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Preface: A note on how I came to study Ubuntu Management 

I came to South Africa with the mission to write my thesis about corporate social responsibility (CSR). 

South Africa is an economy with great potential and one with which Denmark is doing an increasing 

amount of business. It is also a country with a social and historical context that gives tremendous 

importance to the social responsibilities of corporations. This was why I wanted to find out how 

Danish corporations go about their responsibilities, when they work in South Africa. However, I 

ended up writing about Ubuntu Management. A phenomenon unknown to most people I have talked 

to outside of Africa, except from the occasional computer-interested person, who knows the free 

software system Ubuntu, or my Norwegian friend, who knows Ubuntu as an ecological cola in his 

homeland. What neither of them knew was that the cola and the software system are named after 

the traditional African mindset of Ubuntu: A mindset which says that you are what you are through 

your surroundings; a statement that may not be that far from the idea of CSR after all.  

There are two main reasons why my thesis took the direction it did. When I first began my research, I 

googled ‘CSR South Africa’ and similar keywords but quickly found out, that it was not (yet) a big 

thing. People tell me that this is so because many companies have been involved with apartheid in 

ways they do not want to expose, and thus that they are not so comfortable talking about their social 

responsibilities. On the other hand, Black Economic Empowerment (BEE), which simply put subsidizes 

companies who give good positions to black people, seems to be on everybody’s lips. Or, what is 

actually in trend now, is the Broad Based Black Economic Empowerment (BBBEE), with the two first 

Bs added to acknowledge the fact that it may not only be black people who need empowerment. I 

liked the paradox of the added Bs: How can you ‘broadly based’ be black? Is it if you need 

empowerment, you turn black in a ‘broadly based’ way?    

The second, more personal reason: I was stunned by the incredibly frustrating inefficiency of almost 

everything in South Africa! For example, when I went to the supermarket, one lady would scan the 

prices of my groceries. Inevitably, one item would have its price missing, which would make her call 

her superior. This would make the superior call for a shop boy, who after 10 minutes of searching 

would come back with the wrong item. Sometimes they would give up, and tell me “no, sorry missus, 

that grocery is unavailable today”. Then the packing of the grocery bags would begin. Two employees 

would sometimes perform this operation; with relaxed movements and preoccupied with their own 

conversation, they would gather all the water bottles in one bag, making it impossible to carry. They 

would always refuse that I did the packing myself. If the packing was performed by a single person, 

he or she would often examine my groceries curiously, pick up something and with a surprised face 

ask me “Do you really like this?!”. Lastly, by the exit, a man would ask for my receipt and more or less 

thoroughly make sure that all the groceries in my bags were also on my receipt. This system was 

inefficient! I had the same experience when I looked out my window at the construction workers 

down on the street, who supposedly were fixing some pipes. I cannot tell you how many times I 

counted more than ten people watching attentively, while one man was digging the hole. And it 

didn’t make it go any faster, when their white manager came by with his yellow helmet and 

screamed that they ought to work harder. I was frustrated. Not only with the inefficiency of the 

workers, who all seemed to be black, and who dragged my patience to places it had never seen 

before, but also with the managers, who all seemed to be white, and who yelled and screamed in 
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ways that would have made most people I know quit instantly. I wanted to understand why people 

acted like that.  

Then I heard about Ubuntu Management, and it caught my interest: Here was a management 

strategy, which seemed to deal with the issue of black and white people working together in an 

organization in new and radical ways. Ubuntu Management was designed to target black Africans 

and had explanations as to why ten people would stand around a hole, while only one was digging. It 

gave concrete advice to white managers: They should for example remember that not all black 

people could tell time, and that a way to make the black employees show up at work on time, was to 

start the day with a traditional dance and some singing. Also black people shouldn’t be yelled at in 

the cold brutal, ‘Western’ way, but be approached in a friendly manner and with a soft voice. This 

would make them work harder.  

Everybody in South Africa, black and white, loves Ubuntu Management! One scholar or executive 

may have his or her own version, but everybody loves the general idea and Ubuntu Management is 

being taught, practiced and written about to an ever-growing extent. This extensive love for Ubuntu 

Management made me curious, because as we all know, love makes blind. It made me want to look 

at Ubuntu Management from a new angle, and to tell a different story about it other than the love 

story I could already read in so many places. That is how I came to write this thesis about Ubuntu 

Management. I hope you will find it as interesting as I have.  

  



 

4 
 

Contents 

1 THIS THESIS: INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................... 6 

1.1 PRESENTATION OF UBUNTU MANAGEMENT .................................................................................................... 6 

1.2 SOUTH AFRICA’S HISTORY OF OPPRESSION AND INEQUALITY ............................................................................... 7 

1.3 CULTURAL AND ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT ................................................................................................... 7 

1.4 THE CELEBRATION OF UBUNTU ..................................................................................................................... 8 

1.5 WHAT DOES UBUNTU MANAGEMENT DO? ..................................................................................................... 9 

1.6 THE INTEREST OF THIS THESIS: TO TELL A DIFFERENT STORY ............................................................................. 10 

1.6.1 Research Problem and Sub-Questions ............................................................................................. 10 

1.7 DELIMITATION: NO ‘HOW TO’-ANSWERS ..................................................................................................... 11 

1.8 OUTLINE OF THE THESIS ............................................................................................................................. 11 

2 THE THESIS’ APPROACH: CONSTRUCTING A DIFFERENT STORY .............................................................. 13 

2.1 ANALYTICAL STRATEGY OF THE POWER ANALYTICAL PERSPECTIVE ...................................................................... 14 

2.1.1 Foucault: Power, Truth and the Subject .......................................................................................... 14 

2.1.2 A Power Analytical Framework ....................................................................................................... 16 

2.1.3 Outline of the Power Analytical Perspective ................................................................................... 19 

2.2 ANALYTICAL STRATEGY OF THE POST-COLONIAL PERSPECTIVE ........................................................................... 21 

2.2.1 Post-colonialism: Writing about ‘the Other’.................................................................................... 21 

2.2.2 Ubuntu Management as Deconstruction ........................................................................................ 24 

2.2.3 Outline of the Analytical Strategy of the Post-Colonial Perspective ................................................ 25 

2.3 EMPIRICAL DATA ...................................................................................................................................... 26 

2.3.1 Point of Observation: Ubuntu Management ................................................................................... 26 

2.3.2 Literature ......................................................................................................................................... 27 

2.3.3 Interviews ........................................................................................................................................ 29 

3 ANALYSIS: A DIFFERENT STORY ABOUT UBUNTU MANAGEMENT .......................................................... 31 

3.1 THE POWER ANALYTICAL PERSPECTIVE: UBUNTU MANAGEMENT AND THE FREEDOM TO BE AFRICAN ....................... 31 

3.1.1 Ubuntu as a Self-technology ........................................................................................................... 31 

3.1.1.1 Objectification: Humanness Made Governable ...................................................................................... 32 

3.1.1.2 Subjectification: A Person as a Thread in a Societal, Spiritual Fabric ..................................................... 32 

3.1.1.3 Truth: Ubuntu as a Language and a Legitimate Norm ............................................................................ 33 

3.1.1.4 Practices: Events and Punishments ........................................................................................................ 35 

3.1.1.5 Summary: Model of Ubuntu as a Self Technology .................................................................................. 38 

3.1.2 Ubuntu Management as a Technology of Power ............................................................................ 39 

3.1.2.1 Objectification: Productivity ................................................................................................................... 39 

3.1.2.2 Subjectification: Black Africans need Ubuntu in order to be Productive................................................ 40 

3.1.2.3 Forms of Truth: The Community Must Be Translated into the Organization ......................................... 40 

3.1.2.4 Practices: Pretend the Machine is a Cow ............................................................................................... 43 



 

5 
 

3.1.2.5 Summary: Model of Ubuntu Management as a Technology of Power ................................................... 47 

3.1.3 Discussion of Ubuntu Management’s Governmental Strategy and its Premises ............................ 47 

3.1.4 Conclusion of the Power Analytical Perspective .............................................................................. 49 

3.2 THE POST-COLONIAL PERSPECTIVE: BLACK AND WHITE REVISITED ..................................................................... 51 

3.2.1 How Ubuntu Management Promotes Black African Qualities ........................................................ 51 

3.2.1.1 Two Examples: Binary Oppositions Turned Upside-down ...................................................................... 54 

3.2.2 Discussion of Ubuntu Management’s Strategy of Promoting Black African Qualities .................... 57 

3.2.2.1 Can Whites Have Ubuntu? ..................................................................................................................... 58 

3.2.2.2 Can Blacks Do Business? ......................................................................................................................... 59 

3.2.3 Conclusion of the Post-Colonial Perspective .................................................................................... 61 

4 CONCLUSION: UBUNTU MANAGEMENT’S REIFICATION OF BLACK AND WHITE IDENTITIES ................... 62 

4.1 FINAL COMMENTARY: DISCUSSING NANCY FRASER’S NORMATIVE APPROACH TO RACIAL INEQUALITY....................... 63 

5 BIBLIOGRAPHY ....................................................................................................................................... 69 

6 APPENDICES ........................................................................................................................................... 74 

6.1 INTERVIEW GUIDE ..................................................................................................................................... 74 

6.2 INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTIONS ....................................................................................................................... 76 

6.2.1 Interview with Peter Christie ........................................................................................................... 77 

6.2.2 Interview with Lovemore Mbigi ....................................................................................................... 81 

6.2.3 Interview with Johan Broodryk ........................................................................................................ 86 

 

Table of Figures 
FIGURE 1: SIGN FROM THE APARTHEID ERA. ..................................................................................................................... 7 

FIGURE 2: COMPARING RACE ON MANAGEMENT LEVEL, 2001-2005. SOURCE: DEPARTMENT OF LABOUR (2006: 56) ................... 7 

FIGURE 3: DAHLAGER’S MODEL OF A GOVERNMENTAL TECHNOLOGY (THEORY) ...................................................................... 18 

FIGURE 4: THE SELF-TECHNOLOGY OF A GOVERNMENTAL MODEL (ANALYTICAL STRATEGY) ........................................................ 19 

FIGURE 5: THE POWER TECHNOLOGICAL PART OF A GOVERNMENTAL TECHNOLOGY (ANALYTICAL STRATEGY) ................................ 20 

FIGURE 6: A GOVERNMENTAL TECHNOLOGY (ANALYTICAL STRATEGY) ................................................................................... 20 

FIGURE 7: TRADITIONAL AFRICAN SONG-AND-DANCES. IMPEY AND NUSSBAUM 1996. ........................................................... 37 

FIGURE 8: UBUNTU AS A SELF-TECHNOLOGY (ANALYSIS) .................................................................................................... 38 

FIGURE 9: PHOTO OF JOHANN BROODRYK FROM THE BACKSIDE OF HIS BOOK UNDERSTANDING SOUTH AFRICA - THE UBUNTU WAY OF 

LIVING (2008) ................................................................................................................................................. 41 

FIGURE 10: SPIRITS AND THEIR VALUES (MBIGI 1995: 20) ................................................................................................ 42 

FIGURE 11: UBUNTU MANAGEMENT AS A TECHNOLOGY OF POWER (ANALYSIS) ..................................................................... 47 

FIGURE 12: UBUNTU AND UBUNTU MANAGEMENT AS A GOVERNMENTAL TECHNOLOGY (ANALYSIS) .......................................... 48 

file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Amalie/Dokumenter/Speciale_1/retning/Hoveddokument_amarettet_28_3_23.49.docx%23_Toc257614949
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Amalie/Dokumenter/Speciale_1/retning/Hoveddokument_amarettet_28_3_23.49.docx%23_Toc257614950
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Amalie/Dokumenter/Speciale_1/retning/Hoveddokument_amarettet_28_3_23.49.docx%23_Toc257614951
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Amalie/Dokumenter/Speciale_1/retning/Hoveddokument_amarettet_28_3_23.49.docx%23_Toc257614952
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Amalie/Dokumenter/Speciale_1/retning/Hoveddokument_amarettet_28_3_23.49.docx%23_Toc257614954
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Amalie/Dokumenter/Speciale_1/retning/Hoveddokument_amarettet_28_3_23.49.docx%23_Toc257614955
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Amalie/Dokumenter/Speciale_1/retning/Hoveddokument_amarettet_28_3_23.49.docx%23_Toc257614955
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Amalie/Dokumenter/Speciale_1/retning/Hoveddokument_amarettet_28_3_23.49.docx%23_Toc257614957


 

6 
 

1 This Thesis: Introduction   

This thesis is written to finalize the master’s program Political Communication and Management at 

Copenhagen Business School, Denmark. The subject of the thesis is Ubuntu Management. Ubuntu 

Management is an attempt to translate the traditional African mindset of Ubuntu into organizational 

management. From a power analytical and post-colonial perspective I explore how this new, African 

style of management claims to be able to move Africa towards a new and successful era. With the 

thesis I critically examine the power mechanisms of Ubuntu Management as well as the constituting 

effects Ubuntu Management could have for the ‘African versus Western’-discourse. Empirically the 

thesis is based on research conducted in South Africa in the fall of 2009. This includes a literature 

study of Ubuntu Management, as well as interviews with important contributors to the Ubuntu 

Management discourse. This first chapter presents Ubuntu Management and attempts to make clear 

what it is that makes me spend the following 80 pages on analyzing and discussing the phenomenon.   

1.1 Presentation of Ubuntu Management 

Ubuntu Management is a management style from Southern Africa1, which claims to hold the key to 

management of black Africans. By drawing on the traditional African mindset of Ubuntu, Ubuntu 

Management states that it is able to release the potential of black African workers by giving them the 

freedom to be African. Ubuntu Management faces the still highly relevant issue of black and white 

inequality in South Africa, and instead of announcing a crisis it focuses on the potential of black 

Africans and promotes black African qualities. It is based on the belief that Western management has 

failed in Africa because the Western, or white, mentality is fundamentally different from the black 

African mentality. It claims that Western ideas in management as they are being manifested by 

especially white managers in South Africa undermine black Africans’ will to work, not least because 

they are a symbol of the long years of oppression through colonization and apartheid. By looking 

back in history to before the colonization of South Africa, Ubuntu Management aims at establishing 

an African identity in organizational management, which will end the domination of Western ideas 

and release the potential of black, African workers.  

  

                                                           
1
 A geographical note: Ubuntu Management is most well-known in South Africa. However, some central 

contributors come from other Southern African countries, where they also practice Ubuntu Management. This 
thesis focuses on South Africa, as this is where the research has been conducted. Yet Ubuntu Management 
often makes general statements about Africans or Southern Africans, and when this is so, this thesis also uses 
these terms.  
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1.2 South Africa’s History of Oppression and Inequality  

The inequality which still exists between black and white people in South Africa today has been 

institutionalized since the earliest settlements of the Dutch in South Africa. The Dutch came to South 

Africa in 1652 and established a ‘refreshment station’ in Cape Town and started to expand. As the 

Dutch mercantile power began to fade in the 18th century, the British 

established a colony in the south. The British abolished slavery in 1834, 

which the Boers (South Africans with Dutch descent, ed.) saw as going 

against a God-given order between the races (Schönteich & Boshoff 2003). 

In spite of the fact that the British were more liberal than the Dutch, the 

Masters and Servants Ordinance was passed in 1841, which cemented 

white supremacy and formalized the racial segregation. Black people were 

excluded from the political and educational system and good jobs were reserved for whites. The 

period of segregation peaked with the apartheid era, where black people officially were deprived of 

their citizenship, and physically moved to the townships (based on Schönteich & Boshoff 2003). 

Apartheid officially ended in 1994 with the first democratic election. Nelson Mandela was elected 

president and became a symbol of a united South Africa and of the freedom of black South Africans.    

Today, in spite of 15 years of formal equality between the races, the many years of segregation still 

mark South Africa’s population. The black South Africans have an unemployment rate of 41.2%, in 

contrast to an unemployment rate of only 5.1% among white South Africans; the average black 

worker makes 12,000 rand per year (1525USD) whereas the average white worker makes 65,400 

rand (8270USD) and where 71% of white South Africans have at least a high school diploma, only 

22% of the black population have finished high school (Szczepanski 2008).   

1.3 Cultural and Economic Empowerment 

Progress has been made, but the inequality between the races in South Africa is as we see still highly 

prominent. This not least in an organizational context, where most managers are white and most 

workers black:  

 

Figure 2: Comparing race on management level, 2001-2005. Source: Department of Labour (2006: 56) 

Figure 1: Sign from the 
Apartheid Era.  

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/1/12/ApartheidSignEnglishAfrikaans.
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In spite of the fact that there is an increase from 2001 to 2005 in the percentage of blacks in 

management positions, most are still, as the table shows, occupied by whites. It is an acclaimed 

mission of South Africa’s government to change this pattern and to empower black people 

economically and culturally. We see this in strategies such as the Black Economic Empowerment and 

the Broad Based Black Economic Empowerment, which economically subsidizes organizations which 

have black people on their boards and in management positions2. We also see it on an ideological 

level with the African Renaissance.  

The African Renaissance is a discourse which was most famously expressed in former South African 

President Mbeki’s speech ‘I am an African’ from 1994. With this speech he emphasized the 

importance for Africans of establishing and being proud of their African cultural identity and he 

encouraged black Africans to “find the heritage they have lost” in the course of colonialism and 

apartheid (Mbeki cited by Mokgoro, 1997). It is in this context, characterized by a struggle for black 

Africans to regain their status culturally and economically, that Ubuntu Management emerges.  

1.4 The Celebration of Ubuntu 

Ubuntu Management is widely celebrated by black and white people as a management style that 

addresses the issue of black and white differences, and culturally and economically promotes black 

African values. Ubuntu Management gives black Africans the freedom to be and act African, when 

they are at work; it ends the days when black people had to ‘act white’ in order to fit in. Not only 

that; it claims that when black Africans are given the freedom to act as black Africans, they will be 

more productive and thus create higher economic value for the companies. Ubuntu Management 

even comes with guidelines for managers on how to behave and organize the workplace in order to 

make room for ‘Africanness’ and the productivity that follows from it.  

Another reason which seems to be responsible for Ubuntu Management’s success is the fact that it 

has adopted Ubuntu as its foundation. If one word in southern Africa captures everything positive 

about black, African culture, it is ‘Ubuntu’. Ubuntu is promoted by some of the most popular icons in 

South Africa. One of these is Archbishop Desmond Tutu, who describes how a person with Ubuntu is: 

A person with Ubuntu is open and available to others, affirming of others, does not feel 

threatened that others are able and good, for he or she has a proper self-assurance that 

comes from knowing that he or she belongs in a greater whole and is diminished when 

others are humiliated or diminished, when others are tortured or oppressed (Tutu 1999). 

                                                           
2
 See the website www.Southafrica.info/business/trends/empowerment/bee.htm for more information 
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Former president of South Africa, Nelson Mandela, is by many regarded as the personification of 

Ubuntu because of his tentative and understanding way of leading3. Ubuntu is also attributed as 

being that which has made the project of truth and reconciliation possible in South Africa (see for 

example Mathabane 1999 or Graybill 2002). In other words, Ubuntu is something almost sacred in 

South Africa and African societies, and its symbolic value cannot be underestimated. By attaching 

itself to Ubuntu, Ubuntu Management is almost inevitably a hit in the African societies. 

Ubuntu in business can help bridge gaps between people in the workplace, stakeholders 

within and outside the enterprise, [between] businesses and the broader society in which 

they operate. As a uniquely African moral philosophy, ubuntu belongs in business life on this 

continent, just as it does in our political and social lives (Mandela 2006: Foreword).  

For these reasons Ubuntu Management is highly celebrated and endorsed by prominent 

organizations, professors and political commentators, who all agree that Ubuntu Management has 

the potential to change the organizational climate in South Africa.  

1.5 What Does Ubuntu Management Do?  

Judging from its reputation Ubuntu Management has enjoyed a great success from its launch in the 

early 1990s. Its relevance to South African management is, as we see, widely recognized. But, one 

may wonder, what does such a celebrated management strategy practically do? 

Concretely, Ubuntu Management introduces a number of principles from the traditional African 

village in the organization. This includes ceremonies, spirits, songs and dances. The idea is that when 

an environment is created that reflects the values of a traditional village, the black Africans will not 

feel alienated as they do in organizations managed on Western principles; on the contrary, it will be 

natural for them what to do, and how to act.  

On an overall level, Ubuntu Management promotes black African qualities in order to establish the 

much sought-after authentic, African identity in management. As part of this, Ubuntu Management 

compares a number of Western qualities to black African qualities, and argues why the black African 

qualities are better and more suited to manage black Africans. This includes the African perception of 

time and motivation along with many other issues.   

 

                                                           
3
 See for example this video in which Nelson Mandela is interviewed about Ubuntu and his relationship to it, 

and where he is asked how he feels about being seen as the personification of Ubuntu:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dx0qG...n%2Dmandela%2F 
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1.6 The Interest of This Thesis: To Tell a Different Story 

What has caught my interest is the intense support of Ubuntu and Ubuntu Management. In South 

Africa there is almost no questioning of the potential of this management strategy and its ability to 

establish a black African organizational identity. Nor is there much discussion about the ways and 

means Ubuntu Management uses to reach its goal.  

Therefore I want to use this thesis to tell a different story about Ubuntu Management: One that 

explores how Ubuntu Management works and how it constitutes blacks and whites. I want to do this 

from a critical angle not because I am against the idea or importance of Ubuntu Management per se, 

and not because I do not recognize the importance of a management strategy that is based on the 

values of the people it wants to affect. With this thesis I take on a critical angle because Ubuntu 

Management is one of the only management strategies that actively works to change organizational 

inequality in South Africa: Because Ubuntu Management has the possibility of shaping future African 

organizational structures and ideas, it is important that it is challenged, discussed and assessed, 

instead of being blindly supported. This is the purpose of this thesis. 

1.6.1 Research Problem and Sub-Questions 

The research problem of the thesis is: 

What is Ubuntu Management? How will it accomplish making black Africans more 

effective than Western management styles have? And how may this seemingly 

liberating strategy reproduce and possibly reinforce the constitution of black and 

white stereotypes in an organizational context? 

With this research problem I want to denaturalize the ‘truths’ that Ubuntu Management takes for 

granted: I want to explore and make contingent the management strategy of Ubuntu, and to make 

Ubuntu Management’s portrayal of black and white people debatable. I approach the research 

problem through two questions which are analyzed with a power analytical perspective and a post-

colonial perspective, respectively.  

1: The power analytical perspective 

I use this approach to answer the question: How does Ubuntu Management attempt to shape black 

Africans into self-managing individuals and how may this (re)produce a stereotypical conception of 

black Africans? The answer shows how Ubuntu Management is based on the belief that black 

Africans can be managed and made self-managing by using the traditional African concept of 
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Ubuntu. In the analysis I unfold the concept of Ubuntu and try to describe the truths that Ubuntu 

Management takes for granted about black Africans in order to discuss these and make them 

contingent.  

2: The post-colonial perspective  

With the post-colonial perspective I answer the question: How does Ubuntu Management promote 

black African qualities in management, and how may this (re)produce an oppositional relationship 

between black and white people? The purpose is to show how Ubuntu Management when 

attempting to challenge the discourse of Western Management (re-)produces certain differences and 

characteristics of Africa and the Western world as if they were natural.  

Both perspectives will be unfolded in detail in the next chapter. 

1.7 Delimitation: No ‘How To’-Answers 

With this thesis I, as described, intend to tell a different story about Ubuntu Management. This 

strategic choice makes the thesis blind to or uninterested in certain observations about Ubuntu 

Management; namely those that for example see the positive, new, progressive, equalizing effects of 

Ubuntu Management. These are relevant, but not the focus of this thesis. If one is interested in a 

broader and less critical perspective, plenty has been written. I would recommend Van den Heuvel’s 

PhD ‘Between Optimism and Opportunism’ (2008).  

I want to tell a different story about Ubuntu Management, but I do not, however, aim at developing 

a new management strategy for South Africa. The contribution of the thesis is a critical discussion of 

what may be the constitutive effects of Ubuntu Management. With it I do not intend to supply with a 

list of suggestions as to how Ubuntu Management ought to change: It is an academic contribution 

which strengths lie in its ability to analyze the essentializing effects of Ubuntu Management and to 

make that which is taken for granted contingent.     

