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Xenophobia and the
end of ontological
ubuntu

A central notion of Ubuntu depicts it as a philosophy
unique to African affinity and views Africans as
communalistic and Westerners as individualistic.
Given the reality of xenophobic practices, this paper
advances arguments that question this thesis,
arguing that the basis for such peculiarity does not
inhere in Ubuntu as a distinctive African philosophy;
rather it is reflective of the stage of development on
each side of the divide. Pursuant of this argument,
the paper distinguishes between ontological and
axiological Ubuntu. While ontological Ubuntu (OU)
refers to, among other constructs, the ‘authentic
mode of being African’, axiological Ubuntu (AU) is a
prescriptive moral ideal to which all humanity ought
to aspire in an era of modernity. Using the method of
critical analysis, the paper submits that xenophaobia
and other forms of socio-political exclusions greatly
contradict the central tenets or humanism of OU and
render it untenable in modern times. Conversely,
AU is reflective of modernity with its emphasis on
individualistic modes of production. Modernity has
come to stay and Africa must approach it, not by OU
or a ‘narrative of return’ to a philosophy uniquely
African, but by AU, an ethical theory that must guide
our pursuit of a humane society not just as Africans,
but as human beings. To this end, and contrary to
the argument that Ubuntu has ‘reached its end’ in its
entirety, the paper concludes that something is left
of it, though not uniquely African.

Keywords: African philosophy, Africancommunalism,
Ubuntu, Western individualism, xenophobia.
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Introduction

Scepticism about the existence of African philosophy drove African thinkersinto a
frenzy of epistemological polemics on not just the existence of such a philosophy,
but of what it consists. This epistemic labour led to, among other things, the
presentation of communalism (Ubuntu) as a distinctive African philosophy, which
places a premium on communal interdependence and sets it and Africa apart from
European cum Western variants where the premium is on the individual (Ikuenobe
2006; Aborisade 2016; Odigie-Osazuwa 2018; Lutz 2009). This philosophy is most
succinctly couched in Mbiti's schema: “I am because we are, and because we are
thereforelam” (1970: 141). In this paper, | argue that communalism is not uniguely
African and that the prevalence of xenophobia on the continent contradicts it as a
defining ontology of the African. Before we delve into these arguments, however,
it is expedient to clarify some cognate concepts (communalism, collectivism,
socialism, individualism and capitalism) and highlight the context of their usage
in the ensuing discussion.

Communalism is a term for wide-ranging theories and practices that seek to
establish the foundations of political, economic, social and religious relationships
based on community such as family, kinship, race, nation, ancestry, etc. According
to Edwin Smith, as cited by Gyekye (1987: 209), “the Africans have hitherto lived
in the collective stage; the community has been the unit, every individual interest
has been subordinated to the general welfare”. In modern times, communalism
has found varying degrees of expression in theories such as collectivism and
socialism, both of which emphasise some levels of public ownership and control
of at least the major means of production (Ball and Richard 2019). In these
systems, the individual is perceived as subordinate to the community. However,
such community attachment, contrary to arguments by some Western and
African scholars like Sidney Lewis Gulick, Terence Jackson and Kwame Gyekye,
is not antithetical to the individual nor does it subsume her. Rather, it creates the
priority of duty, which is for the fundamental goal of building a community that
provides the material conditions for actualising individuals’ substantive rights
and well-being. In essence, collectivity does not deprive the community member
of individuality, rather individuality is realised in the collective (Ikuenobe 2018;
Negedu and Ojoma 2017: 57).

Notwithstanding this, the collectivism inherent in communalism can be
contrasted with individualism, which emphasises the rights and interests of
the individual over those of the community, particularly in a capitalist system.
Capitalism is characterised by the private ownership of capital goods and means
of production. It is the dominant economic system in modern times since the
end of feudalism. In An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of
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Nations (1776), Adam Smith argued that economic decisions should be left to the
free play of self-regulating market forces (see Boettke and Robert 2022). This
thought forms the ideological foundation of classical capitalism, which prioritises
the individual on the ownership of means of production along with the free
markets’ distribution of income.

In this article, communalism or, as we shall see in the next section, ubuntu,
is adopted not as identical, but as a form of collectivism and socialism. This is
because the principles of mutual welfarism and shared ownership are intelligible
within these systems. However, socialism is a higher and more advanced form of
communalism. More specifically, although African socialism (with roots in African
communalism) has some similarities with European and Marxist socialism,
especially in resolving socio-economic problems through state control of markets
and the means of production, it is different in many respects. For instance, post-
independent African leaders who attempted socialist governments in Senegal
and Tanzania did not completely reproduce Marxist-Leninist socialist ideas.
Rather, “they developed new, African versions of socialism that supported some
traditional structures while proclaiming that their societies were - and always
had been - classless” (Thompsell 2020).

Protagonists of African communalism (Ubuntu) not only present it as a
social-ordering ideal peculiar to Africa, but they also see it as an ontologically
transformative force that could reinvigorate socialism on the continent. However,
unlike Confucianism, which is similar and has greatly influenced socio-political
and economic behaviours in the Asian world, it is very difficult to decipher aspects
of the African life where Ubuntu (ontological) has been of tremendous influence.
On the contrary, communal attachments have formed the basis for xenophobic
killings, ethnic cleansings, political exclusions, nepotism and violent clashes
across Africa. How communal are African societies with one another? Or, how far
can we stretch notions of Ubuntu to include supposed outsiders?

