrace Conspiracy Theories. Cosmos. 
https://cosmosmagazine.com/society/faking-reality-why-people-embrace-conspiracy-theories

• Hall, S.D. (2015) Learning to Imagine the Future: The Value of Affirmative Speculation in 
Climate Change Education. Resilience: A Journal of the Environmental Humanities. DOI: 
10.5250/resilience.2.2.004 

• Lavender, I. (2021) Science Fiction and Racism: Decolonizing the White Problem. SF 
Foundation 50.2, number 139, in press. 

• Mzwakali, S. (2021) Earth Day — A case for traditional knowledge to mitigate the planetary 
crisis. Daily Maverick: https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-04-21-earth-day-a-
case-for-traditional-knowledge-to-mitigate-the-planetary-crisis/amp/
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Further References
• Okri, B. (2015) A New Dream of Politics. The Guardian, 12th October: 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/oct/12/ben-okri-politics-poem-jeremy-
corbyn

• Putuma, K. (2017) Collective Amnesia. Cape Town. 
• Robinson, KS (2021) Imagining Climate Futures. https://hbr.org/podcast/2021/07/imagining-

climate-futures-with-kim-stanley-robinson Harvard Business Review Podcast (1 hour).
• Streeby, S. (2018) Imagining the Future of Climate Change. University of California Press.
• Weintrobe, S. (2021) Psychological Roots of the Climate Crisis: Neoliberal Exceptionalism 

and the Culture of Uncare. Bloomsbury Academic. 
• Wood, N. (2020a) ‘Slanted Truths’: Fictional alternatives to save our futures. Clinical 

Psychology Forum, 332, 65-69.
• Wood, N. (2020b) Water Wars: Whose Side Are you on? Amnesty International (SA) 

https://sw-ke.facebook.com/AmnestySAfrica/posts/3378252085575234
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AFRICAN SF (Seven Rec’s)
1. African Speculative Fiction Society: http://www.africansfs.com/ (2015+) 
2. Wole Talabi’s List of African SF (since +- 2015 = >1000) Nnedi 

Okorafor/Lauren Beukes/Tade Thompson etc
http://www.africansfs.com/resources/published

3. Goodreads List (July 7th, 2021): 75 New/Upcoming African SFF Works 
https://www.goodreads.com/blog/show/2130-75-new-and-upcoming-sci-fi-and-
fantasy-from-african-authors

4. Nnedi Okorafor’s LAGOON (eco alternatives to Nigerian oil, 2014)
5. Geoff Ryman – 100 African SF Writers. Strange Horizons. 

http://strangehorizons.com/100-african-writers-of-sff/
6. AfroSF Anthology Series (1 to 3) Ed Ivor Hartmann
7. Vector (BSFA); African & Afrodiasporic SF:  https://vector-

bsfa.com/tag/afrofuturism/ (2019)

http://www.africansfs.com/
http://www.africansfs.com/resources/published
https://www.goodreads.com/blog/show/2130-75-new-and-upcoming-sci-fi-and-fantasy-from-african-authors
http://strangehorizons.com/100-african-writers-of-sff/
https://vector-bsfa.com/tag/afrofuturism/


More Decolonising SF & Eco/Utopian Visions
• The Culture Series – Iain Banks
• The Dispossessed – Ursula K Le Guin
• Always Coming Home – Ursula K Le Guin
• Pacific Edge – Kim Stanley Robinson
• Walk Away – Cory Doctorow
• So Long Been Dreaming – Hopkinson & Mehan (Eds)
• Parable of the Sower & Parable of the Talents – incomplete Earthseed Trilogy - Octavia Butler 
• Broken Earth Trilogy – NK Jemisin
• The Wormwood Trilogy – Tade Thompson
• DragonFly: Eco-Fiction: https://dragonfly.eco/
• Decolonising Speculative Fiction (Postcolonial Studies Association, 2018 & SF Foundation, 2021)
• Africa @2050 Climate Change Competition: https://energyethics.ac.uk/africa2050/
• London Science Fiction Research Community: Activism & Resistance (2021): 

http://www.lsfrc.co.uk/category/activism-resistance/
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How to Dream Better (Post-Covid) Futures
• We live in times that have lost/ This tough art of dreaming (Okri, 2015)
• Kelley, RBG (2003) Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination. Boston. 
• Ken Plummer: ‘We can’t do social change without stories’ (i.e. a vision of what 

we want and how to get there). <Narrative Power, 2019>
• The Freedom Charter (1955) was a vision for a new SA (still relevant) e.g. Land 

to be given to all landless people…? Or indigenous ideas that land belongs to no 
one – held in trust/stewardship/communities

• SA: Climate Charter: https://www.safsc.org.za/climate-justice-charter/
• Wits: Emancipatory Futures Studies in the Anthropocene: A program in 

emancipatory futures studies that explores alternative futures to hegemonic 
versions of modernity, and advances different possible future human and 
ecological pathways.
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