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The nexus between Ubuntu and Global Public Goods: its relevance for the post 2015 development
Agenda

Dorine Eva Van Norren*
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Although the literature covers the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), well-being, and Global Public Goods (GPGs)
extensively, there is very little work on connecting these with Southern concepts in order to make the underlying
inspiration for policy processes truly inclusive. Hence, this paper focuses on how such links can be made. It argues in
favor of linking the Ubuntu – ‘I am because we are’ – to modern ideas of well-being and African communitarian
philosophy to GPGs. These two concepts of human well-being and the need to govern GPGs are intrinsically linked to
the MDGs post 2015 and could help to make the MDGs truly inclusive.
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1. Introduction

Many have concluded that the inception of the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs) was everything but inclusive.
They were drawn up by the United Nations (UN), after an
initial launch by the Organisation of Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD-DAC 1996), the
club of rich industrial countries, of its development goals.
Only after the formulation of MDG8, dealing amongst
others with trade, debt and aid issues, did the developing
nations sign up for it. An unprecedented international con-
sensus emerged, which has now been fully embraced by
developing countries, and to which the numerous national
and regional MDG progress reports testify.

Progress on the goals has been uneven and not all of
them will be reached by 2015. Discussions have begun
on the follow-up, the post 2015 period. The UN has
carried out a consultative process and appointed a high-
level panel of wise (wo)men from developing and devel-
oped countries which has published its findings (High
Level Panel 2013). This is a multidisciplinary exercise
where economics, law, philosophy, political science, and
even psychology are involved. Theories of well-being
(objective, subjective, and future well-being) and how to
measure it play an important role, as well as ideas on gov-
ernance and economic theories such as Global Public
Goods (GPGs) and Global Commons. To do justice to
the perspectives of all people, however, one should take
into account not only Western philosophical concepts, but
also indigenous concepts of development. Even though

most developing countries have signed up to the MDGs,
it does not necessarily follow that indigenous concepts
were incorporated, as those countries were not involved
in the drafting process. Moreover, the school of thought
in Third World Approaches to International Law criticizes
international law for not taking alternative thoughts from
developing countries adequately into account. Or as
Naicker (2011, 456) puts it: ‘what is lacking is information
on how different cultures and practices envision collective
responsibility for human wellbeing’ (in the context of
global sustainable development negotiations). An impor-
tant attempt to incorporate indigenous ideas in the develop-
ment debate is the (non-binding) Earth Charter (2000),
which refers to ‘one human family and one Earth commu-
nity with a common destiny’ (preamble). It calls for recog-
nition ‘that peace is the wholeness created by right
relationships with oneself, other persons, other cultures,
other life, Earth and the larger whole of which all are
part’. (Art 16)

Bhutan has successfully introduced a resolution in the
UN General Assembly in 2011 to include the Buddhist
concept of happiness in the post 2015 system.1 Ecuador
and Bolivia promote the concept of ‘Buen Vivir’ (living
well). As Gudynas (2011, 1) indicates ‘it refers to alterna-
tives to development emerging from indigenous traditions,
and in this sense the concept explores possibilities beyond
the modern Eurocentric tradition’.

Different conceptions of well-being inspired the
Fitoussi, Sen, and Stiglitz report (2009), commissioned
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by the Sarkozy Commission on the Measurement of
Economic Performance and Social Progress, which con-
sidered both objective and subjective well-being as
important. These individualistic ontologies in well-
being and capability theory have, however, been criti-
cized (Deneulin and McGregor 2010). Sen’s idea of
‘living well’ has been modified by Deneulin and McGre-
gor into ‘living well together’ which includes consider-
ation of the social structure and institutions which
enable people to pursue individual freedoms in relation
to others. The underlying power structures and the
reality of conflict cannot simply be changed by reasoning
(some peoples’ losses after all are other people’s gains)
and reasoning in itself rests on values. These meanings
and values are constructed through our relationships in
society. Humans are social and adapt their ideas
through negotiations with others; what we deem valuable
freedoms (capabilities) are not established at the individ-
ual level. Douglas and Ney (1998) discuss personhood
from a different perspective, criticizing utility thinking,
the ‘homo economicus’ and the lack of ‘social person-
hood’ in Western social sciences which look primarily
at rational individuals. ‘Culture is the selective screen
through which the individual receives knowledge of
how the world works, and how people behave. For
humans, nothing is known from scratch, everything is
transmitted through other persons, and they are not iso-
lated influences’ (91) And:

Cultures incorporate their implicit agendas by framing
selected issues, setting agendas, labeling and foreground-
ing, backgrounding, and fading out… if we allow for cul-
tural diversity in the public sphere, we must acknowledge
that there is bound to be systemic disagreement over funda-
mental principles. Whole social persons will not be able to
resolve disagreement as easily as will the abstract, unsocial
persons of the market model… . (124)

This article focuses on a non-western collective
ontology: African philosophy and one of its main
tenets of Ubuntu. The contribution of Africa to the inter-
national well-being debate post 2015 has been somewhat
muted, though lively debates exist in African legal and
philosophical journals. This article examines whether
Ubuntu has a contribution to make to the academic
well-being debate and if it should be considered in
post MDG policy-making. To this end, the following
questions will be addressed: What is Ubuntu and is it rel-
evant as a living concept amongst (South) African
people? Does Ubuntu withstand criticism of utopianism?
Does Ubuntu offer more than human rights theory, and if
so what? What political weight does Ubuntu have? If
these are answered in the affirmative, what role can
Ubuntu play in development theory, i.e. is there a link
with GPGs? How can Ubuntu inform the post 2015
agenda?