To answer these questions, the paper distinguishes between ontological
and axiological Ubuntu, arguing that none of these variants is unique to Africa.
Ontological Ubuntu (OU) refers to the ‘authentic mode of being African’ or ‘being-
in-community’ that is mostly tenable in rural, agrarian or pre-modern societies
where the mode of production is communalistic. Besides its pre-modern nature,
the paper submits that xenophobia and other forms of socio-political exclusions
greatly contradict the principal canons of OU. Conversely, axiological Ubuntu (AU)
is a prescriptive moral ideal to which all humanity aspires in an era of modernity
with an emphasis on individualistic modes of production. Modernity has come to
stay and Africa must approach it not by OU or a ‘narrative of return’ to a philosophy
uniquely African, but by AU as a guide to the pursuance of a humane society
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for Africa and the world in general. Armed with this distinction, the paper then
rejects Matolino and Kwindingwi’s (2013) argument that Ubuntu has ‘reached its
end’. | contend that something is left of it, though not uniquely African. Thus,
besides the introduction and conclusion, the paper proceeds by conceptualising
xenophobia and Ubuntu in section one with an attempt at constructing an
alternative understanding of Thaddeus Metz's (2007) schema of the latter. The
second section advances arguments for rejecting the thesis that Ubuntu is unique
to Africa. Section three highlights several contradictions to the essential canons of
0U, while section four argues that it is this aspect of Ubuntu (OU) that has ended.

Conceptualising xenophobia and Ubuntu

The term xenophobia derives from two Greek words: ‘xenos’ meaning a guest,
stranger or foreigner and ‘phobos’ (phobia), meaning fear, dislike, aversion or
horror (Hussein and Hitomi 2013). Combined, both words convey an intense
dislike or fear of strangers or foreigners. This fear is not of the outgroup
themselves, rather it is often a fear over competition for resources or threat
to the socio-economic livelihood of the host citizens. To this end, xenophobia
“describes attitudes, prejudices and behaviours that reject, exclude and often
vilify people based on the perception that they are outsiders or foreigners to the
community, society or national identity” (Pillay 2017: 7-8). There are two basic
types of xenophobia, namely political and social. While political xenophobia is
state-sponsored and often non-violent, social xenophobia is more prone to
violence and is carried out by citizens of the host community. These distinctions
notwithstanding, xenophobia across Africa is basically triggered by economic
uncertainties, especially competition over scarce resources like jobs. Later in
this article, we shall see how these xenophobic outlooks contradict the tenets of
ubuntu and render it untenable.

Like Ujamaa, Consciencism, Negritude, etc., Ubuntu is a variant of African
communalism and socialism. It is a Nguni term with phonological variants in
many Southern African languages such as umundu in Kikuyu, imuntu in Kimeru,
bumuntu in kiSukuma, vumuntu in ShiTsonga, bomoto in Bobangi, and gimuntu
in kikongo (McDonald 2010: 141; Metz 2011: 533). As a philosophical concept,
Ubuntu does not have a direct English translation. However, it has been more
popularly construed as ‘humaneness’ or ‘being a human’, although this is more
a characteristic feature than a definition. Martin Prozesky (2003: 5-6) identified
10 such characteristics of Ubuntu viz gentleness, humaneness, hospitality,
empathy, deep kindness, friendliness, generosity, vulnerability, toughness and
compassion. These features abound in Desmond Tutu’s (1999: 31) attempt at
conceptualising Ubuntu. For him:
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Ubuntu is very difficult to render into a Western language. It
speaks of the very essence of being human. When we want to
give high praise to someone we say, “Yu, u nobuntu”; “Hey, so-
and-so has ubuntu.” Then you are generous, you are hospitable,
you are friendly and caring and compassionate. You share what
you have. It is to say, “My humanity is caught up, is inextricably

bound up in yours.”

The difficulty of an English equivalent notwithstanding, Ubuntu expresses
the philosophical notion of what defines being human. The phrase ‘umuntu
ngumuntu nga bantu’ means ‘a person is a person through other persons’ or
that personhood is attained only by recognising the humanity in others and
establishing humane relations with them as a consequence. It underscores the
idea that one’s existence is premised on being a community member - | am
because we are or | am because you are. Shutte (2001: 30) buttresses this point
by arguing that “our deepest moral obligation is to become more fully human.
And this means entering more and more deeply into the community with others.”
Thus, those with much Ubuntu are considered moral, whereas those without it
are often termed immoral. Hence, according to Ramose (2002: 40), Ubuntu is
‘foundational to African philosophy’.

Considered a traditional ethical theory, Ubuntu is a virtue ethics parallel to
Platonian and Aristotelian variants typified in caring, hospitality, selflessness,
the common good, patience, mutual sympathy, empathy, goodness, kindness,
etc. Following criticisms that Ubuntu is vague and means almost anything
depending on the whims and caprices of the interpreter, Metz (2007: 328-34)
attempts a philosophical precision of the concept by evaluating six probable
theoretical interpretations:

Ut An action is right just insofar as it respects a person’s dignity; an act is
wrong to the extent that it degrades humanity.

U2:  Anactionisrightjust insofar as it promotes the well-being of others; an act
is wrong to the extent that it fails to enhance the welfare of one’s fellows.

U3:  An action is right just insofar as it promotes the well-being of others
without violating their rights; an act is wrong to the extent that it either
violates rights or fails to enhance the welfare of one’s fellows without
violating rights.

U4:  An action is right just insofar as it positively relates to others and thereby
realizes oneself; an act is wrong to the extent that it does not perfect one’s
valuable nature as a social being.
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US:  An action is right just insofar as it is in solidarity with groups whose
survival is threatened; an act is wrong to the extent that it fails to support a
vulnerable community.

U6: Anaction is right just insofar as it produces harmony and reduces discord;
an act is wrong to the extent that it fails to develop community.