1.8 Outline of the Thesis  

The thesis consists of four chapters. In chapter 1 I have described the subject of the thesis and 

presented the research problem and sub questions. In chapter 2 I will present the analytical strategy 

of the thesis. Firstly, the theory and outline of the power analytical perspective are presented and 

then the theory and outline of the post-colonial perspective follows. Lastly the empirical data and the 

analytical process of the thesis will be presented. Then follows chapter 3, which is the analysis of 

Ubuntu Management from both the power analytical perspective and the post-colonial perspective. 
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In chapter 4 I conclude with an answer to the research problem. Additionally I discuss the normative 

perspective on how racial inequality should be abolished, as proposed by Nancy Fraser. The interview 

transcripts and the interview guide used, are found as appendices. 

For a quick understanding of the thesis, a suggestion would be to concentrate on the introductions of 

the two analytical strategies (2.1 and 2.2) as well as the conclusions of the two analyses (3.1.4 and 

3.2.3). For an understanding of the phenomenon of Ubuntu, see the analytical section 3.1.1 which 

gives examples and analyzes Ubuntu on its own.     
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2 The Thesis’ Approach: Constructing a Different Story 

In this chapter I present the analytical strategy of the thesis. The analytical strategy makes clear how 

each theoretical and empirical element of the thesis contributes to the answer of the research 

problem and sub-questions. The model below illustrates the design of the thesis.  
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when - typically - a Westerner writes about a third world country; namely the risks of applying 

Western ideals, of trying to educate the third world country, and in general to reproduce the 

hierarchy imposed by colonialism.    

This brief description of the analytical strategy of the thesis will be unfolded in greater detail 

throughout this chapter.  

2.1 Analytical Strategy of the Power Analytical Perspective 

Using the power analytical perspective I answer the question ‘How does Ubuntu Management 

attempt to shape black Africans into becoming self-managing individuals, and how may this 

(re)produce a stereotypical conception of black Africans?’ The purpose is to explore how Ubuntu 

Management governs, and how this produces a certain kind of individual. Inspired by Foucault, the 

thesis understands power as something that is closely related to freedom (Foucault 2000: 221) and 

as a way of “guiding the possibility of conduct and putting in order the possible outcome” (Foucault 

2000: 221). This understanding makes it possible to see what the freedom to be African has to do 

with management, and to denaturalize this freedom and the ways it constitutes the essence of being 

a black African. 

The analysis of Ubuntu Management consists of two steps. Firstly the concept of Ubuntu is analyzed 

on its own as something that according to Ubuntu Management exists ‘within’ black Africans and 

strongly affects the way they act and see the world. This is called a self-technology; a term which will 

be defined in section 2.1.2. The next step then analyzes how Ubuntu Management as a technology of 

power draws on this self-technology of Ubuntu, and translates Ubuntu into an organizational context 

in order to make black Africans self-managing and more effective.     

The following sections unfold, firstly, Foucault’s concept of power (2.1.1) and then present the thesis’ 

analytical framework of governmentality (2.1.2). This includes the above mentioned concepts of self-

technology, technology of power, and translation. Additionally four analytical dimensions, which 

structure the two steps of the analysis are presented. All these theoretical aspects are recaptured 

and integrated in Lise Dahlager’s model of governmentality, which is used to provide an overview of 

the theoretical elements and their interconnection. Lastly, the outline of the power analytical 

perspective is presented (2.1.3). 

2.1.1 Foucault: Power, Truth and the Subject   

With Foucault it is possible to question the truths and statements that are naturalized by Ubuntu 

Management. Foucault did not see truths and statements of a discourse as representations of 
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underlying structures; he operated with only one ‘layer’ of reality, namely the layer of emergence. 

Consequently, Foucault saw the role of the social and human sciences not as a neutral platform of 

truth, but as interrelated with moralizing or normalizing projects that establish certain regimes of 

truth and knowledge, which regulate our behavior, our understanding of ourselves and our 

relationships to others (Foucault 2000, Åkerstrøm 1999: 31). Similarly, with this thesis I want to look 

at the truths that Ubuntu Management normalizes about black and white people and Ubuntu. 

Foucault’s interest was to “create a history of the different modes by which, in our culture, human 

beings are being made subjects” (Foucault 2000: 208). In order to do this, Foucault turned away from 

traditional analyses of power, which primarily asked questions of legitimization and the state and 

developed a new ‘form’ of power: 

This form of power applies itself to immediate everyday life which categorizes the individual, 

marks him by his individuality, attaches him to his own identity, imposes a law of truth on 

him which he must recognize and which others have to recognize in him. It is a form of 

power which makes individuals subjects. There are two meanings of the word subject: 

Subject to someone else by control and dependence, and tied to his own identity by a 

conscience of self-knowledge. Both meanings suggest a form of power which subjugates and 

makes subject to (Foucault 2000: 212).    

This form of power is as we see relational and is not only practiced ‘on’ but also ‘by’ the subject. 

Characteristic of Foucault’s concept of power is namely that it does not presuppose violence or 

physical strength, but freedom. According to Foucault slavery is not a power relationship, as power 

“is exercised only over free subjects, and only insofar as they are free. By this we mean individuals or 

collective subjects who are faced with a field of possibilities in which several ways of behaving, 

several reactions and diverse comportments may be realized” (Foucault 2000: 221). Power is 

something that incites, induces, seduces, makes easier or more difficult (ibid: 220). In Foucault’s 

theoretical framework of power, truth and subjectification of the individual thus become closely 

interlinked.   

Foucault uses the term ‘governmentality’ to describe the form of power that characterizes most 

contemporary power relations. Governmentality is both used to describe a certain form of power 

and as an analytical framework. This section describes it as a form of power, and in section 2.1.2 it is 

constructed as an analytical framework. As a form of power, governmentality is not related to 

political structures or management of the state (Foucault 1978: 221), even though the word may 

suggest so. Governmentality is rooted in a certain rationality that emerged in the 18th century, which 

implied that too much interference lead to bad results: “It had to limit itself in order to let the 

governed subject and its subjective logic work” (Raffnsøe et al 2008: 313). Governmentality is thus a 



 

16 
 

form of power which sees its own limitation as its goal. In achieving this, governmentality uses the 

self-governing mechanisms that already exist within the subjects it wants to govern (Villadsen in 

Dean 2006: 20ff). ‘To govern’ is then “to structure the possible field of action of others” (Foucault 

1978: 221) and is often referred to as “conduct of conduct” (Foucault in Dean 1999: 10).  

2.1.2 A Power Analytical Framework 

This power analytical framework is constructed in order to show what the freedom to be African has 

to do with management, and in order to denaturalize this freedom and the ways it constitutes the 

essence of being a black African. The framework is illustrated with and held together by Lise 

Dahlager’s model of governmentality (Dahlager 2001: 93), as this integrates the elements of the 

analysis and provides with an overview of their connectivity.    

Governmentality can be conceptualized as a governmental technology consisting of two analytically 

distinct functions: a technology of power and a self-technology (Dahlager 2001: 93). The advantage 

of this conceptualization is that it makes it possible to analyze Ubuntu and Ubuntu Management as 

two separate technologies, and to show how they are connected. Technologies of power “decide the 

conduct of individuals and prescribe them with certain goals…” (Foucault, 1994: 225, as cited by 

Dahlager, 2001: 93, my translation), where self-technologies “…through own means or with the help 

of others allow individuals a certain amount of operations on their own body, thoughts, conduct, 

behavior with the purpose of transforming themselves in order to achieve happiness, purity, wisdom, 

perfection or mortality” (Foucault, 1994: 225, as cited by Dahlager, 2001: 93, my translation).  

A technology of power aligns itself with a self-technology and ‘invites’ individuals to choose to 

transform themselves into becoming the kind of subjects the technology of power wants to create, 

for example effective, self-managing subjects. If this works the result would be, as Rose puts it, that 

the subjects “…created would produce the ends of government by fulfilling themselves rather than 

being merely obedient” (Rose et al 2006: 89).  

A central choice in this thesis is that Ubuntu is analyzed as a self-technology (step one) and Ubuntu 

Management as a technology of power (step two). Both analyses are structured around four 

analytical dimensions. Each of these makes a certain aspect about Ubuntu and Ubuntu Management 

visible, which is important in order to describe how Ubuntu Management attempts to shape black 

Africans into self-managing individuals, and how this may (re)produce a stereotypical perception of 

black Africans. These dimensions are: (1) Objectification (2) Subjectification (3) Practices and (4) 

Forms of truth.  
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Objectification describes that ‘something’ of the subject, which the technology wants to manage (i.e. 

behavior, habit, etc.) (Dahlager 2001: 93). In the case of Ubuntu Management the object may be the 

effectiveness of the black Africans. In the analysis of this dimension it is possible to examine how 

something is made the object of government, and how this relates to for example the truths within 

the technology. Subjectification or what Dean calls the ‘formation of identities’ (1999: 32) is the kind 

of subjects the technology wants to produce (Dahlager 2001: 93, Dean 1999: 32) and thus the ‘telos’ 

of the technology. Telos is not necessarily achieved; it is a subjectivity that is offered to the subject, 

but not necessarily taken on by the subject. Ubuntu Management seems for example to subjectify 

the employee as someone who is motivated by singing and dancing and who values the community, 

but whether the actual employees will identify with this is not granted. Questions related to this 

dimension could, for example, be: What forms of conduct are expected? What capacities, duties and 

rights do the subjects have according to Ubuntu or Ubuntu Management? How are black Africans 

made to identify with the telos of Ubuntu or Ubuntu Management? Practices (what Dean, 1999, calls 

the technical aspect) are, for example, the events, instructions and procedures through which the 

subject is sought shaped. Practices can make certain objects visible and can be part of subjectifying 

the subject and a way of shaping the object (Dahlager 2001: 96). Within Ubuntu Management 

practices are for example ceremonies, offerings and singing. The fourth dimension, Forms of truth, 

encompasses two aspects. Firstly, it deals with codification – the vocabulary and categories with 

which the technology perceives. In the case of Ubuntu Management, the vocabulary among other 

things makes ancestors and spirits part of the organization. Secondly, it deals with the ways in which 

the technology legitimizes itself (Dahlager 2001) or what can be called the ‘logic’ of the technology. 

In this case we will see how Ubuntu Management legitimizes itself among other things by presenting 

itself as the only management strategy that respects the culture of black South Africans. ‘Truth’ is not 

understood as a scientific truth in this context, but as a discourse which applies specifically to Ubuntu 

Management. 

In this thesis I add the term ‘translation’ to the analysis of the governmental technology. This allows 

a more precise way of describing what happens when Ubuntu Management attaches itself to 

Ubuntu. The term ‘translation’ stems from Actor Network Theory4, but is also defined by Nikolas 

Rose in a governmentality context: 

In the dynamics of translation alignments are forged between the objectives of authorities 

wishing to govern and the personal projects of those organizations, groups and individuals 

who are the subjects of government (Rose 1999: 48).       

                                                           
4
 See for example Michel Callon: Some Elements of a Sociology of Translation (1986). 
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Translation thus describes what happens when something ‘travels’ from one network to another and 

emerges differently in the second network than it did in the first. In the analysis the term is used to 

describe how Ubuntu takes shape when it is used in a management context.      

The model recaptures the theoretical elements presented above, which structures the analysis, and 

shows how all the elements are interconnected:  

The upper part of the model represents the technology of power and the lower part of the model 

represents the self-technology. The model illustrates how both technologies are constituted around 

the four analytical dimensions described above. Ubuntu, for example, consists of a certain 

objectification, subjectification, certain truths and certain practices, which together make up Ubuntu 

as a self-technology.  

When Ubuntu Management (a technology of power) attaches itself to Ubuntu (a self-technology), 

Ubuntu Management’s objectification, subjectification, truths and practices will reflect but not be 

identical to the responding dimensions of Ubuntu. For example, the subject of Ubuntu Management 

will be similar to the subject in an African ‘Ubuntu’ village, but also be different in the sense that it 

will be expected to be productive in an organizational context. As a power technology Ubuntu 

Management tries to appeal to black Africans whom it wants to govern by using Ubuntu (as a self-

technology), which it observes as already existing within black Africans.  

Figure 3: Dahlager’s model of a Governmental technology (theory) 
4: Practices on self 

 

4: Practices 

 

3: Forms of truth 

 

3: Truth about self 

selvovervågning 

 

1: Objectification / 2: Subjectification 

Technology of power 

 

Self-technology 
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Figure 4: The self-technology of a governmental 
model (analytical strategy) 

            Truth about self     ….                 
Language and logic defines the 
individual as part of the 
community and integrates ances-
tors and spirits in the community.  
 

        Practices on self        … 
The individual is disciplined and 
shaped through the community’s 
practices, and understands itself 
as part of this community more 
than as an individual.   

Objectivation/Subjectification 
Humanness as governable. The 
individual is defined and made 
human through the community.  

 

The success of Ubuntu Management thus relies on its ability to make black Africans identify with 

Ubuntu Management5. The dotted line of the model indicates this relationship between the 

technology of power and the self-technology. The grey, double-pointed arrows show that the 

dimensions of each technology are related: For example the truths of Ubuntu shape the 

subjectification of the individual within Ubuntu and vice versa.  

Inspired by Dahlager I place the dimensions of objectification and subjectification at the center of the 

model. This is done in order to illustrate how the subject is the vehicle and result of government, and 

at the same time is objectified in certain ways, as “the individual is an effect of power, and at the 

same time, or precisely to the extent to which it is that effect, it is the element of its articulation: The 

individual which power has constituted is at the same time its vehicle” (Foucault 1980: 98 cited by 

Dahlager 2001: 94).  

During the analysis, the model is used to summarize the results of each analytical step. This will make 

clear which part of the governmental technology the analysis has dealt with. In these summaries, the 

dimensions of objectification and subjectification are described in the same box, because they are so 

closely interlinked, as described above.  

2.1.3 Outline of the Power Analytical Perspective  

The question ‘How does Ubuntu Management attempt to shape black Africans into self-managing 

individuals, and how may this (re)produce a stereotypical conception of black Africans?’ is analyzed 

through two analytical steps and a discussion.  

Step 1: Ubuntu as a Self-Technology.  

In the first step of the analysis I describe Ubuntu as a self-technology, using the four analytical 

dimensions presented above (Objectification, Subjectification, Truths and Practices). This will unfold 

the whole concept of Ubuntu to the reader. It 

will also show how power is exercised within 

Ubuntu: how and through what means Ubuntu 

tries to affects the black African’s behavior. With 

the analysis I show that Ubuntu is a principle 

which is especially characteristic for the African 

village, and which promotes conformity and punishes those, who do not adhere to the rules of the 

                                                           
5
 Note that this thesis does not analyze whether Ubuntu Management actually works, but focuses only on 

Ubuntu Management’s strategy and on how it observes Ubuntu as a self-technology; which implicitly reflects 
how Ubuntu Management portrays and constitutes black Africans.   
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Figure 5: The power technological part of a 
governmental technology (analytical strategy) 

            Truth about self     ….                 
Language and logic defines the 
individual as part of the 
community and integrates ances-
tors and spirits in the community.  
     

        Practices on self        … 
The individual is disciplined and 
shaped through the community’s 
practices, and understands itself 
as part of this community more 
than as an individual.   
 

Objectivation/Subjectification 
Productivity as governable 
through Ubuntu. Africans as 
individuals who can be made 
productive through Ubuntu 
Management. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

             Forms of  Truth  …….                 
Individuals can only be productive 
in their own culture. Black 
Africans therefore need Ubuntu 
and the African village in the 
workplace to be productive.
  

                  Practices…….…   .               
Practices of Ubuntu and the 
African village are integrated to 
motivate black Africans and 
create Ubuntu environment, 
which makes black Africans 
productive.   
 

 

             Forms of  Truth  …….                 
Individuals can only be productive 
in their own culture. Black 
Africans therefore need Ubuntu 
and the African village in the 
workplace to be productive. 

                  Practices…….…   .               
Practices of Ubuntu and the 
African village are integrated to 
motivate black Africans and 
create Ubuntu environment, 
which makes black Africans 
productive.   

Objectivation/Subjectification 
Productivity as governable 
through Ubuntu. Black Africans as 
people who can be released of 
productivity through Ubuntu.   

community. The point of observation throughout the analysis is Ubuntu Management. Section 2.3.1 

describes the thesis’ point of observation in detail. I summarize the results of this analytical step in a 

model of a self-technology similar to the one shown here, which represents the lower part of 

Dahlager’s model. 

Step 2: Ubuntu Management as a Technology of Power.  

This step draws on the previous analytical step’s conceptualization of Ubuntu as a self-technology 

and explores how Ubuntu Management translates Ubuntu into an organizational context, where the 

purpose is to create profit through higher productivity. In the analysis I use the same four dimensions 

as in step one. This makes it possible to see how Ubuntu Management aligns itself with Ubuntu in 

each dimension, so that when individuals are living ‘Ubuntu’ in a work-related context, productivity is 

increased: All that black South African workers have to do is to be themselves and work according to 

the principles that characterize the community they 

have grown up in, and productivity will increase. This 

will among other things show how Ubuntu 

Management translates songs and dances into an 

organizational context, so that instead of celebrating 

a wedding, for example, they celebrate the increased income of a year. I will summarize this 

analytical step with an illustration of how Ubuntu Management constitutes a technology of power 

with a model similar to the one shown here. 

Step 3: Discussion of Ubuntu Management’s Governmental Strategy and its Premises.  

In this section the technologies of Ubuntu and Ubuntu Management are merged (see illustration). 

This enables a direct answer to the first part of the 

question of the power analytical perspective, namely the 

part that asks how Ubuntu Management tries to make 

black Africans self-managing. During the discussion I 

emphasize how Ubuntu and Ubuntu-as-it-appears-within-

Ubuntu-Management are different from each other, which 

should make it clear that the translation is contingent and 

could have been different. The section also discusses possible consequences of this strategy. It is 

argued that Ubuntu Management on the one hand is very similar to contemporary Western 

management styles, but very different in the sense that its means of achieving profit are related to 

the community and traditional black African principles. To answer the second part of the power 

Figure 6: A governmental technology 
(analytical strategy) 
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analytical question, I describe how Ubuntu Management portrays black Africans, and discuss how 

this may be stereotypical and restraining.   

2.2 Analytical Strategy of the Post-Colonial Perspective  

This is the analytical strategy of the second theoretical perspective of the thesis, with which I answer 

the question ’How does Ubuntu Management promote black African qualities in management, and 

how may this (re)produce an oppositional relationship between black and white people?’ With this 

analysis I aim at contributing to a denaturalization of the ways in which ‘African’ and ‘Western’ are 

categorized by Ubuntu Management.  

For the analysis I use post-colonial theory, because the question deals with a problem that is related 

to the aftermath of colonialism: Ubuntu Management is an attempt to end the domination of 

Western ideas in management in South Africa. As Ubuntu Management states, these ideas have 

been dominant since colonial times and were enforced during apartheid. When Ubuntu 

Management promotes Ubuntu and African values, it is an attempt to produce an identity in 

management, which is not defined by colonial powers, but is authentically African. The main reason I 

use a post-colonial perspective is that it provides with a framework for describing the circumstances 

of such a post-colonial identity-making. A second benefit of the postcolonial perspective is, as 

mentioned, that it provides the opportunity to reflect on the thesis’ position. 

With the analysis I show how Ubuntu Management’s project of creating an authentic African identity 

leads to a reproduction of the binary opposition between Western and African, or between black and 

white. To describe this, Derrida’s theory of deconstruction is used. This theory makes it possible to 

see how a binary opposition – a seemingly indissoluble dichotomy between categories that get their 

essence from being in opposition to each other – is re-created, and how an attempt to end a binary 

opposition of, for example, black and white, is likely to reinforce black and white as naturalized 

categories.  

Firstly, some reflections on the thesis’ position in a post-colonial context are unfolded (2.2.1). 

Secondly it is described how the analysis uses an approach inspired by Derrida’s theory of 

deconstruction (2.2.2), and lastly the outline of the post-colonial analysis is presented (2.2.3).  

2.2.1 Post-colonialism: Writing about ‘the Other’ 

Post-colonial studies have been heavily criticized for confirming the superior/inferior-relation 

composed by colonialism, in spite of its attempt to change this hierarchy and make colonialism ‘post’. 

While my ambition with this thesis is to tell a different story about Ubuntu Management, not directly 
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to deal with post-colonial inequality, it is still relevant to reflect on the implications of writing about 

‘the Other’. Therefore the following is a discussion of four central points of criticism, which are 

directed towards post-colonialism, and especially the post-structuralist ‘wing’ of post-colonialism6. 

These points of criticism are: 1: It is Eurocentric (Mir et al 1997). 2: It cannot change anything, but 

rather preserves the existing (Aijaz Ahmad in Moore-Gilbert 1997: 18). 3: It only deals with text and is 

oblivious to the harsh reality of colonialism (Ahmad 1992). And 4: It chooses objects of study which 

places the West in the center (Moore-Gilbert 1997). 

1: Post-colonialism is Eurocentric. This criticism blames post-structuralist post-colonialism for being 

Eurocentric, because it is created in Europe and typically has dealt with post-colonial topics from a 

European perspective (Young 2001: 67). As Mir et al 1997 states, post-colonialism “derives most of 

its theories from the articulation of dualistic, binary oppositions. To that end, it privileges the 

logocentric thought over all else, including systems of knowing that may not be logocentric or 

dualistic in character” (Mir et al 1997: 55). Is this thesis Eurocentric in its portrayal of Ubuntu 

Management? Yes. This thesis adheres to a European tradition and will unavoidably take its point of 

departure in a European, academic tradition. The fact that I went to South Africa and stayed for 

seven months has without a doubt improved my understanding of the South African society and the 

complexity involved with life after apartheid, but I have not parted with my European point of 

departure, nor have I intended to do so. I do, however, aim at using my European point of departure 

constructively. I hope to use my cultural and theoretical ‘foreignness’ to the South African context as 

a strength that will allow me to shed new light on the phenomenon of Ubuntu and of Ubuntu 

Management, and to criticize it in a way which may not be anticipated or acceptable in South Africa. 

This especially in relation to the phenomenon of Ubuntu itself: My experience is that for South 

Africans, especially black South Africans, Ubuntu has a tremendous symbolic meaning, as it is said to 

be the root of the strength that the black Africans have shown in order to reconcile after apartheid. 

To a South African, criticism of Ubuntu and things related to Ubuntu is thus almost taboo and entails 

the risk of being seen as disloyal to the country’s black population. To a foreigner, Ubuntu and 

Ubuntu Management is not a sensitive subject, and it is therefore possible to describe it in new ways, 

which may bring along new perspectives and allow new ways of talking about it.  

2: Post-structuralist post-colonialism cannot change anything, but rather preserves the existing. 

This point of criticism is among others presented by Aijaz Ahmad, who claims that post-structuralism 

                                                           
6
 Post-colonialism is often seen as having a post-structuralist and a Marxist ‘wing’. Foucault and Derrida are 

seen as part of the post-structuralist wing, because they among other things defend the position that 
structures are decentralized and open (Moore-Gilbert 1997, Andersen et al 2005: 28). As this thesis draws on 
the work of primarily Foucault but also Derrida, the discussion especially includes points of criticism that have 
been posed against the post-structuralist wing of post-colonialism.   
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in post-colonial studies is “deeply conservative” and best understood as “simply one more medium 

through which the authority of the West over the formerly imperialized parts of the globe is currently 

being re-inscribed…” (Ahmad quoted by Moore-Gilbert 1997: 18). Additionally Helen Tiffin (1989) 

adds that “post-structuralist philosophy remains the handmaiden of repression…” (Tiffin quoted by 

Moore-Gilbert 1997: 21). I hope, however, that this thesis will be perceived as neither conservative 

nor repressive. While it does have a European perspective, I am not trying to reinstate European 

values in South Africa. In fact, it seems that the Eurocentric or Western perspective is already acutely 

present in South Africa, not least in Ubuntu Management, which seeks to end Western domination. 

The fact that I use European theories and methods of post-structuralism does not necessarily entail 

that the thesis is conserving the existing. One of the cornerstones of post-structuralism is to give up 

the idea of meta-physical ideals. And while the thesis may be bound to adhere and thus indirectly 

promote a European perspective, I try not to let it be a political program. I try to illuminate the 

contingency of Ubuntu and Ubuntu Management. By showing that things could be different I hope 

that the thesis makes way for a rethinking of Ubuntu Management and its racial categories; it should 

not make change impossible.   