2. What is Ubuntu and is it a relevant living
concept amongst Africans?

Ubuntu is a South African word that is commonly associ-
ated with the Zulu/Xhosa2 saying ‘umuntu ngumuntu nga-
bantu’: a person is a person through other persons.3 This
proverb appears in other Southern African languages as
well, sometimes referred to as Hunhu (Shona) or Botho
(Sotho/Tswana). It also appears in Venda, Swahili,
Tsonga, Shangaan, and in languages in Uganda (Broodryk
2002). The translation into Western philosophy is difficult,
as Mokgoro puts it, ‘because the African world view is not
easily and neatly categorized.., any attempt to define
Ubuntu is merely a simplification of a more expansive,
flexible and philosophically accommodative idea’
(Mokgoro 1997, 16). It can be called ‘humaneness’ (not
to be equated with humanism which is fixed and not in
motion) and ‘humaneness regards being or the universe
as a complex wholeness involving multilayered and inces-
sant interaction of all entities’ (Ramose 1999, 105). It can
be summarized as ‘I am because we are and since we are,
therefore I am’ (Mbiti 1990, 106). This represents a rela-
tional world view where nothing can be viewed in isolation;
individuality is a relative concept that does not exist
without the community (as well as the ecosystems and
the spiritual world) of which the individual is part. Con-
necting this with capability theory, Cornell articulates this
as ‘freedom to be together in a way that enhances every-
one’s capability to transform themselves in their society’
(Cornell 2005, 195–220). Ubuntu could thus be considered
as a (Southern-) African concept of well-being.

Common (South) African sayings highlight other
dimensions of this philosophy such as ‘the source and jus-
tification of all power is in the people’ and ‘we may go our
own way, whenever urgent and vital issues arrive, we still
have the obligation to come together and try and find a
common solution’ (highlighting consensus politics); ‘if
faced with a choice between wealth and the preservation
of life of another human being, one should choose the
life of the other’ (sharing goes above wealth) and ‘no
single human being can be thoroughly and completely
useless’ (e.g. the criminal, ill or handicapped are part of
humanity); ‘God exercises vengeance in silence’ and ‘If it
were not for God I would be dead by now’ (illness is
also a spiritual affliction); ‘If God dishes you rice in a
basket, do not wish to eat soup’ (acceptance of one’s
fate); and ‘no one shows a child the Supreme Being’ (spiri-
tuality is self-evident) (Mbiti 1990, 43, 205, 41, 29;
Ramose 1999, 70, 98, 100; Coetzee and Roux 2002, 544).

Concepts similar to Ubuntu have significance not only
in Southern Africa but also in the rest of Africa as is testi-
fied by, for example, Western African writers such as the
Senegalese philosopher Diagne, who quotes the Akan
saying ‘when a human being descends upon earth he
lands in a town’ (Diagne 2009) or Wingo (2008) who
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asserts that: ‘For the Akan, personhood is the reward for
contributing to the community and the basis of the individ-
ual’s moral worth is located in an independent source – a
common humanity’. Mofuoa quotes the Nigerian (Bini)
saying ‘a tree cannot make a forest’ (Mofuoa 2010, 281).
African ethics are defined by Wiredu ‘as the observance
of rules for the harmonious adjustment of the interest of
the individual to those of others in society’ (Wiredu
[1998] 2003, 337). Wiredu concludes that

in traditional Akan society it [Ubuntu] was so much and so
palpably a part of working experience that the Akans actu-
ally came to think of life (obra) as one continuous drama of
mutual aid (nnoboa). Obra ye nnoboa: Life is mutual aid,
according to an Akan saying. (Wiredu [1998] 2003, 293;
Ramose 2007, 350)

Gyekye cites the Akan proverb ‘Humanity has no
boundary’ as the expression of unity or brotherhood of
all human beings (Gyekye 2004, 98). Masolo (2001)
speaks of ‘communitarian theory indigenous to African
culture’. Gade (2011, 305) mentions the Swahili concept
of Ujamaa, promoted by former President Nyerere of Tan-
zania, regarding all human beings as members of an
extended family, an ‘African socialism’ based on
harmony rather than class struggle.

Whether one can categorize a people and its philosophi-
cal outlook on a continent as vast as Africa with all its cul-
tural differences is subject to debate. Ramose (1999)
defines Ubuntu as an African philosophy (see also
Outlaw and Lucius 2010). Metz (2007, 375) constructs it
as an African moral theory, which Ramose finds a too
limited concept. Metz defends himself, inter alia, that his
(perceived) ‘Western’ analytical method does not exclude
his theory from being African. However, Metz’s concept
does not include the metaphysical. The issue of Pan-Afri-
canism is beyond the scope of this article, but suffice it to
say that if any African concept relevant to the development
debate is sought, Ubuntu seems to be well placed to be
amongst them.

3. Criticism at Ubuntu: can it withstand it?

Criticism of the ‘misuse’ of Ubuntu for all kinds of pur-
poses (business ventures and political expediency) or the
romanticizing of tribal pre-colonial values (van Binsbergen
2001) abounds. In order to know whether Ubuntu can play
a significant role in post 2015 development thinking, the
criticism leveled at it is briefly reviewed.

3.1. Ubuntu is not universal and limited to Africans

Not all accounts of Ubuntu are mutually compatible. Some
say the delineation of community in ‘we’ (I am because we
are) is unclear (based on kinship, geography, ethnicity, and

nationality?). Some ask (i.e. Jabuvu and Thompson and
Butler): does it include non-Africans?4 In other words
what is the relevance outside Africa? There seems to be
no reason why Ubuntu should be limited to Africa
merely because it emerged there, nor does it need to be
an exclusively African idea (perhaps there are similar con-
cepts in other cultures which Metz (2007, 376), for
example, acknowledges). The exclusion of a certain
group, separating ‘us’ from ‘them’ (e.g. black from
white), seems contradictory to the idea of interlinkage
that is the essence of Ubuntu. One could counter this argu-
ment by asking what the universal application of Western
philosophy is (see also Gade 2012).