MetzrejectsU1-U5, accepting only U6 as “the most promising theoretical formation
of an African ethic to be foundin the literature” (2007: 334). But U4 appears a good
delineation in that the individual is not lost pursuant to good relation to others.
Metz recognises this, arguing that U4 is perhaps the most dominant interpretation
to be found in African ethics and literature. Such interpretations are proffered
with the hope of circumventing the charge that a philosophy that prioritises the
community is very likely to subsume or violate the right of the individual. This
is because it “advocates that individual interest be subordinated to that of the
community when the two conflict” (Ogbujah 2007: 25). Good examples abound
in Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, ranging from the treatment of lkemefuna and his
eventual death to the conversation between Okonkwo and Obierika about their
inability to tap palm wine following their prohibition to do so because of their
Ozo titles. Okonkwo’s acceptance of the prohibition by asserting that “the law of
the land must be obeyed” (1994: 67) clearly shows how individual interests can
be subordinated within communalism. Defenders of African communalism like
Kwame Gyekye (1996: 32) argue that the good of the individual is not subsumed
under the good of the community. Using an Akan proverb, he asserts that:

“The clan is like a cluster of trees which, when seen from afar,
appear huddled together, but which would be seen to stand
individually when closely approached.” [...] The proverb stresses
the social reality of the individual; it expresses the idea that the
individual has a separate identity and that, like the tree, some of
whose branches may touch other trees, the individual is separately
rooted and is not completely absorbed by the cluster. That is,
communality does not obliterate or squeeze out individuality.

It is arguable whether this defence succeeds. Nevertheless, Metz insists that U4
roots ethics in the good of the agent while U6 roots it in the good of other persons.
On this premise, therefore, the latter more appropriately captures the essence of
‘a person is a person through other persons’.

It is also likely that Metz, in rejecting U4, was weary of the individualism in
modern European philosophy - the idea that one person’s good is detached
from another’s. According to Lutz (2009: 316), while this is correct within
mainstream European philosophy, the reverse is true of ancient and mediaeval
moral philosophy because, here, ‘the common good is my good’. This is clear in
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Aristotle’s ethics and assertion that “the excellent person is related to his friends
in the same way as he is related to himself since a friend is another himself”. This
is not distinct from the underlying explications of Ubuntu, where individuals attain
humanity or personhood only through interpersonal relationships that uphold
the humanity of others. It, therefore, follows that this underlying philosophy can
be interpreted in a manner that U4 and U6 are true: “the actions that produce
harmony, reduce discord and develop community are simultaneously the actions
that perfect one’s valuable nature as a social being” (Lutz 2009: 316). If this is
granted, and given that protagonists of Ubuntu argue that the individual is not lost
because of communal goals, it then follows that any acceptable theorisation of
Ubuntu must balance the good of the group as well as that of the individual. None
of Metz's schema seems to incorporate this. Thus, a seventh definition is required:

U7:  An action is right just insofar as it positively promotes interpersonal
relationships and realises oneself; an act is wrong to the extent that it fails
to develop community and perfect one’s nature as a community member.

This definition simply holds that a realisation of good interpersonal relationships
with other members of the community is pivotal to the development or realisation
of the community and oneself. It is a recognition of the humanity of/in others
through which the individual's human beingness is realised - umuntu ngumuntu
ngabantu. Defenders of African communalism hold that the individual is never
subsumed under the community. If this is the case, then this definition, not Metz's,
more succinctly captures the true connotation of Ubuntu in that, at least, this is
what most advocates and extant literature on Ubuntu intend. But the reality is
that under the community, the individual, as shown in the cases of lkemefuna,
Okonkwo and Obierika, may be, indeed, lost or trampled upon.

Given the foregoing, | agree with Taiwd’s (2016) distinction between
metaphysical/ontological ~ and  axiological ~ communalism.  Ontological
communalism refers to how and what humans are in the world in relation to
umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu. It validates the essence of being human as
essentially rooted in being in communion with others. “A human being who is
outside of this communion/community will, ex definitione, be a non-human”
(Tdtwo 2016: 82). Achebe (1994: 121) corroborates this argument in the manner
in which Okonkwo reacted to his banishment. Here it is clear that an individual
who lives outside his community will be like ‘a fish cast out of water on to a
dry sandy beach, panting and struggling to survive'. Many apologetics of African
communalism subscribe to this ‘being-in-community’ thesis as the quintessential
way of being African. This ‘being-in-community’ is Ontological Ubuntu (OU).

Axiological communalism, on the other hand, submits that communalism
provides a yardstick with which to measure the desirability of social phenomena,
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practices and human behavioursto determine how well orillthey reflect, advance,
or embody communal values and its tenets. “When they reflect well, they are
good, when not, they are bad” (Tafwo 2016: 83). In this reading, argues Taiwo,
the axiological thesis becomes a value theory or a moral ideal describing the
oughtness of actions and social institutions. This thesis is axiological Ubuntu (AU).
An African scholar who construes Ubuntu essentially as an ethical or axiological
theory is Thaddeus Metz (see Metz 2007, 2010, 2011).

On the uniqueness of Ubuntu to Africa

Many advocates of Ubuntu, essentially its ontological or ‘being-in-community’
variant, often interpret it as a unique philosophy exclusive to Africa (Ramose
2002, Odigie-Osazuwa 2018). Such apologetics often proffer a narrative
that paints a gloomy picture of a monolithic West to affirm Africa as radically
different. For instance, Ntumba (1985), as cited by Kimmerle (2006: 6), attempts
such demarcation in arguing that African philosophy is a philosophy of ‘We’
and Western philosophy is a philosophy of ‘I'. This means that, while Western
philosophy is ‘persona-centric’ and can be summarised by Descartes’ Cogito
ergo sum — “I think therefore | am,” Ubuntu ‘is communo-centric’ in the sense
of Pobee’s dictum: Cognatus ergo sum - “I am related by blood, therefore |
exist” (cited in Mangena 2022). Ramose is arguably the most assertive on this
point by criticising African scholars’ attempts to establish a universal synthesis
of European and African thoughts. To this, Ramose argues that any move to
dissolve “the specificity of Ubuntu into abstract “universality” is to deny its right
to be different. It is to accord undue primacy to the universal over the particular”
(cited in McDonald 2010: 141). These arguments convinced many scholars who
aptly believe that Ubuntu is a unique African export or ‘gift to the Western world’
(Battle 2009).

