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Abstract
Scholars argue that international volunteering must not be framed as altruism or charity; rather, it 
should invoke themes from decolonial justice theorizing. Volunteers who have benefited from colonial-
imperial structural advantages should understand their labor as a kind of reparation for ongoing structural 
dispossession. I argue that spatial imaginaries are central to this project. Volunteers can better situate 
themselves with decolonial intentionality if they adopt what Edward Said called contrapuntal theories of 
geography. The volunteer orientation phase is the best time to instill this spatial imaginary. This study 
analyzes how volunteers theorize “home” and “away” as they become teachers in Namibia. Drawing from 
a “netnographic” discourse analysis of their public blogs, I find that volunteers are likely to subscribe to a 
geographical imaginary of atomized and disconnected spaces, lacking the conceptual tools needed to grapple 
with decolonial justice and to implement dues-paying volunteering in their classrooms.
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Introduction

It is easy for relatively wealthy people (mainly from the West) to physically travel to the Global 
South to enact humanitarian service (Laurie and Baillie Smith, 2018; Mostafanezhad, 2014; 
Vrasti, 2013). There exists a vast array of international volunteering “sending organizations” 
which charge individuals a fee and then facilitate personalized opportunities to partake in trans-
national service. These organizations—a mixed bag of for-profit, state-based, and nonprofit—
operate using the logics of humanitarianism, invoking the “need to help,” colonial tropes, and the 
personal legitimacy of “having been there” (Calkin, 2014; Nyahunzvi, 2013; Sartori, 2018; 
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Zeddies and Millei, 2015). One of the most popular international volunteering activities is teach-
ing (Callanan and Thomas, 2005). International volunteer teachers travel across national borders 
to work pro bono or for a nominal stipend in a formal school in the Global South. The concept of 
“international volunteer teachers” is broad: some individuals teach only a few lessons (Dobrovolny, 
2012), while others teach for a summer (Vrasti, 2013), and a few remain at their placement for a 
year or more (Li, 2017; Stainton, 2018). Regardless of length of service, virtually all of these 
volunteer teachers are motivated, in part, by “goodwill and genuine desire to do something about 
the unfair world they see” (Sin, 2010: 990). They believe that their transnational educational ser-
vice contributes to global social justice (Heron, 2011; Larsen, 2014; Mostafanezhad, 2014).

However, Doerr (2017), within the pages of this journal, has critiqued commonsense frameworks 
that automatically pair volunteering/service with social justice. She writes that volunteering and 
service work is often framed (by the volunteers) as a gift or “partnership.” However, all parties 
involved implicitly understand that preexisting hierarchical social relations will prevent the “served” 
from properly reciprocating “the gift.” The volunteer is empowered by forcing the “receiver” into 
the position of a debtor who can give only gratitude. Service work, Doerr argues, must never be “a 
gift in the name of altruism” (Doerr, 2017: 272). Instead, she offers the concept of “paying dues” 
which recognizes that we are all part of a long history of global inequality and suggests that those 
with structural privileges repatriate colonial (and other) plunder through service. Volunteering-as-
paying dues parallels Nancy Cook’s understanding of global citizenship: “someone who reflects on 
their complicity in global power relations, considers their responsibilities to those who are disadvan-
taged by current global arrangements, and who actively resists perpetuating them” (Cook, 2008: 
17). Both these concepts are informed by a sense of decolonial social justice.

In this paper, I build on Doerr’s framework of dues-paying by emphasizing the importance of 
volunteers’ geographical imaginaries in realizing/frustrating a dues-paying orientation to teaching. 
The international volunteer necessarily connects two nodal spaces. Utilizing shorthand dichoto-
mies, they typically move from the West to the Global South, and always from “here” to “there.” 
International volunteers, therefore, must subscribe to a “theory” of space, movement, and linkage. 
Drawing from Edward Said, I argue that for a dues-paying framework to resonate with volunteers, 
they must first understand how to “theorize” their service within a contrapuntal geography of con-
nection—to understand the interplay between “here” and “there.” The in-country volunteer orien-
tation program provides a productive moment to sow the seeds of this contrapuntal education. 
However, after reviewing data collected from the public blogs of volunteer teachers who partici-
pated in relatively intensive orientations in Namibia, I conclude that by the end of these programs, 
volunteers were still likely to subscribe to a geographical imaginary of atomized and disconnected 
spaces. They lacked the conceptual tools needed to grapple with decolonial justice and to imple-
ment dues-paying volunteering in their classrooms.

The remainder of this article will progress as follows: first, I review literature on international 
volunteers’ spatial imaginations. I then examine the Saidian concept of contrapuntality and argue 
that volunteers need to be formally introduced to contrapuntal thinking during the orientation 
phase of volunteering. Next, I describe the methods and blog-based data source. Finally, I analyze 
how the blogger-volunteers deploy disconnected (and less often, contrapuntal) spatial imaginaries 
when narrating Namibia and explore implications for advancing a dues-paying, decolonial interna-
tional volunteering.

