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Ubuntu and Youth Studies in Africa

This book considers how the African philosophy of Ubuntu can contribute to the study of the youth in Africa.

Reports from the United Nations indicate that by 2050, more than a third of young people in the world will be in or from Africa. However, most existing youth studies remain framed by Global North paradigms, creating a risk of generalizing or globally universalizing the stage of life between childhood and adulthood. This book challenges this imbalance by proposing an approach to youth studies that is grounded in Ubuntu, the philosophy that a person is a person through other persons. This book proposes an Ubuntu conception of youth as becoming: a relational and self-realizing approach to the stage of transition from childhood to morally fit personhood or adulthood. Moreover, this book seeks to imagine and engage issues affecting young people in Africa, covering topics ranging from education, development, crime, social and political order, leadership, terrorism, and entrepreneurship and employment concerns, among many others.

This incisive and expansive African perspective on youth studies expands our metaphysical, epistemological, and axiological understanding of the field. It will be an important read for researchers across the fields of philosophy, youth studies, sociology, and African studies.

Motsamai Molefe is Associate Professor at the University of South Africa, Graduate School of Business Leadership, South Africa, specializing in African philosophy, ethics, and governance. He serves as the Chair of the Department of Intra-Africa Trade and Responsible Leadership.

Paul K. Michael is a postdoctoral research fellow at the Higher Education and Human Development (HEHD) Research Group, University of the Free State, Bloemfontein, South Africa. He is also lecturer in Philosophy at the University of Benin and a member of the prestigious Conversational Society of Philosophy (CSP), Calabar, Nigeria. He specializes in youth studies and their intersection with migration, education, and cultural and decolonial studies from an African philosophical perspective.
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1Introduction to Ubuntu and Youth Studies in Africa

Motsamai Molefe  and Paul K. Michael
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Introduction

This is probably the first edited volume of Ubuntu and Youth Studies in Africa. In this volume, we explore the fundamental questions of what and how Ubuntu, as an African philosophical system capturing humaneness through positive relationships, especially among, but not limited to humans, can contribute towards the study of the youth in Africa. We employ theoretical and conceptual as well as the social, moral, political, and economic perspectives of Ubuntu to articulate conceptions and questions of youth in Africa from multidisciplinary perspectives. The range of researchers includes those from African social and political philosophy/studies, economic studies, youth studies, peace and conflict studies, law, and governance. At least four related factors inspire the different chapters in this volume.


Motivation for this book

First, there is extensive literature on Ubuntu in African philosophy and/or studies covering a variety of themes such as human rights, reconciliation, forgiveness, gender, education, law, ethics, and decolonization (Ramose, 1999, 2010; Mokgoro, 1998; Shutte, 2001; Metz and Gaie, 2010; Letseka, 2013; Molefe, 2019). It is concerning, however, that Ubuntu has not largely been applied directly to reflect on questions and issues associated with the youth in Africa and globally. This book is one attempt to address this gap in the literature on Ubuntu. Second, we also note the extensive literature from the Global North, or better still from a non-African perspective, dealing with the youth question (Wyn and White, 1997; Arnett, 2000; Furlong, 2013; Cote, 2014; Bidadanure, 2015; Cuervo, 2014; Wood, 2017; Wyn, 2021). This book invites Global North youth researchers to learn from the Global South “in order to better understand the subjects of” youth research (MacDonald and King, 2021, 285) from an alternative ethical and epistemological paradigm. Third, statistical reports and research continue to highlight the exponential growth in Africa’s youth population and the prospects and/or implications of this for national, regional, continental, and global peace, development, and productivity in terms 2of unemployment, migration, and environmental and security challenges (UN World Prospects, 2022; UNDP, 2023; Homonchuk et al., 2024). Sub-Saharan Africa in particular, which is home to the youngest population globally, has been projected to have “a sharp rise in its youth population” until 2050 (IFAD, 2019: 8). On the one hand, this demographic projection highlights, as Adam Cooper (2021) rightly observes, why Africa has become relevant in global youth studies. On the other hand, this demographic positioning, and especially the threat it poses, if the youth condition is not well managed, paints a picture of an Africa with a bleak future. Fourth, despite this bleak picture of Africa’s future in relation to the condition of its youth population, research on youth, as Cooper et al. (2021) observe, continues to be surprisingly more focused on the Global North, and even when African youths are the focus of discussion, theoretical and conceptual frameworks of analyses remain largely Global North. This approach does not only seem inadequate but has also failed in yielding the needed answers to African youth questions, as, for example, violent protests and conflicts arising from agitations for improved quality of life continue to rage on the continent. From the Arab Spring experience that witnessed North African youth violent protests against bad and tyrannical government to the Nigerian #EndSARS and the more recent Kenyan Gen-Z violent protests in sub-Saharan Africa calling for improved quality of life, it has become urgent to rethink the existing and predominant Eurocentric epistemological approaches and strategies aimed at addressing African youth questions.


