T s dissertation examines what it means to be human in the age of artificial intelligence by
evaluating A1 through the philosophical and ethical lens of Ubuntu. 'The study develops an
Ubuntu heuristic that integrates ontological, normative, and critical approaches and brings
Ubuntu into dialogue with postphenomenology in order to account for the socially mediated
expertence of technology. Using an interpretative phenomenological methodology, including
surveys and focus groups conducted in Ubuntu practising contexts, the dissertation identifies
how Al disrupts value concepls central to an Ubuntu understanding of being human.
1t provides an in-depth analysis of privacy as a site of intercultural conceptual disruption
that calls for decentering and decolonisation, examines the impact of AI on human dignaty
JSrom an Ubuntu perspective, and highlights creatwvity, integrity, and diwersity as values
largely absent_from mainstream Al ethics discourse. By integrating conceptual analysis
with empirical research, the dissertation offers a distinct account of what it means to be
human i an AI mediated world.
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Introduction

1. Being Human in the Age of Artificial Intelligence

What does it mean to be human in the age of Artificial Intelligence (Al)? In particular,
how can non-Western approaches like Ubuntu inform what it means to be human in
the face of such disruptive technologies? As the prevalence and power of Al have in-
creased, so have frameworks and guidelines aimed at mitigating the disruptive effects
of these technologies. However, the majority world! is often marginalised both in the
development of Al systems and in the philosophical and ethical frameworks used to
evaluate them. Al ethics, in particular, has come under scrutiny for being susceptible
to “ethics as a colonial rationality” that entrenches unequal power dynamics (Adams,
2021). The ever-expanding body of Al scholarship is often critiqued for its apparent
underrepresentation of voices from the majority world (Roche et al., 2022; Jobin et
al., 2019).

One common concern in Al ethics 1s its “overly Western-centric” nature, prompt-
ing commentators to warn of “epistemic injustice” or “ethical colonialism” in the field
(Yilma, 2025, 1). In response, scholars have argued for pluralising the discourse and
including a richer diversity of ethical perspectives (Goffi et al., 2021). Ubuntu, it is
argued, can play a pivotal role in this pluralisation of the discourse (Gwagwa et al.,
2022; Van Norren, 2023; Mhlabi & Tiribelli, 2023). As a Southern African philosoph-
ical concept emphasising community and relational personhood, Ubuntu represents
an indigenous ethical system that many scholars see as crucial for countering the West-
ern bias in Al ethics. In contrast to the often overly individualistic ethical and
philosophical paradigm of the minority world, Ubuntu offers a collectivist framework
of personhood, often summarised as “I am because we are,” which foregrounds com-
munity, relationality and interdependence.

Socially Disruptive Technologies (SDTs), like AL, challenge our deeply held beliefs
about concepts like human nature, society and the natural world (Hopster, 2021). Of

course, the idea that technology transforms society is nothing new: even ancient

The term majority world is used in this dissertation instead of more conventional expressions like the
“Global South” or “Third World”. This terminology seeks to highlight the imbalance between influ-
ence and population: a small minority of nations shapes the conditions of life for the majority of the
world’s people. This idea is developed in more detail under point 2 (“Clarifying the Concepts”) be-

low.
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philosophers like Socrates were concerned about new technologies like writing (Plato,
2005, 158-9). However, the disruption caused by today’s emerging technologies is un-
precedented in its scope and depth, with the potential to challenge ethical and
philosophical frameworks at their core. Many of the “fixed points” (Hopster, 2021)
previously considered as part of the human condition are now considered to be in
flux. While the history of philosophy abounds with attempts to define what it is to be
human and how the human condition can be conceived of, SDTs seem to challenge
even the most enduring of these concepts. Consider, for example, how life-extension
technologies might alter Martin Heidegger’s (2013) understanding of being towards
death, or how artificial wombs could shift Hannah Arendt’s notion of natality (1998, see
also O’Byrne, 2010).

In attempts to define what it means to be human, Western philosophical traditions
have often been swayed towards conceptions of the human that emphasise the pro-
posed uniqueness of human cognitive capacities, pre-eminently, rationality. Aristotle
referred to humans as having the “rational principle” (2019), and Porphyry’s Neopla-
tonic notion of humanity as “mortal rational animals” was prevalent throughout
scholasticism. Descartes’ famous maxim of cogito ergo sum further cemented the notion
of the human as a rational or logical being. It is this longstanding bias towards human
beings as uniquely rational or intelligent that makes technologies emulating these ca-
pacities of the human mind seem deeply uncanny: it confronts our fundamental beliefs
about what sets us apart from other beings and our environment. It is, therefore, no
surprise that Shannon Vallor describes a “theology of AI” that envisions the creation
of moral machines whose hyperrationality could compensate for the ethical and po-
litical shortcomings of humanity (2024, 217).

For centuries, the dominant image of the human in (Western) philosophy has been
individualistic, uniquely rational, and sharply separated from nature. It is telling that
Hegel once infamously claimed that true philosophy existed only in Europe: a Euro-
centric view long since debunked (Kimmerle, 2014; Ramose, 2013). In recent decades,
growing recognition of non-Western philosophies, critiques of Eurocentrism, and new
approaches like postcolonial theory, enactivism, and intercultural philosophy have
sought to move us beyond this narrow heritage. Still, many biases persist, and with
the advent of Al, we are confronted anew with the risk that these, and other, biases
may be further entrenched and amplified through technological systems.

It is in the wake of this minority world philosophical epoch that the contemporary
philosophy and ethics of Al have arisen. Prevailing approaches often exhibit individ-

ualistic and Western-centric tendencies, reflecting the cultural biases of their origin.
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Al is frequently conceived as a kind of mirror, revealing assumptions and biases about
what it means to be human. In describing this “Al mirror”, Vallor observes that mir-
rors “not only reveal us, they distort, occlude, cleave, and flatten us” (2024, 47). In
other words, Al systems reflect human nature back to us, but in doing so, they may
exaggerate or misconstrue certain features. More precisely, they reflect the particular
conceptions of human nature embedded in the social and economic structures that
produce them, often those of minority world contexts. The ethical discourse around
Al, by holding up this mirror, forces us to confront how our technologies might rein-
force or skew our self-understanding. If the image of “the human” embedded in Al
design is a narrow one (e.g. the autonomous individual of Western liberalism), then
Al will inevitably distort values like autonomy or human dignity. This realisation un-
derlines why broadening the philosophical foundations of Al ethics is so urgent. It is
for this reason that this dissertation concerns the underexplored lens of Ubuntu as an

approach to the philosophy and ethics of Artificial Intelligence.

2. Clarifying the Concepts

Several terms employed in this dissertation are used in divergent ways across the lit-
erature on African philosophy, philosophy broadly and Al ethics. This section clarifies

how these key concepts are employed in order to avoid confusion.

2.1. Artificial Intelligence

The dissertation is concerned with the ethical and philosophical implications of Arti-
ficial Intelligence, particularly as it intersects with concepts of human identity and
relationality in the African philosophical tradition of Ubuntu. It is therefore necessary
to clarify what is meant by Artificial Intelligence in the context of this research. The
term Artificial Intelligence is notoriously ambiguous. It was popularised after the ambi-
tious 1956 Dartmouth Summer Research Project on Artificial Intelligence, which
aimed to “proceed on the basis of the conjecture that every aspect of learning or any
other feature of intelligence can in principle be so precisely described that a machine
can be made to simulate it” (McCarthy et al., 1953, 2). John Searle (1980) introduced
the terms Strong Al and Weak Al that differentiated kinds of Al. Strong Al asserts
that an appropriately programmed system is a mind, and that the right programs can
literally be said to understand and have cognitive states. In other words, Strong Al
purports that Al can “really be a mind” (Searle, 1980, 417). Weak Al refers to Al that
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simulates aspects of human cognition without possessing genuine understanding or
consciousness. In the consequent and current Al discourse, researchers routinely dis-
tinguish between Strong or general Al (AGI), which refers to the mechanical
replication of human intellectual functions and Weak or narrow Al, which refer to
domain-specific algorithms (Gunkel, 2012). All of the Al systems that exist today, from
natural language processing to generative Al, are forms of Weak or narrow Al. This
sustained distinction between Weak (narrow) and Strong (general) Al is not merely
theoretical. It has significant implications for how Al (ethics) is understood, re-
searched, designed and evaluated. While there is some degree of overlap in the ethical
and philosophical questions raised by both Strong and Weak Al, certain issues have
become more distinctly associated with one domain than the other. Strong Al narra-
tives largely dominate science fiction but can also often be found in news reporting
and popular culture. These theories also drive questions that relate to the issue of
existential risk due to the emergence of Strong Al (Bory et al., 2025, 2107). In contrast,
Weak Al narratives refer to the functioning of contemporary Al technologies and raise
questions about topics like bias, privacy, accountability, autonomy, transparency and
regulation.