There is no denying whether Ubuntu as a philosophy can be associated with
Africa. However, the problem at issue is the claim that it is uniquely African. This
argument can only stand where it can be shown that the central features often
associated with African communalism, specifically as highlighted in Prozesky’s
(2003) 10 characteristics of Ubuntu above, are absent in the philosophical history
of the so-called individualistic West. Broodryk (1996: 31) affirms this position in
his assertion that if ‘unique’ entails “unusual, incomparable or extra-ordinary,
then Ubuntuism is not unique to one culture, for all people have this magic gift,
or sadly lack it”. This is because the extolled features of Ubuntu inhere in several
philosophies and practices across the world, from Buddhism, Confucianism,
traditional European philosophy to communitarianism. Thus:
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We can affirm communalism of much of the human race and
various societies at different times in the past whether in Europe,
Asia, Africa, or North and South America... The Greeks worshipped
mountains, found gods everywhere, and insisted that a being-
out-of-community must be a god or a beast. They also held that
the group is prior to the individual (Tdfwo 2016: 91).

Ubuntu is, therefore, not unique. Its tenets of profound humanist concern are not
exclusive to the continent, they are universal values also prominent in Western
and Asian thoughts. Regarding the ‘We/I bifurcation, Kimmerle (2006: 6) argues
that such dichotomisation is too simplistic because the ‘I or ‘the person’ is
becoming increasingly important in African ontology, just as the ‘We’ philosophy
is not impossible in the West given the strong emergence of communitarianism as
a philosophical stream. Thus, concerning South Africa and scholars like Ramose,
who refuse to grant universality to Ubuntu, Ramphele (1995) admonishes that:

Ubuntu as a philosophical approach to social relationships must
stand alongside other approaches and be judged on the value it
can add to better human relations in our complex society... The
refusal to acknowledge the similarity between ubuntu and other
humanistic philosophical approaches is in part a reflection of the
parochialism of South Africans and a refusal to learn from others.
... We have to have the humility to acknowledge that we are not
inventing unique problems in this country, nor are we likely to
invent entirely new solutions (cited in Erislin and Horsthemke
2004: 548).

The foregoing ratifies the claim that Ubuntu is not unique. Human beings are
generally communal and not individualistic, which explains why all traditional
cultures are communal at the early stages. Differentiations set in as a result
of socio-economic advancements. Asian philosophies such as Buddhism and
Confucianism have similarities with African traditional philosophy, the same is
true of the traditional philosophies of the West, especially Plato’s and Aristotle’s.
Like Ubuntu, Confucianism emphasises interdependence with the centrality of the
family institution. According to Lutz (2009: 320), Confucian ethics is virtue ethics,
with emphasis on virtues such as ren (humaneness, Ubuntu), zhong (loyalty),
xiao (filial piety), xin (good faith), shan (goodness), yi (rightness), etc., which are
the elements of human relationships that form the basis of the moral community.

Similarly, traditional European philosophy, particularly the Platonic and
Aristotelian variants, emphasises the development of and adherence to certain
virtues. The individual is a communal being or, in Aristotle’s words, a political
animal, which makes living in community a normal and natural phenomenon.
The moral dimension of these philosophies requires the community member to
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acquire certain excellent habits and character traits such as justice, moderation,
courage, wisdom, etc. This moralism dominated European ethics until the time
of Hobbes who was among the early-modern European philosophers to reject
the Platonic/Aristotelian communitarian moralism for individualism. To this end,
| agree with Lutz's (2009: 321) argument that “if one compares traditional African
philosophy (We/I) with modern European philosophy, the contrast is, indeed,
striking. If, however, one compares traditional African philosophy with traditional
European (and Asian) philosophy, the differences diminish.”

It, thus, follows that even though it can be granted that some features of
Ubuntu are uniquely African, its essential features (humaneness, hospitality,
empathy, kindness, etc.) are not. If they were, then it would mean that only
Africans can exemplify such acts. On the contrary, these, as | have shown, are
rooted in human nature and common to the entirety of the human race. It is not
unusual for a Nigerian to be naturally drawn to or enthusiastically associate with
other Nigerians in a foreign land, in like manner as an Italian or, more generally,
European. That, in essence, is the communal spirit. Thus, communalism or Ubuntu
is a doctrine that resonates universally. Therefore, according to Negedu and
Ojomah (2018: 63-4), rather than talk of African communalism or its unigueness,
we should be talking of communalism in Africa for while the former suggests
that it is uniquely African the latter shows that it is evident in other societies and
among other races.