Rethinking research on youth in Africa

To rethink, in this context, involves decolonizing African youth research, which includes a return to African indigenous knowledge systems, which Ubuntu philosophy is a significant component of due to its emphasis on communal relationships, a moral notion salient in sub-Saharan African ethics. Ubuntu philosophy can be deployed to decolonize African youth research by challenging “the hegemony of Western-centric cultural and epistemological foundations” (Udah et al., 2025, 2) on which youth research in Africa has hitherto been erected. The attempt to decolonize African youth research on a large scale was probably first seen in 2021 when Global South youth studies scholars and some of their counterparts in the global North put together a 40-chapter book titled The Oxford Handbook of Global South Youth Studies to highlight the need to call attention to underrepresentation of research focusing on the world’s largest youth population (Swartz, Cooper, Batan and Causa, 2021). The handbook highlighted the uncritical generalization and adoption of Western theories, epistemologies, and conceptual frameworks in youth research in the Global South and how this research field can be decolonized and made more effective by employing Global South epistemologies for Global South youth research (Cooper et al., 2021). However, in that comprehensive attempt to articulate youth discourse from a Global South perspective, no 3chapter dealing on African youth, in our estimation, sufficiently draws on the theoretical framework of Ubuntu to articulate its claim.

Yet, Ubuntu as an African philosophical system, which has bearings for metaphysics, epistemology, and axiology (Ramose, 1999; Molefe, 2024), can be applied as an alternative indigenous epistemology for examining the question of youth in Africa. With the philosophy of Ubuntu, we can review for redress existing Western structures and institutions, e.g., education, that, despite their importance, have not only served to perpetuate oppressive colonial agendas in Africa but also failed to produce the desired results. For example, Ubuntu, based on its emphasis on fostering positive human relationships, can facilitate inclusive and accessible education for all young people, especially in the context of entrenched racial inequalities such as in South Africa. Apart from its relevance for examining issues of inclusion and access, Ubuntu has also been proposed as an alternative pedagogical strategy to Western methodologies (Mthimkhulu, 2024) and is seen to be capable of cultivating and fostering values of dignity, respect, solidarity, and tolerance necessary for holistic formation and transformation of learners at all levels of education in Africa (Mangwegape, 2024; Mathebula and Martinez-Vargas, 2023).


The aim of this book

The aim of this book is to question the tendency to universalize the experiences of young people in the globe, which tends to generalize and oversimplify their situation using categories such as “deviant or problematic”, “consumers”, “instigators of new social and cultural approaches” (Wyn, 2021, n.p.). In doing so and by employing Ubuntu philosophy, this book seeks to imagine and engage issues affecting the youth in Africa, which cover topics ranging from those that theoretically conceptualize youth through certain Ubuntu values, themes, and interpretations to those which apply Ubuntu philosophy to discourses in education, development, crime, politics, leadership, and entrepreneurship, among many others. Consequently, this chapter outlines the structure and provides a bird’s eye view of the major themes covered in the book. This book covers both theoretical/conceptual and application parts.


Bird’s eye view of chapters

The first conceptual contribution by Michael (in Chapter 2) proposes an Ubuntu conception of youth as becoming to contribute to the plethora of research in African studies regarding the construction and conceptualization of youth. Central to youth research is how to make sense of or conceptualize the very notion of youth in ways that enable discussions about their being (as biologically and/or socially constructed) and explain their behaviour, hence the idea of youth as problematic by nature and ambivalent in character (Wyn and 4White, 1997; Furlong, 2013; Dar, 2015; Calience Research and Consulting, 2023). Drawing largely on the social construction thesis, but while also not ignoring the effect of the biological, Michael deploys two interpretations of Ubuntu – relational and self-realization – to argue for a social construction of youth. The Ubuntu conception of youth as becoming proposed by Michael is rooted in the broad notion of personhood, arguably “one of the most engaged concepts in African philosophy” (Michael, 2024). This conception of youth leverages the radical vs. moderate Afro-communitarian debate on personhood to highlight, on the one hand, communal obligation and, on the other hand, individual agency in the construction of youth. Michael brings this personhood debate to bear on two key debates in youth studies – nature-nurture and structure-agency – and demonstrated the intersection of the three debates to the relational and self-realization interpretations of Ubuntu to conceptualize youth as becoming in their transition to or attainment of personhood or morally fit adults. His chapter ultimately argues that both the relational and self-realization interpretations of Ubuntu offer a more nuanced conception of youth that goes beyond the inherently problematic and ambivalent conceptualization of youth inherited from or informed by the Western knowledge paradigm.

The second theoretical chapter by Postma and Mosima continues, in a sense, to push for the idea of Ubuntu as a framework of becoming. The chapter explores how a relational ontology of existence based on the notion of be-ing-becoming embedded in Ubuntu philosophy should be placed prior to epistemic models of learning to reconceptualize youth development beyond the limits of classical Bildung, which erroneously presents itself as a universal paradigm of self-cultivation. This chapter construes the universalist claim around Bildung as obscuring its embeddedness in specific cultural framework and contributing to contemporary crises in youth education. Through the framework of Ubuntu and related philosophies such as Bohm’s metaphysics of wholeness, the authors of this chapter diagnose Bildung as a fragmenting paradigm that produces a static, norm-conforming subject rather than an open, unfinished self in process which Ubuntu promotes by its emphasis on processual personhood. In this Ubuntu framework, ontology and epistemology are grounded in communal interdependence, mutual recognition, and ethical be-ing-with, which help to reorient youth development towards becoming-with others and the world. The chapter finally proposes a revitalized, intercultural Bildung as relational, processual, and dialogical, oriented not to completion but to participatory, just, and globally responsive youth formation.