Within the domain of Weak Al, language technologies occupy a particularly sig-
nificant position for Ubuntu analysis. While Weak AI encompasses diverse
applications from computer vision to recommendation systems, natural language pro-
cessing technologies directly engage with the linguistic foundations that Ubuntu
philosophy identifies as constitutive of personhood and community. As Ramose's anal-
ysis of Ubuntu demonstrates, human beings are fundamentally Homo Loquens -
speaking beings whose existence is mediated through language, oral traditions, and
shared meaning-making practices (see Chapter 6). Large Language Models (LLMs)
thus present a unique form of technological mediation that operates precisely at the
intersection of language, culture, and communal knowledge transmission that Ubuntu
philosophy emphasizes. Unlike other Al applications that may supplement human
capabilities in specific domains, language technologies participate directly in the pro-
cesses through which Ubuntu communities articulate their values, transmit cultural
knowledge, and constitute relational personhood.

Writing about Al also reflects the historical and technological moment in which
that writing takes place. The distinction between Strong or general and Weak or nar-
row Al, while conceptually useful, increasingly appears to operate along a continuum
rather than a binary divide. As Al capabilities advance, particularly in domains such

as language processing, reasoning, and learning, the prospect of Strong Al begins to
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shift from speculative possibility to plausible trajectory. This evolving landscape un-
derscores the importance of situating ethical and philosophical analysis within its
temporal and technological context. The so-called Generative Al boom, spurred by
advances in LLMs, image synthesis, and multimodal systems, is such a moment. The
writing of this dissertation coincided with a period in which generative Al, in particu-
lar, saw an immense boom and shaped the Al landscape significantly. Technologies
like OpenAl’'s GPT, Google’s Gemini, and Stability AI’s Stable Diffusion, represent
a new wave of systems capable of producing coherent text, realistic images, and even
audio or video outputs with minimal human prompting. LLMs like xAI’s Grok also
exposed the underlying political motivations that underlie outputs. Writing about Al
thus reveals something about the time and context at which the writing occurs. Taking
the distinction between Strong and Weak Al as an example, it becomes clear that we
are moving on a continuum rather than between two strict categories of Al As Al
improves, the possibility of Strong or general Al becomes more real. Given that con-
temporary Al systems operate firmly within the domain of Weak or narrow Al, and
considering their immediate and widespread societal impact, this dissertation will fo-
cus primarily on Weak or narrow Al. This focus allows for a more grounded and
contextually relevant exploration of how Al technologies disrupt and reshape human
values, particularly when examined through the lens of Ubuntu.

Language technologies, particularly LLMs, are especially relevant for Ubuntu
analysis for several interconnected reasons. As discussed throughout this dissertation,
language plays a constitutive role in Ubuntu personhood. Wiredu and Ramose em-
phasise how the concepts, maxims, and oral traditions that shape Ubuntu
understanding are fundamentally linguistic, anchoring individuals within specific hu-
man communities and transmitting communal values across generations.
Contemporary LLMs directly engage with this linguistic dimension by shaping cul-
tural narratives and mediating meaning-making processes, potentially disrupting the
very channels through which Ubuntu values are articulated and sustained. Further-
more, from a methodological standpoint, generative Al technologies like ChatGPT
represent the most accessible and widely-used Al systems for the communities central
to this research, making them particularly suited for empirical investigation of how
Ubuntu-practising individuals experience and evaluate Al technologies in their eve-
ryday contexts.

Furthermore, these systems have exposed underlying political, cultural and eco-
nomic biases embedded in their design. The above example of xAI’s Grok highlights

how political orientations and ideological framings can influence outputs, raising
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pressing questions about neutrality, control, and accountability (Devinney et al.,
2024). Al thus does not exist outside of time but is embedded in the technological,
political and cultural contexts in which it develops. To write about Al necessarily
means to capture a snapshot of its historical moment, one in which Weak Al domi-
nates the field, but where the aspiration towards Strong Al looms large. Weak Al in
its present manifestations, already mediates relationships, influences social practices,

and disrupts communal values.

2.2. Sub-Saharan Africa

In this dissertation, reference shall be made to Africa, or sub-Saharan Africa in par-
ticular, as it aspires to contribute also to African philosophy and ethical thought.
However, several caveats need to be stated at the outset. Firstly, Africa is an incredibly
vast and diverse continent. Claiming to represent the values and beliefs of all Africans
in a dissertation would not only be disingenuous but also impossible. Therefore, the
dissertation builds upon works already published on scholarship in sub-Saharan Af-
rica, but also acknowledges that the works cited are those that have become prominent
in the scholarship, and that this may not paint a complete picture of the multifaceted
and diverse thinking found on the continent. Furthermore, I sympathise with thinkers
like Matolino and Kwindingwi (2013) in presuming that there is no “original Africa”
that we could return to?. As Molefe and Allsobrook (2021, 8) write, the often-postu-
lated romantic idea of Africa “presumes a prejudiced misconception of history,
depicting a simple past of peace and prosperity encompassing the continent. The view
1s misinformed and monochromatic”. Here, instead of simplifying, the aim is to ex-
plore judgments that are “more widespread in the sub-Saharan part of the continent
than in Europe, North America or Australasia” (Metz, 2007a, 324). The discussion of
ideas or social practices in this dissertation thus aims to represent those that have be-

come more salient in sub-Saharan Africa.

2.3. Ubuntu

Ubuntu is the central philosophical framework employed in this dissertation, and it is
therefore necessary to delineate with some precision the scope in which the concept is

used. As will be discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, Ubuntu is an essentially contested concept

A more detailed criticism of the “narrative of return” in African thinking is discussed in Chapter 1.5,
The Ciritical Approach.
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whose meaning has been articulated across philosophical, cultural, and political con-
texts. While those chapters engage the diversity of interpretations and debates
surrounding Ubuntu in detail, the purpose of this section is more limited and clarifi-
catory. I first situate Ubuntu in relation to the broader category of Afro-
communitarianism, within which it is often placed, before turning to distinguish Ub-
untu from Western theories with which it is frequently compared, such as Western
communitarianism.

The term Ubuntu has been used to refer variously to a common way of life among
indigenous sub-Saharan African communities, a worldview, and a normative or phil-
osophical system. This conceptual breadth has led some scholars to adopt Afro-
communitarianism as a broader classificatory term, positioning Ubuntu as one par-
ticular expression or instantiation within this wider philosophical tradition (Imafidon,
2023, 32; Oelofsen, 2018, 45). In this dissertation, Ubuntu is used in this narrower
and more specific sense, unless stated otherwise. This delimitation aligns with Metz’s
observation that to speak meaningfully of Ubuntu requires engaging with ideas that
are at least continuous with beliefs and practices salient in pre-colonial Southern Af-
rica (Metz, 2011, 535). Afro-communitarianism can therefore be understood as an
overarching philosophical orientation within sub-Saharan Africa, within which Ub-
untu constitutes a historically and conceptually specific articulation. There are,
however, important nuances in how prominent scholars conceptualise Ubuntu within
this broader tradition. Maris (2020, 317), for example, argues that Metz’s articulation
of Afro-communitarianism differs from Ramose’s account of Ubuntu insofar as it re-
moves ancestors from ontology and situates individual human rights primarily within
ethics. This dissertation draws primarily on scholarship that explicitly identifies with
Ubuntu as a moral theory. Where authors describe their work as Afro-communitar-
ian, or where broader interpretations of Ubuntu are employed, such as in Mensah
and Van Wynsberghe (2025), which incorporates Akan communal values, this will be
made explicit.

