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This book is dedicated to Angela Volmink, who, through the dark years of 
Apartheid and in the bright democracy that followed, served as an exemplary 
leader! You showed strength balanced with kindness, courage balanced with 

humility, and shone light into darkness, thereby influencing the lives of so many 
to forge a different pathway, a better pathway. Your legacy of leadership lives on 
in your wonderful husband and your amazing family. They continue to lead as 

you did, thereby creating a better world for all.
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Foreword

John Volmink

This book appears at a time when the world is searching for courageous  
leaders – leaders who can make people more confident to face the future into 
which they are being hurtled. The leader of the future will need the skills to  
mobilize people to face tough problems and live into its opportunities, while at 
the same time retaining their humanity. It is the case that the world has been 
facing many challenges. Even before the arrival of Covid-19 we realized that  
we are in trouble because, for the most part, as people occupying this earth, we 
have been an uncaring people driven largely by self-interest and self-preserva-
tion. The realization of the dream of living together, in solidarity, as one global  
community has always eluded us.

At national and global levels our preference appears to be that of continuing 
to work separately, thus making cooperation and mutual support very difficult. 
It also places severe limitations on our ability to deal with chronic crises such as 
climate change, pandemics, financial crises and other crises that threaten world 
peace and heighten tensions in a fundamental way.

Of course, Covid-19 brought everything to a standstill and threw everything 
we knew as “normal” into disarray. It also laid bare the many contradictions in 
our society and the deep inequalities and divisions which prevent people from 
being participants in the choices that affect their lives. We now have an opportu-
nity to re-imagine what leadership at all levels could be in this volatile, uncertain, 
complex, and ambiguous world.

In his book Let Africa Lead (Khoza, 2005), the author, Reuel Khoza writes: 
The greatest leader of our era, Nelson Mandela, has set an example of African 
Leadership based on Ubuntu.

Two issues emerge from this statement. Firstly, it is important to understand 
this concept of Ubuntu – Africa’s gift to the world. It is rooted in a world view 
that says “I am because you are and we are.” In other words, it says “a person is a 
person by virtue of other persons.” By embracing the concept, we are recognizing 
that our humanity is inextricably bound up with each other. As long as we are 
alienated from each, we can never be complete as human beings.

Ubuntu reminds us that we are not only connected with each other, but we are 
dependent on each other. Ubuntu creates the possibility for us to see “otherness” 
not as something to avoid, but to celebrate as an opportunity for mutual growth.

A world that understands and respects Ubuntu is one in which “differences are 
celebrated as good news, as opportunities for learning.” It encourages a global 
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perspective, celebrating what is distinctly human in all cultures. It reminds us that 
it is through diversity that we express our ultimate unity.

The concept of Ubuntu challenges many aspects of Western leadership 
thought because it calls for a shift from individuality separate from the commu-
nity toward individuality embedded in the community.

The second issue is highlighted by Khoza’s statement is the quality of the lead-
ership of Nelson Mandela – as an African leader, but also as a world leader. He 
writes: I simply cannot overstate how important Mandela’s personal example is 
for all of us in the world today. He has written no book on the theory of leader-
ship, no manual on how to lead. His life is that book and his actions are that 
manual (Khoza, 2005, p. 9).

Living in South Africa, I had the privilege of observing Madiba as a leader for 
little more 20 years after he was released from prison. Although he was in office 
as President for about five years, his impact as a leader spans his entire life. There 
are so many things that I have learned from Mandela as a leader and I mention 
only a few.

What I have learnt from Nelson Mandela
Nelson Mandela taught me that leaders must create hope. He gave the whole 

world hope in the dream that seems so unattainable: that we can overcome our 
prejudices and hate and embrace the power found in one community, one coun-
try, and, indeed, one global, human family.

So Mandela brought two issues to my attention within the context of Ubuntu: 
one was the concept of common humanity and the other is that of a common 
future. Nelson Mandela made me realize that a sense of community is absolutely 
essential, particularly in a society such as ours in South Africa.

Nelson Mandela taught me that good leaders do not divide. They bring peo-
ple together. Nelson Mandela swept away the conventional signposts which were 
leading us only to greater injustice and pain, and gave us new hope of a future 
country that belongs to all its people. We have a long way to go to reach that 
future.

In 1990 when Nelson Mandela walked out of prison on his own terms, I com-
pleted my own understanding of who this incredible man really was. He stepped 
out of prison into a deeply divided society filled with conflict, hate, and injustice, 
and he immediately began to lay the foundation of a bridge of healing from a 
broken past to a new dynamic future. Nelson Mandela lead us away from hate 
and fear.