Xenophobia and Ubuntu contradictions

The polemical rhetoric on Ubuntu as a transformative ontological philosophy
in Africa rings hollow in the face of certain inherent contradictions. Ubuntu,
essentially in its ontological rendering, has not played significant roles in
shaping the socio-political and economic activities on the African continent. If
anything, it has achieved the opposite. African nations have bled on countless
occasions despite claims to communalism. The overwhelming incidences of
xenophobia, autocratic rulership, genocide, corruption, indigene/settler crises,
ethnic cleansing and other forms of socio-political exclusions greatly contradict
the principal tenets or humanism of OU. Worried by this inconsistency between
Ubuntu claims and socio-political realities in Africa, Kanwangamalu (1999)
wondered how Africa, “a continent that has produced innumerable monsters and
dictators, have humanistic pretensions” (cited in McDonald 2010: 142). Intense
competition for power and resources often culminates in violent conflicts in
post-colonial Africa. According to Vaughan (1994: 420), the Nigerian Civil War of
1967-1970, the inter-ethnic conflicts between the Hutu and Tutsi in Burundi and
the religious confrontations in Sudan are a few examples of communal conflicts
(antithesis) in post-colonial Africa.
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Many African countries valorise varying forms of ethnic engineering that are
antithetical to OU. Such ethnic engineering inheres in socio-political exclusions
that have dehumanised and marginalised certain groups of people across the
continent. This partly explains why Makgoba (1996: 23) rejects the claim that, as
a philosophy, Ubuntu “is the invisible force uniting Africans Worldwide” because
it is difficult to see, in practice, how it accommodates other cultures or outgroup
members. This challenge of inclusiveness is true of the recurrent indigene/settler
skirmishes that have ravaged many states in Nigeria, especially Plateau state.
The crisis mostly centres on who gets or controls what resources. The indigenes
feel total and complete control is theirs, while the settlers or ‘outsiders’ often
feel they have lived and paid their dues in such a community long enough to
claim certain accruable benefits. Construed as outsiders or enemies, such settlers
are never assimilated into the community, no matter how long they stay or may
have stayed.

This persistent unease between insiders and outsiders is glaring when viewed
in relation to frequent outbursts of xenophobic tensions across Africa. As earlier
conceptualised, Ghana and Nigeria are examples of countries on the continent
that have exhibited political xenophobia. Upon becoming Ghanian Prime Minister
in 1969, Kofi Busia introduced the Aliens Compliance Order (the Aliens Order),
which was aimed at expelling undocumented foreigners. The order mandated
foreigners without work permits to get them within two weeks or leave the
country (Oni and Okunade 2018: 40). This action was triggered by the perception
that the widespread unemployment in Ghana was caused by the high presence of
foreigners from West African states such as Burkina Faso, Togo, Nigeria and Cote
d'lvoire. Aside from this order, there was also the ‘Ghanian Business Promotion’
(GBP) aimed at protecting and preserving certain businesses for Ghanaians.
Foreign nationals were restricted in the kinds of business they could engage in
and had to meet certain conditions (e.g. provision of capital) before they could
expand their businesses. These policies led to the ejection of between 900 000 to
1200 000 non-indigenes from Ghana, more than half of whom were Nigerians.
This move was celebrated with the belief that it would guarantee job security for
Ghanaians (Oni and Okunade 2018: 41).

Similarly, Nigeria’s oil boom in the 1970s and early 1980s made it a new haven
for migrants, mainly Ghanaians who took up menial jobs and occupied the small
and medium enterprises sector in Nigeria. However, the gross mismanagement
of the oil wealth coupled with a declining economy as exemplified in mass
unemployment, galloping inflation, very high debt burden, etc., precipitated
xenophobic antipathy towards foreigners by Nigerians, predominantly Ghanaians
as typified in the popular phrase ‘Ghana-must-go’. President Shagari blamed
widespread unemployment and crimes on foreigners in Nigeria and subsequently
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ejected them by 1983. Since this was an election year, “Nigerian politicians hoped
the expulsion would prove popular” (Oni and Okunade 2018: 44). Consequently,
over two million foreigners were expelled from Nigeria with more than half of
them being Ghanaians. Another round of expulsion was carried out in 1985; this
time about 300 000 Ghanaians were affected. Even though these expulsions were
premised on the socio-economic woes of Nigeria at the time, Oni and Okunade
(2018: 44) believe that these were retaliatory moves, given similar action by
Ghanain 1969.

Social xenophobia has become a recurrent uprising in South Africa in recent
times. It is denoted by several derogatory ascriptions such as makwerekwere
(black immigrants with a different language and phonetic sounds) and legrigamba
(magrigamba, plural), referring to West African men who arrived in South Africa
with nothing but are leaving after a short while with wealth and valuables. The first
attacks date back toJanuary 1995, few years after the end of apartheid. Itinvolved
weeks of physical assault on nationals from Malawi, Zimbabwe and Mozambique
living in the Alexandra Township. Undocumented migrants were identified
by armed gangs and handed over to the police in a bid to rid the township of
foreigners. The next major episode was in May 2008, where 62 people were killed,
210f whom were South Africans (Pillay 2017: 7). The Zulu King, Goodwill Zwelithini
KaBhekuzulu, incited another wave of xenophobic attacks in 2015 following
the death of a teenage South African at the hands of a Somali. The rhetoric that
foreigners were stealing jobs and committing crimes, which underscored the
2008 attacks, resonated. These attacks led to seven deaths and the displacement
of thousands of foreigners (Essa 2015). A more recent attack, tagged “Operation
Dudula” in Soweto, called on non-nationals to leave South Africa by June 16,
2021 (Sahara Reporters 2021). Notwithstanding the South African government’s
adoption of a National Action Plan (NAP) in March 2019 to combat xenophobia and
related intolerance among the police, government officials and members of the
public, xenophobic atrocities have continued unabated.