3: Post-structuralist post-colonialism only deals with texts and is oblivious to the harsh reality of 

colonialism. Ahmad claims that for post-structuralist post-colonialism “reading is the appropriate 

form of politics” (Ahmad 1992: 3), indicating that post-structuralist post-colonialism ignores reality 

and focuses solemnly on texts. The main empirical focus of this thesis is texts about Ubuntu 

Management. This does not mean, though, that Ubuntu Management is not real and only exists as a 

written discourse. Ubuntu Management is practiced in some of the largest corporations of South 

Africa, including South African Airlines, ABSA (the largest consumer bank in South Africa), Eskom (the 

largest producer of electricity in South Africa) and more. However, the fact that texts are the main 

source of the thesis clearly makes other things visible than an observation study of corporations’ 

practice of Ubuntu Management would have. The advantage of analyzing the body of literature on 

Ubuntu Management, in addition to the fact that is comprehensive and accessible, is that the texts 

reflect the ideas and premises on which Ubuntu Management is based. Thus the texts make it 

possible to focus the analysis on Ubuntu Management as a general phenomenon, which is the thesis’ 

interest, rather than on certain organizations’ translation of it. This will be elaborated further on in 

the section about empirical data (2.3). 

4: Post-colonialism chooses objects of study which places the West in the center. Post-colonialism 

is criticized for choosing objects of study that are either Western texts about the colonized, texts by 

migrants from colonized countries now residing in the West, or texts by colonized people that 

‘answer back’ to colonization (Moore-Gilbert 1997: 19). With this thesis I focus on the binary 
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opposition between Africa and the Western world, which is in fact a choice that places ‘the West’ in 

the centre of the study. This is a choice that shall make the thesis’ results relevant in a Western, 

academic context, which does not focus on Africa or formerly colonized countries per se. Moreover, I 

believe that the West does play a significant part in South African management discourse in general 

and Ubuntu Management in particular, as the analysis will show. To ignore this would, in my mind, 

be a lot more suspicious than making it the object of study. By focusing on the dichotomy that 

Ubuntu Management creates between Africa and the West, the thesis does not try to promote the 

West, but tries to rock the essentialized conceptions of Africa and the West, which Ubuntu 

Management in many ways takes for granted.  

Having accounted for this thesis’ position in a post-colonial context, the following will unfold how the 

post-colonial perspective is used to analyze Ubuntu Management.  

2.2.2 Ubuntu Management as Deconstruction 

Ubuntu Management is analyzed as an attempt to deconstruct the Western/African discourse. The 

term ‘deconstruction’ comes from Derrida, and will be unfolded in the following7.  

Deconstruction is according to Derrida “precisely the delimiting of ontology” (Derrida cited by 

Åkerstrøm 1999: 100). Deconstruction is thus based on an understanding of open structures, where 

the signifier is detached from the signified, which means that meaning can only be momentarily fixed 

to the signified. That which defines what something is, the ontology of the concept, is its difference 

to something else. Yet, such a difference is contingent, and can therefore be delimited, as Derrida 

states in the quote.    

The purpose of deconstruction is to avoid normalizing (and thus confirming) the binary oppositions of 

a field. The deconstruction obtains this by showing that the difference cannot persist and keep the 

oppositions apart (Derrida 1981: 40). This is not done for the sport of it, but because the difference 

will often be a mechanism in power formation: One side of the difference will often dominate the 

other and a hierarchy between the two will exist (Derrida 1981: 40). This thesis will show how 

Ubuntu Management observes a hierarchy between Western and African or white and black.     

To deconstruct such a binary opposition requires a double movement, according to Derrida. Firstly, a 

phase of overturning, through which the hierarchy of the opposition is changed, so that what is high 

becomes low, and what is low becomes high (Derrida 1981: 41). This is exactly how Ubuntu 

                                                           
7
 As deconstruction is only used to analyze Ubuntu Management and not as part of the thesis’ analytical 

strategy, Derrida’s theory of deconstruction will only be presented to the extent that is relevant for the 
analysis. 
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Management is trying to end Western domination. Ubuntu Management defines Western and 

African values in opposition to each other, and then argues why the African value is better than the 

Western, in contrast to what it perceives as current discourse. 

However, to remain in the field of overturning is to keep on operating in a field which the dominant 

position has defined, which means a reification of the categories, that were sought absolved. Even 

though the dominant position is no longer dominant but put in an inferior position, it is still dominant 

in the sense that it has defined the differences between what is dominant and what is not (ibid.). 

After this phase, Derrida says, the emergence of a new concept must follow, which could not have 

existed within the deconstructed field (Derrida 1981: 41). This is yet to happen in the case of Ubuntu 

Management, and thus the focus of the analysis is on the phase of overturning.   

In the analysis I will use the conceptualization of Ubuntu Management as a strategy of 

deconstruction in order to show how Ubuntu Management defines itself in contrast to Western 

values and how it thus indirectly is dependent on the West in order to define itself. I will also discuss 

the stereotypes it produces, when these categories are naturalized.  

2.2.3 Outline of the Analytical Strategy of the Post-Colonial Perspective 

With the post-colonial perspective I answer the question ‘How does Ubuntu Management promote 

black African qualities in management, and how may this (re)produce an oppositional relationship 

between black and white people?’ In addition to Derrida’s theory of deconstruction, the analysis 

draws on Foucault’s understanding of power and subjectification. This makes it possible to show how 

Ubuntu Management subjectifies individuals in stereotypical, racialized positions. The post-colonial 

perspective of the thesis consists of one analytical section and one discussion. 

Analytical section: Ubuntu Management’s Promotion of Black African Qualities 

In this analysis I show how Ubuntu Management is creating itself as an opposition to Western 

management. In order to do this, I focus the analysis on how Ubuntu Management presents its 

mission: To break with Western management and create a management style fitted to black Africans.   

The analysis gives two examples – motivation and time – to show how Ubuntu Management 

concretely turns around the hierarchy of the binary opposition between Western and African. Firstly, 

it is shown how very different characteristics are subscribed to each of the two positions 

African/black and Western/white within each of the examples. For example how Westerners are 

observed to be punctual, whereas Africans are on ‘African time’. Then it is shown how Ubuntu 

Management aims at shifting the hierarchy of the two positions, so that the African position gets the 
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‘upper hand’ and it is celebrated that Africans are on ‘African time’ and emphasized as negative that 

Westerners are ‘obsessed with time’. As should be clear, this analytical strategy is not 

deconstruction, even though the purpose is similar. The analysis does not turn around a hierarchy, 

rather it analyzes Ubuntu Management’s attempt to shift the hierarchy of Western/African.  

Discussion of Ubuntu Management’s Strategy of Promoting Black African Qualities 

In this section I discuss how the strategy of Ubuntu Management may constitute repressing 

stereotypes of black and white people, and how this may affect the relationship between the two 

groups. The discussion is concentrated around two questions. The first is ‘Can Whites Have Ubuntu?’ 

It is asked because in order to be recognized as a person, it is required that you ‘act’ Ubuntu, 

according to Ubuntu and Ubuntu Management. Therefore it is relevant to discuss the consequences 

of constituting white people as unable to have Ubuntu. The second question is ‘Can Blacks Do 

Business?’ With this question I want to discuss the constitutive effects of contrasting African to 

Western, when Western is associated with business. Additionally, the consequences for the 

relationship between blacks and whites are discussed.  

2.3 Empirical Data 

In this section I describe the empirical data and analytical technique used to approach the central 

research problem. Firstly it is made clear and discussed why Ubuntu Management is the point of 

observation of the thesis, and how this affects the range and validity of the thesis’ conclusions 

(2.3.1). Then I present the literature and specific sources that have been used in the analysis, and 

discuss why these have been chosen (2.3.2). Lastly the interviews and interview technique are 

presented (2.3.3).  

2.3.1 Point of Observation: Ubuntu Management 

I have chosen to focus exclusively on Ubuntu Management, because it is my interest to find out 

about the reality, which Ubuntu Management constitutes: How does it claim to be more effective 

than Western management, and how does it produce the categories of Western and African? These 

questions can only be answered by zooming in on the observations of Ubuntu Management. 

However, Ubuntu Management is not a delimited phenomenon per se, but something that must be 

constructed in order to make it possible to observe its observations.  

In this thesis Ubuntu Management is constructed as the texts, strategies and statements that 

contribute to, promote or discuss a style of management that is based on Ubuntu and/or the idea of 

integrating elements from the traditional southern African village into an organizational context. This 



 

27 
 

is also described previously under the third point of criticism in the discussion of post-structuralist 

post-colonialism (section 2.2.1). These written contributions are primarily presented as Ubuntu 

Management, but some use other names such as ‘African Management’8 or ‘Pragmatic Humanism’ 

(Koopman 1993). In addition to the interviews that will be presented in the following section, I use 

both academic texts and literature directed to practicing managers. I do not distinguish between 

contributions from what Steinar Kvale (1997) would call experts and informants, as both constitute 

Ubuntu Management. 

Defining the thesis’ point of observation serves the purpose of sharpening the focus of the analysis, 

so that with it I observe only that which is relevant in order to approach the research problem. It is 

also an integration of the belief that the emergence of a phenomenon is dependent on the observer. 

Ubuntu would thus appear different, if it were observed through, as an example, the school system 

(where Ubuntu is also suggested to be integrated. See Msila, 2009), i.e. if other observations had 

been studied. To have a sharply defined point of observation makes it possible to construct a 

coherent empirical body of data and thus to strengthen the validity of the thesis’ conclusions.  

The fact that I have tried to construct a coherent body of data does not mean, though, that any 

differences and contradictions between the different contributions are ignored or hidden. Insofar as 

it contributes to the interests of the thesis, such differences are analyzed and discussed. An example 

of this is the disagreements on how violence is related to Ubuntu: Some contributions claim that 

violence plays a big part in Ubuntu, whereas others more or less deny its existence.   

2.3.2 Literature 

This section presents the literature used for the thesis, and explains why this has been chosen. The 

authors presented here are those which I cite most frequently in the thesis. Plenty of other sources 

have, though, been cited, read, coded, analyzed and have shaped the story and conclusions of the 

thesis.  

Initially I mapped out all contributors to the Ubuntu Management literature I could find. I found out 

who the most influential were, and how they were divided into different ‘schools’. I made sure that I 

had covered all central contributions, and then started analyzing the literature. In the end, the most 

interesting and precise quotes and ideas have been used; those that contribute best to the story, I 

wanted to tell. The authors of these are presented below.  

                                                           
8
 As for example the famous book ‘African Management’ from 1994, which is presented in the following section 

(2.3.2). 
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Lovemore Mbigi is perhaps the most well-known contributor to the Ubuntu Management 

movement. He is a professor at the School of Business Leadership of the University of South Africa 

(UNISA) and is the executive director of Rainmaker Management Consultants. Mbigi has worked with 

many of southern Africa’s large corporations implementing Ubuntu. Mbigi is originally from 

Zimbabwe where he was raised by his grandmother, who was the Rainmaker of their town and 

taught Mbigi the art of being a Rainmaker; the highest spirit in Afrocentric religion. This upbringing 

affects his work a lot, according to himself (Mbigi 1995: 24). Mbigi has published a large amount of 

books and articles, including ‘Ubuntu – The Spirit of African Transformation Management’ (1995), 

which the analysis especially draws on. Mbigi was also one of the editors of ‘African Management’ 

from 1994, which is the first book to promote the idea of African (or Ubuntu) Management and is 

considered to be one of the main vehicles of the discourse.  

Another editor of the book ‘African Management’ is Peter Christie, who in the 1990s was a well-

known spokesperson for the idea about African Management. Today he declares the movement 

dead and is involved with organizational storytelling. I have interviewed both Lovemore Mbigi and 

Peter Christie as part of the research for this study. 

Johann Broodryk was the first person to obtain a PhD in the field of Ubuntu with ‘uBuntuism as a 

Worldview to Order Society’ (1997). Broodryk is founder of the Ubuntu School of Philosophy, which 

among other things teaches organizations about Ubuntu Management. Broodryk has a philosophical 

background, and tries to promote the term Ubuntu Management Philosophy, on which he has a 

copyright and calls ‘UMP’. Broodryk also makes guided trips for tourists to game parks and teaches 

them about Ubuntu. Broodryk is Afrikaan (i.e. a white South African with Dutch decent, who speaks 

Afrikaans; a language which derives from Dutch), but always feature in traditional African clothing on 

the covers of his books (see the picture on p. 41 of this thesis) and has recently graduated as a 

sangoma (traditional healer). Broodryk is the author of among others the book ‘Ubuntu Management 

Philosophy: exporting ancient African wisdom into the global world’ (2005), which is used in this 

thesis. I have also interviewed Johann Broodryk.     

Barbara Nussbaum presents herself as a coach and a writer. She co-authored with Dr Ronnie Lessem 

on the book ‘Sawubona Africa: Embracing Four Worlds in South African Management’ (1996). 

Nussbaum was born in Zimbabwe but has lived most of her life in South Africa and the United States 

(Nussbaum 2010: website). In the United States she has worked with Bill Clinton, who in an interview 

famously said that “All you need is Ubuntu” (Clinton 2006 quoted by Coughlan, BBC ). She has also 

seen Ubuntu in the current American president: “When I hear Obama speak, I recognise an ubuntu 
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exemplar. These are people I watch for, people who give my own life meaning and inspiration.” 

(Nussbaum 2009: website). Nussbaum has also worked with Mvume Dandala.  

Mvume Dandala is former head of the Methodist church in Southern Africa and has been a 

presidential candidate of the South African political party Congress of the People. Dandala has 

written many texts about Ubuntu, and provides with many noteworthy and interesting examples 

(Dandala 1996).  

2.3.3 Interviews 

This section describes the purpose of the interviews as well as the process of conducting them. I have 

conducted three interviews for the thesis. These were with central people from the Ubuntu 

Management movement, namely Lovemore Mbigi, Johan Broodryk and Peter Christie, who are all 

introduced above.  

The purpose of all three interviews was to get more knowledge about certain aspects of Ubuntu 

Management and to produce material for the analysis. I also wanted to hear the interviewees’ 

thoughts on subjects that they themselves had not written about, but which were relevant in order 

to approach the thesis’ research problem.   

In order to achieve this, a semi-structured interview-guide was used, which can be found as an 

appendix (6.1). I mainly asked open questions, as my goal was to have the interviewees give 

examples, stories and ideas on the themes I was interested in. A digital voice recorder was used 

during the interviews and I had a helper take notes in case something would go wrong with the 

recorder. In the following phase of processing the interviews, I wrote out the interviews (see 

appendices 7.1-7.3 for transcriptions), and coded them thematically. The codes used were the same 

with which I beforehand had analyzed the literature, namely ‘Ubuntu Management’s portrayal of 

African and Western differences’, ‘Ubuntu Management’s special way of making black Africans self-

managing’ and ‘Ubuntu as a traditional African mindset’. 

The interviews all went as planned, although with some surprising results. As all interviewees are 

known to be very charismatic, I had assumed it would be difficult to stay in control during an 

interview on a subject about which they care and know so much. This turned out to be right, but as 

they still elaborated on the subjects I presented to them, it was not really a problem. Peter Christie 

surprised by stating that the Ubuntu/African Management movement was dead and merely a 

phenomenon kept alive by students such as me. This surprising and rather provocative statement 

seemed, though, to stem from disputes between Christie and Ubuntu Management spokespeople, 
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who indeed still are promoting the concept. Additionally Christie stated that “the ideas aren’t dead. 

And to some extent even the practices are growing.” (Christie 2009: Interview).    
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3 Analysis: A Different Story about Ubuntu Management 

With the analysis new light will be shed on the phenomenon of Ubuntu Management, which is 

probably the most controversial and influential contribution to the management discourse in Africa 

today. The analysis starts with the power analytical perspective and finishes with the post-colonial 

perspective. Through the two analyses, the thesis answers the research problem What is Ubuntu 

Management? How will it accomplish making black Africans more effective than Western 

management styles have? And how may this seemingly liberating strategy reproduce and possibly 

reinforce the constitution of black and white stereotypes in an organizational context? After the 

analysis the Conclusion (chapter 4) provides with a precise answer of the research problem.   

3.1 The Power Analytical Perspective: Ubuntu Management and the 

Freedom to be African 

Ubuntu Management is based on the belief that black African workers can be made more productive 

if the principles of Ubuntu are translated into the workplace. The idea of Ubuntu Management is that 

when an organization is based on the values and structures of an African village and black Africans 

are given ‘the freedom to be African’ it will be natural for them how to act, and what to do. Put 

differently: They will need less managing and be more effective, because they will be able to manage 

themselves.  

To recap the analytical strategy (presented in section 2.1): With this analysis I want to show how 

Ubuntu Management governs through the freedom to be African, and to make contingent the way 

this strategy constitutes black Africans. The question for this part of the analysis is How does Ubuntu 

Management attempt to shape black Africans into self-managing individuals and how may this 

(re)produce a stereotypical conception of black Africans? It is analyzed through two analytical steps. 

In the first step I describe Ubuntu as a self-technology, and in the second I describe how Ubuntu 

Management as a technology of power aligns itself with Ubuntu. In the last section I describe and 

discuss the stereotypical image of black people that this strategy creates.  

3.1.1 Ubuntu as a Self-technology 

In this section Ubuntu is conceptualized as a self-technology. This is necessary in order to show how 

Ubuntu Management as a technology of power aligns itself with Ubuntu to make organizations more 

effective. In order to do this, the four dimensions presented in the analytical strategy are used as 

point of departure. Firstly the analysis explores the objectification of Ubuntu: What is established as 

the object, what is made governable? Then the subjectification: How are people addressed as 
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individuals? Thirdly the dimension truths about self: What vocabulary and categories does Ubuntu 

provide for the individual to perceive itself through, and how does it legitimize itself? And lastly 

practices: How is the object shaped and affected through certain practices? When these dimensions 

are analyzed, the results will be summed up in a model.  

3.1.1.1 Objectification: Humanness Made Governable 

Ubuntu is most often translated as humanness (Mbigi 1995, Broodryk 2007, Mthembu 1996). Ubuntu 

is regarded as a special form of African humanness, which consists of a certain mindset and certain 

norms (Broodryk 2005). The central belief of Ubuntu is captured in the Zulu saying “umuntu 

ngumuntu ngabantu”, which means “I am a person through other human beings” (Broodryk 2005: 1, 

Mbigi 1995: 2, Dandala 1996: 70). Ubuntu is a conception of what a human being should be in order 

to be a person9 (Dandala 1996: 70). From a power analytical perspective, it is significant for Ubuntu 

that an individual is not necessarily a person: 

Being human is achieved as a person shows characteristics that qualify him or her to be so 

regarded. Hence, it is quite possible to refer to a person as a ‘non-person’ or ‘asingomutu 

lowo’ (Dandala 1996: 70). 

This means that an individual within the Ubuntu worldview can either obtain status as a human 

being, i.e. have Ubuntu, or not. In this way humanness, or the status of being a human being, is made 

governable: Whether you are a human being or not becomes a matter of conduct. What 

characterizes this form of governable humanness then? According to Mbigi the key values of Ubuntu 

are “group solidarity, conformity, compassion, respect, human dignity and collective unity” (Mbigi 

1995: 2). The values Mbigi describes as key are all related to the perception that it is only possible to 

be a human being through other human beings.  

The following sections will explore this further, as we will see how and with what means humanness 

can be governed, and explore what kind of individuals that are produced, when humanness is 

objectified and made governable.    

3.1.1.2 Subjectification: A Person as a Thread in a Societal, Spiritual Fabric 

When humanness is governable, the individual is constituted as someone who can transform or not 

transform him/herself into a human being. Within Ubuntu individuals are thus only able to become 

human beings through the community. As the business man and Ubuntu Management practitioner 

                                                           
9
 The terms ‘human being’ and ‘person’ are being used interchangeably in Ubuntu Management. One term 

does not have a higher status than the other. The important thing is that a human being/person earns his/her 
right to be a human being/person. 
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Albert Koopman describes it, “each individual has a special role but more as a thread in the societal 

fabric than apart from it or in opposition to it. He wants to voluntarily subordinate himself to group 

or societal objectives because he is inherent in them.” (Koopman 1993: 51).  

Nussbaum suggests that if the famous sentence by Descartes “I think therefore I am” describes the 

Western way of conceiving being, then “You are, therefore I am” and “I feel the other, I dance the 

other, therefore I am” describes the African understanding of being (1996: 246). Individuals are part 

of the community, the “collective unity” (Mbigi 1995: 1) before they are individual human beings. 

Ancestors and spirits are part of this collective unity, and the individual is thus dependent upon 

these, in order to become a human being. As Broodryk explains:   

In African tradition, ‘other persons’ in the Ubuntu saying ‘I am a person through other 

persons’, is a reference that includes the ancestors. The person is eventually to become an 

ancestor *…+. Ancestors remain part of the living family, and the community forever 

remembers them, especially during ritual events. In community life when people are 

enjoying themselves around a calabash of beer, one may find that a little bit of beer is being 

poured on the ground for the ancestors to enjoy (Broodryk 2005: 123). 

If a person is behaving differently than normal and not showing Ubuntu, i.e. not qualifying to be a 

person, it may be because there is trouble with the ancestors. The person can then decide or be 

advised to consult a sangoma (a spiritual healer), in order to get instructions from the ancestors on 

what to do (Broodryk 2009: Interview).   

Mbigi elaborates on the significance of spirit: “The spirit of African religion is one’s total being or 

soul. It represents our inner self and our total being. The spirit is who we really are.” (Mbigi 1995: 

20). The belief that the spirit is who we really are further emphasizes the important role of the 

community for subjectification, as it will only be certain people in the community (i.e. the sangoma 

and the praise singer), who will be able to communicate with the spirits and let the individual know 

who he or she really is.  

Within Ubuntu the community, inclusive of spirit and ancestors, determines the identity of the 

individual, not the individual him/herself. This again emphasizes the saying A person is a human 

being through other human beings.  

3.1.1.3 Truth: Ubuntu as a Language and a Legitimate Norm  

The analysis of the truth dimension starts by exploring the categories and the vocabulary made 

available by Ubuntu and continues to look at how Ubuntu is legitimized as “true”.    
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When Ubuntu Management translates Ubuntu into an organizational context, there is a great focus 

on language. According to Ubuntu Management this is because many African languages reflect the 

collectivity and community which is seen as characteristic of Ubuntu. An example of this is the 

greeting ‘ninjane’ which means ‘how are all of you?’ and refers to a person’s partner, children, 

extended family and in Kenya even cattle (Broodryk 2005: 219). This emphasizes that the person is 

part of a social network and that this is at least as important as how the person is doing individually. 

Another greeting which is generally used as ‘hello’ or ‘good day’ is ‘Sawubona’. Literally this means ‘I 

see you’, which according to Dandala (1996: 72) is used to recognize another person as a human 

being. Thus we see how language directly reflects how a person is subjectified, namely as someone 

who may or may not be a human being, i.e. who may or may not be seen with a ‘Sawubona’.  

Another example of how the language emphasizes the community of Ubuntu is provided by the 

sociolinguist Nkonko Kamwangamalu:    

In South Africa and elsewhere on the continent, a member of a community can use the term 

sister, for instance, to refer to any female and not necessarily to one's sibling. Similarly, 

children are taught from young age that they must refer to anyone who is the same age as 

their father/mother as father/mother, and never to call such people by their names as this 

would be considered disrespectful (Kamwangamalu 1999: 4). 

Through language and its categories it becomes possible to speak about an entire community as 

one’s family, and in fact it is not legitimate not to. Language then becomes a mechanism of keeping 

the community closely knit.  

The way in which the previously analyzed dimensions of Ubuntu, objectification, subjectification and 

language all emphasize the role of the community, are connected through certain ‘truths’ that 

characterize Ubuntu. One central truth of Ubuntu is that togetherness and community is of 

tremendous importance and that it is up to the individual to support the community. This truth is 

reflected in various proverbs:  

A thumb, although it is strong, cannot kill aphids on its own (Mbigi 1995: 110). 

Akudlu-lwa ngendlu yakhiwa (You do not pass without offering a helping hand) (Mthembu 

1996: 222). 

Nkunda ya bangi itu iboba ne mata (Literally: 'Beans cooked by many can cook with saliva'.  

Meaning ‘Unity is strength’) (Kamwangamalu 1999: 4).  