Geographical Imaginaries and International Volunteering

International volunteers are implicitly influenced by theories of geography. Their spatialized 
sojourns are anchored by all too present dichotomies: here and there, spaces of development and 



Henry 3

spaces of home. The volunteers’ crisscross movements join these two socially constructed nodal 
points, retracing the spatial lineage of missionaries, colonizers, ethnographers, and development 
technicians. Mostafanezhad (2013) identifies one major component of volunteers’ geographical 
imaginaries: maps of compassion. She demonstrates how volunteers map the world into needy 
spaces seeking compassionate service, which the volunteers in her study unproblematically refer to 
as the Third World. This Third World geographical imaginary is then sub-divided into places which 
are (1) understood to legitimately need compassionate service work while remaining accessible to 
the first-time volunteer and (2) places which are reserved for the more advanced and adventurous 
volunteer. At the most extreme end of this imagined geography is a homogenized “Africa”: a place 
(or, is it a country?) where service is desperately needed but can only be delivered by the most 
intrepid Westerner (Mathers, 2012; Mostafanezhad, 2013; Park, 2018).

Of course, these geographical imaginaries of humanitarianism do not simply appear out of thin 
air. Rather, like international volunteering itself, the imaginaries emerge out of a long-standing 
spatialized legacy of injustice. Primitive accumulation, colonial expropriation, and neoliberal 
accumulation by dispossession as well as the “making of the Third World” all require a spatialized 
division of power (i.e. Buck-Morss, 2009; Escobar, 1995; Harvey, 2005; Massey, 1995; Rodney, 
2011; Wolf, 2010). Humanitarian impulses, including the impulse to teach abroad, are a response 
to, and sometimes deepening legitimation of, these spatialized divisions which form a geography 
of injustice (Lubura-Winchester and Jones, 2013; Mostafanezhad, 2014). Since the advent of wide-
spread social media, “digital humanitarianism” (Shringarpure, 2020) has allowed humanitarian 
impulses to annihilate the friction of space. Through viral online campaigns, armchair activists can 
instantly become aware of and opposed to horrific events in ambiguously defined places—such 
campaigns have both emboldened and resisted the imaginary of “Africa” (Ferguson, 2006; 
Mbembe, 2001). Digital innovations allow the “spaces out there” to become more omnipresent in 
everyday life in the former metropole. With relative ease, one can sign up to go there to help, mak-
ing international volunteering a logical step for those seeking to graduate from digital citizenship 
to a sort of transnational, cosmopolitan citizenship (Butcher, 2017).

However, tourism scholar Jim Butcher is skeptical that the majority of volunteer teacher-tourists 
will ever be able to theorize their spatialized relationships in ways conducive to becoming Cook’s 
global citizen or Doerr’s dues payer. Butcher writes, “the association of social action with leisure travel 
betrays a. . .lack of ambition and commitment” (Butcher, 2017: 135). Yet, Butcher only considers 
short-term volunteers. The positionality of mid-term and long-term international volunteer teachers is 
more ambiguous, often blurring our conceptual boundaries between leisure, volunteering, and profes-
sionalism. International volunteer teachers (and, here I’m not referring to the short-term voluntourists 
who spend a few hours/days in a classroom) often take up full-time instructional positions in schools 
and are charged with teaching “promotional subjects” that students must pass to advance. While vol-
unteers will probably engage in leisure activities during school holidays, their day-in-day-out routine 
is undoubtedly curricular and mundane. It is, therefore, reasonable to ask whether these longer-term 
volunteer teachers might begin volunteering with a different mindset, one which is willing to consider 
the spatial relationships that shape the geographies of injustice. These volunteers who are in it for the 
long haul might be able to—with the assistance of formal instruction—conceptualize their actions as 
dues-paying rather than altruistic gift-giving.

Contrapuntality and Disconnection

To bookend the spectrum within which volunteers theorize spatialized relationships, I employ the 
concepts of contrapuntality and cultural atomization/ disconnection. Said (1994) drew his theory 
of contrapuntality from the musical arts. He observed that in,
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Western classical music, various themes play off one another, with only a provisional privilege being given 
to any particular one; yet in the resulting polyphony there is concert and order, an organized interplay that 
derives from the themes, not from a rigorous melodic or formal principle outside the work (p. 51).

As a literary and cultural critic, Said applied this polyphonic method to literature in what would 
become a foundational practice for postcolonial theory. He writes,

we can read and interpret English novels, for example, whose engagement (usually suppressed for the 
most part) with the West Indies or India, say, is shaped and perhaps even determined by the specific history 
of colonization, resistance, and finally native nationalism. At this point alternative or new narratives 
emerge, and they become institutionalized or discursively stable entities (Said, 1994: 51).

Said uses this method to explore several texts which might be considered canonical British litera-
ture. His intervention is simple but powerful: every story of wealth and power is also a story of 
dispossession. This creative reading—somewhat beyond the text—destabilizes the rigidity of the 
classic novel. Suddenly, the text becomes a dynamic assemblage of components: strands of anti-
colonial and colonial histories are present in the polyphony. The contrapuntal method accounts for 
processes of exclusion and moments of silence (Said, 1994: 66).