A 2020 Human Rights Watch report on xenophobic incidents, one year after
the government adopted NAP, found that there has been large scale relentless
killings, severe injuries, forced displacements, destruction of businesses as
well as barriers to justice and basic services. Drivers of the problems include
indifference, denial and tacit approval of xenophobic actions by government and
law enforcement authorities and systemic barriers and difficulty in renewing
or acquiring documents for legal status and access to health and educational
services. According to the report, “mobs of angry rioters throughout South Africa
have attacked and harassed non-nationals, blaming them for unemployment,
crime, neglect by the government, among other things” (Human Rights Watch
2020: 2). These attacks undoubtedly contradict OU's claim that a person is ‘a
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person through other persons’. Rather, they affirm U5 in Metz's construct of
ubuntu as highlighted above: “An action is right just insofar as it is in solidarity
with groups whose survival is threatened...” Although this has been rejected
as a proper delineation of ubuntu, the realities of xenophobia and attitudes of
xenophobic sympathizers in Africa suggest otherwise.

The Death of Ontological Ubuntu

Every xenophobic attack is an affirmation of the phrase ‘not one of us’ and the
entrenchment of exclusivist identities. This leads to the question: how far can we
stretch the notion of African communalism to include other Africans or people
considered as outsiders? The answer is ‘not very far'. Not far beyond the nuclear or
extended family. Even this, too, is suspect because there are countless instances
where family members fight and kill over scarce resources like land, inheritances
and other properties. | am not arguing that communalism must be devoid of
conflict or disagreement. We can tussle and disagree and still be communalistic,
however, such communalism cannot be said to be ontological in the sense of
‘a person is a person through other persons’. It means the ‘I am because we
are’ hardly defines the African nor does it play any significant role in the socio-
political and economic orderings of life in African societies today. Ubuntu is
readily reckoned with where there is nothing at stake or a scarce resource to be
shared. Where there are such scrambles, as earlier highlighted in the factors that
drive xenophobia, the communal ties that bind easily give way. A people whose
humanistic philosophy is constantly threatened by scarce resources cannot be
said to be ontologically communalistic. To this end, it follows that what is left
of Ubuntu is its axiological appeal as a normative theory that ought to guide our
actions not just as Africans, but as humans in general.

In the article titled The end of Ubuntu, Bernard Matolino and Wenceslaus
Kwindingwiargue that current realities in Africa, especially South Africa, invalidate
justification of any appeal to Ubuntu as a unique and defining African philosophy.
For them, political elites invoke Ubuntu as a ‘narrative of return’ to a pre-colonial
moralism whereby Africans lived harmoniously before the European conquest.
They further note, rightly, that similar narratives of return, such as those of
Kwame Nkrumah (consciencism), Leopold Senghor (Negritude) and Julius Nyerere
(Ujamaa), have yielded calamitous socio-political and economic consequences
(Matolin & Kwindingwi 2013: 198). Since there is nothing essentially promising
about Ubuntu in modern times, and since Ubuntu “communities are notorious for
their dislike for outsiders” and place high values “on blood relations in recognising
the other”, Matolino and Kwindingwi conclude that Ubuntu in the “academe and
political circles has reached its end” (2013: 204). Although | agree with Matolino
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and Kwindingwi on many fronts, specifically on the point that Ubuntu’s features
are neither unique nor indigenous to Africa (203-4), | find their conclusion
regarding the bankruptcy of Ubuntu as a moral philosophy quite unconvincing.
The reason for rejecting their thesis is that Ubuntu is both a metaphysical and
ethical theory. Their failure to make this distinction renders their conclusion
problematic. In fact, for them, Ubuntu is essentially an ethical theory:

Ubuntu, as an ethical theory that is taken to be natural to the
people of sub-Saharan Africa, we argue, can only be fully realised
in a naturalistic and traditionalistic context of those people.
However, such a natural habitat that would favour the chances
of ubuntu has largely disappeared because of the irreversible
effects of factors such as industrialisation and modernity. The
disappearance of such natural and favourable conditions renders
ubuntu obsolete. It is obsolete because the context in which its
values could be recognised is now extinct. We are of the view that
for these values to be realised they have to be embedded in the
strictures of communalism (2013: 203).

The effects of modernity and disappearance of the favourable conditions for
Ubuntu to thrive are not sufficient conditions to reject Ubuntu as an ‘ethical
theory’, rather they are the necessary conditions for its appeal. This assertion
is clearer when we examine what Matolino and Kwindingwi (2013: 199), like
Prozesky (2003), highlighted as the core values of Ubuntu. For them, “Ubuntu
rests on some core values such as humaneness, caring, sharing, respect and
compassion”. These are more analogous to AU than OU. Nevertheless, if these
are essentially the constituents of Ubuntu, then there is nothing that precludes
modern Africans and, indeed, human beings in general, from exemplifying them.
That is, people the world over can genuinely be humane, empathetic, respectful
and compassionate while, at the same time, being kind and generous towards
others. Thus, if this is granted as the core values of Ubuntu, at least as claimed
by Matolino and Kwindingwi (2013), then they are by no means only tenable in
pre-colonial Africa; they are present and still relevant today. In essence, Ubuntu
as an ethical theory has not ended. In what follows, | shall be arguing that it is
ontological Ubuntu (OU) that has reached its end.