Babidi kabakukumi batu bakushiya diulu nsoso. (Literally: 'If two people fight against one 

person they will win the fight.') (Kamwangamalu 1999: 4).  
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The importance of the community and the togetherness, and the fact that it can have deadly 

consequences for the individual to go against the community (which we will see in the next section 

on Practices, 3.1.1.4) is legitimized through reference to historical circumstances. Khoza, who is 

chairman of Eskom and a well-known author of Ubuntu Management literature, and Mbigi explain 

why the community is of more importance than the individual:  

Disadvantaged or marginalized groups anywhere in the world survive on collective unity or 

solidarity and consciousness. Due to the poverty of their material circumstances, they 

cannot survive on individual initiative alone. They have to stick together on selective survival 

issues and unquestioning conformity become prized values for every member of the group 

(Mbigi 1995: 7).  

It is axiomatic that a true community has norms, rules and regulations. These rules are strict. 

But the rules and regulations are those judged necessary to facilitate interpersonal relations 

and to promote the values and objectives of the community (Khoza 1993: 122). 

Mbigi and Khoza thereby make it an act of necessity and one that cannot be debated that the 

individual must subordinate him/herself to the group. The proverbs show the same logic: People 

together are strong, people alone are weak.  

From this analysis of the truth dimension, we see that language provides certain expressions and 

ways of observing that correlate to the importance of the community and togetherness. Through the 

previous parts of the analysis, we see how this relates to other truths of Ubuntu; namely that a 

human is not necessarily a person, and that a human can only become a person through other 

people.  

3.1.1.4 Practices: Events and Punishments 

Certain practices encourage people to adapt to the objectification of humanness as something 

governable and the subjectification of people as somebody, who become persons through the 

community. The analysis distinguishes between two types of practices within Ubuntu. The first type 

is practices such as rituals and customs. That is, the ‘events’ that are part of shaping life in an African 

village. The second type of practices is the disciplinary practices that do not take the form of an 

event, but work in more subtle ways.  

Until the 1990s where the first publication that dealt with Ubuntu directly was published, Ubuntu has 

been passed on through customs, rituals and upbringing from generation to generation (Broodryk 

2009: Interview). This means that there are plenty of practices to describe. One of the most 

important practices to Ubuntu is storytelling. According to Dandala this works because when “this 

kind of storytelling takes place, interwoven with myths of bravery, the listeners internalize it and 
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their own characters begin to manifest the intended values. Dreams about the future are built 

around these myths.” (1996: 73). Storytelling can take various forms and serve various educational or 

cultivating purposes. An example is the following:  

Senior member: Tell me, boy, what would you prefer to be when you are a grown-up  - a 

man or a gentleman? 

Young man: What is the difference? 

Senior member: You see, when I have cows I am a man! But you, after your escapades in 

Johannesburg, you may come back a gentleman with your white shirt and tie. And now, 

because you are an African, you will want to do umsebenzi (a ceremonial occasion). You will 

come to me, because I am a man, I have cows. You will beg me to sell you a cow. And I will 

agree to sell it to you. I will point out a cow to you at the outer end of the kraal and say 

‘There it is, you may have it. Go and get it.’ And because you are a gentleman, putting more 

emphasis on your looks rather than your responsibilities, you will not want to walk into the 

kraal and get the cow. You will go home unworthy to stand before your ancestors. But I, a 

man, who knows that responsibility comes before looks, I will go and get my cow anywhere, 

any time (Dandala 1996: 75).  

Dandala tells this story as an example of a practice that is aimed at making a young man take care of 

his responsibilities. Additionally I believe it can be seen as a way of trying to preserve the community, 

so that the African traditions will not be lost during the escapades in Johannesburg. With the remark 

that the young man will be unworthy to stand before his ancestors, the story also shows the 

disciplinary effect of the ancestors: These will always watch you and punish you if you behave badly. 

The story thus shows how a young man can be shaped into becoming a person who respects the 

community and the traditions, and who honors the ancestors. 

A different example is the ceremony of the Venda people of the Northern Province of South Africa, 

during which harmony and togetherness are required (Impey and Nussbaum 1996: 231): 

Every boy, upon completion of initiation, is assigned a single reed-pipe. The individual will be 

unable to perform a melody with a single note and will only be able to do so when 

performing with other reed-pipe players. Venda reed-pipes are played in circular formation 

and each note is intricately interwoven with the others to ensure a resultant melodic 

pattern. Each performer is expected to hold his own while, at the same time, remaining in 

perfect synchrony with his peers (Impey and Nussbaum 1996: 231).       

At first glance this is not so different from an orchestra anywhere else in the world, but within 

African societies characterized by Ubuntu, each song-and-dance10 serves a social purpose. Impey and 

                                                           
10

 In many African languages song and dance are seen as the same phenomenon, not as two distinct practices 
as in the European languages. For example, in Zulu the term ‘ingoma’ refers to ‘song and dance’ (Impey and 
Nussbaum 1996: 229).   
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Nussbaum (1996: 228) provide a long list of song-and-dances and their functions. In the table below, 

I have included a few examples: 

Group 

Name of 
song-
and-

dance 

Implicit function Explicit function 

Shona Chidange 
chidange 

Socialization Prevents fear of physical contact with the opposite sex 

Chewa Chimutze Entertainment Introduces young girls to the concept of becoming women. 

Shangaan Muchong
oyo 

Promotes solidarity, 
physical fitness 

Develops identity, identification with peers 

Ndebele Hoso 
amabhiza 

Performed when 
problems arise in 
community 

Helps community cope with anxieties about problems and circumstances that face 
then (e.g. no rain, fear of drought) 

Shona Chinungy Education for 
married life 

Helps new brides anticipate and learn to cope with the more negative aspects of 
married life, thorough being able to face and laugh about the possibility of having 
a drunk husband; also serves the purpose of demystifying the romance of 
marriage and preventing the development of unrealistic expectations 

                   Figure 7: Traditional African song-and-dances. Impey and Nussbaum 1996. 

This table shows how each song-and-dance serves a purpose of integration in the community. This 

either by encouraging relationships among the young people in the community, by preparing young 

women for marriage or by generally creating cohesion and unity in the community.    

As we have already seen, Khoza states that “It is axiomatic that a true community has norms, rules 

and regulations. These rules are strict. But the rules and regulations are those judged necessary to 

facilitate interpersonal relations and to promote the values and objectives of the community” (Khoza 

1993: 122). These rules are taught through the events described above, where they are encouraged 

among young people, but they are also taught in the educational system:”Respect for cultural norms 

is enforced through conformity. The educational systems in African society ensure that an individual 

grows up understanding and accepting these rules without question.” (Mthembu 1996: 224). Yet 

Ubuntu also contains means as to what to do, if the rules of the community are not abided by: 

Individual conformity and loyalty to the group, is demanded and expected. The dark side of 

Ubuntu means failure to do so will meet harsh punitive measures such as evening “Dunlop 

treatment” or “necklacing”, burning of houses and assassination (Mbigi 1995: 58). 

When asked about discipline in Ubuntu, Broodryk, who otherwise insists that Ubuntu is based on 

love and rejects aggression, tells this story to explain how discipline works:  

You have the example that Shaka
11

 was killed by his half brother. And then – he [the half-

brother] murdered all the vortrekkers… what happened was, that the Zulu people realized 

that the king was wrong, and so they removed his eyes and killed him. So there is a sense of 

discipline (Broodryk 2009: Interview). 

                                                           
11

 The most famous Zulu king who ruled from 1816-1828.  
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            Truth about self     ….                 
Language and logic defines the 
individual as part of the 
community and integrates ances-
tors and spirits in the community.  
 

        Practices on self        … 
The individual is disciplined and 
shaped through the community’s 
practices, and understands itself 
as part of this community more 
than as an individual.   

Objectivation/Subjectification 
Humanness as governable. The 
individual is defined and made 
human through the community.  

Stories like the one about King Shaka may seem ancient, but Mbigi explains that equally hard 

punishments can be found today, and that it happens sometimes that strikebreakers are killed by 

their co-workers (Mbigi 2009: interview). These deadly measures both serve to preserve the 

community, as the person (or non-person) who performs a non-conforming action will be eliminated, 

and to warn other people so that they adhere to the norms of the community. 

Through the analysis of practices of Ubuntu, we have seen that Ubuntu is preserved and produced 

through both ceremonial events and disciplinary measures. People are brought up to know that 

humanness is something to strive for, and that it is only achieved through the community.   

3.1.1.5 Summary: Model of Ubuntu as a Self Technology 

The analysis has through the four analytical dimensions shown how Ubuntu works as a self-

technology by shaping the individual through different means. Ubuntu shapes the individual into 

being a person who will strive to be a part of the community, and who will treasure the well-being of 

the community above the well-being of him/herself. Therefore it is perhaps more precise to describe 

the community as the subject of Ubuntu rather than the individual: It is the community that 

organizes and regulates itself using the truths and practices of Ubuntu.  

The results from each analytical dimension are summarized in the model below. The double-pointing 

arrows show that each dimension is partly constituted by and partly constituting for the other 

dimensions.   

The model represents the self-technology of the governmental technology, as it was illustrated with 

Dahlager’s model in section 2.1.2 ‘A Power Analytical Framework’.  

 

 

Figure 8: Ubuntu as a self-technology (analysis) 
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3.1.2 Ubuntu Management as a Technology of Power  

In the following we will see how Ubuntu Management attaches itself to the community-based self-

technology of Ubuntu, in order to produce a self-managing ‘community’ within the workplace. In 

order to do this the four dimensions of Objectification, Subjectification, Forms of Truth and Practices 

are used as analytical foundation. To use these dimensions again, allows a direct link between this 

analysis of Ubuntu Management, and the previous of Ubuntu, as mentioned before.  

In the end of the analysis the results will be summarized in a model of a Ubuntu Management as 

technology of power, in the same way as in the previous analytical step. In the discussion that follow, 

it will thus be possible to connect the two figures of Ubuntu (as a self-technology) and of Ubuntu 

Management (as a technology of power) and discuss what assumptions this strategy is based on, and 

how it constitutes black Africans.    

3.1.2.1 Objectification: Productivity  

One of Ubuntu Management’s missions is to increase productivity of the black, African workforce by 

promoting ‘black’ values related to Ubuntu:  

Our opinion is that we must try to build on the collective spirit of ubuntu and harness it for 

productivity and competitive purposes (Mbigi 1995: 8). 

New processes need to be developed that will give rise to a sound and acceptable work ethic 

that leads to meaningful productivity (McFarlin and Carter 1999: 2). 

As the quotes show, productivity is something that can be harnessed in Ubuntu and which a certain 

work ethic can lead to. In other words productivity is the object of Ubuntu Management; it is what 

Ubuntu Management makes governable. This is perhaps not surprising: The purpose of most 

management strategies is probably to increase productivity in some way. What is interesting to see is 

how Ubuntu Management links productivity to Ubuntu.   

Productivity as observed by Ubuntu Management is something that can only be present when 

Ubuntu is present. This means that creating Ubuntu equals creating productivity. The object of 

Ubuntu Management then in a peculiar way both becomes Ubuntu and productivity. Like the object 

of Ubuntu is to strive towards being human, the object of Ubuntu Management becomes to strive 

towards creating productivity through Ubuntu. This brief description of the objectification of Ubuntu 

Management will be unfolded through the analysis of the other three dimensions.  
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3.1.2.2 Subjectification: Black Africans need Ubuntu in order to be Productive 

When productivity is something that can be governed, individuals become someone, who can be 

more or less productive. This is expressed in Koopman’s statement: “We *South Africa+ simply have 

not used our human resources effectively and now are bemoaning our lot and saying workers are 

non-productive” (Koopman 1993: 44). Individuals in Ubuntu Management are as we see workers, and 

they are workers with certain resources that can create productivity if they are managed effectively. 

According to Ubuntu Management, people are additionally part of a culture, which is determining for 

who they are: 

If we accept that culture is the enormous and dynamic structure of behaviors, ideas, 

attitudes, values, habits, beliefs, customs, language, rituals, ceremonies and practices 

peculiar to a people and which provides them with general designs for living and patterns for 

interpreting reality, then we cannot hope to devise an effective management approach for 

such people without a profound understanding of their culture. Culture is to humans as 

water is to fish (Khoza 1993: 121). 

Individuals in general are thus portrayed as being dependent on a culture; a culture on which 

management must draw in order to be efficient. Ubuntu Management’s observation is that for black 

South Africans, this culture is characterized by Ubuntu, and so it is clear that “A proper 

understanding of the philosophy of ubuntu will release people for creativity and create a partnership 

among all in an organization.” (Dandala 1996: 85). People are thus further subjectified with the 

ability to be released for creativity and as people who will, “if appropriately kindled, make better 

organizational behavior with attendant higher productivity” (Khoza 1993: 117). 

3.1.2.3 Forms of Truth: The Community Must Be Translated into the Organization  

This dimension analyzes the forms of truth (the logic) and language of Ubuntu management; two 

aspects that affect that which is ‘true’ for Ubuntu Management. Firstly the logic is analyzed and 

secondly the analysis looks at the language of Ubuntu Management.  

As is already clear from the above, the logic of Ubuntu Management is that if Africans are managed 

the ‘Ubuntu way’, they will be productive. This leads to the conclusion that an ‘Ubuntu environment’ 

must be created in an organization, if it wants to increase productivity. As we have seen in the 

analysis of Ubuntu, such an environment exists in the African village, where the community 

determines good conduct. Therefore:     

The task of organizational design in the new South Africa is about crafting into the modern 

South African organization the community attributes of an African village (Mbigi 1995: 118).   
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When the community is translated into an organization, Koopman explains that:   

All performance areas are covered, but in the context of a ‘community’ of people working 

inside the organization. Adherence or non-adherence to these values (alignment – non-

alignment) therefore becomes the explicit code of conduct of the ‘community’ (Koopman 

1993: 50). 

Thus by importing village life into an organization, Ubuntu Management does not only refer to the 

structures and ‘atmosphere’ of a village, but also a moral guideline - a cultural ‘code of conduct’. This 

argues Ubuntu Management is good because “*if you have Ubuntu and, ed.+ you work for a company 

– everybody is a brother and sister – for example like here in the Whimpy Bar12. The nice thing about 

that is that black people do not let family down. So it is very good for productivity.” (Broodryk 2009: 

Interview).  

Another characteristic of Ubuntu Management seems to be that everything becomes more 

legitimate in Ubuntu Management if it is formulated in an African language or in an African way. An 

example is how Mbigi initiates one of his books by stating that “the style has been deliberately 

borrowed from African traditional storytelling and you may find it highflown, fastmoving and 

simplistic” (Mbigi 1995: foreword). The quote also shows how Ubuntu Management in many 

examples observes and judges itself from a Western perspective, which leads Mbigi to state that his 

own writing style may be simplistic etc.  

A more peculiar illustration of legitimization through African references is Broodryk’s appearance on 

the cover of all his books. It seems that he personifies the logic of Ubuntu Management; that Africans 

should be approached in an African way, and thus he dresses up in 

traditional African clothes, when approaching black Africans through 

his books. It seems he uses ‘props’ to legitimize and support his 

version of Ubuntu Management, or to legitimize the translation of 

Ubuntu into an organizational context. Similarly many African 

proverbs and expressions are found in the literature, which seems to 

serve the purpose of emphasizing that this actually is Ubuntu.   

By drawing on Ubuntu, Ubuntu Management is provided with a 

certain vocabulary. This vocabulary makes it possible to link practices 

and expressions from Ubuntu to a management world. An example of 

this is Mbigi’s use of spirits of African religion. By referring to these instead of psychological 

                                                           
12

 I interviewed Broodryk in a Whimpy Bar. Whimpy is a chain of fast food restaurants in Southern Africa.  

Figure 9: Photo of Johann 
Broodryk from the backside of his 
book Understanding South Africa - 
the Ubuntu Way of Living (2008) 
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categories, he claims it is easier for Africans to describe for example the psychological climate in the 

workplace. In this he uses the following model (Mbigi 1995: 20):  

THE CULTURAL VALUES THE SPIRIT 

Morality and dignity Rainmaker (GOBWA) 

Performance and enterprise Hunter (SHAVI REUDZIMBA) 

Authority – know the truth Divination (SANGOMA) 

Power and conflict War (MAJUKWA) 

Survival of self and of one’s group Clan Spirit (MUDZIMU) 

Bitterness, anger and revenge Avenging (NGOZI) 

Cynicism, negativity and destruction Witch (MUTAKATI) 

                                                                                   Figure 10: Spirits and their values (Mbigi 1995: 20) 

The left column describes what Mbigi calls ‘cultural values’ (‘feelings’ would perhaps be more 

precise) and the right column shows the African spirit that symbolizes the respective value. The 

model should be very effective: 

Experience in using the model in running workshops with shop-floor workers, is that it is 

easily understood and accepted and used to extract dominant values. It is also easy to put 

across organizational culture to shop-floor workers and it is a significant tool in strategic 

management (Mbigi 1995: 21). 

With this model and the way of referring to certain feelings by conceptualizing them as spirits, 

Ubuntu Management not only translates a certain language and categories into an organizational 

context; it also translates practices. Because when the spirit that causes the problem for the 

organization is identified, it requires action: 

The African practice would be to hold a ceremony near a river with a chicken or goat to be 

killed. The issue is not to destroy the negative spirit but to marginalize it. In a corporate 

sense, one needs a renewal ceremony in which one harness the positive spirits, through 

bonding, and marginalizes the negative ones (Mbigi 1995: 26). 

Another example that shows how Ubuntu Management attaches itself to the language of Ubuntu, is 

the following case, in which I ask Broodryk to describe how a manager should react, if a worker is not 

performing well: 

- First, say ‘unjane’ - how are you? Or really: ‘ninjane’, meaning ‘how are you and the 

persons around you? Including your wife or wives, your children, your aunts, you uncles, and 

nephews - in Kenya, even your cows? And then it will come out: ‘My wife is very very sick’. 

That will explain why he was late for work or why a certain action happened.  He will come 

out with the answer himself, if you just ask. Give him the opportunity and you sit and listen 

(Broodryk 2009: Interview). 

Broodryk corrects himself when he says “unjane?” in order to use the plural greeting “ninjane”; it 

seems that the how are you and the persons around you alone will get the employee to recognize his 
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bad performance or coming late and correct it while you sit and listen. In one of his books Broodryk 

adds that when greeting somebody with ‘ninjane’, it should be “accompanied by body language of 

smiling, and lifted open arms”, which should break the ice and make communication easier 

(Broodryk 2008: 151).  Broodryk also gives another example of how the worker could react if he or 

she were invited to such a sit-down talk: 

Usually it will come out, that something is wrong with the ancestors. And this person will ask 

for permission to go for a couple of days to the place, where he comes from, to have a 

sangoma talk to his ancestors about his problems. And the ancestors may even give him an 

instruction through the sangoma. And then he comes back (Broodryk 2009: Interview).  

The quote shows how words like ancestors and sangoma provide the opportunity to talk about issues 

from African village life, which in other styles of management would be difficult to integrate. Ubuntu 

Management thus attaches itself to the function of Ubuntu, where problems can be fixed by 

sangomas and ancestors, and uses this to reestablish the workers productivity. It also becomes clear 

how Ubuntu Management adopts the language of Ubuntu in order to make individuals self-

managing. He has to go home and ‘fix himself’ through a sangoma, and then come back and be 

productive again.  

To sum up the dimension of forms of truth: The analysis has shown that the logic of Ubuntu 

Management is that an individual is as dependent on his or her culture, as a fish is to water, and 

therefore that it is necessary to translate the practices of the African village into the organization. 

Only if this is done will it be possible to release the productivity of the black African. The analysis has 

also shown how Ubuntu Management draws on the vocabulary and functions of Ubuntu in order to 

make the African worker free and more productive.  

3.1.2.4 Practices: Pretend the Machine is a Cow 

Ubuntu Management consists of a number of practices that are used to make the African worker 

self-managing and more productive. Similar to the analysis of the Ubuntu practices, the following 

analysis starts by exploring the more event-type of practices, and then turns to the more disciplinary 

measures.   

Mbigi has translated a traditional African ceremony into an organizational context. When he was the 

managing director of the Eastern Highlands Tea Estates in Zimbabwe, he copied the mukwera ritual 

of the Shona tribe and made a production festival:   

Cattle were slaughtered. There would be a lot of singing, tribal dancing, drinking and eating. 

The ceremony represented a synthesis of Western values of enterprise and southern African 



 

44 
 

visionary spirit. The result (…) was the harnessing of the company’s energy into a dynamic 

force to translate the strategic vision and objectives into reality (Mbigi 1995: 41). 

The logic behind this festival was to “tap into the emotional, spiritual, cultural and social resources of 

the company” (Ibid.: 42) in order to increase the productivity. Admiringly Lessem and Nussbaum 

(1996) comments “The ritual songs remained African, and only the content of the words and the 

context of the ritual changed” (Lessem and Nussbaum 1996: 190): It was now no longer about the 

community, but about production. The production festival is thus a very clear example of how 

Ubuntu Management uses Ubuntu as a technology to create productivity.   

Ubuntu Management also suggests that songs and dances should be used more generally. Mthembu 

explains that “Rhythm, through songs, dances, praise songs and other forms, is fundamental to the 

African way of maximizing performance and mobilizing energy” (Mthembu 1996: 218), and the coach 

Welcome Msomi uses a ten-minute dance after lunch and prior to the afternoon shift to revitalize 

and re-energize the employees (Msomi cited by Mthembu 1996: 219).  

A less eventful way of making employees more productive through practices of Ubuntu, is to 

translate the meaning of a cow into an organizational context. The meaning of a cow in South African 

villages is important for various reasons: Cows are used for Lobola (bride’s price, ed.), a man’s wealth 

is constituted by how many cows he owns, and sangomas communicate with cows (Broodryk 2005: 

38). More importantly perhaps for this example is that “In an African setting, a cow never dies; it can 

only be slaughtered. It is shameful for a person looking after a cow to allow that cow to die for no 

purpose.” (Dandala 1996: 86). Ubuntu Management’s way of translating the meaning of a cow into 

an organizational context is thus to make the African worker pretend the machine he or she is 

working, is a cow: 

One can transfer the value of a cow to a machine that represents or embodies a person’s 

dreams and destiny, along with the day-to-day responsibilities he or she has to carry. (…) The 

person might even be allowed to name the machine (Dandala 1996: 83). 

The logic thus is that if the person pretends the machine is a cow, he or she will similarly find it 

shameful if the machine breaks (dies). Nussbaum (1996) describes how this technique was very 

successful when implemented in a company she knew as it “generated tremendous enthusiasm and 

pride and, at the request of the workers, there was a launching ceremony [after the machines had 

been painted and the employees ‘given ownership’+” (Dandala 1996: 90). 

Ubuntu Management also describes how more explicit disciplinary measures can be used to make 

workers productive:    
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We have observed some of the following punishments dished out to tardy workers by shop 
stewards and elders: 

- Dressing the offender in a clown costume with a board around his neck saying ‘I am a 
joker’. This humiliating experience has in it, in essence, rejection. Workers avoid coming 
late literally at all costs. 

- Toilet duty and repairs and maintenance. 

- Having to wash other workers’ overalls for a month in order to buy back acceptance 
from the team.  

- Letting him sit on a chair all day long doing nothing and placing a tin mug at his feet 
with a sign saying ‘Please feed me, I’m lazy’ (Koopman 1993: 51). 

 

With the use of the harsh and corporal punishment of Ubuntu in mind, these measures of discipline 

are perhaps not surprising: They serve the same purpose as the punishments of the village, namely 

to make sure that others won’t repeat the condemned act (humiliation), and to make sure that the 

community gets something back (for example newly washed overalls).  

Similarly, in spite providing the example of the killing of Zulu King Shaka’s half brother as a means of 

discipline, Broodryk claims that ”One cannot associate Ubuntu with aggression” (Broodryk 2005: 38) 

and that “Control in Africa does not have the same negative connotation as in traditional Western 

management. (…) control in the Ubuntu sense is friendlier and is based on natural feedback being 

given to the team or collective.” (Ibid: 103). This is an example of how Ubuntu Management is a 

translation and not a copy of Ubuntu as a phenomenon from African village life: The very aggressive 

parts of Ubuntu are not mentioned or transformed in order to create a version of Ubuntu which is 

appropriate in an organizational context.  

Ubuntu Management uses the community or indirectly a ‘chief’ in the organization to discipline, not 

a manager. Ubuntu Management translates the chief into the organization: “A community concept 

requires that management be approachable, not to say over familiar. After all in African villages the 

chiefs are highly dignified personalities but yet very approachable” (Khoza 1993: 122).  

