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The goal of this paper is to autobiographically explore de-naturing
of Blackness through Eurocentric schooling, and re-naturing of
Blackness through Kigandan epistemological nature journaling. I
define racial de-naturing as the anthropocentric abuse of nature by
European colonizers who viewed themselves as being above othernature in order to dehumanize Black Bodies as sub-human forms
of other-nature. I suggest that anti-Black racism was borne out of
anthropocentrism as a means of sustaining and legitimizing colonial
domination of Black bodies and their lands. Black Ugandans,
whose indigenous religions are inseparable from nature-worship,
had to be subjugated and transformed to legitimize Whiteness.
Scientific racism, a theoretical construct that humans have
irrevocable differences in development based on their race, and
anthropocentrism are co-joined twins that culminated in nurturing
ecophobia, the fear of outdoors, amongst Black Bodies that is often
mis-read as nature deficiency. Re-reading the autobiographies of
missionary explorers to Uganda, I suggest that 1) anthropocentrism
was the driving force behind the vilification of Black African naturebased religions as sub-humanism; and 2) Black Bodies used Black
African indigenous ecoliteracy to resist subjugation and reclaim their
Blackness. I will narratively reconstruct the gradual replacement
of nature-based ‘African-ness’ with anthropocentric colonialism
through formal schooling. I will describe how nature journaling
facilitates racial healing and re-connecting with nature-based
personal histories, thereby fostering ecocentric Black identities.

This paper owes its conceptual insights to the readings and nature journaling reflections that I completed for a graduate course (Bell, 2017).
The course explored affect as a way of exploring ecoliteracy by includ-
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ing direct experience, nature journaling, art, stories, school gardens,
and indigenous ways of knowing (Bell, 2017) into the traditional modes
of learning. I enrolled in this course to mitigate my fear of the Canadian
outdoors. This diasporean ecophobia was not reflective of my childhood upbringing in semi-rural Uganda. Unlike Louv’s (2005) suggestion
that ecophobia is primarily caused by addiction to new technologies
and a lack of adequate exposure to outdoors recreation, my diasporean
ecological discomfort was rooted more in the disruption of my traditional Kigandan epistemology of relating to trees, plants, animals, or
rivers as embodiments of human beings (ancestral spirits) who dwell
within these abodes.
Whenever I looked at mature trees in Canada, I wondered whether
their branches were misused as lynch posts for Indigenous and Black
bodies. Growing up in Idi Amin 1970’s Uganda, my grandmother Aisa
Namusoke taught me that the trees, under which mutilated corpses lay,
had been violated and required cleansing. She implored me to place
twigs at the base of these trees to cleanse them. I knew the Luganda
(mother tongue) names of other-nature from the stories, songs, and
riddles that my parents taught me. My relationship to other-nature was
storied but alive because I witnessed and participated in the traditional
Kigandan ecoliteracy of treating other-nature as sacred embodiment of
humanity, and as a mode of contemplative practice. Decades later, my
graduate course required me to immerse myself in Canadian outdoors
studying other-nature where I unraveled the mysteries behind my ecophobia as a Black-African-Canadian. 				
In this paper, I suggest that White-stream colonial education imposed Eurocentric anthropocentrism onto Black Africans by debasing
indigenous African ecoliteracy as subhuman, backward, and incompatible with civilization. Mackay (1906), the first European missionary-teacher in Uganda, informed Buganda King Muteesa that Mackay’s “forefathers made the wind their slave; then they enchained water; next they
enslaved steam; but now the terrible lightening is the white man’s slave”
(p. 100). Colonialism employed nature to racialize, colonize, and dehumanize Black people, thereby degrading nature to render it an alienating place for Blackness. Missionary schooling doomed Ugandans’ bio-
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philia as heathenism and replaced nature-based Kigandan education
with anthropocentric schooling.
The goal of this paper is to autobiographically explore de-naturing
of Blackness through Eurocentric schooling, and re-naturing of Blackness through Kigandan epistemological nature journaling. I define racial de-naturing as the anthropocentric abuse of nature by European
colonizers who viewed themselves as being above nature in order to
dehumanize Black people as sub-human forms of other-nature. Re-reading the autobiographies of missionary explorers to Uganda, I suggest
that 1) anthropocentrism was the driving force behind the vilification of
Black African nature-based religions; and 2) Kigandan ecoliteracy facilitates the redemption of de-natured Blackness.
Ecological Explorations
Narrative Inquiry as a Research Method
Narrative inquiry is an autobiographical research methodology that
works from the narrative view of the phenomenon of experience based
on Dewey’s notion of experience as interaction and continuity enacted
in situations, whereby lived experience is narratively explored through
three dimensions: temporal, space, and relations (Dewey, 1938, cited
in Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 376). Clandinin (2013) echoes this
sentiment when she asserts that “stories are not just about experience
but experience itself; we live and learn in, and through, the living, telling, retelling, and reliving of our stories” (cited in Menon et. al., 2015,
p. 81). This methodology is exploratory and facilitates the weaving of
narratives as a participant-researcher. Furthermore, my early childhood
informal education of my humanness and its relationship with other-nature was both participatory and narratively constructed in my mother
tongue Luganda. I learnt the Kigandan contemplative practice of tapping into nature to (re)locate myself. Thus, narrative inquiry blends harmoniously with nature journaling to collect, disseminate, and interpret
lived experiential data. Drawing from the three-dimensional narrative
inquiry space of temporality, sociality, and place (Clandinin & Connelly,
2006), 1 reflect on and inquire into selected stories that bubble up as
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selected: 1) my nature journal entries that I completed while exploring
nature and reclaiming my de-natured Blackness in Edmonton, and 2)
diary entries by European explorers John Speke and Alexander Mackay.
Nature Journaling as a Research Technique

