Publication: Cape Argus Early - Opinion
Title: Rethinking our freedom in a time of climate crisis

Publish date: 24 Apr 2026

Page: 6

Reach: 8037
AVE: R 73355.24

Author: DR GIBSON NCUBE

Part: 1 of 1

ENVIRONMENT

Rethinking our freedom
in a time of climate crisis

DR GIBSON NCUBE

Senior lecturer in the Department
of Modern Foreign Languages at
Stellenbosch University

SOUTH African literature has been
grappling with the realities of climate
change, environmental degradation,
and ecological precarity. For example,
Lauren Beukes’s speculative fiction, like
the novel Moxyland, imagines futures
shaped by environmental and techno-
logical crises. Alistair Mackay’s novel
It doesn’t have to be like this, considers
a Cape Town that has been ruined by
climate change and social unrest. These
and many other authors have grappled
with the growing awareness that ques-
tions of environment and climate are
no longer peripheral but central to how
South Africans think of their present
and imagine their futures.

The issues that dystopian literature
has been representing are not merely
fictional. For many people across the
country, the signs are already visible.
Water shortages have become more
common in many areas, while floods
have devastated other areas. Tempera-
tures have also been rising every year.
These temperature increases have had
a direct impact on crufp production,
livelihoods, and daily life.

There has also been a worrying rise
in diseases, including various forms of
cancer, which many researchers link to
environmental degradation and pro-
longed exposure to pollutants. These,
of course, are not distant or abstract
matters. These ecological issues are
influencing how people live, what they
eat, and how they secure their futures.
In the face of such a situation, freedom
cannot be understood only as a political
achievement. It must also be about the
conditions that make life possible.

Each year on Freedom Day (27
April), South Africans pause to remem-
ber the historic moment in 1994 when
the country formally broke from the
injustices of Apartheid. It is a day that
celebrates political liberation, the right
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to vote, and the promise of dignity for
all. However, as we mark this impor-
tant day, it is worth asking a difficult
but necessary question: what does our
freedom mean in a world where the
environment itself is under threat?

Across the African continent,
similar patterns have been emerging.
Communities that contribute the least
to global environmental damage and
pollution are often the ones facing its
harshest consequences. This reality
raises uncomfortable questions about
justice and responsibility. It also forces
us to rethink what liberation and free-
dom look like in the present moment.
If people are free in name but live in
poﬁuted, unstable, or depleted envi-
ronments, then that freedom is unfor-
tunately fragile.

Part of the problem, I think, lies in
the continued reliance on extractive
practices. South Africa is currently, by
a large margin, the top country in coal
mining on the continent. Such large-
scale mining of fossil fuels, coupled
with large-scale agriculture and indus-
trial expansion, has long been central
to economic development.

However, these activities often
come at a cost. Rivers and the air are

polluted. The land itself is degraded.
Communities are displaced. In many
cases, the benefits are unevenly distrib-
uted, while the environmental damage
is widely felt. These patterns, of course,
echo older histories of exploitation,
even if they now operate under differ-
ent political conditions.

To speak of and celebrate freedom
today, then, is to recognise that human
weli-)lr:eing is closely tied to the health
of the environment. Clean air, safe
water, and stable ecosystems should
not be luxuries. They are essential to
a dignified life. When these are com-
promised, so too is the promise of free-
dom. However, this doesn’t mean we
should reject development altogether.
Rather, we need to asE harder, and even
uncomfortable, questions about how
development takes place, who it serves,
and what it leaves behind.

We also have an opportunity to
think differently. Many African tradi-
tions have long emphasised the inter-
connectedness between people and
the natural world. The very essence
of ubuntu, for example, understands
human existence as fundamentally
relational and dependent on others,
including the environments that sus-

tain life. While these perspectives are
often overlooked in modern policy
debates, they offer valuable ways of
imagining a more balanced relationship
with the environment. They remind us
that caring for the earth is not separate
from caring for each other.

As we commemorate Freedom Day,
we need to hold on to its original spirit
while also expanding its very meanings.
Freedom is not only about the past, but
also about the present and the future
that we want to build. A truly free soci-
ety is one in which people can live in
environments that sustain rather than
harm them. It is one in which economic
progress does not come at the expense
of ecological survival.

The task ahead is indeed not sim-
ple. It requires collective responsibility,
thoughtg.d policy, and a willingness to
rethink familiar ways of doing things.
But it also offers a chance to deepen
the meaning of what freedom itself
means. In South Africa, the struggle for
meaningful freedom continues. Today,
it includes the urgent work of ensuring
that the environment on which all life
in the country depends is protected,
restored, and sustained for generations
to come.
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