The good chief is characterized as someone “who knows how to listen to the genuine views and 

feelings of his people, who has fine-tuned the skills of restating such views in a way that even those 

who had differing views are drawn in, and the decisions articulated by the chief are echoed by all his 

subjects.” (Dandala 1996: 76). The chief is contrasted to the bossy, Western front figure, and 

described as being ‘part of the team’, and as such he will encourage others to voice their opinions 

(Broodryk 2009: Interview). Broodryk calls this “the Mandela recipe for effective leadership” 

(Broodryk 2005: 47), and describes the style of the chief of Mandela’s village like this: 

The magical strategy of the regent was this: he would open the meeting by thanking 

everyone for their attendance and would explain the purpose of the meeting. From this 

point on, he would not utter another word until the meeting was nearing its end! Only at the 
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end of the meeting, as the sun was setting, would the regent speak. His purpose was to sum 

up what had been said and form some consensus from the diverse opinions (Broodryk 2005: 

47). 

Koopman similarly describes how the role of the chief or manager is different in a black African 

culture, than in Western culture. When he asked his staff, who should be promoted to be manager, 

“it was not a case of majority assenting *among the ‘black guys’, as Koopman writes, ed.], but the 

majority not dissenting. This obvious behavior was in response to the need that the leader had not to 

stand out of a crowd, but standing in a crowd (with the crowd)” (Koopman 1993: 47). The fact that 

the leader should not be different from the flock, but rather a member who doesn’t stand out, is 

similar to Peter Christie’s idea of a leader. When asked how people would know who the leader was, 

if he or she really was just a member of the flock, he said “That would be good, that would be really 

cool, if you didn’t! Imagine if there were no signifiers as to whom the manager was! - So titles would 

be reluctant, you wouldn’t worry about the ranks of people, as opposed to ‘I’m the senior manager!’” 

(Christie 2009: Interview).  

Thus we see how Ubuntu Management suggests that it would create a more authentic Ubuntu 

environment, if the manager acted more like a chief from an African village and less like a front 

figure. This style which Broodryk also calls ‘the shepherd style of management’ (Broodryk 2005: 138) 

“is about leading from behind: If you see a sheep is going in the wrong direction, I guess you pat him 

to make him go in the right direction” (Broodryk 2009: Interview). How this patting takes place is 

through the personal conversation, described under the truth dimension, where the manager starts 

the conversation with open arms, a smiling face and a ‘ninjane?’ which makes the employee able to 

identify his or her own mistakes and correct them. This kind of management of self-management is 

in many ways similar to modern Western management styles, except from the fact that it relies on 

the disciplinary measures of the community and draws on a vocabulary and language, which make 

phenomena such as spirits, ancestors etc. communicable.  

In this dimension of practices, we have seen how Ubuntu Management draws on principles from the 

African village. This includes everything from slaughtering of animals, dancing, pretending machines 

are cows, to the role and behavior of the manager (or chief). All practices are shaped by and shaping 

the other dimensions of Ubuntu Management, which have been described.  
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Figure 11: Ubuntu Management as a technology of power (analysis) 

3.1.2.5 Summary: Model of Ubuntu Management as a Technology of Power 

This model sums up the findings of the analysis above.  

The analyses of all dimensions have shown that Ubuntu Management ‘taps into’ Ubuntu in order to 

create self-managing employees and increase productivity. This does not mean that the dimensions 

of Ubuntu Management and Ubuntu are the same, as we see, but rather that Ubuntu Management 

interprets and uses elements of Ubuntu. Thus Ubuntu Management attaches itself to Ubuntu by 

objectifying productivity as dependent on Ubuntu and by portraying Africans as needing Ubuntu in 

order to be productive. Accordingly, its strategy is to translate the African village into the 

organization, so that Africans can experience a culture familiar to them and pretend or experience 

the organization as a community. This, according to Ubuntu Management, makes it possible to 

govern the Africans through truths and practices that look like those of the village, but which serve 

the object of creating value for the organization.  

3.1.3 Discussion of Ubuntu Management’s Governmental Strategy and its Premises  

In this section the above described strategy of Ubuntu Management is discussed. Firstly the strategy 

is summarized by connecting the models of Ubuntu and Ubuntu Management. Then it is discussed 

how this strategy may produce a stereotypical conception of black Africans.  

Ubuntu Management exercises power by appealing to black South Africans with Ubuntu. The 

strategy is that the black Africans will identify with Ubuntu, and that they then will create profit for 

an organization by fulfilling their own, pre-existing goals: Goals of becoming a person through other 

persons, and being a part of the community. We see this in the way the upper part of the model 

reflects the lower part:  

 

             Forms of  Truth  …….                 
Individuals can only be productive 
in their own culture. Black 
Africans therefore need Ubuntu 
and the African village in the 
workplace to be productive. 

                  Practices…….…   .               
Practices of Ubuntu and the 
African village are integrated to 
motivate black Africans and 
create Ubuntu environment, 
which makes black Africans 
productive.   

Objectivation/Subjectification 
Productivity as governable 
through Ubuntu. Black Africans as 
people who can be released of 
productivity through Ubuntu.   
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            Truth about self     ….                 
Language and logic defines the 
individual as part of the 
community and integrates ances-
tors and spirits in the community.  
     

        Practices on self        … 
The individual is disciplined and 
shaped through the community’s 
practices, and understands itself 
as part of this community more 
than as an individual.   
 

Objectivation/Subjectification 
Productivity as governable 
through Ubuntu. Africans as 
individuals who can be made 
productive through Ubuntu 
Management. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

             Forms of  Truth  …….                 
Individuals can only be productive 
in their own culture. Black 
Africans therefore need Ubuntu 
and the African village in the 
workplace to be productive.
  

                  Practices…….…   .               
Practices of Ubuntu and the 
African village are integrated to 
motivate black Africans and 
create Ubuntu environment, 
which makes black Africans 
productive.   
 

Figure 12: Ubuntu and Ubuntu Management as a governmental technology (analysis) 

In each dimension we see how Ubuntu Management has translated principles from Ubuntu into an 

organizational context. If we for example look at the dimension of objectification, we see how 

Ubuntu Management translates the object of Ubuntu, so that the object of Ubuntu Management is 

productivity through Ubuntu.  

As this thesis is focused solely on Ubuntu Management, we cannot know to what extent the strategy 

of Ubuntu Management works; to what extent black South Africans identify with Ubuntu as a self-

technology. Yet what has been made clear through the analysis is that Ubuntu Management is based 

on the premise that black Africans are spiritual villagers (or think as such), who have a strong 

connection with ancestors and a spiritual world, who need to sing and dance and who are more 

productive if they pretend the machine is a cow.  

This assumption is very narrow, and creates a stereotypical image of black Africans. I want to make 

clear that this assumption is the very core of Ubuntu Management. By showing this, I try to make the 

assumption contingent and to make room for black Africans to be other things than spiritual villagers 

etc. This is not done in order to reject or demean spiritual villagers, nor to deny that they exist. I have 

acquainted quite a few myself. However, it is obvious that many black South Africans are a lot more 

diverse than this: I have met plenty of black Africans, who surely would feel a lot of other things than 

motivation, if they were told to pretend that their laptop was a cow!  

The reason why Ubuntu Management has not to a significant extent met this criticism in South Africa 

can have several explanations. Based on the Ubuntu Management literature one reason could be 
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that the black managers and strategists who implement Ubuntu Management in organizations are 

positioned to see Ubuntu Management as directed towards the uneducated workers, and not 

towards themselves, and therefore do not feel that such a criticism is relevant. This produces a 

distinction between managers as people who have a strategic relationship to Ubuntu, and workers as 

people who have a ‘natural’, inescapable relationship to Ubuntu: Managers themselves do not need 

to sing-and-dance to show up at work on time, and they do not need to talk to a sangoma, if they are 

not productive, but they do understand that this is necessary for their employees.  

Ubuntu Management does, as we have seen, contain some descriptions of how a manager should act 

like a traditional chief, but it still remains unclear how a black worker can achieve the distance and 

strategic relationship to Ubuntu that Ubuntu Management indirectly assumes that a manager has. Or 

the other way around; how a manager can maintain a ‘natural’ relationship to Ubuntu and still be a 

manager. Even though it is Ubuntu Management’s mission to promote black African values, it may 

make it difficult for black workers to prosper as it locks them in a role which is incompatible with 

other roles than that of the uneducated worker.    

Another reason for the absence of this criticism may be the fact that Ubuntu Management as the 

only management strategy that is addressed to black Africans in southern Africa is immune to 

criticism from South Africans. White, South African critics will only difficultly be able to criticize the 

first and only management style that is addressed to black people in South Africa without being 

positioned as trying to preserve the existing ‘white’ management systems. Black people are not very 

likely to direct criticism against Ubuntu Management either. All the symbolic value of Ubuntu makes 

Ubuntu Management almost untouchable. To criticize Ubuntu Management could very well be 

understood as if the black critic were trying to deny his or her past, culture and identity. This would 

mean to be a ‘sell-out’, and according to Mbigi (1995: 58-59) one of the greatest fears of black 

Africans in contemporary South Africa is to be a sell-out13. If this fear exists, it may not least be 

provoked by Ubuntu Management, which indicates that to have Ubuntu is the only way of being an 

authentic, black South African.  

3.1.4 Conclusion of the Power Analytical Perspective  

This analysis has unfolded what Ubuntu Management is and made clear how Ubuntu Management 

tries to create self-managing employees by attaching itself to Ubuntu, which it observes to be an 

existing self-technology of black Africans in South Africa. On the one hand the way power is 

integrated in Ubuntu Management is very similar to contemporary Western management, as it 

                                                           
13

 The five major fears are, according to Mbigi (1995: 58-59): ”Fear of being a sell-out, fear of being sold-out, 
fear of co-option, fear of white manipulation, fear of victimization”.  
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wants to promote self-management. On the other hand Ubuntu Management is uniquely African, as 

it promotes self-management of the community, instead of the individual. Ubuntu Management is 

thus a unique attempt to combine an integrative, communal form of power, similar to Durkheim’s 

mechanical solidarity14, with a governmental form of power, which is characteristic for most Western 

management strategies today.  

With the description of the strategy of Ubuntu through the power analytical perspective, I have tried 

to rock the truths that are taken for granted by Ubuntu Management. The analysis has constructed 

Ubuntu and Ubuntu-as-it-appears-in-Ubuntu-Management as two different phenomena. With this 

differentiation the hope is to make the translation of Ubuntu by Ubuntu Management contingent, in 

order to make room for more discussions about how this translation can be done. With the 

description of Ubuntu Management’s essentialized assumptions about black Africans, I hope to have 

shown that this is a stereotypical assumption, which limits the possibilities for black Africans.   

  

                                                           
14

 The French philosopher Emile Durkheim’s term ‘mechanical solidarity’ describes traditional societies, where 
cohesion comes from homogeneity of the individuals; where there is little independence for the individual; 
where the interests of society as a whole are valued, and where rules with repressive sanctions are the norm 
(Lukes 1985: Emile Durkheim: His Life and Work).   
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3.2 The Post-Colonial Perspective: Black and White Revisited  

Ubuntu Management tries to end the domination of Western approaches to management, which it 

observes to be dominant in South Africa and instead to promote African values in management. 

Conceptualizing this as a strategy of deconstruction as defined by Derrida, the following analysis 

shows Ubuntu Management uses the West as an opposition in order to define itself and discusses 

how this may reproduce stereotypical categories of black Africans and white Westerners.  

With the post-colonial perspective I answer the question ‘How does Ubuntu Management promote 

black African qualities in management, and how may this (re)produce an oppositional relationship 

between black and white people?’ The first section of the analysis explores how Ubuntu 

Management promotes black African qualities, and gives two examples of how Ubuntu Management 

tries to overturn the hierarchy of Western and African values. The second section discusses how this 

strategy distinguishes between the categories of black and white and tries to question the way 

Ubuntu Management normalizes this distinction.   

3.2.1 How Ubuntu Management Promotes Black African Qualities  

Ubuntu Management attempts to create a management style that is not founded on Western ideas, 

because – as we know from the first part of the analysis – people need to be managed in a way that 

matches their culture, or else they will not be productive. 

It should be crystal clear, especially to the South African private sector, that African people 

cannot be changed and redesigned according to perceptions about what is best for them. 

The South African private sector should accept the failure of having imposed Eurocentric 

values on other people and work towards acknowledging and managing its rich diversity in a 

different way (Mthembu 1996: 219).  

According to Ubuntu Management, the fact that management in South Africa is founded on Western 

ideas, results in various problems for organizations in Africa because “white managers often rely on 

Western values that are inconsistent with African approaches to management” (McFarlin and Carter 

1999: 2). This has also become clear during the previous part of the analysis. In identifying the 

problem of management in South Africa today as being dominated by Western thought, Ubuntu 

Management consequently observes itself as different and even in opposition to the Western kind of 

management.  
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Ubuntu Management uses the terms white, Western, European and American interchangeably15 to 

identify what is generally called ‘Western management’ (and this will become more evident 

throughout this part of the analysis). These adjectives present the ‘other’ in Ubuntu Management, 

and are contrasted to black, African, South African and Southern African, which presents the subject 

of Ubuntu Management. The way this distinction is made shows that it is not based on current 

geography, as there are many white people in South Africa, who think of themselves as South 

Africans. These white South Africans are included in the category of the ‘other’, with those who are 

not Africans, but Western and white. This is also clear in Binedell’s statement, as he sees the white 

South Africans as having a subconscious connection to Europe: 

The concept of South Africa as a developing country has far more in common with Brazil, 

Mexico, Indonesia or Malaysia than with the United States or Britain. This creates conflict in 

the minds of management, particularly those whose subconscious connection is a European 

orientation (Binedell 1993: 8). 

The fact that white South Africans are associated with Europe emphasizes the post-colonial aspect of 

Ubuntu Management: Ubuntu Management is an attempt to (re)create an identity of what it is to be 

African in an organizational context, and perhaps in general, too. Some authors of Ubuntu 

Management literature explicitly make this connection:  

During times of colonialist Africa, the ‘conquerors’ imported and imposed many systems 

which were in direct conflict with the ‘natural way of doing things’ in Africa. A free will was 

thought to exist amongst all men and methods for the control of people were based on the 

‘individual’. Organizational design was imposed accordingly, regardless of indigenous 

folklore. This scientific approach led to the annihilation of the African world-view, destroying 

its dignity and self-respect, and causing a cross-continental inferiority complex which further 

reinforced a sense of hopelessness amongst the mass (Koopman 1993: 42). 

Since the colonial powers controlled both political and economic developments, Western 

approaches to management had a high degree of legitimacy. In short, white South African 

managers pushed what was largely a Third World workforce to accept First World 

management style (McFarlin and Carter 1999: 2).  

Thus Ubuntu Management does not only see Western management as being ineffective when 

managing black South Africans, it is additionally a symbol of years of oppression through colonialism 

and apartheid, and alienation between (white) management and (black) workers (Mbigi 2009: 

Interview, Christie 2009: Interview).  

                                                           
15

 Some writers distinguish between American and European (i.e. Broodryk 2005, Binedell 1993, Khoza 1994), 
but this is done inconsequently, and the distinctions made by different contributors are not the same.  



 

53 
 

Ubuntu Management accordingly presents itself as an alternative to Western management; as 

something that is not based on this racial, colonial, inappropriate style of management, but instead 

on something authentic and pre-colonial, something that truly characterizes the African identity:  

Europeans would be crazy to behave as though they were not European; Americans and 

Japanese would come across as both funny and phony if they tried to be anything other than 

American and Japanese respectively. Similarly Africans, and in our particular case, South 

Africans, had better stop behaving as though they were an outpost of Europe or somebody 

else. We have to get to know ourselves and begin to use our existential reality as a 

departure point (Khoza 1993: 118). 

This [a successful management style for Africa, ed.] can not be imported from either Japan 

or the West. This has to be done locally by managers and intellectuals who understand our 

own situational reality and survival agenda (Mbigi 1995: 2).They have to accept who they are 

– AFRICANS – and abandon the neurotic desire to be American and European (Mbigi 1995: 

60). 

In order to find this truly South African essence, Ubuntu Management looks back in history to the 

time before colonialism: “The first task involves uncovering the indigenous philosophies, or 

worldviews, that underlie our South African reality” (Binedell 1993: 10). Khoza puts it similarly:  

It is about Africans anchoring themselves in their own continent; its history, traditions, 

cultures, mythology, creative motif, ethos and value systems exemplifying the African 

collective will. (…) In its theoretical aspect it entails interpretation and analysis from the 

perspective of African people as subjects rather than as objects on the periphery of the 

European or so-called Western experience. In its practical implications, afrocentricity entails 

authentic Africa-based behaviour in the sociocultural, economic and political arena (Khoza 

1993: 118). 

It becomes clear that ‘African’ is more or less defined as non-Western or pre-Western and that 

Ubuntu is identified as an appropriate principle of management, because it is distinctly African or 

non-Western: 

The treasure and richness of African life, culture, philosophy and value systems can be 

traced through Ubuntu which is the main stem which underpins values. The roots are 

storytelling, work rhythm, spiritual transformation and communal history. *…+ Ubuntu is key 

to all African values and involves humanness, a good disposition towards others, and a moral 

nature. It describes the significance of group solidarity and interdependence in African 

culture (‘a person can only be a person through others’: ‘umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu’) 

(Mthembu 1996: 216).  

With Ubuntu as a central principle, Ubuntu Management tries to replace Western management with 

a style of management that does not have its point of departure in Western thought. However, with 
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an identity which is defined as non-Western, Ubuntu Management never really breaks with the 

domination of Western management, but remains on the field of Western management. Ubuntu 

Management is a management style that favors African characteristics to Western and thus turns the 

hierarchy of the binary opposition Western/African upside-down, but nevertheless it is formed by 

that binary opposition. This will be unfolded more concretely in the following examples. 

3.2.1.1 Two Examples: Binary Oppositions Turned Upside-down   

Two examples will illustrate how Ubuntu Management takes on the task of producing a style of 

management that favors African values to Western. Firstly the analysis show how very different 

characteristics are subscribed to each of the two positions African or black versus Western or white. 

Then it is shown how Ubuntu Management aims at shifting the hierarchy of the two positions, so 

that the African position gets the upper hand. The examples used are those of ‘Motivation’ and 

‘Time’. 

Motivation: White People Lack Spontaneous Warmth  

When Ubuntu Management presents the reason why South Africa is not more productive than it is, 

one of the primary reasons provided is that African and Western people fundamentally are 

motivated by different things. Because Western culture is dominating in South African management, 

it is not succeeding in motivating the black employees.  

The means of motivation are associated with the mindset characteristic for Africans and Westerners, 

respectively. It has already been described how Ubuntu shapes individuals into people who become 

persons through the community, and how this is their fundamental drive. Lovemore Mbigi explains 

how this is different to a Western way of life:  

The hallmark of Afrocentric philosophy is about being a good community member. It is also 

about living and enjoying life rather than the acquisition of the material creature comforts of 

life. It is about accepting one’s destiny rather than an obsession to control it. It is not about 

controlling results, but about experiencing and living with the outcome (Mbigi 1995: 97). 

Even though not mentioning directly the West or white people in this example, it is clear that the two 

‘rather thans’ imply this opposition. Mbigi thus marks the opposite of African (i.e. Western) as 

enjoying the material creature comforts of life, obsessing to control one’s destiny and controlling 

results, whereas Africans are good community members, enjoy life and live with the outcome of fate. 

Similarly, Broodryk writes that “Westerners may wish to discuss stock exchange matters, while 

Africans may prefer to talk about welfare-related issues.” (Broodryk 2005: 105). Mthembu adds that 
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in contrast to Western societies, “Africans believe that the only wealth is that which is shared and 

rendered visible to the entire community” (Mthembu 1996: 220).  

Transferring this to an organizational context, Mbigi notes that his experience from America is that if 

an economic incentive was introduced for an activity, “the Americans would see this ‘money’ as a 

measure of success and the final guarantee that choices made were the ‘right’ ones” (Mbigi 1995: 

103). According to him, this is very different from how rewards would be given in an Ubuntu 

managed organization, where the “view of rewards is based on Ubuntu. One works for additional 

reward so that one’s fellow man can enjoy the fruits of one’s labour. Whatever one earns is for the 

collective good of the community” (Mbigi 1995: 103). 

Thus the difference observed is that Westerners care about money and material things, while 

Africans care about the community. Ubuntu Management wants to change the way of motivating 

employees and to promote a system that is based on the African importance of the community. In 

order to do this, the hierarchy of the two positions is turned around, so that the African way of 

motivating becomes ‘better’. This is already demonstrated in the way Ubuntu Management portrays 

the West as obsessed with controlling destiny, and more concerned about stock exchange than 

welfare. It will be clearer in the following, where Broodryk connects Western motivation to 

unhappiness:  

American and European cultures may also claim to be ‘living’ the liberal ideal of happiness. 

This ‘happiness’ however appears to be one that is in isolation from other values like 

spontaneous warmth. To Africans, this version of happiness could be experienced as cold 

and exclusive. (…) the ubuntu way of ‘living’ happiness is more intense and genuine and is 

closely interwoven with other precious, core and associated ancient values (Broodryk 2005: 

173). 

The example shows that according to Ubuntu Management a consequence of adhering to a Western 

mindset is that it is only possible to experience a cold and exclusive version of happiness. In that way 

the African motivation is promoted as that which brings real happiness and which is directed to the 

entire community. This point is made in contrast to the Western way of motivating, which is based 

on the individual and which according to Ubuntu Management creates an amputated form of 

happiness.  

Continuously it is Western management that provides the point of departure for Ubuntu 

Management’s definition of the African motivation. It is by rejecting the way in which Westerners 

focus on material things that it is emphasized what Africans are; they care about things that create 
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real happiness. Similarly, it is by stating that Westerners are not happy (even though they may think 

so) that it becomes possible to see the spontaneous warmth characteristic for African happiness.   

Example of Time: In Africa We Call It Tolerance Time 

In the Ubuntu Management literature the conception of time is mentioned as one of the things that 

differ most significantly for black Africans and white Westerners. The following shows how Ubuntu 

Management understands African time in contrast to Western time but tries to change the 

perception of which of these are better. Firstly, Ubuntu Management observes how Africans and 

Westerners differ in regards to time:    

African people are, for example, not easily rushed for purposes of punctuality. Westerners 

have a reputation for being ruled by the watch and by the belief that time is money. 

However: Time is not money: productive and long discussions can take place, which can 

generate more money as a result of more thorough planning (Broodryk 2005: 74).  

The Western approach is usually based on time, impatience and correctness; the African 

approach is to be tolerant, and to be patient in respect of time and experimenting (Broodryk 

2005: 165) 

In the quotes we see how Broodryk has a mission of changing the power relationship of the binary 

opposition, as he states that However: Time is not money and that the African way of having long 

discussions can generate more money. And in the second quote that Westerners are impatient and 

correct, whereas Africans are tolerant, patient and experimenting: All meaning that the Western 

conception of time is actually not as smart as the African. The quotes show how Broodryk in his 

project of changing the negative attitude towards ‘African time’ still operates within the discursive 

structure provided by Western management or maybe Western thought in general, which, according 

to Ubuntu Management, disapproves of Africans’ relationship to time. Broodryk actually preserves 

this ‘observation’ supposedly made by Westerners, but literally tries to turn it around so it appears 

positive: “So what has happened is that we have changed the word in the country. If a person is not 

punctual, we call it tolerance time.” (Broodryk 2009: Interview). In the project of promoting the 

African relationship to time, Broodryk becomes very frank in his condemnation of ‘Western’ time:         

Europeans are extremely time-conscious and punctual: Wristwatches rule their lives – and 

punctuality is a rigid norm which influences various actions. (…) These extremely time-

conscious attitudes lead to serious stress – one has only to look at all the worried faces of 

Western motorists during peak hour, who fear that they may be late for work or an 

appointment, to understand how seriously Europeans value punctuality and rigid time 

adherence. No wonder stress in its many hidden forms is killing so many Europeans 

(Broodryk 2005: 107).  
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In this passage Western time (or ‘European’ in this quote) is associated with wristwatches that rule 

lives and serious stress, and Western time is even said to kill, emphasizing as strongly as possible that 

African time is better than Western time.  