3.2. Ubuntu has no relevance for today

Some argue that Ubuntu is linked to past rural village life
and taken out of context; it is therefore an obsolete
concept today. In this view, African philosophers like
Ramose are imposing their own ideals on African culture.
van Binsbergen (2001, 71), for example, criticizes the
current debate on Ubuntu as an idealized, largely intuitive,
integrated, and unified academic concept as opposed to the
‘systematic, expert and loving reconstruction of African
systems of thought’ that anthropologists use. My question
would be whether that in itself is not a Western rationalist
approach to science, dismissing a parallel intuitive
approach to knowledge of other cultures that van Binsber-
gen himself defends. In another context, van Binsbergen
argues that ‘wisdom’ from non-western traditions is comp-
lementary to ‘science’;

the lessons are implied to be worth giving, and taking,
because they are claimed to capture something of the
human condition in general… so in fact we are, with
such wisdom texts, rather closer to scientific knowledge
than is suggested by the inverted formula ‘subjective, a-
rational, and, in its practicality, particularizing. (van Bins-
bergen 2008a, 82)

In a comment on Azenabor (2008) he remarks,

It is refreshing to see how African ethics… can be invoked
as a vantage point from which to take a critical distance
from Kant’s rationalistic lack of social and humanitarian
considerations. This points to another, largely unexplored
way which the transcontinental connection in the context
of African philosophy can take: the way in which African
philosophy can contribute significant new, identifiably
African, viewpoints and modes of analysis to globally cir-
culating philosophical… debates. (van Binsbergen 2008b,
12)5

Eze (2010, 140) therefore reproaches van Binsbergen’s
polemic approach and calls his essay ‘a residue of colonial
reason’. Whether African intellectuals speak for themselves
or for their culture as a whole is a question that could be
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asked of Western scientists too. Here, I agree with Bewaji:
he reproaches van Binsbergen’s ‘afrophilophobia’ (fear of
African philosophy) and comments: ‘Where did philoso-
phers like Locke, Hobbes and Rousseau get their ideas of
social contract? Was it latent in the views of their societies
or a distillation of concepts present in nebulous form in
their cultures (… )?’ (Bewaji and Ramose 2003, 381).
Perhaps one could argue that opposition to ‘romanticist’
Ramose is aimed at the idea that pre-colonial African life
was better because it was based on Ubuntu; it would be
better to submit that pre-colonial African life was based
on a different set of ideas (the merit of which is subjective).

Wood (2007) (see below) also sees Ubuntu as merely an
instrumental value that was useful for survival at that time
and thereby seems to concur with van Binsbergen. Metz in
my opinion successfully defies Wood in referring to several
contemporary African intellectuals (Wiredu, Tutu, Nkondo,
and Khoza) who use this concept in seeking for a more
humane market economy, thus making it a current
concept and not merely historical.

3.3. There is no homogeneous African philosophy
(that could inform post 2015 agenda)

Eze tries to bridge the arguments of the proponents and the
opponents. He contends that concerns about dislocating the
concept from its historical experience are only true if one
takes consensus as the core of Ubuntu, but not if one sees
the relationship between the individual and community as
one of creative dialogue and conversion, leading to new
insights (Eze 2008, 114). In his book Intellectual history
of contemporary South Africa, he makes a distinction
between the essentialist approach of Ubuntu, rooted in an
unchangeable (but unprovable oral) past, and a performa-
tive approach of Ubuntu which asks what Ubuntu can do
in the present-day context. He chooses the latter by postu-
lating that national identity necessarily needs a narrative to
overcome differences and that Ubuntu can be such a narra-
tive. He, however, qualifies this by stating that Ubuntu
needs to be located in its context, that is, different commu-
nities may have a different interpretation. He thus grants
Ubuntu its status as a living philosophy, but does question
a homogenized African Ubuntu identity. He claims to take
a middle position between proponent Ramose and Ubuntu
critics like van Binsbergen who sees Ramose as essentialist
(Eze 2010).

Eze’s questioning of a homogenized African philos-
ophy might be countered by asking whether there is such
a thing as Western/European philosophy; despite all its
divergence in cultures and differences between North and
South Europe, it seems taken as a given. Eze does,
however, point to the fact that denying Africans their
own philosophy is ‘smacking of intellectual racism’ (Eze
2010, 127).

3.4. Human rights (dignity) are (more) relevant for
post 2015 and encompass Ubuntu

Some compare Ubuntu to seemingly similar concepts that
can be found in Western philosophical thinking, such as
dignity and respect for human rights, and argue that
Ubuntu does not add anything new. Human rights should
be part of the post 2015 agenda, not Ubuntu. This,
however, negates the fact that community-based thinking
is radically different from individual (Western) based think-
ing. Van Niekerk (2007), for example, posits that one’s
basic moral reason for action is only one’s self-develop-
ment. Metz responds to what he calls ‘Van Niekerk’s auto-
centric conception of Ubuntu’ and argues that our basic
moral reasons are other-regarding and not merely self-
regarding. Metz also posits harmony as a goal in itself,
regardless of whether this is constructed as good for the
individual’s dignity (Metz 2007, 373–374 and 382–383).
Metz’s position makes sense, as it seems rather odd to
want to construct Ubuntu as derived from individual self-
development if that is exactly the tenet it tries to defeat:
life is mutual aid, not individual pursuance. One could
ask whether it is possible to come to the same universal
truths from a different starting position, taking either self-
development or the value of relationships as the basis of
human life. Perhaps one theory without the other does
not offer the complete picture. Ubuntu does not need to
replace Western values (although some may think it
should). Ubuntu seems rather an essentially different way
of approaching the problems a society faces, global or
local, that the world could benefit from and is already
moving toward, in its conceptualization of GPGs (see
para 6).