The next chapter by Masaka and Chimakonam is also theoretical insofar as it addresses the question of whether Ubuntu has the necessary resources to overcome the problem of youth instrumentalization in countries in Africa. The authors construed instrumentalization as the denial of agency to African youths and treating them as mere instruments or tools that can be exploited for some other purposes that aggrandize someone else, for example, the political elites. They also take resources in this context to refer to intellectual, epistemological, and axiological values and argue that the question of whether 5Ubuntu has these resources already suggests the possibility of it having them. But they also acknowledge that to the opponents of Ubuntu, this question appears unnecessary given that they do not see worth in what it essentially stands for, and thus they minimize chances for it to be a useful corrective to the problem. Contrary to the opponents’ lack of faith in Ubuntu as an axiological and political frame, the authors’ strategy focuses on what they take as its central features and reflects objectively on whether these features of Ubuntu can offer something that can possibly help to overcome conditions within which youths experience agency deficit. In so doing, they do not join those, for example, Paul K. Michael (2020), who see African thought patterns, Ubuntu included, as accomplices in the construction of youth agency deficit in countries in Africa but as possibly a worthy solution to it. From these theoretical reflections on Ubuntu philosophy in relation to the youth, we now move to chapters that engage with specific youth-related issues in Africa from the prism of Ubuntu philosophy.

The chapter by Eyesan and Osemwigie examines the nexus between terrorism and youth vulnerability in Nigeria from the perspective of Ubuntu philosophy. Acts of terrorism continue to be on the rise and of serious concern in countries around and in Africa (Abioye, 2019). Within the Nigerian context, terrorism discourse has gained serious attention as new terror groups continue to emerge and the youth have in some ways been implicated both as victims and perpetrators. For the authors, this has necessitated investigation of the intersection of terrorism and the youth question in Nigeria from the perspective of Ubuntu philosophy as an alternative theoretical framework to Eurocentric approaches for interrogating this problem. Consequently, the question that Eyesan and Osemwigie set out to interrogate in their chapter is, How can Ubuntu, as an indigenous African philosophy, help in solving the problem of terrorism in relation to the youth in Nigeria? Basically, their chapter argues that terrorism is on the rise in Nigeria due to a lack or neglect of some priceless human values, which directly speak to the well-being and flourishing of the young as formative beings. Here lies the imperative of Ubuntu philosophy as a value system that undergirds humane interpersonal and social actions in the cultural, political, and economic domains of life in a society. Ultimately, their chapter blames youth vulnerability to and participation in terrorism in Nigeria on the failure, absence, or erosion of Ubuntu values and calls for a return to such values for positive youth development in, and a terror-free, Nigeria.

Van Norren and Olayoku explore the recent resurgence of youth-led political protests in Africa and how they have been triggered by the clamours for change, especially with the emergence of new social movements across different regions of the continent. From South Africa’s ‘Rhodes must fall’ campaigns focused on taking down colonial vestiges as symbolized by statues through Kenya’s protest against tax rises leading to the ‘Ruto must go’ campaign and Nigeria’s ‘end bad governance’ demonstrations against inflation and the state of the economy, the youths have leveraged social media for mobilization but are even becoming more visible lately in the streets, thus impacting politics more directly. They also analyse simultaneous natural resource struggles due 6to climate change and inequalities that thus far mostly remain localized in rural areas. These are seemingly disconnected from urban youth concerns but have national reverberations and greatly affect future generations. In this chapter, the authors specifically analyse the extent to which youth activism across Africa amounts to the clamour for a restoration of Ubuntu emulating traditional solidarity and respect for nature or the concept of (West African) Asuwada, defined as ‘the purposeful knitting together of conscious beings for the attainment of a goal’ (Akiwowo, 1980, 13). Lastly, the chapter mentions Ubuntu-, Ujaama-, and Asuwada-compatible communal initiatives in Africa.

From the preceding chapter, van Norren and Olayoku proceed to describe a number of initiatives that earned international recognition and that can inspire the youth for a more holistic future. They include, one, the changemakers movement and social entrepreneurship (i.e. Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria). Two, the SEKEM initiative (Egypt): anthroposophical holistic development in harmony with nature. Three, respect for the notion of `nature inclusive communities’, through legal protection of sacred forests, ecological indigenous governance (South Africa, Dzomo la Mupo, voices of life), indigenous medicine (South Africa), and rights of nature movement (i.e. Uganda). Four, the Great Green Wall Initiative: green belt across West African Sahel and Horn of Africa (AU, 2024). These are related to both socio-economic development and ecological governance that addresses the needs of the youth and may direct them into a more Ubuntu-oriented future and inspire them to take fate into their own hands. The authors analyse the Ubuntu components of each initiative and how it benefits the youth and contributes to attaining the world-wide sustainable development goals.