Nelson Mandela was a bridge-builder and he taught me that good leaders are 
bridge builders. We live in a world where we have allowed many issues to divide 
us: ideology, culture, religion, gender, race, and class, and even our response to the 
Covid-19 pandemic. So, today, the clarion call is for people who create relation-
ships. Bridge builders are people who create relationships. They bring people who 
are disconnected from each other into community and forge ties that cut across 
borders, cultures, religions, etc.

Bridge builders help build trust between conflicting people and groups. 
Because bridge building is about creating community, it is fundamentally an 
Ubuntu activity. Understanding the logic of the narrative of the “other” involves 
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empathetic listening to the “other,” to imagine how their “enemies” must feel and 
to understand why they believe what they believe.

Bridge building is highly dependent on leadership. You cannot presume to 
influence others unless you have changed yourself.

Nelson Mandela taught me that leaders are people of action. Ubuntu acknowl-
edges individuality not in the service of self  but in the service of others and the 
community. Ubuntu helps us to understand that a basic moral reason for action 
is that action should always be for the greater good. In other words, action is 
seen as desirable if  it helps to develop community, reduces discord, and produces 
harmony.

Nelson Mandela convinced me that we cannot overcome hate through hate but 
by empathy. He said: “As I walked out the door toward the gate that would lead 
to my freedom, I knew that if  I didn’t leave my bitterness and hatred behind, I’d 
still be in prison.” – Nelson Mandela.

Against expectation and despite all the hardship, pain and adversity he and his 
family experienced during his years in prison, he continued to believe that: “No 
one is born hating another person because of the color of his skin, or his back-
ground, or his religion. People must learn to hate, and if  they can learn to hate, 
they can be taught to love, for love comes more naturally to the human heart than 
its opposite.” – Nelson Mandela, Long Walk to Freedom

This book written in the Ubuntu paradigm would hopefully lead to a more 
humane society informed by an ethic of care. It will hopefully encourage a spirit 
of generosity: that unselfish concern for others in every sphere of human activity. 
It is that spirit that helps us to forgive, to understand and to support. It speaks to 
the personal pleasure derived from understanding and helping others.

The leadership for the twenty-first century is that of servant leadership. This 
kind of leadership requires new skills and values. This requires personal change 
to the process of unlearning certain ways of leading and to relearn new ways of 
being and leading. This book on African leadership will hopefully take us on a 
new, long walk to a new world.

I firmly believe that we do not have to live in a world full of hate, conflict and 
violence. We can change our world one person at a time. We can change the world 
only if  we understand that Ubuntu is about being connected with each other and 
realizing that we are dependent on each other. And when we act on the world, we 
do so with kindness and compassion.
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Preface

Rob Elkington

Sawubona: Why this Book on African Leadership
Sawubona is a mighty Zulu greeting that highlights the importance of leader-
ship acknowledging, validating, and understanding colleagues and followers in 
their commitment to shared goals (Caldwell & Atwijuka, 2018). In picking up this 
book on African leadership, you begin the transformative journey of thinking 
about leadership and followership differently. Why a book on African Leader-
ship? Perhaps a more poignant question is why so few books are articulating the 
paradigmatic elements of African leadership. In a discussion recently with several 
colleagues from Africa, there appeared frustration that so much of the current 
articulation concerning leadership theory and praxis centers on Western notions 
of leadership. It is not that they see Western leadership paradigms as vacuous. 
Instead, they believe an intersection might enrich these notions of leadership with 
non-Western traditions such as those in African leadership. This book, African 
Leadership: Powerful Paradigms for the 21st Century, attempts to begin the jour-
ney of a wider interlocution of non-Western theories of leadership.

The Richness of African Leadership (And Followership) 
Paradigms
In recent years a wealth of discourse concerning the richness of African leader-
ship and followership has emerged in academic circles within Africa and, to a 
lesser extent, beyond Africa. For instance, we have Ofumbi’s research into fol-
lowership among the Acholi people of Uganda (Ofumbi, 2017). Along similar 
lines is Hallowell’s focus on courageous followership and leadership in West Afri-
can political fiction (Hallowell, 2014). Perhaps ahead of his time is the Ghanain 
scholar Michael Tagoe wrestling with the manifestation and vagaries of follow-
ership in his country (Tagoe, 2011). Authors such as Haruna and others seek a 
broader sweep of leadership and followership within sub-Saharan Africa (Colbry 
et al., 2015; Haruna, 2009). Another incisive work that draws back the curtain 
on the richness of African leadership and followership is Hotep’s treatise which 
exemplifies the richness of an intersection between African and Western notions 
of leadership–followership (Hotep sees them as co-equal concepts in the leader-
ship process) (Hotep, 2010). As an African born in Zimbabwe, and growing up 



xxii     Preface

in Apartheid South Africa, my leadership–followership lens has been forged by 
the contextual realities of those countries as they emerged from colonialism and 
Apartheid.

