
Spring	2018	 	 presented	by	the	Department	of	Anthropology	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	

UNIVERSITY	OF	CALIFORNIA,	BERKELEY	

Anthropology	
290 Speaker Series 

Spring 2018 
2 – 4pm 

Following gold’s discovery on the 
Witwatersrand in the late nineteenth century, 
the gold mines of South Africa were a key site 
for the production of modernity there.  In August 
2017, the Chamber of Mines released a report 
estimating the termination of the last formal 
gold-mining activities, using current methods, 
by 2030. Many mines have already been closed 
but not sealed, and increasing numbers are 
ceasing operations. Into these ruined and de-
industrializing spaces, itinerant migrants have 
entered to scavenge for the remnants of gold—
following the paths opened by capital-intensive, 
industrial technology, but in the absence of 
mechanization.  Called Zama Zamas, after the 
isiZulu term for persistence, which is also the 
word for gambling, these men (and women) risk 
everything for imali (money/value/gold). Based 
on nearly two decades of fieldwork, this paper 
is an exploration of the new economies, 
structures of value and forms of life being 
generated in these spaces, these zones of 
exception and extreme precarity, where 
sacrificial violence substitutes for abstract 
justice and where the fetish character of money 
has reached its limit. Treating the mines as a 
form of passage, in Walter Benjamin’s sense, it 
is both an account of the afterlife of industrial 
mining and a meditation on the future history of 
de-industrialization—in South Africa and, 
possibly, elsewhere. 
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Rosalind Morris is a cultural anthropologist and 
critic, and Professor of Anthropology at 
Columbia University. A scholar of South Africa 
and mainland Southeast Asia, she is the author 
numerous articles and books on modernity, 
media and questions of political and aesthetic 
representation. She is also a poet, librettist and 
filmmaker. Her most recent book is The Returns 
of Fetishism: Charles de Brosses and the 
Afterlives of an Idea (2017, with a translation of 
de Brosses’s 1760 text by Daniel H. Leonard), 
and she is currently completing post-production 
on a film based on her work in South Africa, 
entitled We are Zama Zama. 
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