Philip Ujomu’s chapter looks at a conception of Ubuntu that promotes social order by seeking a seamless interface between the interconnectedness of all social members and the imperative of defined social roles, functions, and responsibilities under the rule of negotiation and bargaining, which underwrite social order. The issue that Ujomu examines is topical due to the fact that a tension exists; if we seek the inclusion or inclusiveness of all, yet we are saying that some in society, the youth, are not fully ready or able to participate in this interconnectedness on an equitable basis; they are human beings, entitled to the full rights of human nature, but at the same time, society, via social roles, needs, values, and so on, determines what the youth can or cannot do at a given point in time. But how is such a decision arrived at? Is there a paradox or contradiction here? What is the role of social learning or training (socialization) in getting the youth to operate as social members despite the lopsidedness of distributing social burdens and benefits as seen in voice, choice, and manner of treatment? Is such a lopsided treatment of the youth morally or philosophically justified or justifiable, based on the unique capabilities of the youth? It means that social identity is a major concern here; who am I? How am I perceived? What is my contribution to society? Such factors determine the value placed on a human being or group. If this is the case, then are the youth necessarily disadvantaged by merely being youth, existing at a particular 7point in the passage of time or life of a society? Will a social order welcome non-conformists or “deviants” such as terrorists, criminals, and rebels of any sort? And, ultimately, how does social learning of Ubuntu reconcile itself with the social demarcations required for social order to be effective?

The chapter by Ohonba explores the critical intersections between Ubuntu, youth employment, capabilities, and vulnerabilities within the dominant liberal socio-political order. Ohonba juxtaposes Ubuntu as an African philosophical thought emphasizing community, interconnectedness, and mutual support with the liberal socio-political order promoting individualism, competition, and market efficiency principles that often marginalize youth, particularly in Global South contexts like South Africa. Her chapter is significant given that youth unemployment in Africa remains a persistent and complex challenge, exacerbated by systemic inequalities, inadequate education systems, and precarious job markets. The chapter critiques the neoliberal framework’s failure to address these issues and introduces Ubuntu as a transformative alternative. Ubuntu, as Ohonba argues in this chapter, offers a values-based approach to enhancing youth capabilities by fostering collective responsibility and emphasizing human dignity. She further argues that by integrating Ubuntu with the capabilities approach developed by Sen and Nussbaum, it enables a holistic framework that prioritizes expanding real freedoms and opportunities for youth. For empirical insights and existing literature highlight the limitations of current policies and advocate for inclusive strategies like mentorship programs, cooperative enterprises, and community-led development. The chapter also suggests how Ubuntu-driven models can strengthen social capital and promote entrepreneurship among marginalized youth. By so doing, her chapter proposes a shift from purely economic solutions to approaches that embed ethical leadership, civic engagement, and social cohesion in addressing youth employment.

Mahali’s chapter highlights African contributions to global beliefs about philanthropy through the African social philosophy of Ubuntu, which is a code of ethics that seeks to honour the dignity of each person and is concerned with the development and maintenance of mutually affirming and enhancing relationships. Mahali’s chapter makes the claim that since the philosophy of Ubuntu proposes the establishment of a network of interdependence and relations that encourage and sustain a just and peaceful life for all through volunteering, reciprocity, civic engagement, and civic self-efficacy, Ubuntu offers an understanding of philanthropy. A person committed to giving back is described as an engaged citizen who may possess particular skills, establishes social connections within a community, and holds a responsibility to a community. Specifically, her chapter presents a collection of narrative examples about the giving back trends among a cohort of African graduates, who are beneficiaries of a prominent scholarship from a global foundation that funded the five-year longitudinal cohort study on which the chapter reports. The study found that the principle of giving back is embedded in African cultures, which place a strong emphasis on the importance of solidarity, reciprocity, 8relationship building, and a deep sense of obligatoriness to giving, using words like “moral responsibility” and “mandatory”. This happens even where giving may come at some sacrifice or personal cost. For these young Africans have been socialized to think of themselves as inextricably bound to others – this is an Ubuntu ethics. Using indigenous philosophies of reciprocity and mutual responsibility, such as Ubuntu, umoja, harambee, and obuntu bulamu, Mahali's chapter makes a case for the innateness of giving back for a cohort of young Africans.


Concluding remarks

In this introductory chapter, we have highlighted the importance of introducing, probably for the first time, an edited volume of Ubuntu perspectives of youth in African philosophy and studies that explored the fundamental questions of what and how Ubuntu as an African philosophical system capturing humaneness through positive relationships, can contribute towards the study of the youth in Africa. Specifically, the various chapters in this volume employed theoretical and conceptual frameworks of Ubuntu to articulate social, moral, political, and economic conceptions and questions of youth in Africa. As stated above, all the chapters in this volume were inspired in one way or another by the absence of youth perspective in the extensive literature on Ubuntu; the extensive literature from the Global North dealing with the youth question; despite statistical reports and research highlighting the exponential growth in Africa’s youth population and the prospects and/or implications of this for national, regional, continental, and global peace and development; and the bleak picture of Africa’s future in relation to the condition of its exponential youth population growth. In a sense, therefore, the chapters in this volume offer alternative perspectives to Western approaches for thinking of and addressing the youth question in contemporary Africa. We, therefore, invite the reader to critically engage with issues discussed in this volume and join us to further think about the African conditions in relation to the youth question from the epistemological and axiological paradigm of Ubuntu and other African indigenous knowledge systems.