One of Said’s most incisive re-readings is of Jane Austen’s novel, Mansfield Park. The narrative 
takes place on a wealthy English estate. While the wealth of the central characters is derived from 
slavery and sugar plantations in Antigua, Said notes that none of the characters or plots are set in 
the Caribbean. In Said’s reading, this is a perfect example of the subordination of the colony to the 
metropole in normative discourse (Said, 1994: 90). The events “out there”—Said quips—do not 
warrant their own plot, but rather frame “the genuinely important action here, but not for a great 
significance” (Said, 1994: 93). The contrapuntal method discards normative partitioning of history 
into main plots and B-plots. Instead, Said (1994) asks us to reframe our understanding of action 
and connectivity: “no matter how isolated and insulated the English place (e.g. Mansfield Park), it 
requires overseas sustenance” (p. 89). Understood contrapuntally, the estate in Mansfield Park is 
engulfed in a networked geography of injustice.

The foil to contrapuntal geographies is the conceptual disconnection and atomization of space. 
Disconnection represents the hegemonic frameworks that understand culture and space to be neu-
tral and particularized. It maps onto what Jackson (1989) refers to as “culturalism.” That is, a the-
ory of culture (and space) which, “assumes that culture is a self-evident and unproblematic category 
that can be used to explain people’s behavior. Culture is given causal powers, and people are said 
to do things because of their culture” (p. 27). Theorizing disconnected geographies essentializes 
spatialized disparity rather than accounting for historical geographies of injustice and disposses-
sion. After analyzing numerous canonical Western texts, Said (1994) concluded that authors often 
“ignore. . .the interdependence of cultural terrains in which colonizer and colonized co-existed and 
battled each other through projections as well as rival geographies, narratives, and histories, [and] 
miss what is essential about the world in the past” (p. xx).

The international volunteer teacher who understands service-as-gift further obscures the “ter-
rains in which colonizer and colonized co-exist” (Said, 1994). If international volunteers are to 
understand their actions within the frame of dues-paying, they first must understand the spatial 
politics which create spaces “available” to serve and the historical-spatial necessity of reparation. 
The dues-paying framework must be preceded by a contrapuntally analytic revision of the norma-
tive geographical imaginaries of educational humanitarian service; otherwise, volunteers will lack 
the necessary conceptual tools to move toward decolonial social justice.
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Appreciating the Orientation Phase

For this paper, I am particularly interested in the volunteers’ early thinking, mostly from the pre-
departure and orientation phases. Formal orientations are probably the best opportunity to interrupt 
hegemonic theories of space and realign volunteers to a dues-paying framework. Additionally, 
there is little research dealing directly with volunteer orientation programs, possibly because vol-
unteer sending organizations with the most intensive orientations (like the U.S. Peace Corps) are 
the most ambivalent to outside researchers. While the blogs analyzed below do not provide us with 
an exact curriculum, they do give us insight into how volunteers “theorized” geographical imagi-
naries before and after the orientations.

The training standards for orientations are inconsistent among sending organizations. In popular 
destinations, the field staff responsible for orientations may work with more than 500 volunteers 
each year (Sinervo, 2015: 166). In cases like this, volunteers may get little more than airport 
pickup, introductions at their placement site, and a few days of local logistics (Vrasti, 2013: 88). At 
the other end of the spectrum, university students doing “service learning” might participate in 
university-sponsored orientations, but this hardly guarantees decolonial social justice approaches 
either (Bernardes et al., 2019; Park, 2018; Sin, 2009).

The outcomes of the orientation phase of international volunteering should be appreciated for 
multiple reasons. Firstly, immediately after the orientation phase is complete, volunteer teachers 
are sent to placements and begin to interact with students. Volunteers should be able to articulate a 
dues-paying framework, backed by an analytic contrapuntal geographical imaginary, on the first 
day of class. Otherwise, they might enter the classroom believing in harmful gifting frameworks 
which do a disservice to their students (Henry, 2020). 

Secondly, while it is tempting to believe that volunteers will craft contrapuntal imaginaries over 
time, this would not be consistent with the literature on international volunteering, service learning, 
and gap years (e.g. Roddick, 2014; Simpson, 2005; Sin, 2009; Snee, 2013). Simpson (2005) writes

The assumption that contact alone breaks down stereotypes directly contradicts research suggesting that far 
from challenging pre-held views, contact experiences may in fact accentuate deep-seated attitudes (p. 462)

MacDonald (2014) adds that volunteers move through a series of disconfirmed narratives. While 
their initial impressions of place might be invalidated, this invalidation reaffirms faith in new dis-
coveries, leading to statements about “what [the place] was ‘like’, rather than allowing questions 
of ‘what we did not know’” (p. 222). Additionally, volunteers often create enclavic spaces to sepa-
rate themselves from the wider community (Schneider, 2018). Even when volunteers are based in 
rural areas, far from the enclaves, there are still many barriers to connecting with locals, as research 
from Namibia just after independence describes:

volunteers drove around huge airconditioned 4WDs with American flags and “USAID” on the sides. 
Volunteers were not allowed under any circumstances to travel with a Namibian in their cars, for reasons 
of insurance. . .volunteers who were employed as Teacher Trainers were required to live with Namibian 
families in traditional rural homesteads, as an important step in “integration”. Such homesteads were 
without electricity or running water, and it was not uncommon for volunteers to spend searingly hot 
summer nights sleeping in their air-conditioned Jeeps outside! (Brasche, 2003: 251)

It is still common for volunteers to self-isolate from the community. Language barriers can prevent 
in-depth conversations with most villagers, and the volunteers’ ample resources can cause discomfort 
when interacting with colleagues (see Heron, 2007). Even though they no longer have standard-issue 
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Jeeps, a protective bubble still exists which prevents equitable and deep relationships with the com-
munity and hinders the formation of contrapuntal imaginaries. The formal curriculum of orientation 
remains the most opportune moment to unlearn theories of disconnected geographies and introduce 
dues-paying frameworks.