3.5. Ubuntu inspires cultural relativism; it is not
beneficial to upholding human rights in a post 2015
agenda

In its debates on one of the first reports worldwide concern-
ing the post 2015 agenda, the Advisory Council for Inter-
national Affairs (2011) decided against a reference to
Ubuntu out of fear of cultural relativism.6 It is a well-
known debate in human rights theory that cultural relati-
vism may undermine human rights. This may explain
some of the hesitance within the human rights community
to embrace Ubuntu. Wood argues amongst others that
Ubuntu is a cultural value that has emerged in the context
of the necessity of African societies at the time: ‘that
there are objective truths…, and that cultural variations
in ethical values result from the fact that different cultures
perceive those truths partially’ (Wood 2007, 341). He then
appeals to the objectivity of reason to establish those truths.
He sees no difference in Ubuntu and values such as human
dignity and therefore prefers the latter. He thereby
implicitly assumes that for Africans (and the rest of the
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world), human dignity in the Western sense of reasoning is
a term they also feel more comfortable with than their own
terminology. At the same time, he acknowledges that cul-
tures may beneficially influence one another. Could
Ubuntu, rather than undermining human rights, comp-
lement it?

3.6. Ubuntu is not implemented and is therefore
irrelevant for development

Skeptics of Ubuntu (such as Van Kessel, in conversation)
claim that African countries, the African Union, and even
proponent South Africa, are not adhering to their own
Ubuntu concept. Therefore, they assert that such a
concept does not exist and is an idealistic fantasy, or ideol-
ogy, invented by so-called African philosophers. They cite
criticisms of the South African elite enriching themselves,
arms sales to repressive regimes such as Syria and poor
governance in Africa. At the same time, they acknowledge
that South Africa has also become a donor country and is an
active participant in peacekeeping missions.7 Cornell
(2008, 8) confirms that ‘(Ubuntu) is belittled as an ethic
that black South African’s do not live up to’. As Ramose
argues, it is precisely the lack of Ubuntu that has created
the current political reality in Africa. He pleads for a
return to traditional constitutional thought instead of
Western style democracy that is adversarial in nature
(Ramose 1999, 98). Even if (South) Africa is only partially
adhering to Ubuntu, it does not make the idea itself redun-
dant. Christian and enlightenment ideals after all inspired
many a European government, without them always
living up to their ideals. Ubuntu is, other than an ideal, a
way of representing life, a perspective on life that is differ-
ent from the European one.

3.7. Ubuntu is communist and not compatible with
Western development theory

Some (such as Van Kessel, in conversation) oppose the per-
ceived egalitarian notion of Ubuntu and equate it with com-
munism or at least think it is not compatible with Western
notions of achieving excellence by competition. Ubuntu is
rather a complementing concept, a counterbalance in a
competitive world that struggles to address issues such as
access to resources, intellectual property rights, and redis-
tributive justice. It may be said that communal societies
stress cooperation over competition; Ubuntu merely
acknowledges that we are part of the others and the
others are part of us.

3.8. Ubuntu is anti-communist and does not
empower people to improve their position

Marxists reject Ubuntu, because it would not take into
account the ‘class struggle’. As McDonald remarks, they

have largely ignored the concept, which he sees as a
missed opportunity (McDonald 2010, 149). Empowerment
is an important notion in development thinking (including
post 2015). Solidarity is ultimately empowering as in the
Ubuntu mind you cannot exist without the other.

3.9. Ubuntu undermines justice and the rule of law,
important concepts for the post 2015 agenda

Skeptics criticize the use of Ubuntu in the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission (TRC). van Binsbergen
claims that this was based more on the Christian idea of
forgiveness than any traditional concept; all traditional
sages were excluded from the process. (The question
here is whether the culture of a people is constituted by
traditions or rather a general awareness amongst them,
in which case there are also modern sages.) This attempt
to mollify apartheid injustice may dangerously conceal
real conflicts, just like it may conceal class differences
(van Binsbergen 2001, 76). Krog (2008) dissents,
arguing ‘this thing called reconciliation… forgiveness
(is)… part of an interconnectedness-towards-wholeness’.
Others are also of the opinion that, especially in the sphere
of restorative justice – as opposed to retributive justice –

there might be scope for further explorations of the
Ubuntu concept. Eze explores the question of when for-
giveness constitutes a denial of justice and concludes
that Ubuntu is ‘a responsive nationalistic ideology’
and it ‘offers a common ground where different memories
(… ) potentially converge for a new memory and con-
sciousness’ (an aim which is expressly acknowledged in
the interim constitution). He quotes Chukwudi Eze in
saying that the TRC process is ‘a moral and ethical sus-
pension of justice for an equally moral and ethical, more
universal aim of societal transformation’ (Eze 2010,
171–172).

The above criticisms on the (mis)use nowadays of the
concept of Ubuntu do not defeat the concept itself. The fun-
damental criticism of Ubuntu as a philosophy furthermore
seems to deny the relational world viewers (be it African
or others) a place in the debate. Perhaps, in a dualistic
model, both have their value, in balancing ‘the self’ and
‘self in relation to the other’. Because it is at the conceptual
level that true changes first take place, before they translate
into the ‘real’world, I therefore continue to explore the use-
fulness of Ubuntu for global thinking, especially in relation
to GPGs.