It is true, as most African intellectuals are wont to argue, that Africans are
generally more communalistic and less individualistic than the Westerners.
Notwithstanding, this paper has argued that the basis for this does not inhere
in Ubuntuism as a distinctively unique African philosophy, rather it is simply a
reflection of the stage of development on each side of the divide. Lutz's (2009)
assertion that African communalistic philosophy is only comparable with
traditional European and Asian philosophies has one crucial implication - Africa
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is behind. This is because individualistic/communalistic philosophies are tied to
modes of production. Communalistic modes of production emphasise collective
ownership of the means of production, which is a natural mode of production for
most rural and peasant societies. Here, members of the community take turns to
cultivate a member’s farmland (what the Idoma people of Benue State call Oluma)
or tap one’s palm tree with a date set aside for free consumption of palm wine.
In politics, the mode reflects in consensus democracy, which Wiredu and other
African scholars characteristically argued for in the one-party system debate.
Some of these practices may have been effective in small-scale societies; they are
less likely to work in today’s complex and constantly evolving African societies.
Direct democracy worked in traditional Greece and African societies, it is not
possible today. Similarly, banishment and ostracism (with the people refraining
from selling to someone who has flouted the community’s law) are intelligible and
could be situated in the social ordering of lives in smaller communities in the past;
the same cannot be said of these practices today. If a community vendor would
not sell to such individuals, an online shop owner would gladly fill the void. The
failure of attempts at Ujamaa and other forms of African socialism or narratives
of return is also a testament to futile efforts to implant a traditional mode of
production on a modern society where individuality is mounting.

Evidence abounds that shows that many urban cities in Africa have lost the
‘community’ character. The mode of production has changed or is changing,
as are the architectural designs of houses and living conditions. In the past,
the focus was on extended or multi-generational families living together in a
compound. Today, however, most modern houses in African cities are designed
for immediate family members with either a ‘Boys Quarters’ or visitors’ room
for non-family members, which are often detached from the main building. This
means that African architectural designs today owe very little to communalism
(being-in-community) as its attendant values; it is one in which everyone is
beginning to mind his or her own business, where neighbours or people living
in the same estate hardly know themselves or have their paths crossing. The
contention hereis that people become isolated from each other as a consequence
of living and working conditions, which make the strict adherence to being-in-
community highly untenable. Some might argue that collegiality in the workplace
replaces being-in-community. While it cannot be denied that businesses thrive
on collegiality, it is not ontologically the same as being-in-community because
while the former pertains to AU, the latter belongs to OU. That is, collegiality falls
within the purview of AU as a prescriptive good, which this paper advocates. The
increasing effects of globalisation along with shrinking borders means that the
ontological walls of community are constantly disappearing and what sustains
people, not just Africans, is AU, not OU. Apart from architectural individualism,
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Negedu and Ojoma (2018: 54) have also argued for political individualism on the
continent. For them, the communal character of African states is questionable
given that the form of democracy in practice “tends towards the individual and
provides little room for socialism”. A key example here is the repatriation of
resources across many African nations, which limits the engagement of larger
siblinghood thereby creating “an antithetical form of traditional communalism”.

Conclusion

This paper has argued that the frequency of xenophobia and other socio-political
exclusions in present-day Africa contradict the central tenets of OU. Thus,
the constant resort to OU as a transformatively distinct philosophy capable of
restoring Africans to ontological wholeness is wishful and misplaced because,
compared to similar philosophies, it is difficult to unearth aspects of the African
society today where this has been of profound influence. With a few exceptions,
most people or rulers’ actions on the continent are motivated by self-interest; the
community is secondary, not primary as construed by OU. And there is nothing
untoward in this given that this too is dictated by the dynamic nature of human
society. The point to note, however, is that in pursuing self-goals, the rights and
goals of others are not trampled upon. This is the sense in which the U7 notion
of Ubuntu as an axiological construct becomes germane. Violent xenophobic
uprisings have shownthat OU’s values areinelastic to accommodate even Africans
of varying communities. Also, such values are mainly realisable in traditional,
small-scale communities where the collective ownership of production means is
unproblematic. Given failed attempts at socialism on the continent, it follows that
the same mode of production cannot be effective for a complexly modern African
society. Similarly, if you apply the individualistic mode of production to rural or
agrarian society, its communalistic (ontological) character would, over time,
disappear thereby giving impetus to AU. At this stage, recourse to Ubuntu would
not be based on its uniqueness to Africa, but on its potential to deliver the best
possible human society as a whole; modernity has come to stay, and Africa must
engage it via axiological Ubuntu, not ontological Ubuntu, for the latter is dead.

References

AcHeBE C.1994. Things fall apart. New York: Anchor Books.

BALL T AND RICHARD D. Communism. In: Encyclopedia Britannica. Available at:
https://www.britannica.com/topic/communism [accessed on 24 May 2022].

BATTLE M. 2009. Ubuntu: lin you and you in me. New York: Seasbury Publishing.

BOETTKE P AND ROBERT LH. 2022. Capitalism. In: Encyclopedia Britannica. Available
at:https://www.britannica.com/topic/capitalism [accessed on 24 May 2022].


https://www.britannica.com/topic/communism
https://www.britannica.com/topic/capitalism

Sule / Xenophobia and the end of ontological ubuntu 67

BROODRYK J. 1996. Is ubuntuism unique? In: J Malherbe (ed). Decolonizing the
mind: proceedings of the 2nd colloquium on African philosophy. Pretoria:
UNISA Press.

Essa A. 2015. Is South Africa taking xenophobia seriously? Al Jazeera. 30 April.
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2015/4/30/is-south-africa-taking-
xenophobia-seriously [accessed on 28 August 2022].

GYEKYE K. 1996. The unexamined life: philosophy and the African experience.
Sankofa: Accra.

GYEKYE K. 1987. An essay on African philosophical thought. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH. 2020. They have robbed me of my life: xenophobic violence
against non-nationals in South Africa. Available at: https://www.hrw.org/
sites/default/files/media_2020/09/southafrica0920 _web_4.pdf [accessed
on 28 August 2022].

HusseIN S AND Haomi K. 2013. Xenophobia in South Africa: reflections, narratives
and recommendations. Southern African peace and security studies 2(2):
5-30.

IKUENOBE P. 2006. Philosophical perspective on communalism and morality in
African traditions. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books.