Within Ubuntu scholarship itself, further nuances are evident. The term ubuntu-
botho 1s most commonly used in Sesotho-speaking contexts. Ubuntu and Botho are dis-
tinct linguistic expressions of the same underlying idea, though their usage differs
regionally. Ubuntu is more prevalent in philosophical and political discourse in South
Africa, whereas Botho is more commonly used in areas where Sotho-Tswana lan-
guages dominate (Matsagopane & Luo, 2023). Another related concept is Ukama, a
Shona term prominent in Zimbabwean philosophical literature. While Ubuntu is of-

ten interpreted as emphasising relationality and interdependence among persons,
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Ukama extends this relational ontology to include land, the environment, and spiritual
forces (Le Grange, 2012). Hove (2025) notes that Ukama, as articulated by the Ka-
ranga people of Zimbabwe, emphasises relatedness as a fundamental feature of life.
In this sense, Ukama broadens the relational horizon to encompass ecological and
cosmological relationships, whereas Ubuntu is more often articulated in terms of inter-
human relations. These overlapping yet distinct concepts highlight the internal diver-
sity of African relational philosophies. For the purposes of this dissertation, Ubuntu
serves as the primary conceptual framework, while cognate concepts are acknowl-
edged where relevant to clarify nuance or provide comparative insight.

Having situated Ubuntu within the broader Afro-communitarian tradition, it is
now necessary to clarify how Ubuntu differs from theories with which it is often
grouped in Western philosophical discourse. Although Ubuntu shares certain surface
similarities with Western communitarianism and other forms of communalism, these
traditions are grounded in fundamentally different ontological and normative com-
mitments. Because Ubuntu spans a wide geographical region and is articulated across
numerous ethnic, linguistic, and cultural traditions, variations in emphasis are to be
expected. Certain practices, metaphors, or social norms may appear in some regions
and not in others. Metz (2015, 53) illustrates this diversity through the example of
ancestral reverence. Although some sub-Saharan Africans do not explicitly endorse
reverence for ancestors, and although similar practices exist in traditions such as Con-
fucianism, ancestral reverence remains a significant and recurring feature in many
communities associated with Ubuntu. While diversity is thus an important feature of
Ubuntu, there are nonetheless recurring and enduring themes that have come to de-
fine its philosophical articulation. For the purposes of this clarification, I identify the
aspects of Ubuntu that are salient for this dissertation’s analytical purposes?.

Perhaps the most salient characteristic of Ubuntu is its commitment to relational-
ity. While relationality has become increasingly prominent in contemporary moral
and political philosophy, the meaning, scope and ontological commitments associated
with it differ markedly across traditions. In much of recent Western philosophy, rela-
tionality emerges as a corrective to long-dominant individualist understandings of the
human subject. A clear example of this shift can be found in new materialist and

posthuman approaches, particularly in the work of scholars such as Karen Barad

This approach, which focuses on identifying the salient features of Ubuntu, is not novel and has
become a common and well-established method in contemporary Ubuntu scholarship. See, for ex-
ample, Matolino and Kwindingwi (2013), Metz (2015), Ewuoso and Hall (2019) and Samuel (2024),
among others.
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(2007) and Rosi Braidotti (2013), who challenge the idea of human beings as discrete,
self-contained entities and instead understand beings as emerging through dynamic
networks of being. Barad’s notion of intra-action, for instance, challenges the idea that
entities pre-exist in their relations, while Braidotti’s posthuman ethics challenges hu-
man exceptionalism by situating the human within a broader, relational ontology of
life. As Western philosophy increasingly challenges atomistic metaphysics, human ex-
ceptionalism and substance-based accounts of the self, new spaces for dialogue emerge
with philosophical traditions in which relational ontology has long taken to be a start-
ing point rather than a conclusion, such as Ubuntu (for example, Jecker, 2023).

This form of relationality is one of the central reasons why I have previously de-
fined Ubuntu as radically relational (Claassen, 2021). Ubuntu presents a dense and
ontologically grounded conception of relationality, beyond merely ethical or social
relationality. The radically relational ontology of Ubuntu includes not only other liv-
ing human beings, but also those who have come before and those who will come after
us. This means that we have moral obligations to future generations (Kelbessa, 2024,
60). The environment plays a prominent role in the way that these obligations are
understood. For example, Kelbessa continues by noting that land is seen as a commu-
nal and shared resource, and that no generation is the sole owner of land (2024, 62).
The key difference between generations, as articulated by Pellegrini-Masini, et al.
(2020, 262), is that there is an asymmetry between the generations in the form of
power as the current generation has the power to affect future ones. Radical relation-
ality also means that we are ontologically entangled with other beings and that human
beings are not the pinnacle of being, but merely part of a hierarchy of being.

It is Ubuntu’s emphasis on ontological relatedness, together with the ethical com-
mitments that flow from this ontological grounding, that distinguishes it from other
moral and political theories. Western communitarian approaches, developed largely
in response to liberal individualism, emphasise the social embeddedness of the self and
the formative role of communities in shaping individual values. These approaches re-
main culturally situated within Western moral and political traditions and retain the
individual as the primary moral unit, albeit one constituted within social practices and
traditions. While there are points of overlap between Ubuntu and Western commu-
nitarianism, the differences are fundamental rather than merely stylistic.
Communitarian theories generally hold that individuals require communities in order
to flourish. Ubuntu, by contrast, advances a more radical claim: individuals come into
being as persons through their relations and obligations to others. Personhood, on this

view, is not simply socially influenced but is ethically and ontologically constituted
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through relationality. This differs from other, especially Western, understandings of

the human subject. As Michael Eze explains:

[H]umanity is not embedded in my person solely as an individual; my humanity is co-
substantively bestowed upon the other and me. Humanity is a quality we owe to each
other. We create each other and need to sustain this otherness creation. And if we belong
to each other, we participate in our creations: we are because you are, and since you are,
definitely I am (Eze, 2010, 9).

This distinctive understanding of personhood in Ubuntu means that attempts to ana-
lyse Ubuntu primarily through liberal individualism or Western communitarianism
risk obscuring its ontological claims and misrepresenting its ethical obligations. An
example of this is Chapter 6, where the concept of personhood as the basis for human
dignity is explored within the context of generative Al. The question arises whether
Al technologies threaten the relational conditions necessary for the attainment of per-
sonhood. From an Ubuntu perspective, the ethical concern is not necessarily whether
individual rights are violated, but whether the social and relational structures through
which personhood is realised are eroded or transformed in morally significant ways.
While personhood is a prominent example of how Ubuntu shapes the way that certain
concepts are understood, there are many more.

As Leonhard Praeg states in his introduction to 4 Report on Ubuntu, interpreting
Ubuntu through Western categories like Western individualism and African commu-
nitarianism means that any attempt by African subjects to “think their place in the
world” is already structured in advance by projection (2014, 23). Praeg continues by
stating that reading Ubuntu merely as a form of communitarianism is “already to
frame and predetermine in important ways how we present and position ourselves in
relation to the question of its constitutive violence” (2014, 23). For this reason, the
reader is invited to approach this dissertation by bracketing or suspending familiar
conceptual assumptions. Ubuntu is not presented here as a variant of Western social
theory, but as a distinct philosophical tradition whose ontological and ethical commit-
ments require engagement on their own terms.