4. The application of Ubuntu in South African
foreign politics

In assessing elements for the post 2015 agenda, it is impor-
tant to know whether South Africa, as the leading economy
of the continent, attaches any political weight to Ubuntu.
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There is evidence that South Africa is beginning to project
its idea of Ubuntu not only in domestic policies, but also
abroad, especially in the G77 and the BASIC group
(Brazil, South Africa, India, and China). Lagging behind
the other BASIC countries economically, it is not so
much its weight in world economics that matter, but
whether it manages to operationalize its African leadership.
Indeed as an observer puts it: ‘If there is Ubuntu in South
African politics, this is the time to encourage it.’ (Martins
2011, 2). Not only did the South African government expli-
citly found its diplomacy on Ubuntu (Building a better
world: the diplomacy of Ubuntu 2011), but it also consist-
ently refers to it in its exchange with embassies around the
world:

Ubuntu reflects the belief that it is in our national interest to
also promote and support the positive development of
others. South Africa is multifaceted, multicultural and mul-
tiracial, and embraces the concept of Ubuntu to define who
we are and how we relate to others; We adhere to the fol-
lowing values: human rights, democracy, justice, inter-
national peace, reconciliation, and the eradication of
poverty and underdevelopment. (South African Embassy
2011, 5)

Here, we see the explicit link made with human rights,
civil and political as well as economic and social rights.

Its public diplomacy magazine UBUNTU, while refer-
ring to the basic principles that should underlie the post
2015 agenda, makes a direct link between Ubuntu and
the old South–South solidarity idea in which

development must be an expression of own aspirations,
civilization and determination…Ubuntu diplomacy must
mean a multifarious approach to diplomacy, pursuing
humanistic goals globally…making people the key
focus… and including people’s voices. South Africa
would need to raise this point in the African Union and
G77+China platforms until 2015. (Zondi 2014, 24–25)

South Africa’s Humanity’s Team promotes conscious-
ness about Ubuntu, calling it ‘Africa’s ancient gift of
Oneness to the world’ and the ‘indigenous knowledge of
Africa’ and ‘we find ourselves today: at the threshold of
THE ERA OF UBUNTU, an idea whose time has come’.
The movement is present in 100 countries. One of its
aims is the proclamation of a Global Oneness Day by the
UN (Pieterse 2014). The death of Mandela gave attention
to Ubuntu an extra impetus (e.g. the Ubuntu walk in
honour of Madiba, November 2013 (Jiyane 2014)). In his
article ‘Human Rights: Central to South Africa’s Foreign
Policy’, Deputy Minister Ebrahim declares in the context
of the importance of the MDGs that ‘consolidation of
South Africa’s democracy over the last 19 years is
accompanied by efforts to regenerate respect for human
values’, which is why ‘the UNWomen’s regional represen-
tative is established in Pretoria’ (Ebrahim 2013). In the

article titled ‘South Africa, BRICS and Global Govern-
ance’, the Foreign Minister is quoted as having

recognized the catalytic role that the G20… could play…
to show leadership in working together, based on the
values… [of] the UN Charter… , this is again derived
from and linked to the core values of our foreign policy
notably the philosophical concept of Ubuntu to define
who we are and how we relate to others. Ubuntu is the
very essence of our being. (Sooklal 2012, 37)

At the end of 2013 South Africa’s diplomacy established
its Ubuntu Radio, echoing American public diplomacy.

5. Ubuntu: the grandmother of Human Rights

If Ubuntu is to be an informative principle for the post 2015
agenda, one needs to address the question: Does Ubuntu
add to human rights theory? South African jurisprudence
shows that according to African judges it does. Jurispru-
dence also shows that Ubuntu is not merely an obsolete
philosophy from the past, but has practical relevance. It
will be argued that Ubuntu can serve both as overarching
principle as well as specifically informing a possible
cluster on institution building/rule of law.

Judges link their invocation of Ubuntu to the interim
constitution of South Africa (1993) in which a reference
was made to Ubuntu, which was omitted in the final consti-
tution8 for unclear reasons.9 Nevertheless, Minister Frans-
man (2013, 46)10 and South African judges refer to ‘the
spirit of Ubuntu’ underlying the constitution. A debate
has evolved about whether Ubuntu can be a founding prin-
ciple of law (Cornell 2012, 326). Judge Mokgoro (1997,
10) claims that the values of Ubuntu can provide the
South African law with the necessary indigenous
impetus, as the law is under the scrutiny of the constitution.
In her view, Ubuntu is in line with the founding values of
democracy established by the new constitution and the
bill of rights. Two cases support this view: in Albutt
versus Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation
as well as Azanian’s People’s Organisation versus TRC, the
court respectively held that South Africa’s participatory
democracy was in fact an ancient principle of traditional
African methods of government; and in the latter that
amnesty under the TRC (which was Ubuntu inspired)
was a crucial component of the negotiated settlement
itself and could thus not be challenged by the political
party AZAPO (Bennett 2011, 32).

The Ubuntu literature stresses that rights also entail
duties, a concept that we also find in the African Charter
of Human Rights (‘duties toward his family and society,
the state and other legally recognized communities and
the international community’, Article 27 (1)). Closely
related is the notion of sacrifice for group interests.
Ubuntu cannot be translated into an individual right,
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because it goes beyond the notion of individual entitlement
(whereas human dignity can be linked to an individual). As
McDonald (2010, 148) puts it ‘unlike the notion of self-
interest that lies at the heart of liberal moral philosophy,
Ubuntu world views are not driven by such individualism
and appear fundamentally at odds with the market’s homo
economicus’. Metz and Gaie (2010, 273–290) point out
the different consequences of Ubuntu versus Kantian and
Utilitarian moral theory in relation to, inter alia, property
(equal distribution), criminal justice (restorative), medical
confidentiality (transparent to group members), family
life (duty to wed and have children), and moral education
(developing personhood). Ubuntu according to Metz and
Gaie is relating to others in a positive way, seeking out
community (or living in harmony) combined with a
moral obligation to be concerned with the good of others
and defining oneself as a member of a group. Or as
Mokgoro (1997, 8) states: ‘the original conception of law
not as a tool for personal defense, but as an opportunity
given to all to survive under the protection of the order of
the communal entity’. Some of these features become
apparent in South African court cases discussed below.
For an overview of other cases, see also Cornell and
Muvangua (2012).