References


	Abioye, F. (2019). “Terrorist Groups in Africa: Quo Vadis?” Africa Development/Afrique et Développement 44(3): 5–30.Return to text.⏎

	Akiwowo, A. (1980). Ajobi and Ajogbe: Variations on the Theme of Sociation. Inaugural Lecture Series 46. Ife: University of Ife Press.Return to text.⏎

	Arnett, J. (2000). “Emerging Adulthood: A Theory of Development from the Late Teens through the Twenties.” American Psychologist 55(5): 469–480.Return to text.⏎

	AU. (2024). African Union Great Green Wall Initiative Strategy and Ten-Year Implementation Framework: Enhancing ecosystems restoration and livelihoods resilience (2024-2034). https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/43834-doc-FINAL_ENG_SUMMARY_BRIEF_AU_GGW_Strategy_2024_01_03_24.pdf.Return to text.⏎

	9Bidadanure, J. (2015). “Better Procedures for Fairer Outcomes: Youth Quotas in Parliaments.” Intergenerational Justice Review 2: 40–46.Return to text.⏎

	Calience Research and Consulting. (2023). The Concept of Youth: A Secondary Research Report. https://torontonorthlip.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/the-concept-of-youth-calience.pdf.Return to text.⏎

	Cooper, A. (2021). “Why, When, and How the Global South Became Relevant.” In The Oxford Handbook of Global South Youth Studies, edited by Swartz, Cooper, Batan and Causa, 18–32. Oxford: Oxford University Press.Return to text.⏎

	Cooper, A., Swartz, S., Batan, C. and Causa, L. K. (2021). “Realigning Theory, Practice, and Justice in Global South Youth Studies.” In The Oxford Handbook of Global South Youth Studies, edited by Cooper, A., Swartz, S., Batan, C and Causa, L. K., 2–16. Oxford: Oxford University Press.Return to text.⏎

	Cote, J. (2014). Youth Studies: Fundamental Issues and Debates. London: Palgrave Macmillan.Return to text.⏎

	Cuervo, H. (2014). “Critical Reflections on Youth and Equality in the Rural Context.” Journal of Youth Studies 17(4): 544–557.Return to text.⏎

	Dar, M. (2015). “Conceptualizing Youth: A Historical and Contemporary Perspective.” International Journal of Research and Analytical Reviews (IJRAR) 2(4): 787–795.Return to text.⏎

	Furlong, A. (2013). Youth Studies: An Introduction. London: Routledge.Return to text.⏎

	Homonchuk, O., Dessie, E. and Banks, N. (2024). Youth and Capability Development: Domain Report. https://ssrn.com/abstract=4916117 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4916117.Return to text.⏎

	IFAD. (2019). The Demography of Rural Youth in Developing Countries. www.ifad.org/documents/d/new-ifad.org/01_stecklov-and-menashe-oren_2019_rdr-background-paper-pdf.Return to text.⏎

	Letseka, M. (2013). “Educating for Ubuntu/Botho: Lessons from Basotho Indigenous Education.” Open Journal of Philosophy 3: 337–344.Return to text.⏎

	MacDonald, R. and King, H. (2021). “Looking South: What Can Youth Studies in the Global North Learn from Research on Youth and Policy in the Middle East and North African Countries?” Mediterranean Politics 26(3): 285–307.Return to text.⏎

	Mangwegape, B. (2024). “Exploring the Principles of Ubuntu in Classroom Practices in Higher Education Institution.” Proceedings of INTCESS 2024 – 11th International Conference on Education & Social Sciences, 22–24 January 2024, Istanbul, Turkey. www.ocerints.org/intcess24_e-publication/papers/Bridget%20Mangwegape.pdf.Return to text.⏎

	Mathebula, M.  and Martinez-Vargas, C. (2023). “Ubuntu as a Valued Capability for University Students in South Africa.” Journal of Student Affairs in Africa 11(2): 17–33.Return to text.⏎

	Metz, T. and Gaie, J. B. R. (2010). “The African Ethic of Ubuntu/ Botho: Implications for Research on Morality.” Journal of Moral Education 39(3): 273–290.Return to text.⏎

	Michael, P. K. (2020). “Youth Vulnerability and the Challenge of Human Development in Africa.” Culture and Dialogue 8(1): 129–146.Return to text.⏎

	Michael, P. K. (2024). “The Epistemically Excluded Young in Menkiti’s Afro-Personhood.” Africa Today 71(2): 51–67.Return to text.⏎

	Mokgoro, Y. (1998). “Ubuntu and the Law in South Africa.” Potchefstroom Electronic Law Journal 1: 1–11.Return to text.⏎