Methods

This project employed “static-word netnography,” which collects and utilizes text freely available 
on the internet. While some iterations of netnography include active researcher participation in 
online spaces, static-word netnography relies on texts which were composed for reasons unrelated 
to the research project (Blichfeldt and Marabese, 2014). The texts collected for this study are the 
public blogs of volunteers who taught in the southern African country of Namibia. In order to collect 
blogs for assessment, I conducted searches of WordPress and Google Blogger with keywords like 
“teaching in Namibia” and “volunteer in Namibia” to create a list of 36 English-language blogs for 
further qualitative evaluation. Blogs co-authored by couples and blogs which were still active at the 
time of research were eliminated and one blog was dropped because the blogger was an education 
resource specialist, not a classroom teacher. This left 14 viable blogs totaling 307,143 words to form 
the empirical base for this project. Table 1 provides basic demographic information about the blog-
gers. All these volunteers had either completed or were in the process of completing a university 
degree. However, many did not have teaching qualifications. All the volunteers are white.

The blog text was coded using “directed content analysis,” which allows the researcher to derive 
codes from a specific research inquiry rather than as a solely interpretive process (Hsieh and Shannon, 
2005: 1282). This is different from a more conventional grounded theory analysis, which prioritizes 
inductive theory generation. Rather, with directed content analysis, the researcher can “begin coding 
immediately with the predetermined codes” (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005: 1282). In effect, the 
researcher—after a review of the literature—can “go searching” to fill specific gaps in existing theory 
like volunteers’ spatial imaginaries, geopolitical reasoning (Henry, 2019), and concept of self as an 
educator (Author, 2020). For a well-trodden research subject like international volunteering, directed 
content analysis “makes explicit the reality that researchers are unlikely to be working from the naive 

Table 1. Demographic information about the blogging volunteers.

Pseudonym Gender Teacher licensure Volunteering tenure Sending organization

Emma Woman Pre-service Summer Organization A
Sofie Woman Pre-service Summer Organization A
Olivia Woman No Summer Organization A
Liam Man No Summer Organization A
Noah Man No Year Organization A
Dan Man No Year Organization A
Chloe Woman No Year Organization A
Grace Woman Yes Year Organization A
Lauren Woman No Year Organization A
Natalie Woman No Year Organization A
Matthew Man No 2 years Organization A
Hailey Woman No 2 years Organization B
Naomi Woman No 2 years Organization B
Lily Woman Yes 2 years Organization B
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perspective that is often viewed as the hallmark of naturalistic designs” (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005: 
1283). The lack of “naive perspective” is particularly true in this case, as the author was previously 
an international volunteer and has other research projects in Namibia. The blog text was coded using 
Dedoose. In this paper, I draw on codes like “Pre-Trip,” “Orientation,” “African Imaginaries,” 
“Windhoek,” and “Arrival At Site.” The bloggers’ quotes are presented in their original punctuation. 
I elected to use pseudonyms, even though it is a largely symbolic gesture. 

Disconnected Geographies and Atomization of Space

Information from the blogs and further internet searching reveals that both Organization A and 
Organization B facilitate formal orientation programs in urban Namibia. These orientations last 
about a week for the summer placements and up to multiple months for the longer programs. 
Though a specific accounting of the curriculum is beyond the scope of this paper, the volunteers do 
blog about the most interesting and impactful elements of orientation. Rather than positioning 
Namibia as a “cultural terrain in which colonizer and colonized co-existed and battled each other 
through projections as well as rival geographies” (Said, 1994: xx), the orientations adopted a cul-
turalist framework to explain difference and divergence. Naomi eagerly describes how her cohort 
broke into groups and “cooked traditional foods for their tribes or region of Namibia” each night. 
Grace talks about a cultural scavenger hunt in an open-air market: “we were split into groups, given 
N$20, and a few items to locate at the market and get information on from the people selling them.” 
Olivia mentions a “highlight” of orientation: “a performance by a Namibian cultural dance group 
in native attire. The singing was so beautiful and their dancing so unique.” Distinct, disconnected 
spaces lead to distinct, disconnected cultures. The volunteers do not problematize “Culture” 
beyond “heroes and holidays, food and festivals” (King, 1991: 134). They draw on old anthropo-
logical notions about disarticulated spatial fields, de-linked from “home,” assuming that “each 
country embodies its own distinctive culture and society” (Gupta and Ferguson, 1992: 6). The 
orientation does not disrupt the hegemonic idea that Namibia—and Africa generally—are discon-
nected from the world system, or at best, a passive plane on which external factors can act.