Judge Mokgoro claims that in a hierarchy of legal prin-
ciples, Ubuntu stands higher than ‘human dignity’, con-
sidered to be the mother principle of law. Mokgoro says:

Human dignity is usually said to be the mother of all rights
… in that respect I would regard Ubuntu as the grand-
mother of all rights… ; to me Ubuntu goes even deeper
than human dignity…we regard our beingness as related
to the beingness of others, those we associate with, the
community we live in… it is others who regard you with
humaneness. (Interview, Wewerinke 2007, 37)

In State versus Makwanyane,11 the relationship with
human dignity is underlined:

An outstanding feature of Ubuntu in a community sense is
the value it puts on life and human dignity. The dominant
theme of the culture is that the life of another person is at
least as valuable as one’s own. Respect for the dignity of
every person is integral to this concept. During violent con-
flicts and times when violent crime is rife, distraught
members of society decry the loss of Ubuntu. (Para 225)

In this judgment of the constitutional court, the concept
was used to justify the abolition of capital punishment ‘to
be consistent with the value of Ubuntu (our commitment)
should be a society that wishes to “prevent crime… (not)
to kill criminals simply to get even with them” (para 131)’.

One could thus say that Ubuntu can function as a
founding principle underlying the new development
agenda, in the same way that human rights principles,
such as participation, non-discrimination, and accountabil-
ity, can (Figure 1).

More concretely, Ubuntu stresses the principle of (a)
social justice, (b) restorative justice in criminal and
family law, (c) fair (relational) administrative proceedings,
and (d) social justice in property rights.

(a) In Khosa versus Minister of Social Development12

judge Mokgoro states (para 74):

Sharing responsibility for the problems (… ) of poverty
equally as a community represents the extent to which
wealthier members of the community view the minimal
well-being of the poor as connected with their personal
well-being and the well-being of the community as a
whole. In other words, decisions about the allocation of
public benefits represent the extent to which poor people
are treated as equal members of society.

And (para 52): ‘The right of access to social security
(… ) for those unable to support themselves (… ) is
entrenched because as a society we value human
beings and want to assure that people are afforded
their basic needs. A society must seek to ensure
that the basic necessities of life are accessible to
all if it is to be a society in which human dignity,
freedom and equality are foundational.’ Interest-
ingly, this South African case, in which a non-
citizen Mozambican permanently resident in
South Africa was afforded certain welfare grants,
touches upon and operationalizes the idea of the
‘global social floor’, which appeared in the 2010
Millennium Review Summit Declaration. The
Global Social Floor also coincides with the idea
of minimum levels in economic and social rights.
As Wewerinke (2007, 43) concludes, ‘this is
where the “greater environing wholeness and
human individuality” may have really been
thought of as connected. As soon as Ubuntu starts
to penetrate arbitrary, but institutionalized lines
that separate people (and thereby touches on kinds
of inequality that are to be seen as unfairness, pre-
cisely because of the arbitrariness they are based
upon) such as nationality, health, gender, race etce-
tera, its potentials start to take definite form’.

(b) The emphasis of Ubuntu on social harmony leads
to restorative justice rather than retributive justice
and is one of the central aims of the South
African sentencing system, which upends the
common law system aiming at retribution
(Bennett 2011, 35). He points at the Traditional
Courts Bill (2008), the Child Justice Act (2008),
and two more court cases in this regard as well
as a family law case describing consensus
seeking in family meetings for the prevention
and resolution of disputes (Bennett 2011, 43).

(c) In administrative law, fair and respectful administra-
tive action and the relational nature of rights are
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highlighted, moving beyond the common law con-
ception of rights as strict boundaries of individual
entitlement (Bennett 2011, 36–40, for case law).

(d) In property law, Ubuntu is also used to combat
social injustice. In Port Elizabeth Municipality
versus Various Occupiers13 Judge Sachs says: ‘In
a society founded on human dignity, equality and
freedom it cannot be presupposed that the greatest
good for many can be achieved at the cost of intol-
erable hardships for the few (… ). The spirit of
Ubuntu, part of the deep cultural heritage of the
majority of the population suffuses the whole con-
stitutional order. It combines individual rights with
a communitarian philosophy. It is a unifying motif
of the Bill of Rights, which is… a declaration in
our evolving society of the need for interdepen-
dence, respect and concern. (… ) Our society as
a whole is demeaned when state action (of evicting
people) intensifies rather than mitigates their (the
poor’s) marginalization.’

Other than asserting Ubuntu in relation to the Preven-
tion of Illegal Evictions from and Unlawful Occupation
of Land Act (PIE), the use of Ubuntu in private law as
well as in contract law is limited (Bennett 2011, 40–41).
While mention has been made of Ubuntu and/or equity in
contracts, the courts have been reluctant to develop these
norms any further; principles of legal certainty and
private autonomy prevail: ‘a sad reflection on the law that
provides ground rules for the economic structure of South
Africa’s fragmented and unequal society’ (Bennett 2011,

46). The question remains what an African legal system
based entirely on Ubuntu would have looked like.

6. The correlation between Ubuntu and GPGs

After having concluded that Ubuntu is a living concept
amongst Africans, which is not merely utopian, but has
political and legal relevance, this article will now link it
to the MDGs. In a previous article (Van Norren 2012), I
argued that the definition of GPGs as goods from which
no one can be excluded (non-exclusion) and whose use
by one is not at the expense of others (non-rivalry),
should imply that no-one may be excluded. The main argu-
ment for this is the fact that technically it may well be
possible to exclude people in the future from common
resources such as sunlight or oxygen, but it is not desir-
able. This normative GPG concept was derived from a
definition of Kaul and Mendoza (2003, 92) of GPGs as
those goods that are public in consumption, and in their
distribution of benefits and decision-making. Even for
those who believe in a more restricted notion of public
goods, the overriding GPG idea is one of interdependence
and a need for a cooperative framework for their manage-
ment, as markets and polycentric governance cannot solve
these issues on their own.