On the one hand Broodryk explains that the fact that Africans “are not used to the Western watch” 

(Broodryk 2009: Interview) is why they have a different relationship to time. On the other hand he 

argues that unpunctuality occurs in all cultures (Broodryk 2005: 106), and therefore is not 

characteristic for Africans in particular. Even Americans can be late: “I met Bill Clinton when he was 

here two years ago. And we waited to hours, before he arrived at the meeting. But nobody called it 

American time.” (Broodryk 2009: Interview). Broodryk’s way of partly defending African time and 

partly rejecting it as a specifically African phenomenon, indicates that his mission is to reject the 

negative ‘Western’ conception of African, and that this rejection rather than a positive definition 

constitute the essence of his version of African time.  

Throughout this example of time, we see that the observed Western disapproval of African time is 

the premise of the discussion. We thus see how Ubuntu Management reproduces the binary 

opposition between black and white in the mission of deconstructing the discourse of Western 

management. In that way Ubuntu Management is formulated as a contrast to Western management 

and is therefore dependent on Western Management in order to define itself. In turning around the 

hierarchy but remaining within the field of Western management, Ubuntu Management thus risks to 

reproduce a certain racialized way of thinking, which it may not intent to, and which may reproduce 

an oppositional relationship between black and white people.  

3.2.2 Discussion of Ubuntu Management’s Strategy of Promoting Black African Qualities 

Ubuntu Management operates as we have seen with the assumption that certain things are 

characteristic for African people and that these things most often are the exact opposite of what is 

characteristic for Western people. In Ubuntu Management’s attempt to promote African values, this 

implies that everything Western is regarded as inappropriate or not relevant in an African context, 

and as related to intolerance and unhappiness.  

The purpose of this section is to discuss how Ubuntu Management’s attempt to deconstruct Western 

management and replace it with a style of management that promotes African values, have 

constituting effects for the relationship between Africans and Westerners or black and white in South 

African organizations. This entails looking at how the descriptions of the African and Western 

oppositions have excluding and essentializing effects for whites and blacks and consequently for 
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South Africa’s possibilities of creating profit as a whole. Thus, the section firstly discusses the 

question ‘Can whites have Ubuntu?’ and secondly discusses the question ‘Can Blacks do Business?’.  

3.2.2.1 Can Whites Have Ubuntu? 

The question whether white people or Westerners can have Ubuntu is important, as this determines 

whether there is ‘room’ for white people in an organization managed the Ubuntu way. If this is not 

the case, Ubuntu Management reproduces a racial segregation, which it claims not to intend to. 

When I asked Broodryk directly if there is Ubuntu in the Western world, he answered:  

It is there as well. It is not different. Sometimes people refer to humanity. In German you can 

call it Menshlichkeit… I’m sure it will be available in other languages as well. The difference is 

that Ubuntu in African languages, it is more deep. It is more sensitive. It is practiced more 

intensely. We know that rich countries like America, they also have these values, they have 

humanity there, – but it is not as intense as in Africa. For example a company in America 

may do charity, but it is not intense giving like it is here. Even if people have nothing, they 

will share. So it is much more intense (Broodryk 2009: Interview). 

Broodryk’s statement is that there is Ubuntu in the West among white people, but not as intense as 

in Africa. This suggests that white people can have Ubuntu, but not as much as Africans. Another 

writer, Louw, gives the following answer:  

It would be ethnocentric and, indeed, silly to suggest that the Ubuntu ethic of caring and 

sharing is uniquely African. After all, the values which Ubuntu seeks to promote, can also be 

traced in various Eurasian philosophies. This is not to deny the intensity with which these 

values are given expression by Africans. But, the mere fact that they are intensely expressed 

by Africans, do not in itself make these values exclusively African (Louw 2001: 15). 

Similar to Broodryk, Louw thus suggests that Ubuntu in principal could be found among other people 

than Africans, but that it is more intensely expressed by Africans. Louw who presents himself as a 

post-colonial writer adds the following about Ubuntu:  

as such, [it] adds a crucial African appeal to the call for the decolonisation of the other - an 

appeal without which this call might well go unheeded by many Africans (cf. Mphahlele, 

1974:36; Ndaba, 1994:18-19; Prinsloo, 1998:48-49). In this, and only in this peculiar sense, 

Ubuntu is of Africans, by Africans and for Africans (Louw 2001: 15 – his references, ed.). 

Similarly to the point I have made, Louw suggests that Ubuntu is part of establishing an African 

organizational identity in the process of decolonization. In this process Ubuntu is of Africans, by 

Africans and for Africans, which implies that Ubuntu Management, when seen as an attempt of 
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decolonization or deconstruction, is not for others than Africans. Reverend Dandala says it perhaps 

most explicitly:   

The law of averages *…+ suggests that from an African perspective, it is people of an African 

origin who are likely to have Ubuntu and if a person of non-African extraction, particularly a 

white person, shows signs of ubuntu, people may say ‘unobuntu ngathi ayingomlungu’ 

(‘he/she has ubuntu as if he/she is not a white person’) (Dandala 1996: 71). 

He/she has Ubuntu as if he/she is not a white person implies that it is not possible to be ‘properly’ 

white and have Ubuntu. If a white person has Ubuntu, he or she becomes a little less white, and a 

little more African or black. It surprised me that Ubuntu Management not simply declares that 

Ubuntu is a black African mindset and that Western mindsets also exist that are equally good but not 

identical to Ubuntu. One reason for this could be the fact that Ubuntu Management wants to profile 

Ubuntu as something universal as we for example see it in the way Broodryk claims that Richard 

Branson from Virgin is practicing Ubuntu (Broodryk 2005: Foreword). Broodryk states that Branson is 

practicing Ubuntu Management in his organization, even though he does not use the term Ubuntu 

(ibid.). This leaves Ubuntu Management with a rather confusing image of Ubuntu as something that 

at the same time is uniquely African and universal, and which white people in principle could have, 

but which is more intensely practiced by black Africans.  

This reifies an essentialized binary relationship between African and Western which has as a 

consequence that it is almost not possible for a white person to be ‘good’ or to have Ubuntu; at least 

not as good or as much of a human being as an African.  

3.2.2.2 Can Blacks Do Business?  

As we have seen, Ubuntu Management positions black people as spiritual, communalistic people, 

who are very traditional and who love to sing and dance; they are perhaps a bit late, but very 

tolerant and truly happy. In addition to this, we also remember that Ubuntu Management suggests 

that the black workers should pretend their machines were cows. According to Dandala (1996) and 

Impey and Nussbaum (1996), this is an effective technique to make the African workers handle the 

machines responsibly.  

Whether this is true or not, it positions the African in a child’s role. He/she becomes someone who 

has to be made believe something, and who otherwise would not understand responsibility etc. A 

similar description of Africans is provided by Broodryk in a book which is targeted at Westerners 

coming to South Africa to learn about Ubuntu:  
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African people can burst into natural laughter at small funny events, and this laughter is also 

quite contagious. One should always approach Africans in a friendly manner, and it is good 

manners to share their uninhibited, natural laughter (Broodryk 2008: 53). 

Finally, the secret of interaction with South Africans is to communicate in a simple and 

natural way with the people (Broodryk 2008: 54).  

In African culture it is common to avoid eye contact and to give a soft handshake (Ibid.) 

His way of describing African people, even though probably given with the best of intentions, 

constructs the African as a strange ‘other’, who bursts into laughter at small funny events and who 

must be approached in a friendly manner and with whom one must communicate in a simple way 

and who cannot be looked in the eyes. The way Broodryk portrays black Africans has similarity to a 

description of how to act in front of a wild animal:  

If the bear sees you, begin speaking in a low, calm voice (it doesn’t matter what you say) and 

retreat slowly, keeping an eye on the bear but avoiding direct eye contact. Your goal is to 

communicate to the bear that you are human, while also letting it know that you are non-

threatening, and that you are leaving its territory (Wikihow 2010). 

Without underestimating the value of learning about a foreign culture before you visit it, it is safe to 

say that Ubuntu Management’s way of portraying black people leaves very limited room for diversity. 

While Broodryk’s description may be relevant in certain cases, to portray black Africans so 

stereotypically emphasizes and increases the opposition between black and white people, and 

contributes to the understanding that black and white people cannot work together, nor understand 

each other.  

This portrayal found in Ubuntu Management makes it difficult to imagine a black person in business 

at least as we know it in the West. Not surprisingly, this stereotypical image has also met resistance 

from black people, when introduced to Ubuntu Management. Peter Christie describes the following 

‘tension’:  

Blacks were also sort of hostile towards the notion, because they saw it as a Western sort of 

paternalism and ‘Here they go appropriating our culture’ and so forth. Or: ‘Are you saying I 

can’t do math, but I can tell stories?!’ That kind of tension built up. ‘Are you saying that I 

can’t learn advanced mathematics or something, that I can only tell a good old African 

fable?’ (Christie 2009: Interview). 

As the quote shows, black Africans have, in fact, tried to rebel against this image found in Ubuntu 

management, although I have not encountered any similar objections. This may, though, be because 

of the celebrated position of Ubuntu Management, as already described.  
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3.2.3 Conclusion of the Post-Colonial Perspective 

Ubuntu Management aims at changing and replacing the current management style in South Africa, 

referred to as Western management. The examples of time and motivation have shown how Ubuntu 

Management in its attempt to promote black African qualities in management, remains in the field 

defined by Western management. ‘African’ thus becomes defined as contrast to ‘Western’.  

Western and African are (re-)constructed as two indissoluble categories in an oppositional 

relationship. White people become a little bit black, if they are showing signs of having Ubuntu: If 

they behave well from an Ubuntu point of view, they will not be well-behaving white people; they 

will be white people with a touch of black behavior. Similarly, blacks are trapped in a role of a child, 

from which it must be difficult to reach an executive position and participate in a business world in 

general, at least without what would be perceived as abandoning black culture, which we also saw in 

the previous analysis of power.  

Through this analysis I have described the way Ubuntu Management attempts to deconstruct the 

current South African management discourse, and how this may lock black Africans in opposition to 

white Westerners. With this description I have tried to denaturalize the way black and white people 

are positioned by Ubuntu Management, as it constitutes an oppositional relationship, which 

indicates that it is impossible for black and white people to work together under the same 

management.     
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4 Conclusion: Ubuntu Management’s Reification of Black and White 

Identities 

With this thesis I have told a different story about Ubuntu Management than the currently dominant 

one, which celebrates Ubuntu Management and the change it represents. Ubuntu Management 

presents itself as a management strategy, which attempts to put an end to white, Western 

domination in management by honoring the authentic values of black Africans. While it is evident 

from statistical and historical facts that such changes are welcome if not necessary in a South African 

organizational context, this thesis emphasizes the importance of the execution of these changes and 

of the handling of the issue of race.  

With this focus I now provide a conclusion to the research problem What is Ubuntu Management? 

How will it accomplish making black Africans more effective than Western management styles 

have? And how may this seemingly liberating strategy reproduce and possibly reinforce the 

constitution of black and white stereotypes in an organizational context? 

Based on the analysis I am able to conclude, firstly, that Ubuntu Management tries to make black 

Africans more effective by creating an ‘Ubuntu organization’, in which it is natural for black Africans 

to conduct themselves. Ubuntu Management’s strategy is to align itself with Ubuntu, in the hope 

that this will make the aspirations of black Africans contribute to the goal of the organization. 

Secondly, I can conclude that this strategy of Ubuntu Management, while claiming to liberate black 

Africans, is based on a narrow idea of what it is to be a black African, which leaves very little room for 

diversity and change.  

The analysis has additionally made it visible that Ubuntu Management is defining itself in contrast to 

Western management, and that this leads to a reification of the categories of black and white as 

natural oppositions. Black people by definition of their race think as villagers, define themselves as 

part of a community, perceive the world through spirits and ancestors and are happy, loud and 

warm. In contrast to this, white people are per definition cold, egocentric, stressed-out and unhappy. 

The categories of black and white as they are produced by Ubuntu Management are thus reinforcing 

a stereotypical definition of both races, which is constructed on the idea that these are each other’s 

opposition.  

My description of Ubuntu Management’s categorization of black and white as god-given categories is 

meant to make clear that these categories could be different. Hereby I try to denaturalize Ubuntu 

Management’s portrayal of black and white people in order to make room for more diverse 

categories or strategies that do not necessarily define and understand people through their race. In 
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doing this, I do not try to undermine the importance of the mission of Ubuntu Management; to 

improve the productivity and promote the position of black Africans in South Africa’s organizational 

context. However, with this thesis I want to call attention to the possibility that Ubuntu 

Management’s way of trying to achieve its mission entails a stereotypical categorization of black and 

white people, which may well reproduce the racial segregation of South Africa’s organizational world 

rather than improve conditions for black African employees.  

 

4.1 Final Commentary: Discussing Nancy Fraser’s Normative Approach to 

Racial Inequality 

I recognize the need for change if the racial inequality that characterizes the South African 

organizational world is to be dissolved. With this thesis I have criticized Ubuntu Management’s way 

of trying to bring this change. I have scrutinized its principles and discussed how it reproduces an 

essentialized black African identity and reifies racial identities. After this, one may feel left with the 

question: (How) can Ubuntu Management take on its mission of improving black Africans’ position, 

without reproducing essentialized, racial categories? 

As a final commentary, I want to shed some light on this question by bringing into play the normative 

perspective of Nancy Fraser16. Nancy Fraser argues that if a strategy is conceived right, it can succeed 

in empowering a racially subordinated group without reifying a racial identity (Fraser 2000: 109). I 

want to use this opportunity to explore how Fraser’s approach can be constructive in the case of 

Ubuntu Management. In spite of the fact that Fraser’s theory from my theoretical point of view 

contains some problems, I believe that the integration of her perspective opens up for some relevant 

discussions and offers some useful ideas on how inequality in South African organizations can be 

approached.   

Fraser’s theoretical approach is relevant for several reasons. Firstly, she specifically deals with the 

issue of race and the labor market (Fraser 2000, 1995) and theorizes and discusses different strategic 

paths that can be taken to confront inequality in this context. Secondly, she discusses the challenges 

and opportunities of constructing a common normative framework in a globalized world, where 

‘multiple discursive arenas’ exist side by side (Fraser 2007: 122). The fact that Fraser’s normative 

ideal is constructed with a global setting in mind is relevant in the post-colonial context of Ubuntu 

                                                           
16

 Nancy Fraser is often described as one of the most influential social philosophers of today, and as one of the 
leading theoreticians in the area of justice and race- and gender-based inequality. Fraser is additionally one of 
the few theoreticians I know to integrate a post-structural point of departure with critical theory and a 
normative, theoretical approach to racial inequality.    
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Management, as this in many ways is defined by the tension or relationship between a Western and 

an African discursive arena. Additionally, Fraser’s theory similarly to this thesis has a post-

structuralist point of departure and operates with a non-essentialist understanding of race (Fraser 

2007) but combines this with a normative perspective, which is interesting in this context. Fraser’s 

normative ideal is participatory parity, which implies that all people should have equal opportunities 

of participating in social life17 (Fraser 2000: 109). This perspective makes it possible to move beyond 

the discipline of criticism and to provide with constructive suggestions, which is what I briefly try to 

do with this perspective.  

Fraser identifies two strategies of trying to tackle injustice: An identity strategy, which valorizes the 

subordinated group’s identity through affirmative action, and a status strategy, which aims at 

transforming the patterns of inequality. The identity strategy is based on the idea that the 

subordinated group, whose identity is devaluated by the dominant group, produces an authentic, 

self-affirming identity and culture of its own, which will give the subordinated group respect and 

esteem (Fraser 2000: 110-112).  

We know this strategy from Ubuntu Management, which as we have seen throughout this thesis, 

tries to establish an authentic black African identity independent of Western culture. I have 

described how this strategy leads to stereotypical racial categories. Fraser similarly sees how such an 

identity-affirming strategy puts moral pressure on group members to conform to the group’s culture 

and imposes “a single, drastically simplified group-identity which denies the complexity of people’s 

lives, the multiplicity of their identifications and the cross-pulls of their various affiliations” (Fraser 

2000: 112). A consequence of Ubuntu Management and other such strategies is that they can 

“drastically simplify group identities *…and…+ encourage separatism, intolerance and chauvinism” 

(Fraser 2000: 108).   

What, then, could Ubuntu Management learn from Fraser’s approach? Does her theory contain 

relevant ideas on how to approach racial inequality without reifying racial identities? Fraser claims 

that what strategies such as Ubuntu Management should do is “to deinstitutionalize patterns of 

cultural values that impede parity of participation and to replace them with patterns that foster it.” 

(Fraser 2000: 115). On the issue of race, Fraser describes how the current pattern “is part of the 

historic legacy of colonialism and slavery, which elaborated racial categorization to justify brutal new 

forms of appropriation and exploitation, effectively constituting ‘blacks’ as a political-economic 

                                                           
17

 For a description of how she constructs this normative ideal, see Fraser (2007): Abnormal Justice.  
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caste”18 (Fraser 1995: 80), and that the logic of her theory is to “destabilize racial dichotomies” 

(Fraser 1995: 91) in order “put ‘race’ out of business as such” (Fraser 1995: 81).    

While Fraser’s suggestion of ‘deinstitutionalizing patterns that impede participatory parity’ is rather 

abstract, she does give some more concrete principles as to how this can be done. These include: (1) 

The subordinated parties need to be unburdened of excessive ascribed or constructed 

distinctiveness, (2) focus must be shifted to the dominant group outing its distinctiveness which has 

been falsely parading as universal and (3) the very terms in which differences are attributed must be 

deconstructed (Fraser 2000: 115).  

I want to see how these principles could be relevant for Ubuntu Management. Firstly, however, a 

short note on the theoretical premises of Fraser’s theory is important. 

Fraser’s above mentioned principles presuppose change on a societal level. However, if – and this is 

the assumption of Fraser’s theory – the subordinated party is defined by its members very disability 

to participate, how may this change come? Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak famously asked: “Can the 

Subaltern19 Speak?” (1995). With Fraser’s guidelines in mind, it similarly becomes relevant to ask: 

Who is going to unburden the black Africans of their excessive distinctiveness and how are ‘the very 

terms in which differences are attributed’ supposed to be deconstructed? It seems obvious that the 

dominating group cannot take on this task. On the other hand, how is the subordinate group going to 

do this, being defined by their inability to participate? Fraser encounters a central paradox20: To 

expect the silenced to speak. If the subordinated spoke on invitation of the dominant group, they 

would be talking on premises defined by the dominant group. But if they were able to speak on their 

own premises, they would no longer be subordinated or silenced.  

Fraser deals with this deadlock by using the ideal of participatory parity. While it is possible to state 

that this ideal is as contingent as the strategy of Ubuntu Management21, this statement does not take 

                                                           
18

Fraser (1995) does not link this observation to a certain geographical area, but seems to understand the 
pattern as global. 
19

 A term that according to Spivak is “just a classy word for oppressed, for Other, for somebody who’s not 
getting a piece of the pie” (Spivak interviewed by de Kock, Leon  1992) 
20

 In line with Spivak, one could argue that it is naïve to think that ”the margins have simply asserted 
themselves in relation to the centre and come to voice” (Spivak (1995) quoted by Wright 2002). According to 
Fraser’s own definition this is what they are unable to. Therefore it makes sense to think that (what the center 
calls) the margins are being heard at the center primarily because the margins have been called up to speak by 
the centre (Spivak 1995: 132). 
21

 Additionally one could ask, if Fraser’s ideal is not reflecting Western values of rights and democracy, and 
discuss whether this has any legitimacy in an African context. However, to reject Fraser’s ideal on the grounds 
that it is Western would make it impossible for me with my Western background to say anything about how 
racial inequality could be approached by Ubuntu Management. I therefore move on with Fraser’s theory, as I 
think it leads to relevant suggestions.    
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us closer to an answer to the question of this perspective ‘How can Ubuntu Management take on its 

mission of improving black Africans’ position, without reproducing essentialized, racial categories?’ 

Thus in order to get closer to an answer, I will move on from the identified problems and explore 

how Fraser’s abstract principles can be useful in the case of Ubuntu Management. I will do this by 

translating the three above mentioned principles on how to facilitate participatory parity into the 

South African organizational context.  

1: The subordinated parties need to be unburdened of excessive ascribed or constructed 

distinctiveness (Fraser 2000: 115).  

The subordinated group in this context is black Africans, and to unburden them of excessive 

distinctiveness could happen in (at least) two overlapping ways. One way would be to keep the 

category of ‘black’ and maintain an idea of shared black values or behavioral patterns, but to soften 

its distinctiveness so that the black/white-distinction would appear less fierce. Another way would be 

to underline the diversity of the ‘black’ category and devalue the idea of shared black values in order 

to expand the category of what being black can entail, and maybe to dissolve the black/white 

distinction, which I will come back to under the third point.    

In a management context this would mean to make sure that the organization did not portray black 

Africans as excessively different. This is very different from the strategy of Ubuntu Management, 

which does the opposite and emphasizes black Africans’ distinctiveness. As we have seen, Ubuntu 

Management produces guidelines as to how to act around black Africans, and creates lists of 

differences between black and white people; all indicating a higher level of distinctiveness of black 

Africans than existing management strategies do.  

In order to avoid ascribing black Africans with excessive distinctiveness, organizations would have to 

make sure that no formal or informal structure or routine portray an idea that black Africans are 

excessively distinct. Concretely this could for example entail to make sure that the organization did 

not prescribe to the idea that black Africans are always late, or that they cannot be responsible for a 

machine unless they give it a cow’s name.  It could also entail making sure that the organization do 

not emphasize black Africans as excessively distinct, by avoiding formulations such as “black Africans 

should be allowed to see a sangoma if their ancestors so require”, and rather write something like 

“the beliefs and customs of all employees should be respected”.   

2: Focus must be shifted to the dominant group outing its distinctiveness which has been falsely 

parading as universal (Fraser 2000: 115). 
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In this context the dominant group is the white Westerners and white South Africans. The strategy 

would be to emphasize that Western or white culture is not universal nor necessarily better than 

other cultures. In some ways Ubuntu Management is such an attempt: It tries to end the domination 

of Western culture in management by emphasizing that this culture is not universal and not the 

culture of black Africans. However, Ubuntu Management does not stop at stating that Western 

culture is not universal, rather it uses this as an occasion to construct an authentic black African 

identity, which can have disadvantages as described above.    

One way of de-universalizing Western culture could be for organizations to try to be more conscious 

about the ideas on which they are based. If the Western point of departure is made contingent, there 

could be room for a dialogue about some of the things that are taken for granted by Western culture: 

This could be everything from means of motivation to lunch breaks.  

Another obvious focus point for change in order to de-universalize Western culture is the domination 

of people with Western descent in leading positions. As we saw on page 6 of this thesis, white people 

still possessed 72 percent of management position in 2005. In the meantime the mentioned Black 

Economic Empowerment (BEE) is aiming at changing this pattern by giving economic incentives to 

companies who place black Africans in important positions. While this is problematic in the sense 

that the black African workforce is not as educated as the white, and in the sense that it may create 

white disapproval when blacks are preferred, it may still be an important principle to integrate in 

management strategies such as Ubuntu Management. 

3: The very terms in which differences are attributed must be deconstructed (Fraser 2000: 115).  

This strategy would be to deconstruct the black/white opposition and observe through another 

distinction. In the section 3.2.1 ‘How Ubuntu Management Promotes Black African Qualities’ we saw 

how Ubuntu Management works towards such a deconstruction by overturning the hierarchy of 

black and white. However, Ubuntu Management does not move on to the next phase of 

deconstruction, which according to Derrida is characterized by the emergence of a new concept, 

which could not have existed within the deconstructed field (section 2.2.2 of this thesis). In the South 

African context, one such concept could perhaps be the emerging term ‘The new South Africa’. While 

not cemented or made official I have experienced this concept to signify the country’s pride of 

standing together and overcoming apartheid as one ‘rainbow nation’ of many races.   

Problems of maintaining the black/white distinction for the black and white population-groups in 

South Africa have already been described. However, the Indian and Colored population groups are 

also affected by the maintenance of this distinction. It is well-known for Indians and Coloreds in 
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South Africa, who constitute 11,4% of the workforce (Department of Labour 2009: 4), to state that 

during apartheid they weren’t white enough to get a part of the goods, and now during the attempts 

of compensating the black population for the misdeeds of apartheid, the Coloreds and Indians are 

not black enough to get a part of the goods. This claim of the Indian and Colored population groups 

has led to a name and strategy change, as described in the foreword, so that it is no longer Black 

Economic Empowerment but Broad Based Black Economic Empowerment. This change of name 

indicates that the black/white distinction is inappropriate to deal with some problems in South Africa 

today, as not only black people are facing subordination by, for example, being withheld from 

management positions.           