It is precisely this ontologically grounded conception of relationality that motivates
the choice of Ubuntu as the central philosophical framework for this dissertation. Un-
like many Western moral and political theories, which depart from an already-
constituted individual subject and subsequently introduce relational considerations as
constraints or supplements, Ubuntu starts from the premise that relationality is con-
stitutive of personhood itself. This makes Ubuntu particularly well-suited to analysing

philosophical and ethical concerns of Al, and how Al influences the conditions under
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which persons come into being. In contexts such as generative Al, where technologies
increasingly mediate social relations, shape recognition practices, and restructure the
conditions of human interaction, a framework that treats relationality as ontologically
primary offers explanatory and normative resources that individualist or merely so-

cially embedded accounts struggle to provide.

2.4. Being Human

The notion of being human recurs throughout this dissertation and serves as a thematic
anchor for the broader investigation into human values and what it means to be hu-
man in the age of Al. Central to this inquiry is the recognition that any claim about
being human presupposes a particular philosophical anthropology, a view of human
nature and its defining characteristics. In dominant discourses on the philosophy and
ethics of Al, this anthropology is often grounded in Western intellectual traditions.
These traditions frequently depict human beings as autonomous, rational individuals
defined by agency, self-determination, and a clear boundary between self and other.

This framing, while dominant, is by no means exhaustive. Western philosophy has
undergone what some describe as a “relational turn” (Watts & Dorobantu, 2023), and
this shift has also influenced the philosophy of technology (Gunkel, 2022; Puzio, 2024).
Yet, despite these developments, the residual effects of Enlightenment individualism
and rationalism continue to shape mainstream narratives, particularly when exported
into non-Western contexts. On the African continent, these universalising tendencies
are often experienced as flattening, erasing local ontologies and relational worldviews.

It is precisely this problem that Francis B. Nyamnjoh critiques. Rather than dis-
missing Western philosophy outright, Nyamnjoh argues that its most influential
strands, particularly in their “streamlined, standardised export version,” masquerade
as complete and universal systems (2019, 245). He suggests not abandonment but
transformation: disabusing such traditions of their “epistemologies that tend to privi-
lege neat dichotomies and dualisms™ (255), and instead embracing the African insight
that incompleteness is the ordinary condition of being. In contrast to the Western
philosophical tendency to treat being as a finished state, African traditions, especially
those grounded in Ubuntu, understand personhood as something perpetually in the
making: relational, dynamic, and never fully resolved.

Nyamnjoh’s retelling of The Palm-Wine Drinkard by Amos Tutuola serves as a vivid
illustration: the story’s protagonist, who believes himself independent and whole, is

gradually revealed to be a patchwork of borrowed parts, “in every way a composite
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being, a sort of Ubuntu human” (Nyamnjoh, 2019, p. 282). This character’s journey
1s not merely a tale of deception and revelation, but a philosophical parable: to be
human is to be with and through others, always indebted, always incomplete. Incom-
pleteness, for Nyamnjoh, is not a flaw to be overcome but a fundamental feature of
human existence. It is the very condition that makes conviviality (mutual reliance,
generosity, and relational creativity) possible.

This has direct implications for how humans engage with technology. Technolo-
gies, in Nyamnjoh’s view, are not external tools wielded by self-contained individuals
but forms of Juju, extensions and activators of human capacity that are themselves
enmeshed in networks of interdependence. Technologies both supplement and expose
our incompleteness. Thus, what Nyamnjoh calls the "composite being" or "Ubuntu
human" offers a fundamentally different point of departure for thinking about AL It
shifts the frame from the autonomous subject to the relational and dependent self,
from mastery and control to entanglement and co-becoming. This dissertation takes
the Ubuntu conception of the human as its philosophical starting point. What being
human means in an Ubuntu sense will be explored in more depth in Chapter 1. This
chapter will also explore the normative implications that follow from Ubuntu’s ontol-
ogy: the often-invoked distinction between “is” and “ought” does not hold in the same
way within Ubuntu thought (see Gadeke, 2020). Instead, the ontological and norma-
tive are intertwined: to be is already to be bound by ethical duties to others, including
past, present, and future others.

While this dissertation takes a very different point of departure in its understanding
of “what it means to be human”, there is one point at which this concept of the human
and Western conceptions complement each other: postphenomenology. Postphenomenol-
ogy, a school of thought within the philosophy of technology, also begins from the
premise that humans are co-constituted. For postphenomenologists like Don Thde
(1990) and Peter-Paul Verbeek (2005), human beings perceive and act with the world
through technologies and these technologies actively mediate how they relate to the
world. Furthermore, Verbeek (2011) argues that technologies are not merely neutral
tools, but that they help shape the very conditions under which ethical decisions and
practices emerge. Instead of viewing morality as something that resides solely within
human intentions or abstract principles, Verbeek suggests that normativity is materi-
ally mediated (2006). Technological artefacts configure what options are available,
how situations are framed, and what kinds of relations humans can enter into with
others and the world (as exemplified by his well-known example of the obstetric ultra-

sound, 2008). As a result, technologies contribute to the moral landscape by
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influencing how people understand their responsibilities and how they navigate moral
choices (see also De Boer et al., 2018). For Verbeek, ethics must therefore attend to
the ways in which technologies shape human subjectivity and agency, since moral life
is always co-produced through human-technology relations rather than determined
solely by autonomous human agents.

The intersection between Ubuntu and postphenomenology lies in their shared re-
jection of the non-relational autonomous subject. Both these traditions view the
human as co-constituted and in a state of becoming in relation to the other, whether
it is the human or technological other. As will be discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, some-
thing normative follows from the ontological in Ubuntu, since relational existence
already implies relational duties. Similarly, something normative follows from the hu-
man-technology relations described by postphenomenology, since technologies
mediate and shape the moral effects of human action. In both frameworks, the way in
which the human being is ontologically conceived, that is, as constituted in and
through relations, leads to particular normative possibilities.

However, each tradition has limitations that the other can address. Ubuntu offers
a deeply social, ecological, and normative conception of co-constitution but does not
provide a sustained theoretical engagement with technology. Postphenomenology, on
the other hand, offers a nuanced account of human-technology relations but remains
underdeveloped 1n its treatment of broader social, historical, and communal embed-
dedness. Therefore, the two approaches not only align but also enrich one another.
The way in which these two traditions intersect has not been systematically examined
in existing scholarship. Ubuntu’s emphasis on relational personhood and communal
becoming has rarely been placed in dialogue with postphenomenology’s account of
technological mediation, and postphenomenology has not yet been extended through
an Ubuntu philosophical lens. This dissertation, therefore, contributes an original the-

oretical bridge between these bodies of thought.

2.5. Values, Concepts and Value-Concepts

The notion of “thick moral concepts” is often employed in the philosophy and ethics
of technology. In Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (1983), Bernard Williams distin-
guished between thick and thin moral concepts. A thin moral concept refers to a
concept that has only evaluative content. Thick moral concepts, on the other hand,
refer to concepts that have both evaluative and descriptive content. Williams mentions
examples like TREACHERY, PROMISE, and COURAGTL, to illustrate that some
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specific ethical notions express a union of fact and value, or evaluative and descriptive
content (1985, 129). This distinction has been embraced within philosophy, and more
specifically within the ethics and philosophy of technology. For example, NATURE
is often described as a thick concept as it has both a descriptive and normative com-
ponent. Hopster et al. (2023) illustrate how this thick concept of nature, generally
understood as a positive value, is often appropriated by stakeholders within discourses
on climate and biotechnologies.

For Williams, who 1s influenced by the anthropological ideas of Clifford Geertz, it
1s an obvious fact that a substantive ethical concept “differs between cultures, changes
over time, and is open to criticism” (1985, 96). Yet, he does not view this as simple
relativism. Instead, understanding variances or differences between thick moral con-
cepts as they emerge across cultures is preceded by understanding one’s own thick
concepts and showing tensions between them, rather than imposing thin theory from
the outside. He writes that the dispositions and reactions within one culture will not
merely be diverted or shown to be inappropriate when confronted with another cul-
tural understanding of the concept (1985, 158). Williams considers ethical reflection
as something that should start from thick concepts and the practices that give them
sense, then move, if needed, to a more general assessment. He further warns that it is
artificial to treat matters as if there are always two clearly self-contained cultures and
notes that a “fully individuable culture is at best a rare thing” (ibid.). Rather, cultures,
subcultures and fragments of cultures are constantly engaging and exchanging with
one another, modifying their practices and attitudes.