This notion of normative GPGs comes close to Ubuntu
with its idea of mutual responsibility (after all Wiredu
stated ‘life is mutual aid’). Thus (dominant) European phil-
osophy, with its deeply rooted individualism and roots in
social contract theory, is reaching the same point of reflec-
tion that African philosophy takes as its basic starting point.
The difference between the several schools of GPGs seems
to be that some see a form of cooperation in the spirit of
Ubuntu as necessary only in certain restricted areas such
as climate, financial stability, or food security,14 while
others believe in an Ubuntu interdependence in all areas
of life. The Western social contract school takes the com-
petitive human being and homo economicus as its starting
point and the African Ubuntu school the cooperative
human being; neither excludes the other but merely seem
to take it as the exception rather than the rule. Examples
of cooperation in Ubuntu are shosholoza (‘work as one’,
team work) and collective enterprises, stokvels, in which
profits are equally shared and may never be gained at the
expense of the other (Louw 1998). The logical conclusion
seems to be that debates over GPGs must engage with and
give space for the notions of development that underpin
other cultural systems.

A first attempt has been made by the Ubuntu declara-
tion for a just and sustainable world economy of 2009
(under the patronage of Desmond Tutu and Cherie Blair)
highlighting issues of, inter alia, financial system reform,
green economy, women’s economic empowerment,
growth and jobs as well as climate change and

Figure 1. Ubuntu and human rights principles influencing
MDGs.
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sustainability, calling for a holistic response. It claims as its
inspiration ‘the concept of Ubuntu… the spirit of
cooperation which is so vital as we tackle these global
issues (… )’. Unfortunately, the statement remains vague
and the document does not elaborate on the philosophical
underpinnings. It does, however, call for a ‘new economic
paradigm… to be shaped from the perspective of human
rights and environmental responsibilities’ and which
‘should draw on the wisdom of our world’s religions and
the stewardship practices of indigenous people’ (Rights
and Humanity Global Leaders Congress 2009, 14–15).

In ‘Reflections on Botho as a resource for a just and
sustainable economy’, Mofuoa elaborates on this idea,
specifically targeting Africa as a continent (Mofuoa
2010). However, Ubuntu stresses our interconnectedness
as humans (and nature) and thus development in Africa is
intrinsically linked with that of other parts of the world.
Underdevelopment in Africa seems to rather be a conse-
quence of a lack of Ubuntu in the rest of the world in an
artificial separation of continents and countries that are
responsible ‘for their own development’, even though
Africa takes part in a globalized economy. As UNCTAD
puts it in relation to the MDGs:

the fundamental problem is… not so much the lack of
economic goals in the MDG framework, as the lack of a
more inclusive strategy of economic development that
could integrate and support its human-development ambi-
tions (… ) There will have to be a renewed emphasis on
… reform of the international governance architecture to
build coherence across trade, financial and technology
flows in support of inclusive development. (UNCTAD
2010, 1, italics added)

7. Environmental GPGs and Ubuntu

Protection of the environment is paramount in the GPGs
discussion. In the concept of Ubuntu, the environment is
part of the communitarian concept of life. One way of
making this connection is through the concept of seriti,
which is translated as aura, dignity, personality or
shadow15 (in my interpretation: the clearer the aura, the
more dignity the person possesses or the longer the
shadow you cast). Those who believe in it refer to seriti
not only as a personal field, but also as ‘a field which con-
nects all living beings’. According to Cornell ‘Ubuntu is
associated with seriti, which names the life force by
which a community of persons are connected to each
other. In a constant mutual interchange of personhood
and community, seriti becomes indistinguishable from
Ubuntu in that the unity of the life force depends on the
individual’s unity with the community.’ She quotes Seti-
loane (1976, 52): ‘it is as if each person were a magnet
creating together a complex field. Within that field any
change in the degree of magnetization, any movement of
one, affects the magnetization of all’ (Cornell 2012, 331
and note 23). Behrens (2014, 1 and 5) deducts from this

belief a moral ‘considerability’ (responsibility) to include
all things that are part of the web of life, including inani-
mate natural objects.

8. GPGs, MDGs, and Ubuntu

I have argued before that the MDGs should be seen as
GPGs, goods that affect everyone and from which no one
may be excluded (Van Norren 2012). The term Global
Community Goods may reflect this better than GPG, in
order to avoid the confusion with the word ‘public’,
which to many denotes ‘provided by the state’. (Some
prefer the term ‘global commons’ which strictly speaking
deals with common resource pool management at a
global level). Combining the MDGs with a GPG notion
gives it an Ubuntu quality. Ubuntu in relation to the
MDGs would then signify the wholeness and interrelation
of the MDG concept; neither subject of the goals can be
treated on its own.

Ubuntu is thus an overarching principle that can inform
the clusters of goals and indicators (although also a Western
result based management system that, however, may well
be adopted again) (High Level Panel 2013) (Figure 2).

How to operationalize this could be a subject of further
research. Ubuntu above all can underpin the cluster on
global partnership (MDG8) that was inserted in the frame-
work by developing countries. Ubuntu ties in with social
clusters on health (MDG4, 5, 6) and education (MDG2)
by seeming to support the notions of the global social
floor. Literature on the African philosophy of education
(Nafukho 2006; Le Roux 2000; Waghid 2004) as well as
moral education of personhood (Horsthemke 2009) can
inform a newMDG2. Though contentious in some feminist

Figure 2. Relation of Ubuntu to GPG, human rights and MDGs.
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circles (Roberts 2010), gender specialists may find inspi-
ration as well.16 Ubuntu has a distinctive view of environ-
mental protection (MDG7) by considering nature and man
as a whole. Ubuntu can inspire a future cluster on peace and
security with its emphasis on restorative justice. It can
inspire a future cluster on institution building and rule of
law by its jurisprudence on public law.