A possibility for a management strategy such as Ubuntu Management of deconstructing the terms 

through which differences are observed would be to integrate the concept of status instead of race. 

As mentioned, Fraser calls this the status-strategy, and says that this treats recognition as a question 

of social status instead of related to identity. According to Fraser “what requires recognition is not 

group-specific identity but the status of individual group members as full partners in social 

interaction (Fraser 2000: 113). Integration of such a principle could be a step on the way towards 

improving black Africans’ position without reproducing essentialized, racial categories. It is, though, 

unlikely that Ubuntu Management in its current form could incorporate such a principle. Ubuntu 

Management is defined by its promotion of black African identity, and to take that away would 

probably leave Ubuntu Management unrecognizable. Instead, a possibility could perhaps be to 

translate the emerging concept of ‘A new South Africa’ into management and combine it with the 

status concept in order to transcend the racial dichotomy and improve the social equality between 

all races. 

By bringing into play Fraser’s normative ideal and strategies in this final commentary, it is the hope 

that new aspects of the challenges of Ubuntu Management‘s project of ending racial inequality in 

South African organizations have been made visible. By discussing Fraser’s theoretical approach and 

the premises of her theory, I have additionally tried to suggest some directions in the discussion 

about the challenges it entails to move on from a critical, destabilization of a strategy such as Ubuntu 

Management to a constructive development of new ideas. Lastly, I hope that this perspective has 

contributed with some useful suggestions as to how the abstract principles of Fraser’s theory can be 

made concrete and incorporated in management strategies that want to deal with racial inequality in 

South Africa, without reifying racial identities.    
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6 Appendices 

6.1 Interview guide 

This is a standard version of the interview guide. The actual interview guides used were designed 

specifically for the interviewee.  

Interview, Name, Time, Place 

Introduction: Presentation of myself, my research and my helper. Confirm use of voice recorder. 

 How I have learnt about the interviewee and why I wanted to interview him.  

Start question: What is the biggest challenge for management in South Africa today?  

Ubuntu 

Tell me about Ubuntu as you understand and about how you came to work with it.  

Help:  What is it?  

What is it similar and different to? 

What is Ubuntu Management (not)?) 

 

The general context of Ubuntu Management  

Tell me about the purpose of Ubuntu Management. 

Help: How did Ubuntu come into the management world? 

Why did it happen in South Africa? 

What was before Ubuntu Management, what does it replace? 

Why is it a good idea to manage on the basis of African values? (More effective, ethical…?) 

If Ubuntu Management is the solution, what was the problem? 

 

Contrasts 

Please compare Ubuntu Management to Western Management 

Help:  How is Ubuntu Management different from Western management? 

What is Western Management? 

(How) is Ubuntu Management related to race? 

Is there Ubuntu in the West? 

   

The emergence of Ubuntu Management 

Tell me about Ubuntu Management – how it started and how you see your role in it. 

Help:  Is there an Ubuntu/African management movement? (What else?) 

How did it start? Who started it? 

How are you a part of it? 

How has it changed? 

How many companies use Ubuntu or African values in their management? 

 

Ubuntu Management itself 

Organization and culture 

Please describe the character of Ubuntu in an organizational context  

Help:  Is it a narrative, strategy, ideology, what? 

What changes would you assume would come in a South African organization that implemented Ubuntu 

management? 
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What happens to the culture in an Ubuntu managed organization? 

Why is Ubuntu culture to prefer? 

Give examples 

 

The employee 

Please describe the kind of employee who would benefit from Ubuntu Management 

Help:  Why this worker? 

Are there workers who wouldn‟t benefit from Ubuntu Management? 

What is the greatest motivation for an Ubuntu employee? (Have read that economic bonuses don‟t work) 

How can an Ubuntu employee be disciplined most effectively? 

What kind of discipline wouldn‟t work? 

Give examples 

 

The manager  

Please describe an Ubuntu manager 

Help:  What are his tools? His means of managing? 

How would he motivate and discipline? 

How is he different from a tradition/Western manager? 

Give examples 

 

The “community” 

In much of the literature a strong community-feeling is emphasized. Please describe this.  

Help:  Why is it important to import the community feeling in the organization? 

How does one manage a community in an organization? 

Is there a danger that the community starts managing itself? 

give examples  

 

End 

How does the future of Ubuntu Management look? 

Do you see any similar phenomena?  

Anything else you would like to add? 
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6.2 Interview transcriptions 

A simple technique has been used to transcribe the interviews. This excludes behavioral comments 

and irrelevant passages of the interview, as this was not used for the analyses. Where a word is 

unclear it is marked [like this]. When I am asking a question it is marked A: like this? When nothing is 

indicated, the interviewee is speaking. 
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6.2.1 Interview with Peter Christie 

The interview took place on October 2nd 2009 in Peter Christie’s office in Johannesburg, South Africa. 

The duration of the interview was one hour. 

*** 

A: How do you see the biggest challenge for management in South Africa today? 

I first started questioning whether culture and context was important for management, when I worked in a multinational in the 
90s. Ford Motors. In essence we had a situation where we had a bunch of Americans coming to South Africa to teach us 
how to be like the Japanese. And I think it is sort of an Instruction Story, that youll also find in one of my book. 

A: How did you start working with Ubuntu?  

All the experiences I had at the moment was of different concepts and theories, programs it was like if it was 1995 it must be 
transformational leadership. If its 1997 it must be Business Process Re-engineering. And then what we‟ve seen is that it 
wasn‟t planted in fertile soil, and what happens if you plant something in unfertile soil? It dies! I started thinking maybe we 
should start doing something for ourselves! Not that we couldn‟t learn from elsewhere, we couldn‟t be inspired, but that we 
would need to transform what had been developed elsewhere before it could fall into more fertile soil. That‟s the driving kind 
of motivation for it for myself. Ja. I did come strongly from a more ideal world. So people involved from the beginning, guys 
like Ronnie Lessem, Barbara Nussbaum and myself. We saw Ubuntu and African management as an effective thing here in 
SA, but we also tried to spiritualize the workplace, which had been de-humanized and de-spiritualized over the last 20-30 
years. There was a practical sort of need and it also had an ideal need. Ja. That was about it.  

A: What do you call it – not Ubuntu Management? 

I call it African management for no other reason than Ubuntu embodies it, Ubuntu us a philosophy, but I don‟t think Ubuntu is 
the only thing… There is sort of the philosophical paradigm or philosophical notion. It is quite central, but not the on ly aspect 
of what we developed as a broader sort of movement – African leadership or African management, which we called it at the 
time, and which mainly for myself evolved around story-telling which you might find in some text.  

A: What would other elements be? 

Storytelling could be one. Another might be consensus seeking decision making process. And leadership through election, 
not by appointment. Another might be humanism. In a western sense you are talking about the philosophy of humanism.  
The people who developed the movement to begin with, we were all white! You know, so we lacked cultural connection to 
being a Zulu, Xhosa, Sotho, whatever that may be, where Ubuntu would sort of find that common experience and people 
could speak in a much more nuanced way about it. We were looking at the notion which might be broader, which might be…  
we would asked people during courses and workshops: What do you think Ubuntu is?  

A: How did Ubuntu come into management? 

We saw that as one element of thinking about new management. Barbara Nussbaum, my friend who I started all this with, I 
think has written more about Ubuntu than any other South African author. She is far ahead of the other thinkers in the realm 
of Ubuntu. She is great.  

A: How did you get involved with Ubuntu and African management? 

I was a lecturer and my friend and I were interested in business, context and culture. Not similar to what people are normally 
interested in in business schools. And I thought that we should have project, which was research-oriented and based on 
context and culture. We got funded and started African management project by 4 sponsors. Through that I employed Ronnie 
and Barbara, and so we formed what we called African Management Project. We did a big seminar, and talked to a lot a 
people, and invited people whom we thought had ideas a little bit similar to what we wanted, we ran a workshop and asked 
people to contribute papers towards it, and in contributing those papers we made a deal, that we would eventually publish a 
book called African Management, which indeed is what we did. So that became the start of… the African management 
movement.   
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After that clients started to get interested in the concept.  –I developed an elective at the Business school called African and 
storytelling. Ronnie published a book […] and a few others… 

A: Why do you think that the African movement started in South Africa – what caused it? 

A range of different things. The point was when the book was published in 1993, the management population was entirely 
white population. We had a couple of black managers but… Then we published that book. Remember 1993 was the year 
before democracy. We are talking about a very tense and troubled time for this country. And white managers were fearful of 
what the future would bring, and I think they wanted more than anything at the time to find out whats coming… „African 
management? What the f hell is that?‟ So you know it was a very… im not saying popular… it was a concept and an initiative 
which was controversial and therefore got a lot of attention. For instance we.. And for a lot of old-school, white South African 
managers…  In effect their fear drove the building of the movement, which I guess is kind of ironic… 

A: Why do you talk about it in past tense – why do you think the movement is not growing anymore? 

The practical issues were that people who were quite involved from the beginning went their separate ways, and the energy 
and the possibility was constraint a lot by that so Ronnie was based in England, and we couldn‟t get re-funding, so he 
couldn‟t come as often as we‟d like. Given that the project funding became difficult, Barbara also sort of went out on her own. 
I was the one sort of… I had moved into a storytelling space, and had found that there was interest in that. I became less 
involved in the whole idea of Ubuntu and African management. I was thinking more about a universal way of communicating. 
Blacks were also sort of hostile towards the notion, because they saw it as a western sort of paternalism and here they go 
appropriating our culture and so forth. Or: “Are you saying I cant do math, but I can tell stories??” That kind of tension bu ilt 
up. 

A: Where did you meet that sort of tension?  

In business school environments, in client environments, in  workshop environments. People would be throwing up their 
hand and be “Are you saying that I cant learn advanced mathematics, or something, that I can only tell a good old African 
fable?” Of course that wasn‟t what we were saying at all. I mean there was that kind of hostility. Practically speaking, 
because we were so idealistic, we weren‟t really involved with any sort of practical things. A general manager, who is not 
interested in philosophy at all, found it very difficult to … the books were all.. the books were all good, but they would say 
what practical… How am I going to be different tomorrow than today? And that was a legitimate complain. I suppose it was a 
failure on our behalf. We were not able to reach a point where we could say, You, as a practitioner of Anglo-saxon… on 
Monday do strategy in the following way, af stockholder management in the following way etc. Ja. People were saying: What 
do we do with this? It is a nice thought and a good feeling, but what do I do as a manager? That put a break on the 
movement.  

The movement had also had a good reputation at the moment. Lovemore Mbigi is as far as I am concerned a real…! I think 
his ideas are completely confused, I think his actual behavior is annoying, the way he acts himself is completely in odds to 
what he tells people to do. Ja. And also it was very evident… 

A: Is he controversial?  

Yes but in a stupid way. He would say Oh, I just got my farm in Zimbabwe for one Zimbabwean dollar in you know, the 
eastern highland… why be proud of that? Why be proud of those things? So he is just stupid actually. I mean he might be 
clever in some ways but he is completely doff in others. Doff it means… 

Ja, that started to develop something of an… people who would have been more open, were turned off by the fact that what 
he represented. So that was what one aspect of it. What else? The power of the entropy, the American culture which 
dominates the entire world. It might be late, which has almost destroyed all the eastern… Destroyed the life, the soul… Dog 
eat dog. And thank God for this financial crisis, if only it had just been deeper, because it is about time we start realizing what 
capitalism is actually about. It is not African management that has been out concurred per se, it is any movement with a soul, 
with a humane aspect.  

The reality is that the corporate culture has not changed much at all! And hopefully now it will. People are starting to say, that 
enough is enough.  

A: Do you so a man like Richard Branson as having Ubuntu? Johan Broodryk writes that in his books. 

That is strange. I would like to go fishing with Richard branson, I am sure he is one helluva guy. But to associate him with 
ubuntu management? He is a great entrepenour, but there is a big difference between being a great entrepreneur and an 
African manager.  
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A: What would an Ubuntu employee be like? 

Your employee wouldn‟t differ, he would just be treated different. Be treated like a human being.  

A: Can white managers manage black people? 

It sounds a bit paternalistic. Im sure all people prefer the same things. We like a reward, we like something being done for 
our community, we like a holiday home, so ja… I am not sure that I am hearing your question, but I will not argue that any 
particular cultural group is doing better. They are doing it differently, that‟s what we‟re arguing, so I‟m all… How do we do it in 
Africa and specifically in South Africa, so we have more sustainable practices, where people feel that they are hostile, but do 
feel more of a sense of a belonging, so I do feel 1950s - … management is context specific. We were just arguing that in an 
African context and culture, we should be doing things differently than how they do it in America, Europe or Denmark. The 
„what‟ of management remains universal. How you get there will be different. And because we have had this Harvard 
management school type of management down our throats, we wouldn‟t develop the results that they would in KZN.  

A: What is the how of South Africa then? 

Much more… If you read Lessem‟s work. Actual leadership would be hugely more important in the South. … the  way would 
be an inspirational. Their performance is not related to “Aw, look at the share holder value that I have increased”. You still 
read everyday about how businesses comment on their shareholders.  

Every year the employees should have the opportunity to evaluate their manager and decide whether they would want to 
keep him or her. Their souls will suffer for many reincarnations, the people that give themselves all these great bonuses.  

A: What tools would a leader have in Ubuntu… or African management? How would he motivate his employees?  

He wouldn‟t need to! That is ridiculous. They would be inspired to be there! You wouldn‟t need to motivate them! People 
would be self-motivated if they were given some real power – some real empowerment. Positions and so forth. It is so 
centralized. One of the things, is there wouldn‟t need to be motivation. I would be motivated if I knew that the consequences 
actually had to do with the actions and decisions I were to take.  

Corporate culture is the thing that keeps us alive! And new corporate cultures would emerge. There is a flattening of power 
and leadership structures – that is fundamental. Change the whole governance and structure of the organization. How would 
you be motivated? You would be motivated because it was an organization what was doing the good! And to change the 
world for the better! Not selling liquor or… 

A: How would you make sure that people were moving in the same direction if they were self-motivated? 

When people are employed there is a contract that is made. Do you want to be a story teller with me? Do you want to join 
our group, etc? There would be a contract. You would agree that that is our purpose? If you agree, we would expect you to 
follow it. Hopefully the purpose isn‟t “We are hoping to be a world class tire manufacturer”, you know, “our purpose is to save 
children‟s lives through less car-accidents, because we produce tires that are …” You know. Missions that inspire people and 
a heat and soul level. A purpose that is inspiring.  

A: The contract - what would happen if somebody didn‟t follow that? What would the manager do? 

In an ideal setting or in an African management setting, it wouldn‟t be him who decides that. It would be the group. You 
would maybe say, that Amalie has been acting a little strange. We would have a meeting and invite you to sit down: “Whats 
going on Amalie? It seems your actions don‟t really connect with our purpose! Do you agree guys?” “Yeah, we find it really 
strange too. She seems to be really self-interested and vicious… from the point of view where it is impacting on our role, 
which is impacting on the company”. And eventually we would say “Sorry Amalie, you can either assign, or we will make you 
assign!”. As simple as that. So it would be a tyranny of the masses, I suppose, in a way. That‟s a problem. So im not 
suggesting that its an easy answer to how it should be. I don‟t think you want to do it the way I described it as a process, you 
would want some sort of checks and balances, rather than we just decide that we would want to get rid of you, because we 
don‟t like your shoes or something. There needs to be checks and balances, but I am sure with a bit more thought and trial 
and errors, there might be some way of synthesizing the community and the individual into a new way. Looks at western 
individualism and African communalism, and try to find a third way.  

A: Can you describe the role of the community in the workplace? 
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The role of corporate culture is sort of fostering the environment that we are all the same. I am not saying that it is not 
important in a competitive environment, but it does create the… “I hire you, because you are like me”. You either belong to 
the bank (standard banker) or you don‟t and so forth.  

The reality is that a community works completely differently. In the community every individual is unique. Even though I stay 
in the same suburb and drive a similar car, I might be absolutely different.  

In an organization they conform to the corporate culture. A community would be that there would be a lot of individuality for 
people. Individuality brings a lot of conflict and tension, which organizations are not good at managing. But if only they could 
manage that real diversity I‟m talking about… Not we‟ll have 5 jews and 19 italians, but where each individual is seen to be a 
jewel in a crowd. And then manage in that kind of manner: Even though er are different, we are still part of a unity.  

Come into an organization and not have to conform to the organizations identity but still be myself. But not be myself so 
much, that I don‟t care for the other people that are around me in my community. So you see what I‟m saying?  

A: Would there be a manager? 

There would be a system of rotating…  as long as we are happy with you as a manager then yes!  

A: Can you describe a good African management-manager? 

[inner qualities are described] 

A: It sounds like all his qualities are inner – what would he do?? How would you actually know he was the manager? 

That would be good, that would be really cool if you didn‟t! Imagine if there were no signifiers as to whom the manager was. 
So titles would be reluctant, you wouldn‟t worry about the ranks of people, as opposed to “Im the senior manager, and I‟m …” 

A: How do you see the future of African management?  

Its not that the ideas are not important. The ideas are hugely important – not just for Africa or South Africa, but for the world. 
So it just means…. I never had a student come and ask me about it. Ive NEVER had a South African student come to me.  
But change is going to happen because you guys from abroad produce your pieces. So I don‟t want you to think that the idea 
is dead, its just that the movement is dead.  

It might be a good thing that the movement died or that it is just about to. As soon as the ideas are trapped in a certain… “Oh 
its African management”, there is a certain boundary to it; and understanding that its related to Africa. I reckon if we just open 
up the notion of these ideas such as Ubuntu. So why does Bill Clinton talk about Ubuntu? Well clearly he‟s been inspired in 
some way. Whether it is his interactions with Nelson Mandela or whatever it may be – something has taken him, and now he 
uses the term in speeches and whatever.  

A: Bill Clinton talks about Ubuntu?  

Yeah! There are many examples where he talks about ubuntu. So that‟s when I get inspired. Then I don‟t think about the 
movement anymore. He may not have anymore real authority, but he still has powers. And he is talking about this. And 
maybe in time Richard Branson is going to say “I am going to do things a little differently”. So yeah, the movement is dead 
but the ideas aren‟t dead. And to some extent even the practices are growing.  
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6.2.2 Interview with Lovemore Mbigi 

The interview took place on October 3rd 2009 in Lovemore Mbigi’s office in his home in a gated 

community in Johannesburg, South Africa. The duration of the interview was two hours. 

*** 

A: What is the biggest challenge for management in South Africa today?  

How do you contextualize concepts that are developed elsewhere, because much of the concepts come from Europe and 
America, which are very organized societies. Which is not the case in Africa. I argue that Europe is very … democracy. It is 
not like Africa. So some of the Western and American systems are too complicated for our society. So that‟s the challenge. 
How do you contextualize…  

And the other challenge is how do you not [?]… especially if you come from exploitation, where there are no ethical rules of 
handling workers. I consider those the two major challenges. The other which is – how do you create products. There is very 
little product creation in Africa. Africa doesn‟t have. We are mostly dependent on European products or franchise. Product 
development, contextualization. And particularly in the area of social capital. How do you develop that in terms of trust? 
Because of the history of colonialization and apartheid... Given the history … If you join an employer organization, somebody 
might kill you. Trust is an issue. Social capital in Africa is an issue.  

A: What do you mean by social capital? 

Trust. The workers survive simply because of Ubuntu‟s solidarity. Basically it is something that is there…  The unions also 
use Ubuntu and implement it to the companies. 

A: How so? 

Because they had to meet them every month to consult. There are lots of companies that still have short committee meetings 
with management. Ubuntu is about consensus and interdependence. And if workers  refused and argued…  Actually when 
you discuss on one person, if the issue has not been discussed previously to the meeting, they will go for a „cocos‟. Which 
means they stop the meeting go out out on their own, discuss the issue, and then come with one speaker. It is a very strange 
way! If they don‟t reach consensus, they‟ll come and say that.  

So companies in Sout Africa practice Ubuntu by default. When you see the way it operates, it derives more from traditional 
African governance systems than Western management.  You see what happens in Africa is there is a hierarchy – in which 
the chief is up, then the counselors, then the people. If an issue is always taken to the chief, the chief takes it to the 
counselors and they take it to the people.  

So I would observe that it is based more on African tradition than Europeans. And only one person speaks, so there is no 
risk their opinions differ. So practice Ubuntu by default. And when they want to do some management, they also use some 
African traditions like singing, dancing… drum beating and war songs. It is very interesting to me to see a workplace in 
Europe. They are very quiet. Here they are singing and dancing.  

So they draw more on African tradition and solidarity. Even if a union member does not get into line they actually kill him. It is 
very vicious. It is like in the villages – if you become a sell-out, then you deserve to die. Lots of people get killed. There was a 
point last year, when… it was a very long drawn strike, and those who tried to break the strike were killed.  

„Cause in the village you cant just do what you want, it wouldn‟t work. Because you know, the workers in the union are part of 
the company. Not in the majority. So they… that makes a difference.  

A: Can you describe the characteristics of Ubuntu? 

The principles of interdependence – I am because we are. I can only be a person through others. Interdependence is very 
key. The other is solidarity is very important. It also operates on the principle scratch my back, and I will scratch yours. So 
obligations are very key.  

Preservation of human dignity and respect is also very important. You will see in traditional structures, once you come to … 
let‟s say there is an extended family gathering and a boy of 12. Even your father speaks to you in that gathering, he will 
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never mention your name. They‟ll refer to the clan name. To mark that we are now dealing with a very serious thing.  Its very 
formal. And they will respect as an equal – even if you are a child – the moment you start participating. Even if you are a boy 
and you are in the room to train you … then they say we wait for the real greeting, where you actually recite the clans there 
are in the room, to show respect. It takes 15 minutes!! And if you don‟t know, you will ask one of the elders to help you. And 
they will lead you, and you will repeat.  

A:  How is Ubuntu Management then different to western management?  

Western management –if you take America, it‟s a young continent. So it‟s an adolescent culture. There is very little maturity – 
even when they run election. For them it is about „I‟ -the individual. The individual hero. The others don‟t matter. You see in 
the elections – it is just the guy that is going to be president. The others are not visible. But also it is very … in terms of 
entrepreneurship.  Europe is some kind of middle place. Where culture is maybe driven from … so it‟s about plutonian 
science. Show me the fact – prove it! Lots of very stupid statistics. So in Europe because of that, there is emphasis in their 
management on planning. It is not emphasis on the process of how you convert anything into results. Almost everybody 
speaks like an accountant. The budget, the plan… But there is not much time given to people issues and the process. 
Europe is very poor at implementation. It‟s very interesting when they teach production management.  It‟s  statistics!! I find it 
very funny! 

A: How would you teach it? 

I would do the process. You know…  if you go into a production management class, its statistics. How do you draw graphs… 
predict stuff. Regression analysis…driven from science. The numbers matter. When you come to Japan and the east, the 
emphasis is on process management. What processes are going to happen, and how do you review those processes. When 
you come to Africa, the emphasis is on people management: How do the people feel? And how do you mobilize people? It‟s 
to a point where it can actually stall action. 

A: How so? 

Because of the emphasis on consultation.  So things do not happen quickly. It‟s not unusual to go into government and see 
all these educated men, but things are not working. People are just consulting. I actually wrote a critique this week in a public 
journal in Namibia about the national culture, where you consult extensively makes it very difficult too… one group can hold 
the other hostage – no majority rule like in Europe. Here is the minority opinion key. To get the minority on board. It has to go 
on board.  

I find western management systems very lifeless. I mean my classes in Europe and America are very boring. There is no 
singing. They are coming with their notebooks and want to know: is it coming in the exam? Here, when I get into class one 
member will say – “No, let‟s sing to get the energy up!” They do that. And this is a doctoral class. And here they will say, … 
after lunch hour, when the energy is low, they will stop me and say professor, can we just sing  to get the energies up– and 
then they sing!!! It‟s different, huh? Can you imagine doing that in Europe? 