In the current discourse on the philosophy of technology, much attention is paid
to how emerging technologies are disrupting our core values, concepts and beliefs.
However, the way in which this disruption occurs across different cultural contexts
remains underexplored. In the broader Al ethics discourse, value-plurality is becom-
ing an increasingly important concern (Rudschies et al., 2021; Sorensen et al., 2024).
It is for this reason that value-concepts will be employed in an idiosyncratic manner
in this dissertation to refer to thick concepts that cannot be assumed to be employed

uniformly across contexts.

2.6. Minority and Majority Worlds

In the literature about the philosophy and ethics of technology, terms like Western
philosophy, Eurocentrism, African Philosophy, and so forth are prevalent. However,

these terms do not succeed in accurately describing the ways in which different
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contexts relate to one another. For example, the idea of the Global South is generally
employed to refer to a geographical area that comprises African, Asian and South
American peoples, whereas the Global North typically refers to Europe and North
America. However, within the bastions of the so-called Global North, there are also
oppressed and marginalised “Souths” (see Ricaurte, 2022, and Mollema, 2024). Like-
wise, the Global North is not confined to Europe and North America; it is also
reproduced through dominant elites and their allied institutions operating within the
Global South (Arun, 2020, 593). Klof3 (2017) reminds us that the Global South is not
an entity that exists per se, but is something that has been created and invented in
dominant centres of knowledge production. While the notion of the Global South may
have served as a way to emphasise new or excluded modes of knowledge production,
and possibly still fulfils this role, it also risks excluding voices that do not typically fall
within the construct of the Global South. For example, Tlostanova (2011) notes that
we should pay particular attention to those areas and places that do not typically fall
within the Global North or Global South constructs.

Furthermore, dividing the discourse into the Global North and the Global South,
or variations on Europe and Africa, obscures the asymmetry between these regions in
terms of the global development of Al and Al ethics. Al systems and the ethics used
to assess them are predominantly developed in the so-called Global North, whereas
these technologies are employed and used in greater numbers in the Global South
(Birhane, 2020). Therefore, the more nuanced terms mnority world and majority world
will be employed. In cases of direct quotes, where the original author uses words like

“Western” or “Global South”, the original usage of the author will be retained.

3. Positionality Statement

The departure point of this PhD project is the recognition that our social embed-
dedness fundamentally shapes how we experience and perceive the world. This
influence is especially pronounced in our interactions with technology. I argue that
our shared values, our stocks of knowledge, and the systems of relevances that we
acquire to make sense of the world are inseparable from our phenomenological expe-
rience and the values we seek to embody. Consequently, I recognise that my own
history and social context cannot be separated from my research. In the Ethical Quan-
daries in Social Research, Posel and Ross (2014) reflect upon social research specifically
in South Africa and note that the regulatory concerns of social research can readily

induce a “tick-box” mentality, instead of engaging with philosophical discussion or
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reflection (2014, 3). It is precisely for this reason that I regard the articulation of posi-
tionality as indispensable to any research project, and especially vital in work that
involves qualitative fieldwork. As a white Afrikaner in post-apartheid South Africa, 1
am acutely aware that, both theoretically and practically, my understanding of con-
cepts is shaped by the world in which I was raised. I remain mindful of the vestiges of
racism and colonialism that informed my upbringing, and I approach this work re-
flexively, continually examining how my own history and assumptions shape the
knowledge-making process.

The concept of Ubuntu, in particular, has been ever-present in my life. As a
schoolgirl in the 1990s, Ubuntu was taught with urgency and hope in our curriculum.
Ubuntu reverberated in our education system, political debates and identity formation
as a nation. As children of the so-called Rainbow Nation, we were told that we carried
the responsibility of helping to rebuild our country*. Ubuntu, with its focus on com-
munity and interconnectedness, stood in stark contrast to the systems of apart-ness that
had structured apartheid South African society. It was presented as a foundational
ethic for our nation to heal and rebuild after apartheid, and was particularly promi-
nent in the Truth and Reconciliation Committee (TRC) hearings, under the guidance
of Archbishop Desmond Tutu, that shaped South Africa as a democracy. As I later
studied philosophy at university level, I encountered more critical views of Ubuntu
and how it was invoked in broader society, observing that its ideals were often diluted
or selectively applied in practice.

Therefore, this study of Ubuntu in the context of Al is not a distant, academic
endeavour, but rather a way to understand an ever-changing and ever-present con-
cept. This dissertation thus allowed me to more profoundly understand a concept that
had always been part of my life. For this reason, I also embarked on this study with
the knowledge that I have my own, particular understanding of Ubuntu. During my
master’s studies, also at the University of T'wente, my thesis Ubuntu in the Anthropocene:
Towards an African Cosmotechnics allowed me to explore Ubuntu as a lens for reflecting

on our technologically mediated environment. In this doctoral project, I build on that

During the transition from apartheid to democracy, Nelson Mandela used the metaphor of a “Rain-
bow Nation” as a banner to unite all South Africans. Ubuntu was seen as a way in which the ideal of
the Rainbow Nation could be brought to fruition and was hence incorporated into the education
system (Nussey, 2018). Woerman and Sanni (2020, 301) note that while the image of the Rainbow
Nation undeniably helped South Africans during the transition, it also gave rise to “rainbowism”
which conveniently camouflaged ongoing racial socio-economic disparities in the country.
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foundation while also constantly challenging my own assumptions, engaging critically

with Ubuntu in relation to Al

4. Research Aims and Questions

As has become clear in the preceding sections of this chapter, contemporary Al tech-
nologies increasingly disrupt foundational values and concepts central to what it
means to be human. Dominant approaches in Al ethics often remain grounded in
minority world philosophical assumptions that do not align with the relational under-
standing of personhood articulated in Ubuntu. If personhood, dignity, and moral
responsibility are constituted through relations, then the growing role of Al in medi-
ating these relations raises ethical questions that cannot be adequately captured by
existing frameworks alone. It is from this concern that the research aims of this disser-

tation emerge, leading to the central research question that guides this study:

How do Al technologies disrupt concepts and values central to an Ubuntu understanding of what it
means to be human?

Three sub-questions further guide the research. The first sub-question, SQ 1: How are
technologies perceived and experienced collectively?, engages with the theoretical underpinnings
of the socially embedded subject. In order to clarify what it means to experience tech-
nology collectively, it is first necessary to explicate how the notion of the collective is
understood within Ubuntu scholarship. As Chapter 1 demonstrates, this question can
be approached from ontological, normative, or critical perspectives within Ubuntu.
Chapter 2 then focuses more directly on how Al has been evaluated through Ubuntu
as a moral framework, while also identifying gaps in existing Ubuntu scholarship with
regard to questions of collective technological experience. Building on this analysis,
Chapter 3 employs postphenomenology to explore how technologies may be experi-
enced collectively. As this chapter shows, bringing Ubuntu and postphenomenology
into dialogue offers significant potential for theoretical enrichment, particularly inso-
far as both approaches share the foundational insight that human beings are co-
constituted through their relations with others and with technology.