	Molefe, M. (2019). An African Philosophy of Personhood, Morality and Politics. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.Return to text.⏎

	Molefe, M. (2024). Ubuntu Ethics: Human Dignity, Moral Perfectionism, and Needs. New York: Routledge.Return to text.⏎

	10Mthimkhulu, S. (2024). “Ubuntugogy as a Viable Pedagogical Construct in African Education: A Literature Review.” Journal of Culture and Values in Education 7(1): 83–98.Return to text.⏎

	Ramose, M. (1999). African Philosophy through Ubuntu. Harare: Mond Books.Return to text.⏎

	Ramose, M. (2010). “The Death of Democracy and the Resurrection of Timocracy.” Journal of Moral Education 39: 291–303.Return to text.⏎

	Shutte, A. (2001). Ubuntu: An Ethic for a New South Africa. Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications.Return to text.⏎

	Swartz, S., Cooper, A., Batan, C. and Causa, L. K. (eds.) (2021). The Oxford Handbook of Global South Youth Studies. Oxford: Oxford University Press.Return to text.⏎

	Udah, A., Tusasiirwe, S., Mugumbate, R. and Gatwiri, K. (2025). “Ubuntu philosophy, values, and principles: An opportunity to do social work differently.” Journal of Social Work 25(4): 433–451.Return to text.⏎

	UN World Prospects. (2022). World Population Prospects 2022 Summary of Results. www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/wpp2022_summary_of_results.pdf.Return to text.⏎

	UNDP. (2023). Youth in Africa: A Demographic Imperative for Peace and Security Horn of Africa, the Great Lakes and the Sahel. www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2023-05/undp-africa-youth-in-africa-2023-EN.pdf.Return to text.⏎

	Wood, B. (2017). “Youth Studies, Citizenship and Transitions: Towards a New Research Agenda.” Journal of Youth Studies 20(9): 1176–1190.Return to text.⏎

	Wyn, J. (2021). “Youth Studies.” In Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Education. https://oxfordre.com/education/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190264093.001.0001/acrefore-9780190264093-e-98.Return to text.⏎

	Wyn, J. and White, R. (1997). Rethinking Youth. Melbourne: Allen & Unwin.Return to text.⏎


11

2An Ubuntu Conception of Youth as Becoming

Paul K. Michael

DOI: 10.4324/9781003619000-2



Introduction

In responding to the questions of what epistemological and axiological understandings and resources African thought systems such as Ubuntu, summarily captured as a philosophy of humaneness (Bolden, 2014), can provide for the conceptualization of youth and how, I propose in this chapter, an Ubuntu conception of youth as becoming or unfolding. As a concept, becoming as I conceive it in this chapter, relates to a way of thinking about the processes of human development and transformation or their unfolding stages from less or non-morally conscious (young) beings to fully morally conscious (adult) ones (Peers, 2018). Consequently, I employ in this chapter, for example, terms such as transformation/transforming, development/developmental/developing or sometimes, ‘would-be-persons’ to refer to and convey the notion of becoming in the context of an Ubuntu conception of personhood and to articulate questions of what and how Ubuntu can contribute to conceptualizing youth. These questions have become relevant in at least three related ways. The first relates to the importance of conceptualizing value-laden words, ideas, or concepts as this will enable meaningful engagement with and understanding of the ideas so conceptualized (Sequeira, 2014). Youth is, it must be noted, a value-laden concept (UN-Habitat, 2012) and conceptualizing it can certainly improve our understanding of the notion. Consequently, an Ubuntu conception of youth as becoming that I propose in this chapter aims to add value to the meaning and understanding of the concept of youth. This addition is a call to scholars working on youth and related issues from various cultural, social, and disciplinary backgrounds and orientations, as well as practitioners in youth development programmes to be receptive to alternative conceptualization of the idea of youth. The second is due to the little or no explicit engagements or applications, in mainstream youth studies, of Ubuntu philosophy to theorizing and making sense of the concept of youth. The third is due to the urgent call to critically address the somewhat hasty and uncritical generalizations and adoptions of Western theoretical and conceptual paradigms in the understanding and explanation of African and Global South youth conditions (Cooper et al., 2019). Against the backdrop of concerns 12regarding the epistemic marginalization of Africa (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2018), some of these uncritical adoptions of Western conceptual paradigms in African youth research seem to have merely furthered the silencing of African indigenous ways of understanding realities, including the youth. This is despite a plethora of research in the literature from various disciplinary lenses showing that, embedded in African epistemological and axiological paradigms, is enormous potential to provide alternative understanding and decolonize thinking about youth both in terms of their subjective and material conditions as well as how they are socially constructed or conceptualized.