Figure 1. Illustration by Feisal Kirumira, 2017.

I was introduced to nature journaling as a research technique in the
afore-mentioned graduate course. My nature journaling tools were
a blank sketchbook and coloured pencils. Journal entries comprised
reflective notes on course readings and lectures that were delivered
outdoors coupled with nature observations at my favourite sitspot. I immersed myself in what Bell (2017) described as “place-based environmental education that requires intimate knowledge with a local place
and its inhabitants and encourages a sense of affect towards the natural
environment” (n.p.).
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Nature journaling reawakened my sense of belonging across time,
space, and relations as I listened to Luganda songs while making my
field observational notes. This echoes Rautio’s (2013) description of
interspecies articulation as “finding and inventing connections to our
surrounding nonhuman world [whose main objective is to ascertain]
how humans and nonhuman animals continually create the conditions
for each other’s existence” (p. 251). Cajete (2005) reaffirms the value of
such a pluricentric approach to ecoliteracy when he claims that indigenous education is “really endogenous education; that is, it is an educating of the inner self through an enlivening and illumination from one’s
own being and the learning of key relationships” (p. 72).
The combination of nature journaling and narrative inquiry allows
me to weave stories of re-discovering Kigandan identity by telling and
retelling the stories that I live by. To this end, allow me to introduce myself in the Kigandan ancestral way entitled “okutambula ng’omuganda”
(Lug., walking like a Muganda).
Kigandan Stories That I Live By
Telling: Walking Like a Muganda
My names are Feisal Kirumira. I was born in Namungoona, in Kyadondo
district, in the home of our beloved father Edirisa Mayanja Mpoza, whom
we laid to rest in Butambala. I am the grandson of Saabani Mayanja
whom God relieved of this life, and rests in Butambala. I am the great
grandchild of Abudulaziizi Lule Chilumila, who also rests in Butambala. I
am a great grandchild of Magala Nsejjere of Butambala. I descend from
the lineage of my great grandfather Chilumila who was an enlightened
man and a co-founder of the Islamic faith in Uganda. My great grandfather Chilumila descended from the homestead of Bakazi Lwendo who
resided in Bumpenjje. I am a Muganda, a man of the Ngeye (colobus
monkey) totem. Our totem slogan is “ever restless, ever restless, he keeps
on journeying.”
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Figure 2. Ancestral land in Butambala. Photo by Feisal Kirumira, 2017.