The second sub-question asks, SQ2: Which African values or concepts, central to what it
means to be human, are disrupted by AI? This question is explored empirically in Chapter
4 and further analysed theoretically in Chapters 5, 6, and 7. Chapter 4 functions as
an empirical entry point, employing qualitative research to identify which value-con-

cepts are prioritised, disrupted, or underrepresented within dominant Al ethics
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discourse. In this sense, Chapter 4 serves as a lens through which salient value-con-
cepts are brought into view. The rationale for employing Chapter 4 in this way is
twofold. First, rather than relying solely on values already prominent within main-
stream Al ethics, which remains largely shaped by minority world contexts, this
approach allows for the identification of values that may otherwise remain marginal
or overlooked. Second, it helps mitigate potential researcher bias by foregrounding
values that emerge from empirical engagement rather than from prior theoretical
commitments. Chapter 4 therefore plays a critical role in directing analytical attention
to value-concepts that might not have been apparent at the outset of the research, and
which subsequently inform the theoretical analysis in the chapters that follow.
Sub-questions 2 and 3 are closely interrelated and together address the substantive
ethical implications of Al disruption from an Ubuntu perspective. The third sub-ques-
tion, therefore, moves from identification to interpretation, and asks, SQ3: How can
these disrupted values inform our view of AI? This question examines how the value-concepts
identified through empirical research can be brought into critical dialogue with exist-
ing scholarship in Al ethics and related fields. In Chapters 5, 6, and 7, the values that
emerged in Chapter 4 are analysed in relation to prevailing ethical frameworks, con-
cepts such as privacy, personhood, human dignity, and existing accounts of
technological disruption. Rather than treating these values merely as contextual or
supplementary, this analysis explores how they challenge, extend, or reorient domi-
nant ways of thinking about Al. Crucially, values and concepts do not emerge in
isolation, but are formed and sustained within socio-historical, cultural, and techno-
logical contexts that are often shaped by power relations and institutional structures;
accordingly, Chapter 5 examines how Al technologies disrupt central values by ana-
lysing the conditions and mediations through which such disruptions occur.
Addressing SQ3 thus situates the empirically identified values within broader theoret-
ical debates, while remaining attentive to the fact that much of the existing literature
1s shaped by minority world perspectives and assumptions. By placing Ubuntu-in-
formed values into conversation with this body of work, the dissertation seeks to
illuminate both the limitations of prevailing Al ethics frameworks and the conceptual
contributions that relational understandings of the human can offer. In this way, the
disrupted values identified in SQ2 do not merely describe the effects of Al technolo-
gies, but actively inform a more plural, relational, and context-sensitive understanding

of Al and its ethical implications.
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5. Methodological Approach

This research employs methods that range from conceptual analysis to the exploration
of the lived experience of users of Al technologies. For this reason, a variety of meth-
ods will be employed to arrive at an empirically informed philosophy of Ubuntu and
Al This approach has various strands that mutually inform one another.

Firstly, a systematic review and reconstruction of Ubuntu is undertaken. The re-
view distinguishes ontological, normative and critical approaches, and traces the
movement from lived ubuntu to codified Ubuntu. The aim is to state workable com-
mitments while preserving the contested and dynamic character of the tradition in the
form of a heuristic that will guide the rest of the dissertation. After the systematic re-
view of Ubuntu broadly, the review focuses on the way in which Ubuntu has been
employed within current Al ethics and philosophy discourses. While Chapter 2 fo-
cuses on a relatively traditional review of the literature, Chapter 3 provides a sharper
narrative literature review, as it pays attention to how Ubuntu is employed within
emerging domains of Al applications. Narrative reviews provide a situated snapshot
of current knowledge at a given moment and prioritise explanation, contextualisation
and interpretation over statistical aggregation (Booth et al., 2021; Sukhera, 2022).
This approach fits an emerging field where the goal is to map uses, clarify the use of
concepts, and identify gaps rather than produce an exhaustive overview of the litera-
ture. Accordingly, the chapter offers a critical synthesis rather than a catalogue,
identifying patterns of use, recurring assumptions and blind spots. This analysis will
highlight two recurring risks in the literature: One concerns formulaic invocations of
Ubuntu that reduce it to a slogan or checklist, which obscures its relational ontology
and normative depth. Another relates to the tendency to concentrate narrowly on a
few application areas, such as robotics, at the expense of broader domains of applica-
tion.

The second strand of this approach draws on postphenomenology to examine how
technologies are perceived and experienced within particular social groups. Rather
than treating technological mediation as a primarily individual phenomenon, this
strand explicitly foregrounds the social and cultural embeddedness of technological
experience. To this end, postphenomenology is reframed as a social approach by
drawing on Alfred Schutz’s social phenomenology while retaining Don Ihde’s account
of technological mediation. Ubuntu functions here as one of the culturally situated
contexts through which technological relations are interpreted and evaluated. Rather
than being treated as an abstract ethical framework applied externally to technology,

Ubuntu is approached as a lived, relational ontology that shapes shared stocks of
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knowledge, systems of relevance, and collective sense-making practices. In this way,
Ubuntu provides a concrete cultural horizon within which human—technology rela-
tions are co-constituted, allowing postphenomenological analysis to attend not only to
how technologies mediate perception and action, but also to how these mediations are
socially embedded, normatively charged, and historically situated. This integration
enables an analysis of Al that is attentive to collective experience, relational person-
hood, and culturally embedded normativity. Thirdly, an Interpretative
Phenomenological Approach (IPA) is used to study how people in Ubuntu practising
contexts experience Al, with a focus on LLMs. The study uses an online survey to
surface value saliences and three focus groups to elicit lived experience and value lan-
guage. The analysis follows IPA’s idiographic, phenomenological and hermeneutic
commitments, including double hermeneutics, intercoder checks and reflexive re-
membering. Chapter 5 includes a more detailed description of the methods used.
The qualitative research developed in Chapter 4 serves as a lens that informs the
fourth and final strand, namely an integration of the qualitative study and conceptual
analysis regarding particular value-concepts. During the qualitative research, it be-
came clear that certain values are underexplored as they emerge in relation to Al
technologies. While the scope of this dissertation does not allow a detailed exploration
of each and every value that emerged, two central values (privacy and human dignity)
were further developed. Values that were deemed to be absent or underexplored by
the participants, such as creativity, integrity and diversity, are further discussed in
Chapter 7. As to be expected, very little literature exists about these underexplored

values, and the current study thus suggests future directions for exploration.

6. Summaries of Chapters 1-7

This dissertation is structured in two parts. Part I (Chapters 1-3) develops the concep-
tual and theoretical foundations of the study by examining Ubuntu and
postphenomenology as relational frameworks for understanding technology and tech-
nological artifacts®. Part II (Chapters 4-7) builds on this foundation through empirical
research and value-focused analysis, exploring how Al disrupts concepts central to an

Ubuntu understanding of what it means to be human.

The spelling “artifact” is used in preference to the British “artefact”. This choice follows the conven-
tion in postphenomenology where “artifact” has become the standard usage. The form “artefact”
will appear only in direct quotations.
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Part I: Theoretical Foundations: Ubuntu and Postphenomenology

Chapter 1, What s Ubuntu? reconstructs Ubuntu as an essentially contested concept and
distinguishes three dominant approaches within the literature: ontological, normative,
and critical. The ontological approach, exemplified by Ramose, understands Ubuntu
as a relational and processual ontology that encompasses not only the living but also
the living dead, future generations, and the environment. The normative approach,
most closely associated with Metz, articulates Ubuntu as a moral theory centred on
harmony, social well-being, and relational duties. The critical approach, developed
by scholars such as Matolino and Eze, interrogates the political, historical, and post-
colonial contexts in which Ubuntu is mobilised. Rather than privileging a single
interpretation, the chapter situates these approaches in relation to one another and
establishes the conceptual groundwork for the Ubuntu heuristic that guides the re-
mainder of the dissertation.

Chapter 2, Towards an Ubuntu Heuristic for AL, examines how Ubuntu has been applied
within existing Al ethics literature across domains such as robotics, healthcare, edu-
cation, and governance. The chapter identifies recurring patterns, limitations, and
gaps in these applications, including the risk of reducing Ubuntu to a slogan or check-
list and the tendency to focus narrowly on specific technological domains. In response,
the chapter develops an Ubuntu heuristic that is explicitly relational, context-sensitive,
and critically oriented. This heuristic is designed to guide subsequent analyses of Al
as a socially disruptive technology, particularly in relation to generative Al

Chapter 3, From I-Technology—World to We—Technology—World, reframes postphenom-
enology as a social rather than primarily individual framework. Drawing on Alfred
Schutz’s social phenomenology while retaining insights from Ihde’s theory of techno-
logical mediation, the chapter argues that technological experience is often collective,
culturally situated, and embedded in shared stocks of knowledge. Concepts such as
the we-relationship, consociates, and contemporaries are employed to show how tech-
nologies mediate not only individual perception but also social relations. Ubuntu is
presented as a concrete example of social postphenomenology in practice, thereby
establishing a conceptual bridge between African philosophy and philosophy of tech-
nology.