Specifically, it has been both implicitly and explicitly suggested that the Ubuntu concept can offer an alternative moral perspective to Western utilitarian and individualistic philosophies (Metz and Gaie, 2010; Bolden, 2014; Imafidon, 2021). Drawing on Ubuntu philosophy can, thus, help researchers and practitioners in the field of youth studies and development to think more critically and broadly about prevalent youth conditions in the African region and how to tackle them. For example, drawing on Ubuntu as a framework for harmonious living and human flourishing can provide valuable insights for thinking about the seemingly intractable African youth unemployment problem and possible ways of tackling it. This is because Ubuntu philosophy promotes human dignity, which unemployment negates and undermines. Moreover, emphasis on Ubuntu values in the educational curriculum can be helpful in addressing issues related to the miseducation (which can be a major cause of youth unemployment) of young Africans and the implications of this for the development of Africa. However, I am aware of the concerns regarding the plausibility of Ubuntu’s practical relevance in resolving the above-mentioned and other challenges in contemporary Africa. Indeed, it has been suggested that talks of Ubuntu amount to a romanticization of African traditional values and the past (Matolino and Kwindingwi, 2013). While such concerns exist, my aim in this chapter is to align with those who think that Ubuntu does still have some theoretical and practical relevance (Metz, 2014; Koenane and Olatunji, 2017) and to draw on the belief in such relevance to conceptualize youth. As an ethical and socio-epistemological1 framework, Ubuntu, as I show in this chapter, can enable at least two logically related understandings of youth – youth as a social construct and moral agents – both of which translate to a conception of youth as processual or becoming rather than a conception of youth as simply an inherently problematic being or stage of life (Wyn and White, 1997; Cote, 2014). I will return later to how two key debates in youth studies provide a discursive space for thinking of, and understanding, youth as moral agents and socially constructed (and sometimes problematic) beings. But for now, I map the main sections of my proposal of an Ubuntu conception of youth as becoming.

In making this proposal, I will first, present a definition and discussion of youth regarding their social construction as ambivalent. I do so to describe a popular understanding or perception of the social group at issue in this chapter and to highlight my point of departure from a conception of youth as 13inherently problematic to a conception of youth as a social construction within the socio-moral framework of Ubuntu. Thereafter, I will discuss the debate between radical and moderate African communitarian positions (hereafter, RMAC), highlighting its intersection with the nature-nurture and structure-agency (hereafter, NN and SA) debates in youth studies to make sense of the relational and self-realization (hereafter, RS) interpretations of Ubuntu. Subsequently, I will present an Ubuntu conception of youth as becoming, using the RS interpretations to forge a more nuanced conception of youth that goes beyond the inherently problematic and ambivalent conceptualization of the youth category.


Discourse on the ambivalent and problematic nature/character of youth

Defining youth is specifically crucial to understanding their portrayal as problematic by nature and, thus, ambivalent in character. First, it must be noted that youth is a contested concept and should be contextualized (Obreja, 2022; Michael, 2024) to avoid misconstruing or misrepresenting who is being referred to as youth in any given discussion or at any given time. In the context of this chapter, youth are those from the middle adolescent age of, say, 14 up until 35, which is the maximum age of youth in most African countries (Ubi, 2007; Cote, 2014; Richard, 2021; Michael, 2024). But the age of youth can vary from one country, state, and region to another, and therefore, age categorization for conceptualizing youth is complex and can be misleading. It should also be noted that age categorization does not fully capture what it means to be youth, as varying social, cultural, economic, and political contexts also play significant roles in the conceptualization of youth (Michael, 2024). This variation in social, cultural, economic, and political contexts specifically poses challenges in grappling with the concept of youth, as the concept is thus a matter of what works or is suitable, depending on the goal to be achieved, in a particular context. For example, a country like Nigeria, which seems to engender the exclusion of a portion of its older youth population from certain social and financial benefits, e.g., health, keeps its youthful age around 29 and 30 years (National Youth Policy, 2019). Due to both the complexities of the age definition and the variation as well as the influence of context in conceptualizing youth, it seems safe, and, as I sometimes do in this chapter, to refer to this social group as young people or the young. I do so, on the one hand, to capture the broad range of young people (that is, those whose age overlaps with adolescent – 14–18 – and those who can no longer be categorized as emerging but are fully adults – 30 and above) that I have in mind in this chapter. On the other hand, it is to highlight the construction of the youth as problematic by nature and ambivalent in character (Wyn and White, 1997; Lauriola et al., 2023).

Although youth research in Africa started flourishing in the 1990s, the ever-lively discussion regarding the construction of youth as problematic by 14nature and, therefore, ambivalent or paradoxical in character emerged from at least two notable edited texts, produced around the same year, two decades ago (Philipps, 2014). On the one hand, there is Vanguard or Vandals: Youth, Politics and Conflict in Africa (2005) edited by Jon Abbink and Ineke van Kessel, and on the other hand, there is Makers and Breakers: Children and Youth in Postcolonial Africa (2005) edited by Alcinda Honwana and Filip de Boeck. In some way, both texts offer ambivalent portrayals of African youths as victims and perpetrators in the African predicaments but also as agents of development in ways that somewhat make it not just difficult but harrowing to think and discuss being young in today’s Africa. In these texts, young people are at once conceptualized both as victims and perpetrators in the political, religious, and ethnic conflicts as well as in the social, economic, and cultural debacle in contemporary Africa, highlighting, once again, the complexities involved in conceptualizing African youths. What these texts offer is an articulation of African youths based on how they have been influenced or shaped by internal (pre-colonial/traditional African) and external (colonial and postcolonial) factors and how they have ultimately been understood as a vulnerable social group (Abbink, 2005; De Boeck and Honwana, 2005).