There is also an example with the military graduation. The wife is a minister and she was on the program, and as soon as 
they walked in the graduation they performed their own dancing movement and broke into a song! You will not see ministers 
dancing in Europe! You could see even now in the presidential campaign, he gives very little speeches. He was always on 
the microphone singing and dancing! Imagine your president in America or Europe dancing!  

I think the issues of people mobilization and energy are the essence of African management. But we are very weak on 
planning. The weakness of our management systems is on planning. Things happen chaotically. I mean if you take things 
that afflict Africa.  Like draught. Those are things you can plan for, but you have never seen an African country doing their 
own planning for their draught. Only if some donors tell them: Plan! A lot of our disasters can be planned for, but I don‟t think 
it is a very strong area for us.  

Actually, if you look back, there was no need for it: Bananas were growing wild, guavas. Most of the food stuff. You wanted 
meat you go into the forest and get it. We are the only continent where you can survive in your good clothes throughout the 
year. Try it in Europe during the winter, you will be dead! That is why you plan for winter. Here you don‟t! I think the 
environment never demanded the planning. If you can walk and get what you want, why would you plan for it? I think it has to 
do with environment, nature and climate. No need to build a house – you can survive in any structure, even with plastics. 
You try it in Europe you be dead within hours or a day! 

I think the environment has to do with it… I grew up in a tribal society – we only worked for 3-4 months a year. November till 
February. That‟s it. Then you rest. The rest is ceremonies – dancing – weddings…  
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I was very surprised when I went to America to study and saw that people spend hours figuring out career planning. 
Somebody asked me – you never attend career planning? To them I said: “to me it is a modern form of slavery – to work 
every day whether you like it or not”. When I started at my first fulltime job as a director, I just to go there when I felt like it, 
and I liked working at night, so I worked around 11-12. Until my manager said, what time do you come to work? 11. He was 
very schocked.   

It is a very organized system. One I would not like to belong. 

A: How did you come to work with Ubuntu and integrated it in management?  

I stumpled over ubuntu by accident. Because after the war in Zimbabwe I was appointed an executive to one of the British 
companies. They had a very long strike, so they had to head hunt me. So I looked at everything they were doing and it did 
not make sense to me…  Like hiding the corporate plan. How do you hide it from people… So I then went back to my 
childhood and established my plan. Then I came to South Africa… didn‟t make sense or… Did the same thing and it worked.  

A: What kind of employee benefits from Ubuntu Management?   

I think all levels within the organization would benefit. If you know that your workers will support you. One year we didn‟t have 
money. And they came up with a brilliant idea to ask the government to give an interest free loan.  

A: How does an Ubuntu manager motivate his employees? 

You always debate the rewards and the economic justice and fairness is missing in South Africa. To a worker he will have to 
work for 52 years to earn what the boss is earning in one year. That is the inequality. That was before independence. Now 
after it has gone up to 114 years. The inequality has increased, so there is no economic justice. Almost perfect inequality!  

A: What if the employees say no to something the manager wants? 

There is a protocol of discussions. Because people forget that workers are also human beings – and they have their own 
family… what can you hold from them at the point of action… 

A: How is discipline a part of Ubuntu Management?  

It is collective – there are fair hearings. With this Ubuntu management being imposed of them. They would have to attend a 
hearing. And the worker is represented by a shop steward – a fellow worker that has been trained to look at the case and the 
defendant. Because there were so many disciplinary cases, some workers would become full time shop stewards to help 
management to deal with this. Every day they deal with disciplinary issues.  

A: What happens in a hearing?  

Management has to prove that the employee did do that. And then you get a warning letters 1, 2, 3 and then it‟s out. For the 
company to take it to the court, the court has to be … that every process has been followed.  Where in America… The 
employer can say within five minutes the employee is off. He can also fire you for a lot of reasons. In Europe there is also a 
lot of union protections – therefore Europe will be the first to recover economically from the economic meltdown.  

A: What are the manager‟s tools? How can he affect the employees? 

Rituals and ceremonies of management are very important – that is the African way. What are they going to achieve, what 
was the problem the last day, what is the progress… Talk about problems actions what decisions have been made – who is 
sick and who is not. And it would take about 15 minutes. Then you will get a ceremony… We used to have the production 
festival – one day every year where you are celebrating. A full day where you are celebrating.  

A: What is the role of the community? 

Very important – like the production festival – the community will participate. Its key role players. You are going through you 
strategic plan, but in a mass rally style. But because the community has to be there as well. The chief, the family key player.. 
the rainmaker…everybody have to be there… 

A: Why is it important that organizations adapt an African sort of way of life? 

Richard Paschau wrote about….what is management… decision management, coordination. That is what management is all 
about. So the ways of issues are handled and affected by your culture. It doesn‟t exist in culture. It does not come 
historically. You can imagine a worker being fired in Europe after working for 22 years. It is not possible because of tradition. 
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But in America they can do it. Not in Europe, not here. So the ways those issues are resolved are mediated by culture. It‟s 
like marriage. Or funerals. They are mediated by culture. I remember going to America - people are making jokes about your 
mother in law. I was shocked! Because in my culture you do not discuss your mother in law with anyone! Never! Even when 
she is coming, you actually kneel on your knees. She will also never discuss you. These issues are mediated by culture. 

A: Is it then because it is easier for the employees to know what to do? 

I used to do cultural audits in organizations. But I used to do to do it by using the African spirituality which spirits… to ask the 
workers what are the dominant spirits in the organizations? They say it‟s that spirit and that spirit… They will have no 
problems with that. But they had huge problems with management where they wanted to… so its important to approach 
management from a cultural point of view.  

A: What happened when you talked about the spirits? 

They will say who personifies those spirits. Those are the key role players in your company. If you are going to change your 
organization and move it forward, then those are the people with whom you must work with. collaborate, consult in making 
changes. 

A: How would the people know how to change? 

The people are the key. Well. The vision of the future does not come from the masses. it comes from top management –… 
people identified will mostly be strategic partners with whom you mst share the idea. 

A: How does Ubuntu Management make it easier to manage? 

It is easier because there is structures. You know which structure to go with for an issue. – it is easier for everyone. Easier 
for the leader because if you take care of your community, it is very structured. You know exactly the protocol and whom to 
go to. It is much easier. But I imagine coming from Europe you have a problem with understanding.  

Because then they know what to expect and where to go for a particular issue. Because in a community even though you 
have one chief figure, you have several leaders depending on the issue. 

A: Is it leader elected? 

Most of them emerge.  Because of their function. If there is something about electricity… They would wait for the one with 
the knowledge. In Europe the leader must have all the answers.  

Training in our community is a social event so people expect to be trained by others.  

A: How would you transfer these solidarity structure into an organization?  

You have to become a team-based organization in Africa.  

A: What if someone goes his own way? 

It not possible in a team – they will cut him off – tell him to get out!  

A: The team – how do they know which way to go? 

The normal way is to debate until this member is on board. You have to become a team based organization. A lot of your 
western trained manager – unless you deliberately train him – will struggle to adapt… When they are used to hold the 
information… Manipulate people. It won‟t work. Therefore training becomes important, because if someone is going to 
become a strategic figure and they don‟t know the culture it can become disastrous.  

It was very interesting when I introduced participative management in the Eastern Highlands. The workers wanted to know 
all the time: how are we doing? Can you check how we are doing? So we had to go into computers, so the workers could 
know how we were doing all the time in real time.  Information becomes very important in a participative management 
organization. When you use Ubuntu, then information becomes a contested area. Because it is almost as poverty not having 
information. The workers would want to know fx when a lorry delivers – how are they doing compared to the other teams in 
the organization. What the quality of the team in London is. To the extent that we would introduce a test day where we could 
compare our results to the other teams. Information becomes a very contested area the moment you introduce African 
management practices. Information is power.  
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Then training becomes a contested area. Because people are dealing with real time they ask you… they want more training. 
They ask for strategic training. We used the six M‟s. How does the material flow, what happens at every stage? The workers 
know what happens all the way to London. Management – how do they contribute? We then discovered that most managers 
were not contributing. They couldn‟t explain convincingly to the workers exactly… because all they were doing was to watch 
the workers. If somebody is going to the toilet, then workers begin to ask me, can we really afford to give a car for someone 
to monitor whether we go to the toilet…? So a lot of questions developed. The workers wanted to see how we contributed to 
their team. They were challenged. It became a contested area: What is the most effective way of doing this work? What 
methods? So we had to rely on the p-foundation. The workers will see okay, naturally you will carry the basket. We found 
out, that that was not most effective. It was to put it at the back. Work methods became a contested territory, because most 
workers knew what was more effective, which management did not know.  

Then the market – how does the market actually work? They had to become strategic thinkers and strategic doers. We had 
to do a lot of strategic training and whining. And the Western methods were not effective in training. It was 25.000 workers. If 
you are going to train them in groups of 30. We had to follow a mass rally approach.  

A: How did you do it? 

You break them into groups of 3-500 hundred in one room. And use videos, singing, play acting and so forth. So the western 
methods were not effective as a strategic level.  

A: Why did the employees care about the results? 

For most of them it is a life and death issue – not like in Europe where jobs are numerous….they want to secure their 
employment.  

A: Has the Ubuntu Management movement changed?  

Yes. The focus was on race…racial issues… how do we attend race and racial equality? Racial harmony was at the center. 
It is now moved to issues of corruption. In consequence of the new black actors.  

I used to work with Capricorn Management Counsel. In the 90‟s it was about race. Ten years later, there were no longer 
white leaders. No longer an issue. It was how corrupt the new leadership is, and how inefficient they are.  

A: P Christie thinks the movement is dead. 

Christie is mistaken…it has just change form and substance. It is much more alive. Because ubuntu is about how do we build 
a decent community where everybody is respected and have their place. ….Ubuntu is about how we build a 
community…that is what ubuntu is all about. And to me it has intensified in forms of protests and service delivery, corruption, 
inefficiency and injustice. 

A: What about in academic circles, is Ubuntu more or less popular here? 

It is very popular in academic circles. A lot of the policies in the public sector that were adopted from Europe and America 
have not worked. The lack of adaptation to African reality. We have a master focusing on African leadership.  

A: Is the interest in Ubuntu Management bigger here in South Africa or from foreigners? 

Foreigners can see immediately that certain things will not work in this environment. More than the locals. They are saying 
nothing is working – why? The answer is to manage more like African management.  

A: How do you see the future of Ubuntu Management? 

It is becoming more relevant. More pressure on government to deliver.  
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6.2.3 Interview with Johan Broodryk 

The interview took place on October 5th 2009, Pretoria, South Africa in A Whimpy Restaurant. The 

duration of the interview was a little more than one hour.    

*** 

A: [Introduction] What is the biggest challenge for management in South Africa today? 

To overcome the racial attitude of the people; democracy is still new. In the past blacks were not given any managerial 
positions …. they were taken by whites only. It was a military system – with workers in the bottom – then managers and 
eventually top management – given orders and not listening to the others.   

Now it has changed. Now companies and civil services try to get blacks into managerial positions. In this transformation 
process, there are many racial conceptions about the other.  

A: There are many racial perceptions of the other? 

Like black people in general think that whites do not trust them. Think they are not capable of trust. 

Whites are not aware of ubuntu – blacks are: They grew up and were taught it from childhood. In the rural areas you would 
find that the chief would have the women teach the children about Ubuntu. Her job is to teach the children from childhood the 
values of Ubuntu!  

A: Can you describe Ubuntu? 

In the Ubuntu context something that comes out strongly is… Also in Ubuntu Management: The Zulu word zimunye.  It 
means solidarity – togetherness. This is very important if you want to understand ubuntu management. The feeling of 
solidarity of a company.  A feeling of family about the company.  

If you work for a company – everybody is a brother and sister For example in the Whimpy Bar here. The nice thing about that 
is that Black people do not let family down. So it is very good for productivity.  

A: How did you learn about ubuntu? 

By coincidence. I worked with young people for many years – established „Sharp‟... It was community development. By 
coincidence I came across ubuntu when someone introduced it to me…  what I … But nothing was written at that state at 
that time. I went to the Netherlands to the university. And it was a challenge to me. I decided to do my Phd on the subject 
and did interviews with prominent people. Top politicians. To understand the… If you have an asset ….Ubuntu expects you 
to unite. 

The same applies to some business environments – if a company has too much of a certain asset it will share with persons 
that do not have…  For example we had a group in [?].  They had to undergo illiteracy classes, but… they didn‟t have money. 
So the company donated something to the group - a container.  So they could have the classes. 

Then I started organizing workshops – inviting business people from all spheres of life to see how they perceived the 
paradigm of Ubuntu. 

I also did empirical research… discovered that Ubuntu was available in all the lands in Africa. It will have different words, but 
the meaning – the humanness - is there. How? Why?  My explanation:  It is possible that due to the years of colonization…. 
The colonized African countries… Where the black people got used to work as laborers not sharing the profit - not sharing 
the profits. Maybe because of this type of oppression. Black people all over Africa need to realize we are NOT dogs, we are 
not animals, we ARE human beings. This strong sense of humanness.  

A: Is there Ubuntu in the West - Europe?  

It is there as well. It is not different. Sometimes people refer to humanity. I have not looked into other Western languages. In 
German you can call it Menshlichkeit….  I‟m sure it will be available in other languages as well. The different is that Ubuntu in 
African languages, it is more deep it is more sensitive. It is  practiced more intensely. We know that rich countries like 
America, they also have these values, they have humanity there, – but it is not as intense as in africa. For example a 
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company  may do charity, but it is not intense giving like it is here. Even if people have noting, they will share. So it is much 
more intense.  

A: When did you start with the workshops? 

1992-1993 – I started writing about it in 1992, so the workshops were in 1993. And people picked it up.  

A: Did you work with Peter Christie and the others? 
I started my research in 1992, and then people picked it up. Before that time nothing was written. We did some of the 
workshops together. Lovemore Mbigi  and me appeared on TV together.  

A: Do you still work together?  

Mbigi and I saw each other half a year ago, where we did a workshop together.  

A: Why do you not work closer with the other Ubuntu Management people? 

Different people are concentrating on different things. Lovemore  - on spirit. Christie – business environment. Others you‟ll 
find… [?] is a speaker for ANC in the parliament . He did a lot of work on ubuntu. But more on the history. – something about 
history tracing ubuntu back 2000 years  ago. Even back to Jesus. 

That is the way that so many blacks became Christian. According to them, even Jesus who was black, studied in Africa and 
that is why there are so many joint values between ubuntu and the bible.  

My interest today is on the [?]- analysis. It is linked to SWAT-analysis. It is self-counseling in your business. .... you can use it 
to find the obstacles that are… To find the negative things. It can be used for everything… even if you plan a wedding – very 
broad. Working in programs I have seen how it actually changes people.  

A: Do you have any companies as clients?  

Yes - at the moment I am very busy with young people, youth leaders, young people in conflict with the law, and in prison… 
busy all the time… I am writing a new book. I am finding young people very interesting. The young hijackers, for instance, 
when you talk to them about Ubuntu, they will say „yes, we know about ubuntu, we also know about God, in fact we believe 
so much in God‟, they tell me, „that before we go out and hijack people we pray for God to protect us‟.  

But I think to illustrate that there a many young people that are totally without values – that explains that crime is performed 
by youngsters under the age of 15 years. Many are born in households where the parents are dead from HIV – so they live in 
the streets, and it‟s a life and hunger and survival. They are hungry every day.  

A: How has the movement of Ubuntu Management changed, has it shifted from a business strategy and into politics, as 
Mbigi suggests? 

As a philosophers we have problems with the concept of politics… Everything is politics.  

A: Mbigi meant that Ubuntu was coming into politics because it could help with peoblems of corruption… 

Corruption is all over the world. One of the reasons for corruption is part of the apartheid regime. When the black chiefs they 
wanted to purchase land – the chiefs could do nothing with money. What white people did was to bribe people to get to 
speak with the chief.  

This is still happening. I wanted to talk to a chief in one of the rural areas. He would not talk to me if I did not give him some 
alcoholic drink. „Why?‟ I asked him. He said it was for me to show how happy I was to talk to him. 

It is definitely against Ubuntu. 

A: How do you see the movement – has it changed? 

The values are the same and will remain the same. The way you apply it may differ as time goes by. In the beginning in KZN, 
there was a strong opposition between inkata and ANC – people were very violent against each other. One day a chief said 
to me: „ it is because there can only be one bull in the crowd‟. That has changed now. Today there CAN be room for two 
bulls in the crowd.  
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So I don‟t think it will change. Only the way you apply it. It is like sharing. You can share all the extra profit that you have or 
you can share nothing. The way you share may differ.  

A: What about the issue of race? 

Race is still prominent in the sense that it is part of the transformation process to give black people a different status…. If a 
white and a black person apply for a job, the black person will get it, because of the affirmative action program. So it is still 
alive. On the other hand it is a temporary period because it is part of our constitution to create an open nonracist society. So 
race is becoming more relevant now in the practical sense. It is more … specifically at management jobs. Civil service has 
transformed…but managerial positions are still held by white people 

A: Now I would like to talk about Ubuntu in an organizational perspective. 

Christie has done a good job in that. … If people say they all now brother and sister of this organization; I 

if you can create that, it leads to greater productivity…. 

In Africa you also have the concept of the extended family. These companies apply it – that it is a family as well. Then they 
form a family club, and their clients are part of the family club…. For example at the end of winter they will have a sale, and 
inform all these clients. Sell their blankets at very good prices. its good for the companies and clients and good for the 
families  as well. 

A: What was before Ubuntu Management? 

Management in the past was based on American military. That has changed completely now, because it is now based on a 
more traditional sense of leadership, where managers become more approachable. They allow more inputs from the worker 
.C ommunicating. The president has opened a telephone – that is very open and part of ubuntu.. 

A: What is the character of Ubuntu Management? 

It‟s a way of life – its the way you live, they way you talk. … very much linked to personality – like Madiba. Like nelson 
Mandela. Sharing , showing compassion and respect. It manifests also in the way you are running your business. I think that 
an international example is Richard Branson from Virgin.  

What happened was that he read my first book, and then he invited me to his place. He said this is the worldview I want to 
adapt in business. I started making research and saw that was his way of business. And realized that he was practicing 
ubuntu. He didn‟t even know the word, but he described it! He used the word „tribe‟… Where I use family. Anyone working for 
Virgin is a member of the Virgin tribe. What you will find is that there are different branches within the Virgin group. Each of 
these is a tribe. And then you get a specific kind of card. That card allows you to a discount at the other branches.  

The values of Ubuntu applies for Virgin‟s type of management – people will rather work for Virgin than another company, one 
of the competing companies, - for less salary.  

It is important to create that type of family – it is about recognition – acknowledge people… we have experienced that when 
people start respecting other people‟s names, it changes. In the past traditional names were not respected – they were given 
western names like John. This was disrespectful for the person‟s traditional name. At birth a child will be given a name that 
reflects the feelings of the day.  

Especially in KZN, you should always ask a person, What is your traditional name? They will tell you. And you can ask them 
what it means. 

There is one example, when I asked a man about the meaning of his name, and he said Penis. And the other white guy 
started laughing. And then the guy said, „how does it feel to have a name like that?‟ And then the black person said „very 
good, because that is the instrument that makes people!‟. 

A: Can you describe the shepherd style of management? 

That is the style of management Madiba learned as a child. The chiefs would come together, but the real leader would 
always be quiet and listen to everybody allowing their opinions, their feelings. And eventually the leader will only make a 
summary of what has been said, and will become a resolution. And he applied it just after democracy.  – He even invited the 
NP to his cabinet – allowing them to air their views.  
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The shepherd will lead from behind. He will allow the herd to run around, and the sheep will join themselves without realizing 
that they are being lead from behind.  

A: how will this happen in an organization? 

In Africa everything is in circles. Beer drinking, you sit around a fire. When you have a meeting, you sit around a fire. The 
same with business meetings. You find – never sit in a class room style where you look into the back of other people. In that 
way you can watch the other people‟s hands and eyes and movements. You find that African people love to use body 
languages…  Fx Zuma he loves to use his hands, when he is trying to get a point over.  

The shepherd style – it is very useful – read the body language. The leader is part of the team, and as being part of the 
team, he will encourage others to voice their opinions. And he will eventually as amember of the team make a summary or… 
joint decisions are very important in African politics. The consensus is actually democracy in African – not majority… they will 
talk until people more or less agree. This is good for discipline… everybody was a part of the consensus resolution 

A: What happens if somebody doesn‟t follow the direction of the rest of the „herd‟? 

The person will be excused. „Excused‟ is a very popular expression. The person will be excused from the team or will be 
placed in another team where he can perform better. A very important point! People part of the team.. the task is not 
pressed. People must volunteer.  And that person will be occupied with a position that matches those experiences. 

A: Can you describe discipline within Ubuntu Management?  

In Zulu there is a word [Eckloni]… means something like... „Inkatha‟ also developed. It is similar to ubuntu. One example is 
that traditionally people were broad up not to question authority. Traditionally if a young person enters a room, and there is 
an elder person sitting there, he will in a very humble way fall to his knees. He will not even look a person into the eyes. That 
is why, traditionally, the orders of managers where just obeyed. They were not criticized. Criticizing just came later – and you 
don‟t do in the same way. It is done in a very humane way.   

In the childhood corporate punishment was not traditionally the way to discipline a child. A child was given love. You have 
the example that Shaka was killed by his half brother. And then he murdered all the Vortrekkers… what happened was, that 
the zulu people realized that the king was wrong, and so they removed his eyes and killed him. So there is a sense of 
discipline.   

A: What about discipline in organizations today? 

Each company got its own way of enforcing disciplinary measures. … What has changed is that there is more tolerance to 
allow people to correct his or her so-called mistakes along the way. This comes back to listening to a person; to give him a 
chance to justify his actions. In the past people where reprimanded and even put in jail And that lead to no tolerance. 

A magistrate told us that he had send so many people to jail because they were - because they did not look into the eyes. 

Managers who come here to work – to teach – they believe that an honest man should look straight into the eyes. This is not 
what Africans do – for them it is not polite. 

A: If we go back to the shepherd style of management: How does the shepherd give the herd direction? 

Leading from behind – is like ducks swimming in a row. If you see the sheep are going in the wrong direction, I guess you 
pad him to make him go in the right direction.  

In an organization, if a person goes in the wrong way, it is to call the person into the office and ask why he is going the wrong 
way and nicely give direction to the person. Never shout at the person, and dehumanize a person… that is why a private talk 
is better.  

A: How do you have such a conversation? 

First, say „unjane‟ - how are yo? Or really „ninjane‟. Meaning how are you and the persons around you? Including your wife or 
wives, your children, your aunts, you uncles, and nephews. In Kenya, even your cows. And then it will come out. „My wife is 
very very sick‟. That will explain why he was late for work or why a certain thing happened.  He will come out with the answer 
himself, if you just ask. Give him the opportunity and you sit and listen. 

There is also something … many white people talk about „African time‟. But often there are reasons to it. People do not 
know, that there are for example potholes, and a lot of traffic, because they don‟t come in those areas. So what has 



 

90 
 

happened is that we have changed the word in the country. If a person is not punctual, we call it „tolerance time‟. I met Bill 
Clinton when he was here two years ago. And we waited two hours, before he arrived at the meeting, but nobody called it 
„American time‟.  

Traditionally workers start working at sunrise, and go home when the day is finished. They are not used to the Western 
watch. So I got this idea that I tried with South African Airways, because they also adopted Ubuntu Management. I said if a 
person is a laborer – and he works on the roads and is half an hour late for work – allow it! But also allow him to work half an 
hour later and call it flexi-time. 

A: Can you describe the community feeling that is written so much about – and the manager? 

I think it is important that the manager must adapt to the culture. It does not mean that you must sacrifice everything. The 
values of ubuntu are so universal. There are certain principles which white people will not adapt to. Like the paying of lobola. 
The belief in the ancestors – I can see that a white manager will struggle with the idea, but he must just accept it. Because 
this is so real in black life, in community life.  

A: Are the ancestors a part of disciplining for Africans?  

Yes… When a person is sitting with a manager and something is wrong, usually it will come out, that something is wrong 
with the ancestors. And this person will ask for permission to go for a couple of days to the place, where he comes from, to 
have a sangoma talk to his ancestors about his problems. And the ancestors may even give him an instruction through the 
sangoma. And then he comes back.  

Ancestors are very important in African thinking. Especially in KZN. The biggest insult you can give a black person, is to say 
that you are not going to attend his funeral one day. Because that is the most important time of his life.  

 

 

 

 