Part II: Ubuntu, Al & Value-Concepts

Chapter 4, Exploring AI Values in Ubuntu Communities, adopts an interpretative phenome-

nological approach to investigate how Al technologies are experienced and evaluated
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within a specific cohort of predominantly Gen Z university students. Rather than at-
tempting to represent Ubuntu-practising communities broadly, the chapter presents
an exploratory case study of how participants engage with Al technologies and artic-
ulate values associated with Ubuntu. Using survey data and focus groups, the chapter
examines how participants articulate, negotiate, and prioritise values in relation to Al
The findings reveal significant misalighments between dominant Al ethics frame-
works and the values emphasised by participants, as well as the presence of
underexplored or absent values within mainstream discourse. This chapter therefore
functions as an empirical lens that highlights value-concepts emerging within this co-
hort and informs the subsequent theoretical analysis of specific value-concepts. The
aim is therefore not statistical generalisation but conceptual insight into how particular
value-concepts emerge in lived engagements with Al

Chapter 5, Privacy and Intercultural Conceptual Disruption, examines privacy as a central
value emerging from the empirical research. Challenging persistent assumptions that
privacy is less salient in African contexts, the chapter shows how privacy is understood
relationally within Ubuntu. It also develops the notion of intercultural conceptual dis-
ruption, arguing that conceptual disruption does not occur only within cultures but
also across cultural and conceptual frameworks. The chapter proposes an initial
framework for analysing such intercultural disruptions in the context of Al

Chapter 6, AL, Ubuntu and the Disruption of Human Dignity, focuses on human dignity
as a value that emerged as both central and underrepresented in Al ethics discourse.
The chapter explores African conceptions of dignity and argues that Al technologies
contribute to forms of homogenisation and hegemony that risk undermining relational
conditions for dignity and personhood. Human dignity is analysed not merely as an
individual attribute but as something realised through social recognition and rela-
tional structures.

Chapter 7, Missing Values: Creativity, Integrity and Diwersity, addresses values that were
emphasised in the qualitative research but remain largely absent from existing Al eth-
ics literature. Given the limited scope of current scholarship on these values, the
chapter offers an exploratory analysis and highlights their relevance within an Ubuntu
framework. Rather than providing definitive accounts, the chapter identifies these val-

ues as important directions for future research.
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Chapter 1

What is Ubuntu?

1. Introduction

Ubuntu, a concept rooted in sub-Saharan African philosophical thought, articulates
a relational ontology in which personhood is constituted through interdependence,
mutual recognition, and taking part in communal lifeS. In recent years, a growing
body of scholarship has engaged Ubuntu as an epistemological and normative lens
through which to interpret, critique and evaluate emerging technologies. Artificial in-
telligence (Al) has emerged as a focal point of concern, raising questions about values
such as autonomy, privacy and human dignity. Furthermore, the role of Al in en-
trenching colonial biases and inequalities has become an urgent concern. Yet, despite
the expanding body of scholarship engaging Ubuntu in relation to Al, there remains
little consensus regarding the way in which Ubuntu ought to be theorised and defined.
In response to these conceptual and methodological uncertainties, this chapter devel-
ops a heuristic framework, grounded in various approaches to Ubuntu, through which
the complex entanglements of Al, ethics and relationality can be examined.

Despite its widespread philosophical, cultural, and ethical significance, Ubuntu is
often described as an essentially contested concept (Molefe & Maude, 2023; Maris, 2020;
Letseka, 2012). Such concepts, W.B. Gallie famously argued, are concepts or ideas
"the proper use of which inevitably involves endless disputes about their proper uses
on the part of their users" (1956, 169). Gallie emphasised that these disputes are not
due to confusion or misuse but stem from the very nature of the concepts themselves,
which are inherently appraisive and subject to varying interpretations based on differ-
ent values and worldviews. He proposed a set of conditions which should be met for
such a concept to be considered “essentially contested”. The concept of Ubuntu meets

all of these conditions. To illustrate, consider Gallie’s condition that conceptually

Phonological variants of the term Ubuntu exists across different communities in sub-Saharan Africa.
For example, Unundy in Kikuyu and Unmuntu in Kimeru (Kenya), Bumunty in kiSukuma and kiHaya
(Tanzania), and Botho in SeSotho (Botswana and South Africa). The term Ubuntu is used here as it
has become an umbrella term in the literature. For more on the phonological variants of Ubuntu,
see Broodryk (2002), Kamwangamalu (1999) and wa Mberia (2015).
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contested concepts are appraisive or evaluative because they signify or credit some
kind of valued achievement: Ubuntu is inherently appraisive because it encapsulates
values such as communalism, interconnectedness, and humanity, or more specifically,
humanness.

A second condition described by Gallie (1956, 170) 1s that essentially contested

concepts exhibit an internal complex character. Ubuntu is internally complex because
it encompasses a wide array of moral and ethical principles, including social justice,
mutual care, and the collective well-being of the community. Hence, Ubuntu is not
just a single, isolated idea but a web of interconnected ethical principles, including
solidarity, compassion, and human dignity.
The third condition refers to explanations that would include references to “the re-
spective contributions of its various parts or features” that may initially be understood
as contradictory. Ubuntu meets this criterion because it can either be described as a
moral philosophy that emphasises compassion and humanity (Metz, 2007a), or as a
socio-political principle guiding restorative justice and reconciliation (Ogude, 2019)7,
or as a spiritual worldview rooted in African cosmology (Mokoena, 2024).

Fourthly, essentially contested concepts must be of a kind that admits “considera-
ble modification in the light of changing circumstances” and has an “open” character
(Gallie, 1956, 172). This criterion is particularly important considering recent schol-
arship’s attempts to apply Ubuntu’s ethical and philosophical frameworks to emerging
technologies (for example, to relational privacy, see Reviglio and Alunge, 2020). Fur-
ther conditions include that of reciprocal recognition, meaning a concept is essentially
contested when proponents of different interpretations of the concept recognise the
validity of alternative interpretations: in other words, framing conceptions in con-
scious opposition to others. In Ubuntu scholarship, various examples can be found in
which proponents recognise the validity of other interpretations®.

Considering Gallie’s conditions for essentially contested concepts, it is not surpris-
ing that scholars indeed consider Ubuntu to be an essentially contested concept.
However, defining a concept as essentially contested 1s not necessarily a way of dis-
paraging it. Waldron (2002) optimistically argues that the awareness of the essentially
contestedness of a concept “deepens and enriches all sides” understanding of the area

of value that the contested concept marks out”. Commenting on Waldron, Collier et

For a refutation of the centrality of Ubuntu in the TRC proceedings, see Gade’s “Restorative
Justice and the South African Truth and Reconciliation Process” (2013).

Consider Metz’s response (2007b) to his four critics in which he acknowledges the validity of conflict-
ing interpretations.
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al. (2006) note that this understanding of essentially contestedness also improves the
efficiency of conceptual debates since “unrealistic attempts to settle intractable argu-
ments will be less likely”9. Understanding the inherent contestation surrounding the
concept of Ubuntu underscores the importance of clarifying the specific interpretation
or definition adopted, while simultaneously recognising the existence of alternative
perspectives. Drucilla Cornell (2014, 177) emphasises the importance of taking Ub-
untu seriously despite its contestedness when she states that “[t]o even take uBuntu
seriously, or more precisely, to demand that uBuntu be taken seriously, is to challenge
the racism that somehow this African value, because it is so contested in its meaning,
1s too vague to have any moral, let alone purchase”.