Re-Telling: Walking Like a Muganda
My name is Feisal Kirumira and I am a member of the Ngeye clan. Our
totem slogan is lifumita tto - bwelikula lisereka; Tatuula Tatuula - asulumba busulumbi (Lug., It is the budding elephant grass that stings your
skin—the mature elephant grass will make a roof for your hut; he is ever
restless, ever restless—he keeps on journeying). Kigandan indigeneity
teaches me to be mindful of other-nature that may appear to be harmful
when it is, in actual fact, still evolving and will be useful once it matures.
My middle name Mayanja means that I am an embodiment of a spirit
that appears in the form of a leopard (Hoesing, 2011, p. 240). As a Bakazirwendo’s descendant, the ssemandwa or lord of all spiritual mediums,
of the first Buganda King Kato Kintu, my ancestral identity is ancestrally interwoven with other-nature. I belong to the Ngeye clan (colobus
monkey) on my father’s side while my mother belongs to the ffumbe
clan (civet cat), both of which are founding clans of the pre-Buganda
settlements.
In the late nineteenth century my great-great-grandfather Chilumila, whose clan name I was given (Kirumira), joined an uprising that
waged a four-year-long war against the Buganda king Mwanga. The
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young pragmatic king, who wanted to stop foreign influence in Buganda, invited the Muslim leaders to his palace and offered them non-halal
meat. They refused to eat it and some were promptly executed. The
others, among them Chilumila, escaped and regrouped to wage war
against the kingdom, but were defeated and forced into banishment
in Bunyoro kingdom in present day Hoima district in Uganda. Chilumila was declared a non-Muganda, a traitor, and as a Muslim—a fool
“who fights over meat”—a stereotype that I later on encountered in my
interactions with non-Muslim peers. The king redistributed Chilumila’s
lands and his wives and children were given away to other men. Since
he was the only Muslim convert in his family, he was disowned by his
family. Having lost his ecologically mediated belongingness to his tribe,
culture, language, and ancestral land, he lived at first as an outcast in
Bunyoro. Due to his farming and fighting skills he later befriended a
Munyoro (tribe in western Uganda) family called Ayineya with whom he
swore a blood oath.
When King Mwanga fought alongside the British against the Banyoro, Chilumila fought on the side of the Banyoro against the colonial
expansion. When the British ousted Mwanga and joined forces with the
Banyoro, Chilumila fought alongside King Mwanga and King Kabalega
of Bunyoro against the British until their banishment to the Seychelles
islands in the 1890s. After the war the newly installed child-king Chwa
II reached out to the banished Muslim rebels, among them Chilumila,
and offered them full reinstatement into Buganda belonging-ness in
exchange for their loyalty and service. In return he passed a royal decree that in Buganda only Muslims are allowed to slaughter cows for
public consumption. This decree still holds today. Chilumila had married a Munyoro woman who gave birth to my great grandfather Magala
Nsejjere who both belonged and did not belong to his ancestry as a
Muganda.
With his new family Chilumila was re-settled in the newly created
Butambala county together with all the other Muslim families in Buganda. It is the only county in Uganda that was created along religious
lines. Chilumila regained the belongingness to his ethnicity as a Muganda while retaining his newfound belongingness as a Munyoro. His an-
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cestral rights were reinstated in a cleansing ceremony but his former
wives and children remained with the families they were assigned to.
They were forced to convert to Christianity, and to this day I have uncles, aunties, and so it came to be that Chilumila had children belonging
to different faiths. His son from his Munyoro wife, my great grandfather
Magala Nsejjere later on became a singer at King Chwa II’s court. Some
of the songs he composed were passed down to me through the voice
of my father.
My father sang these songs with us many times and narrated the
stories of the exploits of our grandfathers while stressing our layered
belongingness to rival ethnicities. Our family home is located only six
kilometers from the Kasubi royal tombs where our great grandfather
used to play the harp and sing to the king. The land was given to my
father by his great aunt who was a Munyoro and is buried on the land.
After singing the folk songs, my father always asked me to “walk for like
a Muganda” which meant reciting my ancestry lineage as a way of introducing myself to the world so that my listeners are clear about who
stands before them. I realized then, just as I realize now, that this walk is
an initiation rite to passage, similar to my first visit to an ancestral shrine
whose initiation rites I understood very little of. The rules (then and now)
are still the same: reveal what is asked of you, and unto you will enlightenment be bestowed.
My Kigandan clan name Chilumila creates an inseparable link to
the interwoven essence of my human-nature and my other-nature. Furthermore, all clan members are related because they have a common
ancestress or ancestor. Kigandan clan names also originated from the
hills and other natural features found near homesteads. This nature
sanctifying way of naming humans was also embedded in the Kigandan ancestral belief that assigns human-like abilities to birds, animals,
rocks, rivers, or hills, thereby making other-nature an omnipresent embodiment of the ancestors. In Kigandan culture, each living person is an
embodiment of a deceased relative, but also a futuristic ancestor of her
descendants, therefore her actions on earth have to embody good virtues otherwise she will become a burden to future generations in form
of a vengeful spirit. Sitting on the trunk of the decaying pine tree, I recall
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the stories my father told me about my great grandfather Chilumila who
fought against the British colonialists in the famous Buganda-Bunyoro
wars in the 1870’s and 1880’s, and I reminisce about the British explorer’s myth of the so-called White ancestors of elite Black African kings.
Telling: The Myth of White Ancestors of Black Africans