For instance, there is the majestic treatise on the power of Ubuntu in the life 
and leadership of Nelson Mandela (Oppenheim, 2012). In her work, Oppenheim 
highlights that Ubuntu is multifaceted. However, at its core, Ubuntu animates 
the principle of mutual beneficence and communalism. Oppenheim highlights 
that Ubuntu was the philosophical driveshaft that shaped the leadership of Nel-
son Mandela. The philosophy of Ubuntu, embodied in the life and leadership of 
Mandela, set him apart. Ubuntu’s philosophy could enrich Western notions of 
leadership, especially the many aspects of Ubuntu as articulated in S. M. Kap-
wepwe’s Shalapo Canicandala (Mukuka, 2013). Shalapo Canincandala expresses 
the following Ubuntu-related values. Reflect on how these values could enrich 
Western notions of leadership and how they expressed themselves in the life and 
leadership of Nelson Mandela:

1.	 Food generosity: Never refuse to share food with both people you know and 
strangers.

2.	 Always speak the truth: The requirement to speak the truth had two dimen-
sions, orality and safety and one goal (credibility of one’s spoken word).

3.	 Never steal: In communal philosophy, to steal from a person is to harm 
oneself.

4.	 Never kill a human being: In a communal mindset killing anyone meant weak-
ening the family, community, and the kingdom.

5.	 Be humble: You are one of many, all have value and all contribute.
6.	 Never covet another person’s spouse: Marriage was not only a tie of two fami-

lies but also the natural unit for “producing” abantu. Tampering with family 
had community-wide repercussions.

Mukuka (2013) highlights the practical value of leadership and followership 
marked by Ubuntu when he crystallizes these Ubuntu-related values by stating:

Truthfulness meant trust in one’s word of mouth, which translated 
into collective security should one spot the approaching enemy. 
The need to keep away from another person’s spouse meant the 
protection of the people-producing social unit. Forbidding theft 
encouraged hard work, which translated into having no one 
in need and ensured morality. Preservation of life meant more 
resources for the community and ensured the preservation of the 
community. Looking after vulnerable, though not young, mem-
bers of the community meant unity and a cultivation of values of 
interdependence. Safeguarding the well-being of all God’s crea-
tures meant people’s interdependence with nature was preserved.

As we conclude this brief  introduction to this beautiful book on African lead-
ership, there is one additional component to African leadership that we would be 
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remiss in not drawing to your attention. This critical concept is that of Ukama as 
a pivotal leadership ecosophy in a climate-threatened world (Le Grange, 2012). 
As LeGrange (2012) suggests:

In Shona there is a broader concept ukama, which means related-
ness-relatedness to the entire cosmos. Murove (2009, p. 316) argues 
that Ubuntu (humanness) is the concrete form of ukama (related-
ness) in the sense that “human interrelationship within society is a 
microcosm of the relationality within the universe.

Concerning leadership and followership in the twenty-first century, Ukama 
provides a rich grounding for human and ecological togetherness, an articulation 
that humanness is an expression of interconnectedness between people and the 
biophysical world. Cultivating Ubuntu through the mechanism of Ukama means 
the healing of self, society, and nature. That is leadership and followership at its best!

Concluding Thoughts and the Structure of this Book
This book drew upon the expertise of African editors who are specialists in their 
field. Having six editors also epitomized for us the principle of Ubuntu. We sought 
to illustrate and exemplify African leadership across various African sectors such 
as political, healthcare, business, grassroots, and diaspora. Each chapter begins 
with a poem highlighting another African tenet, art’s beauty, and how art and 
leadership intersect within the African context. Each chapter ends with a series of 
thoughtful questions that seek to assist you in contemplating how African leader-
ship and followership might enrich your praxis.

The design of this book is academically informed but practitioner-focused. 
We want the book to be helpful. At the same time, we understand that actual 
utility is grounded in solid research and evidence. We trust that your journey into 
African leadership through this book will be encouraging, uplifting, inspiring, 
and meaningful.
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