IKUENOBE P. 2018. Human rights, personhood, dignity, and African communalism.
JournalofHumanRights17(5):589-604.D0i:10.1080/14754835.2018.1533455.

KIMMERLE H. 2006. Prophecies and protests: ubuntu and communalism in African
philosophy and art. In: Heuvel H, Mangaliso M and Bunt L (eds). Prophecies and
protests ubuntu in global management. Amsterdam: Rozenberg Publishers.

Lutz WD. 2009. African ubuntu philosophy and global management. Journal of
BusinessEthiC584(3):3137328.https://doi.0rg/10.1OO7/S1O55170097020472

MAKGOBA MW.1996. In search of the ideal democratic model for SA. Sunday Times.
27 October, p. 23.

MANGENA F. 2022. “Hunhu/Ubuntu in the traditional thought of Southern Africa”.
In: The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Available at: https://iep.utm.
edu/hunhu/ [accessed on 24 May 2022].

MATOLINO B AND KWINDINGWI W. 2013. The end of Ubuntu. South African Journal
of Philosophy 32(2): 197-205. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02580136.20
13.817637.

MBITI SJ.1970. African religions and philosophy. New York: Doubleday.

McDONALD AD. 2010. Ubuntu bashing: the marketisation of ‘African values’in South
Africa. Review of African Political Economy 37(124):139-152. https://doi.org/1
0.1080/03056244.2010.483902

METz T. 2007. Toward an African moral theory. The Journal of Political Philosophy
15(3): 321-341. https://doi.org/10.1111/].1467-9760.2007.00280 .


https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2015/4/30/is-south-africa-taking-xenophobia-seriously
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2015/4/30/is-south-africa-taking-xenophobia-seriously
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/media_2020/09/southafrica0920_web_4.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/media_2020/09/southafrica0920_web_4.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-009-0204-z
https://iep.utm.edu/hunhu/
https://iep.utm.edu/hunhu/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02580136.2013.817637
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02580136.2013.817637
https://doi.org/10.1080/03056244.2010.483902
https://doi.org/10.1080/03056244.2010.483902
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9760.2007.00280.x

68 Acta Academica / 2022:54(2)

METz T. 2010. Human dignity, capital punishment, and an African moral theory:
toward anew philosophy of humanrights. Journal of human rights 9(1): 81-99.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14754830903530300

MEeTz T. 2011. Ubuntu as a moral theory and human rights in South Africa. African
human rights law journal11(2): 532-559.

NEGEDU A AND OJOMAH SO. 2018. The question of African communalism and the
antithesis of democracy. Filosofia Theoretica: Journal of African Philosophy,
Culture and Religions 7(3): 53-71. DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.4314/ft.v7i3.5.

ObiGIE-OsAazuwa S. 2018. Culture and philosophy: clashing views on African
traditional communalism and Western individualism. [accessed on 15 May
2018].

0GBUJAH CN. 2007. The individual in African communalism. Melintas 23(1): 13-27.

ONI E  AND OkUNADE S. 2018. The context of xenophobia in
Africa:  Nigeria and South Africa in comparison. In: Akinola AO (ed).
The political economy of xenophobia in Africa. Advances in African
economic, social and political development. Cham: Springer. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-3-319-64897-2_4

VAUGHAN 0.1994. Communalism, legitimation and party politics at the grassroots:
the case of the Yoruba. International Journal of Politics, Culture and Society
7(3): 419-440. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02142132

PiLLAY J. 2017. Racism and xenophobia: the role of the church in South Africa.
Economy-lifeinits fullness. Vernum et Ecclesia. Suppl. 1,38(3): 3-18. https://
doi.org/10.4102/ve.v38i3.1655.

ProzeskyMH.2003. Frontiersof conscience: exploring ethicsinanew millennium.
Cascades: Equinym Publishing.

RAMOSE M. 2002. African philosophy through ubuntu. Harare: Mond Books.

SAHARA REPORTERS. 2021. Breaking: fresh xenophobic protests in South Africa
as violent groups threaten bloodshed on Nigerians, others. 17 July. Available
at:  http://saharareporters.com/2021/06/17/breaking-fresh-xenophaobic-
protests-south-africa-violent-groups-threaten-bloodshed [accessed on
28 August 2022].

SHUTTE A. 2001. Ubuntu: an ethic for the new South Africa. Pietermaritzburg:
Cluster Publications.

TAIw0 0. 2016. Against African communalism. Journal of French and Francophone
Philosophy. XXIV(1): 81-100. DOI 10.5195/jffp.2016.759.

THOMPSELL A. 2020. Socialism in Africa and African sacialism. ThoughtCo. 23 July.
Available at: https://www.thoughtco.com/socialism-in-africa-and-african-
socialism-4031311. [accessed on 24 May 2022].

TuTu D.1999. No future without forgiveness. New York: Random House. https://
doi.org/10.1111/}.1540-5842.1999.tb00012.x


https://doi.org/10.1080/14754830903530300
https://dx.doi.org/10.4314/ft.v7i3.5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-64897-2_4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-64897-2_4
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02142132
https://doi.org/10.4102/ve.v38i3.1655
https://doi.org/10.4102/ve.v38i3.1655
http://saharareporters.com/2021/06/17/breaking-fresh-xenophobic-protests-south-africa-violent-groups-threaten-bloodshed
http://saharareporters.com/2021/06/17/breaking-fresh-xenophobic-protests-south-africa-violent-groups-threaten-bloodshed
https://www.thoughtco.com/socialism-in-africa-and-african-socialism-4031311
https://www.thoughtco.com/socialism-in-africa-and-african-socialism-4031311
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5842.1999.tb00012.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5842.1999.tb00012.x

	_GoBack