In a similar vein, the orientations seem to focus on building so-called “practical” skills at the 
expense of the contextual and theoretical. Natalie lists the orientation modules she believes are 
most useful:

Over the last week we have had an abundance of information dumped on us. Think of it as kind of a crash 
course in Namibian culture, how to be a teacher and basic survival phrases in the local language. It has all 
been incredibly helpful and I’m feeling more and more prepared to take on a classroom on my own.

Natalie’s focus on language learning, content delivery techniques, and the desire to learn of a 
loosely-defined Namibian culture is representative of most bloggers. The primary concern for most 
volunteers—once they are assured that English is widely spoken in Namibia—is their ability to 
deliver classroom instruction. This mimics broader trends in teacher education, where educational 
foundations are marginalized to make room for “equipping students with the skills, dispositions, 
and competences necessary for the perpetuation of schools in their present form. Teacher prepara-
tion so conceived becomes a kind of vocational training” (Beyer and Zeichner, 1982: 19). Vocational 
aspects like content delivery training and boosting volunteers’ confidence to step in front of a 
classroom are prioritized over studying the systemic perpetuation of inequalities in schools. One 
could argue that this practical knowledge is necessary to create competent teachers quickly; how-
ever, volunteers still fall back on “cinematic pedagogies” rather than educationally-sound methods 
once released into the schools (Author, 2020).
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The bloggers dedicate little space to thinking through the contrapuntal relationships that inform 
Namibia’s—and thus, their students’—presents. The following sections analyze how the volun-
teers deploy two (sometimes overlapping) levels of spatial analysis to reinforce a theory of discon-
nected geographies: (1) Namibia and Africa as disconnected from the world, and (2) regions within 
Namibia as disconnected from each other.

A Geopolitically Disconnected Africa and Namibia

Volunteers draw on a long tradition of Western imaginaries of Africa which isolate the continent 
from modernity. It probably does not help that—especially in the pre-departure phase—the volun-
teers describe finishing undergraduate degrees, fundraising, passing work duties to colleagues, 
going away parties, and getting vaccinated. These activities all lend themselves to perceiving 
Namibia as a liminal space to prepare for, disconnected from the permanence and mundanity of 
“home.”

African imaginaries reinforce a sense of separate worlds—Africa, according to the dominant 
narrative, is wholly different and not contrapuntally connected to the volunteers’ world (Echtner 
and Prasad, 2003; Mathers, 2010). In the blogs, African imaginaries are often subtle, subtextually 
invoking radical alterity. While a few volunteers (see below) reflexively critique their propensity 
to draw on these discourses, other volunteers unapologetically allow the idea of Africa to enchant 
them. Perhaps Emma is most engrossed in an African fantasy, writing “MY DREAM OF COMING 
TO AFRICA HAS COME TRUE. I cannot believe that in the next few days I will be teaching in 
Africa!” Like the volunteers in Mostafanezhad’s (2013) study, the blogs portray Africa as the pin-
nacle within the geographies of compassion. Teaching in Africa invokes a different affective 
response than volunteering “at home” because Africa is understood as a fundamentally different 
place. It is the end-of-the-line on the spatialized humanitarian spectrum.

Perhaps the best indicator of Africa as a liminal space is the recurring phrase “This Is Africa,” 
often abbreviated “TIA.” Research on Westerners in Kenya (Larsen, 2014), Cameroon (Park, 
2018), Ghana (Vrasti, 2013), Zambia (Heron, 2007), and South Africa (Mathers, 2010) has all 
commented on the seemingly independent proliferation of this motto. Natalie suggests that, “this 
silly little phrase has become a mantra amongst our group over the last two weeks” and then pro-
vides the following hypothetical usages:

“Should we try these bugs they’re selling at the market?”

“Why not, this is Africa!”

“I think I’m gonna stop shaving my legs for the rest of the year.”

“Go for it! THIS IS AFRICA!”

Park (2018) suggests TIA is invoked to denote “the abnormality or irrationality of Africa” (p. 154). 
Grace demonstrates this usage when describing sand in her dinner, “the porridge had a texture like 
bread dough but with a little sand in it (I later found out this is exactly the case, hey, T.I.A. right?).” 
Regularly getting sand in your food or eating insects are not normalized occurrences in spaces of 
“home.” These events signify that the volunteer has stepped away from home, into the binary other. 
The discourse of TIA affirms Africa to be undifferentiated and deviant. For volunteers, Africa 
becomes the space of imaginaries and African spaces which do not conform to the volunteers’ imag-
inary must be conceptually excluded from “Africa” and stripped of their “authentic” Africanness.
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The blogs rarely position Namibia within Africa or Namibia within the world. Rather, Namibia 
is positioned as a freestanding, disconnected place. Some of this can simply be attributed to igno-
rance. Like most of the bloggers, Grace had never heard of Namibia before signing up to volunteer. 
She addresses her readers, “In case you’ve never heard of Namibia before (I hadn’t before finding 
[sending organization] so don’t worry!), I’ve provided a map for you.” However, after doing some 
internet searching, most volunteers find a few basic facts about their future site. The early posts 
feature Namibian demography and statistical data piecemealed into quantitative country reports. 
Sourced from sites like Wikipedia and Google Maps, the volunteers make some effort to convey 
their new knowledge—often under the guise of informing “the curious reader.” Sophie notes (erro-
neously) that Namibia, “was considered Western South Africa [sic.] until 1990” and Natalie relays 
that Namibia is, “the 2nd most sparsely populated country in the world, second only to Mongolia!” 
Lauren seems thrilled that, “Oshakati, the second largest town in Namibia, has over 30,000 people 
and even has a KFC [Kentucky Fried Chicken restaurant].”