To reduce a philosophy as expansive as Ubuntu to
targets and indicators is, however, somewhat contrary to
what it tries to achieve: namely to infuse humans with a
consciousness of wholeness and interdependence, on
each other and their natural surroundings, including a
spiritual level of being. This may offend the secular
Western science, but does justice to the people, ‘the pro-
fessional experts’ are trying to develop (on processes see
e.g. Armstrong 2013; Boyte 2013). If they are to be the
agents of change, the question once more is ‘whose devel-
opment?’ and ‘aiming at what?’ Does the West have
something to gain too by incorporating indigenous views
into the development narrative? Post 2015 should first
and foremost be a platform for debate on how to solve
the world’s most pressing problems. And ‘how’ starts at
the conceptual level.

9. Conclusion

Having concluded that Ubuntu is an African concept of
well-being that has thus far not been sufficiently taken
into account by dominant well-being theories, it seems
worthwhile to do so and link it to the post 2015 debate.
Ubuntu aligns with theories on social personhood, which
stretch beyond the capability theory with its focus on indi-
vidual objective well-being that influenced the MDGs. It
has political and legal relevance. It ties up with the
notion of South–South solidarity. It is closely related to
human rights theory, adding a relational dimension and
emphasizing the role of duties in relation to rights.

A relationship between Ubuntu and GPGs theory has
been established. The normative as opposed to the strict
economic GPG theory should inform the post 2015
agenda, which in turn needs to be multicultural in order
to have significance for the people it concerns. Besides con-
tributions from Latin America (Buen Vivir) and Asia (Hap-
piness), Africa and its Ubuntu can inform the development
debate in terms of what measures are important and above
all what processes are required. Moreover, it can emphasize
the interrelationship of the current goals.

This is not merely window-dressing, but a fundamental
reshaping of our thinking, where market competition is
complemented by cooperation; and where acting out of
‘self-interest’ is balanced by the notion of ‘not existing
without the other’. Or as Behrens (2014, 18) puts it ‘So
many African voices claim that the fact that we are inter-
connected entails that we are morally responsible for one
another.’

Ubuntu thereby is not an ideal model of life – which for
some is a reason to relegate it to the land of fairytales – it
rather encourages us toward better self-realization as a
community, to come closer to the ideal, and to reach our
full human potential as society and as individuals.
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Notes
1. UN General Assembly, 65th session, Happiness, towards a

holistic approach of development, Resolution A/65/L.86,
New York, (July 13, 2011), www.2apr.gov.bt/images/
stories/pdf/unresolutiononhappiness.pdf

2. Also in Ndebele and Swati (Nguni language family), (van
Binsbergen 2001, 1).

3. According to Gade, the connection between Ubuntu and
the proverb only emerged in the period 1993–1995
(Gade 2011).

4. Some stated it is a quality blacks possess and whites lack,
Gade refers to Jabavu in 1960 and Thompson & Butler in
1975 (Gade 2011, 308); others use it to overcome the
black–white divide (Teffo 1996, 101–108).

5. I take support in Metz and Gaie’s statement that
… this sketch of an Afro-communitarian moral per-

spective should not be taken to represent anthropologically
the beliefs of Africans about the right way to live. It is,
rather a theoretical reconstruction of themes that are recur-
rent among many peoples below the Sahara desert (… )
(Metz and Gaie 2010, 277)

6. The Post-2015 Development Agenda: The Millennium
Development Goals in Perspective, No. 74, April 2011,
www.aiv-advice.nl

7. Derived from discussions with I. Van Kessel.
8. The concluding provision on National Unity and Reconci-

liation contains the following commitment:
The adoption of this Constitution lays the secure foun-

dation for the people of South Africa to transcend the div-
isions and strife of the past, which generated gross
violations of human rights, the transgression of humanitarian
principles in violent conflicts and a legacy of hatred, fear,
guilt and revenge. These can now be addressed on the basis
that there is a need for understanding but not for vengeance,
a need for reparation but not for retaliation, a need for ubuntu,
but not for victimisation. (Constitution of the Republic of
South Africa, Act 200 of 1993: Epilogue after Section 251)

It was done to justify the necessity of a National Truth
and Reconciliation Commission (see Ramose 2001).

9. Eze (2010, 103) dismisses speculations that the omission
was an attempt by ANC to distance itself from Inkatha, as
Ubuntu appears in the 1975 Inkatha Constitution.

10. ‘..constitution based on the spirit of Ubuntu, compromise,
consensus, reconciliation and nation building.’

11. See http://www.constitutionalcourt.org.za/uhtbin/hyperion-
image/J-CCT3-94

12. See http://www.constitutionalcourt.org.za/uhtbin/cgisirsi/
1fioXNYJ4M/MAIN/0/57/518/0/J-CCT12-03
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13. See http://www.constitutionalcourt.org.za/uhtbin/cgisirsi/x/
0/0/5/0#top

14. The EU chooses as priorities: trade and investment, climate
change, food security, migration, and peace and security, in
her Policy Coherence for Development (European Union
2009).

15. Northern Sotho –English dictionary, http://africanlanguages.
com/sdp/

16. Indeed Ramose remarks ‘the ineffable [greatest of the great
or world of metaphysics] is neither male nor female. But if it
must be genderized at all it is female-male (hermaphroditic)
(..)’ (Ramose 1999, 46).
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