Since these publications by Abbink and Kessel and De Boeck and Honwana in 2005, several texts have been produced in the form of books and articles, directly or indirectly building upon the suggestion of youth as problematic by nature and manifesting ambivalent character (Philipps, 2014; Gabanamotse-Mogara and Batibo, 2016). I suppose that thinking of youth as problematic and ambivalent by nature stems from the psychological assumption pioneered by Stanley Hall in (1904) which takes the psychological make-up of the youth to include a hormonal disturbance that subjects this stage of life to a condition of storm and stress. This description of the youth by Hall resonates with Aristotle’s (2009) thinking of the youth as that being which is by nature volatile and uncertain in character. Although this negative assumption about youth specifically by Hall has long been challenged by those who argue that it is culture and not genetic make-ups that influence youth behaviour (Mead, 1928), the influence of Hall’s storm and stress continues to be seen in the conceptualization of youth and adolescents (Urdan and Klein, 1998; Cote, 2014), even when it is not explicitly stated. This Western intellectual paradigm can, however, be said to have so far also informed, underlain, and contributed to the assumptions that frame discussions on African youth and their description as problematic and ambivalent in character.

Consequently, works that draw on African epistemological and axiological resources for alternative indigenous frameworks to understanding, conceptualizing, or constructing the youth remain scanty. In African philosophical discipline, in particular, there seems to be a greater paucity of discourse on youth, though some academic writings in the area are beginning to emerge (see Michael, 2020, 2021, 2024). Moreover, a conception or construction of the youth specifically from an Ubuntu perspective seems even scarcer, underscoring the conceptual gap highlighted by my proposal of an Ubuntu 15conception of youth as becoming and its potential for teasing out discussions about the concept of and matters related to youth from other strands of Afro-communitarian moral frameworks. Hence, the Ubuntu conception of youth herein proposed cannot be divorced from the holistic African worldview in which communitarianism is salient, existing only differently in nomenclature and patterns. For Ubuntu, like some other Afro-communitarian ethical frameworks such as ujamaa, ukama, and personhood, it is an African culture-inspired construct for normatively assessing and evaluating individuals’ moral standing in relation to community (Chimakonam, 2022). In other words, Ubuntu is an Afro-communitarian framework or approach for understanding, analysing, and debating the social and moral logics undergirding the African mode of the existence of an individual within the communal framework. In what follows, I draw on the RMAC, NN, and SA debates, showing their intersections with the RS interpretations of Ubuntu in articulating a theory of becoming.


Articulating RMAC, NN, SA, and RS interpretations of Ubuntu as a theory of becoming

Afro-communitarianism refers to an ideology or more appropriately, a moral and political theory denoting how a human being becomes a person within the context of the relationship between the community and the individual, considering their statuses of duties and rights (Chimakonam and Ogbonnaya, 2022; Cordeiro-Rodrigues and Metz, 2021; Kalumba, 2020; Eze, 2008; Wiredu, 2008). Discussions of Afro-communitarianism often revolve around the concept of ‘personhood’, a construct for interrogating the process of successful or failed transition from a biological state of being to a moral state of being as an agent (Menkiti, 1984; Matolino, 2011; Michael, 2024). In other words, Afro-communitarianism entails the notion of becoming. Central to this discussion is a debate between those who have been labelled radical and those who align their thoughts with and consider themselves or are considered by others as moderate in articulating the nature of the relationship between the community and the individual. The Nigerian-born and Harvard-trained philosopher, Ifeanyi Menkiti (1984) is associated with being radical in his communitarian view due to his emphasis on, and prioritization of, the primacy of harmonious communal relationships and their goods over and above the individual and their rights (Michael, 2024). In contrast, the Ghanaian philosopher, Kwame Gyekye (1997), considers himself and is widely referred to as a moderate communitarian due to his position that both the community and the individual occupy ‘the status of an equal moral standing’ (Kalumba, 2020, 138). In short, Gyekye is arguably the foremost critique of Menkiti’s (radical) communitarian discourse.

Although Menkiti did not pioneer the core thesis – ontological primacy of the community over the individual – around which the alleged radical Afro-communitarianism revolves,2 his articulation of the thesis around his notion 16of a ‘processual’ person, especially in a 1984 article, arguably triggered the controversies leading to his being labelled a radical communitarian (Michael, 2024). Accordingly, the positions of Menkiti and Gyekye mark and represent the origin of the RMAC debate, which has generated and continues to generate responses in the literature on African thought (Matolino, 2009; Famakinwa, 2010; Metz, 2012; Oyowe, 2013; Kalumba, 2020; Michael, 2024). In this chapter, I neither react nor respond in the form of a defence or a critique to either position. Instead, I only draw on this Afro-communitarian debate to (a) establish a correlation between the RMAC, NN, and SA debates to articulate a theory of becoming
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