However, these country reports are frozen in time and do not capture the flows of power. 
Recognizing the territory’s colonial label—South-West Africa—has the potential to encourage 
contrapuntal analyses. The “sparse” settlement patterns are also indicative of colonial legacies—
most land is privately owned by white farmers. Even observing the Oshakati KFC could decon-
struct one’s theory of disconnected geographies. The multinational fast food chain does, after all, 
indicate a deeper interplay between “home” and Namibia than might be initially apparent. The 
radical alterity imagined may not be quite so radical. The volunteers display genuine curiosity here, 
but they seem to need a formal orientation program to frame these observations as political and 
contrapuntal.

Zoning Against Contrapuntality: Disconnection within Namibia

The second type of spatial analysis leading to disconnected geographical imaginaries moves from 
the geopolitical to the local, dividing Namibia into (at least) three zones of Africanness. These 
zones—the capital city of Windhoek, the informal settlements sprawling beyond Windhoek, and 
the rural agricultural northern region of Owambo—are understood to be generally distinct rather 
than contrapuntally interconnected.

The volunteers’ first days/weeks in Namibia are spent in downtown Windhoek (Figure 1). This 
conceptual zone is thought to be least African. Symbols of global interconnectivity are evident 
throughout the city. Chloe relays the standard opinion of the urban capital:

The manicured, pretty streets of Windhoek are certainly not what I was picturing before arriving in-country. 
Many houses are painted in bright colors and quite reminiscent of the architecture in Germany. The front 
yards of residences are beautifully manicured and streets are as clean as those in Switzerland.

For Chloe, the neighborhood might be better placed in Switzerland than on the African conti-
nent. Windhoek’s appearance creates a type of cognitive dissonance in which African imagi-
naries are pitted against African realities. Even though volunteers generally partition Windhoek 
from the “African experience,” some volunteers used the geographies of disconnection to 
paternalistically accommodate the city within Africa. Liam, for example, writes of Windhoek’s 
residents:

. . .faces I see are gawking back at me, confused at the mass of American tourists inundating the city. In 
such a small city just a few of us being here gives way to a pretty large and entertaining spectacle for the 
natives.
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Windhoek is a city of more than 400,000 residents, and more than 1 million tourists pass through 
the capital each year (Jänis, 2014). A handful of Americans would hardly “inundate” the city. It is 
unlikely that such a claim would be made about a major North American city or its residents. These 
ideas evidence the paternal child-parent relationship that often characterizes Western-African rela-
tions (Heron, 2007). Windhoek either is excluded from “Africa” or is shown to be a failed mimetic 
attempt at Western life (i.e. Mbembe, 2001). These logics both seek to resolve the dissonance pre-
sented by Windhoek as an African space of global connectivity.

The second zone of imagined Africanness is found in the informal townships which surround 
Windhoek. The volunteers do not spend much time in this zone, but the obligatory township tour 
during their orientation is generally impactful. Most often, they are shown the slum sections of the 
Katutura township—a place that has a fairly developed tourism infrastructure for slum tourism and 
anti-apartheid historical tourism (Papen, 2005; Saarinen, 2010; Steinbrink et al., 2016). In volun-
teer discourse, Katutura is imagined to be mostly African but corrupted by apartheid-era disposses-
sion and oppression. In the township, volunteers find the “real Third World” (Papen, 2005) and 
face down the challenges of Africa by conquering “exotic” foods such as mopane worms and the 
freshly butchered meat hanging in markets (Mkono, 2011: 257). Olivia is excited to report, “I tried 
some of the goat head as well as the tongue. . .and the eye. . . Something to check off the life goal 
list but certainly not something I will crave or need to try again!” Other volunteers are more reflex-
ive. Liam writes,

It almost felt like I was living in a ‘Save the Children’ commercial. Festering smells of human waste were 
sometimes inescapable and almost all homes and businesses were made of recycled cars, shipping 
containers and other such materials.

By invoking “development porn” (Manzo, 2008), he verifies the “Armageddon narratives” of 
Africa (Wels, 2004: 79), confirming the death and desolation. Yet, he stops short of a contrapuntal 
analysis which would explore the structural causes of poverty.