Figure 3. Arrival at King Muteesa’s court. Illustration by Chaillé-Long, 1877, p. 102.

I propose to state my theory of the ethnology of that part of Africa inhabited by people collectively styled Wahuma—otherwise Gallas or Abyssinians. My theory is founded on the traditions of several nations, as
checked by my own observation of what I saw as I passed through them.
It appears impossible to believe, judging from the appearance of the
Wahuma, that they can be of any other race than the semi-Hem- Shamitic of Ethiopia. The traditions of the imperial government of Abyssinia
go as far back as the scriptural age of king David, from whom the late
reigning king of Abyssinia, Suhela Selassie, traced his descent. In these
countries [Uganda], the government is in the hands of foreigners, who
had invaded and taken possession of them, leaving the aborigines to till
the ground, whilst the junior members of the usurping clan herded cattle—just as in Abyssinia, or wherever Abyssinians or Gallas have shown
themselves. (Speke, 1906, pp. 201-202)
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Re-Telling: The Myth of White Ancestors of Black Africans

Figure 4. Muteesa’s Palace at Rubaga. Illustration by Harrison, 1906.

Speke (1906) claims that the royals of the Banyoro and Baganda were
descendants of White Europeans. He argues that the founding Bachwezi dynasty, which lies in central Uganda, must have been White Europeans because, according to Baganda legend, these Bachwezi disappeared into the north. Speke argues that, since the Banyoro were
opposed to White missionaries coming into their kingdom, this meant
that the Banyoro viewed themselves as descendants of White Europeans. Echoing the Kantian philosophy on the determination of races
(Kant, 2013), Speke attributed courteous behavior, honesty, and good
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governance to the mythical “Gallic” ancestral roots of lighter-skinned
long-nosed Africans and their willingness to unequivocally accept his
ruse as a European king, until he arrived at King Muteesa’s court in
Buganda at the shores of Lake Victoria. Dark skinned and flat nosed,
Muteesa ruled over an empire that stretched over parts of Congo and
Tanzania. He had a standing army of forty thousand disciplined soldiers
under the command of a general. Buganda was the only kingdom, according to Speke, that had a parliament (lukiiko) made of chiefs representing different clans and regions with legal powers.
What shocked Speke the most was the fusion of nature, religion,
identity and customs—an “epistemology of naturing”—that he had to
succumb to. His slaves informed him that he had to wait for two days before he could see the king because it rained on the day of his arrival and
according to the customs, this was a cleansing act of nature bestowed
by the rain God Mukasa that required everyone to cease activities so
that the earth has time to digest the gift of water. Speke’s threats to turn
back and leave fell on deaf ears and his slaves informed him that even
the king could be killed for disrespecting ancestral customs. Speke later
entered the king’s court and was amazed at the width and cleanliness
of the roads, the court, and the people dressed in long sarongs of bark
cloth. King Muteesa studied Speke for two hours without speaking and
later sent him away without giving Speke’s translators an opportunity to
say anything. This was the Kigandan contemplative practice of studying
a stranger without the distraction of conversation. Speke was also intrigued by the practice of ‘rotating’ ownership of land and animals with
the king as the sovereign arbiter and disposer of the same. The people
were not only connected to nature but were “one with nature and vice
versa.” This was the ‘natured’ psychical state of being and becoming of