Figure 1. Downtown Windhoek in 2013, taken from a Hilton hotel.
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The third zone of imagined Africanness is the rural North (Figure 2) of the country where most 
volunteers are placed. Park (2018) reports a similar discourse among volunteers in Cameroon: vil-
lages which are thought to be “rural, primitive, poor, innocent, and friendly [are] authentic Africa” 
(p. 153). Perhaps because of a perceived dearth of online information about Northern Namibia, the 
volunteers describe the region as a space of anticipatory mystery:

Though I now have a greater idea of what to expect, search results are revealing very little about Ondangwa 
[large town], let alone [village]. As a result, much at this point is left to my imagination–an imagination 
that is thirsty for details. (Chloe)

The people in the area I will be living and working are of the Ndonga tribe (sub-tribe of Owambo) and they 
speak Oshindonga, which is a dialect of Oshiwambo. If it makes you feel any better, all of those words mean 
about as little to me as they do to you! Thank goodness for Google, I have a lot of research to do! (Natalie)

Once the volunteers arrive in-country, they find the North to be the real Africa, apparently (and 
appropriately) disconnected from global flows. One volunteer, Dan, introduces us to the rural land-
scape in what he calls a “Pretentious Vignette.” Looking from the bus window at rural, farmlands 
Dan waxes poetic about a man cutting firewood:

Beyond the fencing that separates the denser bush and the occasional group of animals from the lesser 
foliage next to the road, I momentarily see a dark, muscular, middle-aged man with deep blue jean pants 
snap a thin branch from a tree and toss it into a thigh-level pile by his side.

Traditional life, hard labor, and the wild bush prevail here. Finally, out of Windhoek and its outli-
ers, the volunteers have found real Africa, marked by its disconnection. This discourse is rein-
forced when the volunteers learn of the Red Line, a colonial border that has divided Northern and 
Southern Namibia for decades. This boundary, partly a veterinary cordon for foot-and-mouth dis-
ease, but mostly a tool for colonial indirect rule, historically separated the precariously-controlled 
Police Zone from the Northern Owambo polities (Eirola, 1992; Miescher, 2012).

Throughout colonialism and apartheid, the Red Line served as an internal border technology to 
regulate African mobilities. Like most borders, the Red Line was less a technology of disconnec-
tion than selective integration and exploitation via the formation of migrant laborers (Shiweda, 
2017; Wallace, 2011). The Red Line features prominently in the volunteers’ narratives. Its history 
appears (with some length and accuracy) in three blogs. For example, Natalie writes,

Below [south of] the red line, most of the land is owned by white Afrikaners who practice commercial 
farming. North of the red line land is communal and subsistence farming is practiced. As you might 
imagine, there is a major difference in lifestyle and culture between these two areas.

While Natalie gets the basic facts correct, her description neglects the violent and oppressive his-
tories, including forced relocation and destroyed means of production which brought about this 
spatialized divergence (Bollig, 1998; Miescher, 2012). It implies that the lifestyles north of the Red 
Line are innate and timeless, not the results of relatively recent domination and destruction fueled 
by apartheid policies and Cold War conflict. Chloe goes all-in on Red Line imaginaries, writing:

Perhaps it is due to the slow pace of life or perhaps it is a result of the unfamiliar environment but, to me, 
the area North of the Red Line seemed serenely surreal and magical. The vast blue sky, white sand, 
towering termite mounds, green vegetation and placid lakes constitute a dreamlike backdrop to the scenes 
I witnessed from the bus windows.
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The volunteers will soon stand in front of classrooms in this “dreamlike” space. They will be charged 
with teaching real students, not fictitious residents of a magical polity. Such characterizations of spa-
tialized disconnection are hardly conducive to the dues-paying framework needed to shape a class-
room culture of social justice. The volunteers do not demonstrate an understanding of colonialism’s 
impact on spatial politics and are therefore generally unprepared to design decolonial lessons.

Contrapuntal Geographies in Volunteer Narratives

Some volunteers did occasionaly demonstrate an understanding of contrapuntal geographies. Lily, 
for example, begins to explore neo-imperialism and Western complicity after a tour of Windhoek 
and Katutura. Reflecting on the tour, she writes:

Unfortunately, the only places we were able to see in Windhoek were the mall (Western culture at its 
finest) and the Old Location/Katatura [sic.] (yet again, Westernism in its prime). Quick history lesson for 
those lacking in Nam historical knowledge: in the late 50s, during apartheid (South Africa ruled Nam for 
about 7 decades following WWI), non-whites were forced to move from the Old Location to new racially 
segregated neighborhoods outside of Windhoek (one of which was Katatura). Does this ring any bells? 
Indian Removal Act of 1830 and Andrew Jackson? Anyone?

Lily connects the forced relocation of Native Americans in the United States to township formation 
(and perhaps more aptly, the homelands policies) in South Africa and Namibia (i.e. Miescher, 
2012; Wallace, 2011). She employs contrapuntal geographies when she connects the poverty and 
desolation of Windhoek’s slums to “Westernism,” which we could speculate to mean economic 
liberalization and the creation of absolute surplus populations in late capitalism (Davis, 2006; Li, 
2010; Smith, 2011). At the very least, Lily seems ready to engage critically with ideas that would 
implicate her structural position (Westernism) in the dispossession of Namibian people.