a Black African, and this natured selfhood was violated through enslavement. This psychical and often physical distortion of Black bodies inevitably led to a traumatic disruption, alienation and distortion of the Black
African essence of humanity through racialization and de-naturing.
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Telling: Colonial Miseducation of Black Africans
[Black Africans’] minds are too depraved to understand anything to be
for their good which does not supply their immediate animal wants. If
we [White missionaries] make as our starting point the legitimate supply
of these wants, we may win the confidence of Black Africans and make
them see that we are their friends. Then we can lead the Black Africans
from nature to nature’s God by making them believe that what we tell
them is the truth, namely that by nature they are enemies of God, but by
grace they may be reconciled to him. (Harrison, 1906, p. 68)
Re-Telling: Colonial Miseducation of Black Africans
Mackay employs a colonial anthropocentric lens to engage with the
land whereby he considers himself as the divinely chosen redeemer of
Black Africa to be carried by his slaves over swamps or desecrate burial
sites by exhuming the remains of his non-Christian Muganda slave and
reburying him according to Eurocentric Christian norms. Mackay envisions White Christian’s settlements on the land and taking on the role of
the master over Black Africans. Reminiscing on these colonial anthropocentric stories in my graduate course, I intentionally chose my favourite
sitspot to be a place of discomfort to exemplify the vilification of nature-based Blackness, but also as a place where I reclaim my de-natured
Blackness.
Reclaiming De-Natured Blackness
Telling: Feeling at Home in Discomfort
My sitspot is located in the Whitemud park on a trail alongside the North
Saskatchewan river. I stumbled upon the sit by chance as I was bushwhacking my way from a trail on a hilly slope downwards towards the
riverbank. The sitspot is designated as an environmental hazard according to the signpost in reality it is a fallen decaying spruce tree. A mudslide
exposed the root system, and the resultant erosion created a fairly deep
crevice in the trail that requires bikers to disembark or pedestrians to circumvent the puddle in the middle of the trail. This sitspot evokes a sense
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of discomfort in a way that is strangely familiar because it forces me to
slow down and locate myself in this strange alien terrain of unknown
plants, trees, and bugs that make up this secluded piece of distorted
beauty. It immobilizes me, and yet propels me to move because standing
in one place will not bring me forward. The familiarity lies in the natural breakdown of the ecosystem; the fallen tree with the gnarling jagged
edges protruding outwards, the partly exposed roots that resemble an
x-ray shot of the old tree and the slippery deep slope of the new path created by the mudslide and erosion. The trails back home in Uganda are
created by other-nature, therefore this sitspot makes me feel ‘uneasy’ but
at home. (Nature Journal Entry #2)

Figure 5. Photo by Feisal Kirumira, 2017.

Re-Telling: Feeling at Home in Discomfort
Sitting by the fallen tree trunk at sitspot, I reminisce about my African
heritage and the childhood legend of Kintu and Nambi who were the
first humans on earth. Nambi, the daughter of the heaven God Gulu,
descended from heaven and married Kintu out of pity as he lived alone
on earth with his cow (Roscoe, 1911, p. 460). Recalling this legend about
the equitable co-existence of humans and non-humans, I acknowledge
that other-nature constantly demands us humans to be mindful towards
the ecosystems to which we all belong. Other-nature reminds us of the
fragility and vulnerability of the earth in the way the soil caves in, slides
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Figure 6. Sitspot illustration by Feisal Kirumira, 2017. Legend illustration by Baskerville, 1922.

down under the pressure of the rain, thereby creating crevices, felling
trees and giving plants and insects opportunities to flourish.
This apparent state of dis-ease that this sitspot positions humans
serves as a starting point for me to ponder my own terrain as a hyphenated Black-Muganda-Canadian. Like the moss on the ground below the
fallen tree, I have learned to adapt to new ways of being. Without familial roots in Canada, I learned to seek out deep crevices where the
privileged [human]species do not yearn to live; those microhabitats
that require desiccation tolerance with respect to human rights, and
still manage to thrive. Like the fallen spruce tree, my body is physically
absent in the sprawling forest of my community in Uganda. But my ancestral roots go deep into the African-North American soil due to the
transatlantic slave trade that they created new pathways for my familial ecosystem in this new strange Turtle Island. Reminiscing about my
strangeness and connectedness to Turtle Island, I wrote the poem “Riverflies.” Nature-inspired poetry caused me to ruminate on how I know
what I know, and how I feel what I feel, and how I live the way that I live.
The following is an attempt to describe the process by which I write
poetry at my sitspot.
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Contemplative Nature-Inspired Poetry
Slow Down, Locate Yourself
Switch off the technology. Rid yourself of the backpack. Take a position
(sitting, squatting, or lying down). Breath evenly. Focus your gaze on a
specific location between your eyes and one specific type of other-nature such as tree, rock, or insect. Hold the gaze and empty your mind.
Holding the gaze, feel the breeze and determine its direction. Listen to
the faintest of sounds and determine their origin. Touch the earth and
let it run through your fingers, then determine its texture. Identify three
other types of other-nature in direct or indirect relationship to the first
type of other-nature that is located in your gaze. Observe the flow of
nature, how the leaves sway. Do they form a wave-like pattern? Identify similes and metaphors that may describe what you gaze upon and
how nature feels. Locate yourself where you are seated, or standing, or
squatting and visualize what you would do as a toddler, child, or old
person at this site. In your mind’s eye, look at the roots of things such
as trees, shrubs, rocks and identify associations in nature and your own
familial, cultural or societal roots.
Verbalize your thoughts, feelings, find your voice. Feel the breeze
on your face and verbalize the experience using similes and metaphors. “The breeze is gentle like ….” Incorporate distractions happening
around you. “The breeze is gentle like the caddisfly landing on my arm.”
Allow yourself to be distracted by from the breeze on your face and
ponder about the caddisfly with its almond-shaped wings and long tail.
Observe how the small fly gets entangled in the small hairs on your arm
and how a gentle puff from your lips sets it free to soar away. Describe
the flight pattern of the caddisfly and let your mind wander back to your
roots and how entangled they have become with the roots of others
like the “long tail of the caddisfly trapped in the small hairs of an infinite
beast.”
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Poem: Riverflies
When the sun is high, and the woods come alive
I see swarms of riverflies with their long tails and almondshaped wings
Hovering over the river and the land in droves that disappear
and reappear
They dance in the sunlight, scampering over the water and
wildflowers
Landing easily on warm bodies
When the sun is high
And the river sparkles like little diamond studs,
I hear the cawing of crows
Some distant and faint
Almost drowned by the mechanical hum of cars
Some loud and frighteningly near
Like the hum of the stalking mosquito
Hell bent on drawing blood for survival’s sake
When the sun is high
And its warmth pierces dark skin
I come alive in this strange land
Sitting on the river bank
Basking in the rays of the Canadian sun in African-blue skies.
Conclusion
As an indigenous Muganda, I walk along preconceived landscapes of
Kigandan ecocentric self-otherness that allows me to traverse both the
human and other-human lifeworlds. On such home-like terrain I feel
secure and at peace until I encounter a de-naturing cultural terrain in
diasporic settings. Walking twenty-four kilometers a day to and from
school in Kampala, Uganda, especially during the rainy season, I often
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came across such crevices filled with muddy water and floating debris.
I would remove my shoes and walk barefoot in the middle of the puddle because it was less slippery than the eroded slopes. Similarly, my
journey to this moment of ecological inhale—reclaiming my de-natured
Blackness—has been a slippery one fraught with moments of surefootedness and frantic grappling with the uncovering of my ecocentric becoming. The task before is me daunting: how can I continue to authentically sustain an en-natured Blackness amidst a Canadian terrain that is
rife with anthropocentric racialization and dehumanization?
Recalling Sean Lessard’s (an Indigenous professor’s) advice to
“slow down and locate yourself,” I humbly invite you to walk like your
ancestor’s descendant and re-discover the multiple lifeworlds ecocentrism offers. By telling and re-telling your encounters with ecological
self-otherness, you may re-awaken the sense of aliveness that may have
appeared to be lost. This raises some questions that only you, my readers, can answer:
1.

What are your stories of a contemplative practice that
you live by?
2. How did you come to know what you know about
your contemplative practice?
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