Another volunteer, Liam, opens his blog by acknowledging the colonial tropes which portray 
Africa as a space of fantasy and adventure (i.e. Mathers, 2010; Pieterse, 1992). He acknowledges 
that, “the notion of setting foot on African soil is somewhat of a novel idea to me, one fueled by 
‘otherized’ conceptions of the contient [sic.] and whimsical safari fantasies.” Liam also explicitly 
understands his blogging project as a platform from which he can model contrapuntal analysis:

Figure 2. A village North of the Red Line.
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My goal with this post is not to present unfounded truisms, but rather to share how I already see the 
malleability and creation of culture in a tangible manner. Though the origins of African ‘otherism’ are 
antiquated with time a closer look at the subtleties show how fresh latent ethnocentrism is/can be in our 
veins. What I realize now is that actions I take and cultures/ideas with which I identify have histories 
and meanings shot through them, and that’s something that I won’t be able to take for granted in the next 
two months.

Extended analysis of Liam’s blog indicates that he often made a valiant effort to maintain this 
promise. He demonstrates self-reflexivity about his positionality, especially when he thoughtfully 
contrasts his role at the school with a van full of missionaries who show up, supposedly unan-
nounced, to deliver programming.

Naomi, another particularly critical volunteer, approaches her volunteering from an explicitly 
anti-racist and feminist perspective. During the orientation phase, Naomi devotes three paragraphs 
of a blog post to describing German colonization in Namibia. This prompts her to reflect on her 
own identity, writing, “I have to say it is an uncomfortable feeling, being German-[American] 
myself, fluent in German, and knowing that this is perceived by many to be the language of the 
oppressors.” Naomi recognizes the contrapuntal relationships of colonization and resistance along 
with the implications of the ongoing, contentious geopolitical relationship her German heritage 
embodies (Melber, 2016). In another post, reflecting on the challenges of teaching in Namibia, 
Naomi clearly identifies some of the (global) structural barriers that her students face:

challenges include poverty, teenage pregnancy, the high HIV/AIDs infection rate, gender roles, a lack of 
understanding of the role and potential that education can have in one’s life, high unemployment rates 
(which can be demotivating for students who don’t see strong career opportunities in their future), and 
more. Of course, the US education system also faces many challenges! Part of the goal of [volunteering] 
is to engage in a positive cross-cultural exchange. Power reflexivity, the process of mutual and collaborative 
engagement, is so important in international development. Here, I know that I am gaining as much or more 
than any of the students I teach or community members I interact with.

Recognizing the need for reflexivity is important, even if Naomi does place too much faith in 
“development” as an objective good (cf. Ferguson, 1994). The challenges she identifies are indeed 
major obstacles for Namibian youth. However, Naomi could do more to elaborate on the global 
structural nature of these challenges. A more contrapuntal analysis would explore how unemploy-
ment, for example, has as much to do with wider capitalist trends as with local Namibian politics. 
However, by recognizing that the United States schooling system faces similar challenges, Naomi 
seems to implicitly acknowledge some of the globally interconnected geographies that create chal-
lenges for youth internationally. Both Naomi and Liam attribute their more critical perspectives to 
university courses in anthropology and development studies taken before arriving in Namibia. 
Orientation programs might do well to draw from these disciplines when designing curriculum to 
coax contrapuntal thinking.

Conclusion

This paper adds to a growing scholarship which calls for decolonial approaches to influence inter-
national volunteering. With appropriate reservation as to whether international volunteering—
Westerners traveling to former colonies with ambiguously defined roles—can ever be truly 
decolonial, this paper highlighted the importance of volunteers’ spatial imaginaries to the project. 
Specifically, I have argued that volunteers need to replace hegemonic theories of geographical 
atomization and disconnection with theories of contrapuntality before they can begin to practice a 



14 Education, Citizenship and Social Justice 00(0)

dues-paying framework. The orientation phase of volunteering is presented as the opportune 
moment to teach the contrapuntal framework.

Narratives from the volunteer blogs rarely consider the historical-spatial relations of power. 
Most volunteers seem to enter Namibian classrooms with an understanding of Africa as a liminal, 
even magical, place disconnected from the ordinary, mundane, and functioning. These volunteer 
teachers undervalue the socio-political context and the contrapuntal relationships that inform 
Namibia’s—and thus, their students’—present. During orientation, they prioritized “practical” 
content delivery over theoretical investigations into educational foundations and decolonial theory. 
Ignoring the wider social context means volunteers are likely to “draw on majoritarian stories to 
explain educational inequity through a cultural deficit model and thereby pass on beliefs that stu-
dents of color are culturally deprived” (Solórzano and Yosso, 2002: 31). Of course, this study is 
based on a small sample of niche volunteers. Comparative work on the spatial imaginaries of vol-
unteers in Asia and Latin America could go a long way toward generalizing volunteers’ spatial 
imaginaries.

A few volunteers do begin to interrogate the intricate geopolitics and social interconnection that 
binds Namibia and rural students to the rest of the world. They show us that contrapuntality is pos-
sible. Formal lessons on anthropology and development studies may be especially important in 
getting more volunteers to this point. Volunteering orientations should adopt insights from these 
two fields, as well as human geography where spatial theorizing is commonplace. This revamping 
of curriculum could be the first step in moving the volunteers from understanding their actions 
within the hegemonic gifting framework toward dues-paying reparative service. If fostering wide-
spread understandings of contrapuntal geographies is a major step toward more radical, equitable, 
dues-paying—even decolonial—international volunteer teaching, it should be the goal of practi-
tioners and scholars alike.
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