This chapter seeks to provide an overview of Ubuntu scholarship and the various
approaches that have shaped it in order to develop a heuristic framework (in Chapter
2) that takes seriously the essentially contested nature of the concept of Ubuntu. In
order to do so, it traces some of the key trajectories in the intellectual and philosophical
development of Ubuntu. This approach follows Eze’s (2010) methodological insight
that any reconstruction of Ubuntu must begin with an engagement with its dominant
ideological historiography, before what he terms creative fidelity can allow for its crit-
ical re-articulation in new contexts. To this end, this chapter will proceed as follows:
First, it outlines the movement from ubuntu to Ubuntu, as articulated by Leonhard
Praeg (2014), highlighting the processes of translation and codification through which
ubuntu as a lived, embodied worldview becomes Ubuntu as a field of philosophical
inquiry. Secondly, three dominant approaches within the literature will be discussed,
namely the ontological, normative and critical approaches. The first of these, the On-
tological Approach, is exemplified most prominently by Mogobe Ramose, who
substantiates Ubuntu in its etymological and metaphysical roots, framing it ontologi-
cally as Ubu-Ntu: being-as-becoming (Ramose, 1999).

The second, the Normative Approach, is characterised by attempts to develop a
unified normative theory of Ubuntu. The third approach, the Critical Approach, sit-
uates Ubuntu within the socio-political conditions of its articulation and reception.
This perspective foregrounds Ubuntu's dynamic and evolving character, emphasising
the need to interrogate how questions of moral status and personhood are framed and
contested within Ubuntu discourse. The discussion of these approaches does not aim
to provide an exhaustive account of the development of Ubuntu. Rather, its purpose

1s to outline some of the key interpretations or approaches of Ubuntu that have been

For more on Waldron’s appropriation of Gallie, as well as overlaps between Gallie and Wittgenstein’s
“family resemblances”, see Collier et al. (2006).
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taken up in contemporary debates, such as the debate surrounding Al, which will be

the central focus of the next chapter.

2. From ubuntu to Ubuntu

It is commonly noted in the literature that although the Nguni term Ubuntu is used in
the literature, various similar terms are found in African languages across sub-Saharan
Africa. Kamwangamalu (1999) notes that “sociolinguistically, Ubuntu is a multidi-
mensional concept that represents various core values in African ontologies” such as
communalism, interdependence, human dignity, solidarity, and collective sharedness.
Despite the many variations of the term, Ubuntu has become established in the aca-
demic discourse due to its usage by prominent figures like Nelson Mandela and
Archbishop Desmond Tutu.

Ubuntu refers to the lived experience of being that is deeply embedded in the eve-
ryday social practices of African communities. It is a relational way of living grounded
in values such as care, hospitality and mutual recognition. Personhood is understood
as inherently interdependent: a person becomes a person through others. This mode
of being resists rigid definitions because it is dynamic, oral and embodied in commu-
nal interactions and rituals. A key way of transferring knowledge about this way of
living is through aphorisms. A key example is that of the Nguni aphorism of Umuntu
Ngumuntu Ngabantu'9, which loosely translates as I am because we are''. This aphorism has
risen to prominence in the scholarship and has been employed to various types of
claims. The first systematic discussion of this aphorism, which remains an often-cited
source in the broader discourse, was written by moral philosopher and theologian
Augustine Shutte (1990, cf. 2001). Shutte’s exegesis of the term illustrates that schol-
arship surrounding Ubuntu has been intertwined with Christian thought since its
inception.

In a review of the literature on Ubuntu, Ewuoso and Hall (2019) note how this

aphorism has been identified with claims ranging from the metaphysical to the

Variations of this maxim can be found in other languages, for example Motho ke motho ka batho (a
person is a person through other people) in Sotho or Tswana, Munhu { munhu hivanwan: vanhu (a person
is a person because of other people) in Xitsonga, or Muthu ndi muthu nga vhathu (a person is a person
through people) in Venda. For a more detailed description, see Samkange and Samkange (1980).
This particular translation is attributed to Kenyan theologian and philosopher John S. Mbiti (1969)
who translates the aphorism as “I am because we are”. However, there are many variations in the
way that this is translated. For example, Letseka (2012, 48) translates it as “a human being is a human
being because of other human beings”.
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prescriptive: some scholars employ the aphorism to assert that one’s identity is causally
and metaphysically linked to the community. Others make moral or prescriptive
claims about the type of characteristics a person with Ubuntu should exhibit, such as
prizing harmonious relationships or developing one’s humanness through commun-
ion with others. In a historical overview of how this aphorism has been employed,
Gade (2012) notes that while earlier translations of the aphorism exist, its use only
grew to prominence between 1993 and 1995 (a period that coincides with the end of
apartheid and the start of nation-building in South Africa). This usage can typically
be traced back to Shutte’s interpretation and application of the aphorism in 1990.
Mboti (2015, 126) critically reflects on the hegemonic use of the term as a “catch-all
distillation of ubuntu” that has led to a uniformity in defining Ubuntu that reflects
both the “prestige and confidence in which extant definitions are held” as well as “a
general state of inadequate rigour in attempts to define ubuntu”.

Beyond the caveats raised by Gade and Mboti against an uncritical use of the
aphorism, a further reason exists for remaining cognizant of overreliance on it: typical
of essentially contested concepts, it simply does not sketch a complete picture of Ub-
untu. Even if aphorisms could be unproblematically considered as the basis for an
ethical or philosophical theory, Ubuntu abounds with aphorisms. For example, feta
kgomo o tshware motho refers to the idea that when one must choose between safeguard-
ing human life and retaining material wealth, priority should always be given to
human life (Ramose, 1999).

Ubuntu, as described above, refers to a lived experience and moral institutions
that are embedded in the everyday practices of local communities. It reflects a moral
sensibility that is practised rather than prescribed, always situated in specific cultural
and historical contexts. However, to arrive at Ubuntu (capitalised), a systemised phil-
osophical or ethical system, a process of translation or codification is needed. In A
Report on Ubuntu (2014), Leonhard Praeg makes a critical distinction between ub-
untu (lowercase) and Ubuntu (capitalised) to highlight the tension between the lived
experience of African philosophy and its formal academic or political articulations.
On the one hand, ubuntu refers to the lived, experiential way of being that is imma-
nent in sub-Saharan African communities: ubuntu, in this sense, is not systematised,
itis “messy,” dynamic, and embedded in daily social life, oral traditions, and commu-
nal practices.

On the other hand, Ubuntu refers to a philosophical or political discourse, espe-
cially as it is mobilised in post-apartheid South Africa. Ubuntu is articulated in written

texts, academic research and state ideologies. In this form, Ubuntu is frequently
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deployed in the service of nation-building, reconciliation, and transitional justice,
thereby distinguishing it not only from Western relational approaches, but also from
other non-Western traditions such as Confucianism. This form of Ubuntu was fur-
thered by notable figures such as Nelson Mandela and Desmond Tutu through
institutions like the TRC. Ubuntu in this guise risks becoming symbolic and at times
essentialised or instrumentalised to fulfil political or legal purposes!2. Praeg (2014),
therefore, reminds us to constantly keep in mind the process of translation or codifi-
cation of accompanies Ubuntu'3. It is also a reminder that Ubuntu as a glocal
phenomenon is situated within a broader global discourse, which includes Christian-
ity, human rights and more recently, the discourse surrounding the ethics and
philosophy of technology!*. The glocal phenomenon of Ubuntu gives a particular ex-
pression to the meaning of local ubuntu traditions, but “in a way that also allows the
resulting Ubuntu to feed back into the global discourse as a locally based critique and
expansion of those very discourses” (Praeg, 2014, 37).

What preliminary insights can be drawn from the historical development of U/ub-
untu for its implementation in the philosophy and ethics of technology? This
perspective reminds us that to speak legitimately of ubuntu in the Ubuntu discourse,
one needs to remain aware of the process of translation and codification that underlies
any academic discourse!”. The academic discourse of Ubuntu is heavily influenced by
Ubuntu as a political ideology and cannot be reduced to a synecdoche of the apolitical
or even anti-political (Praeg, 2014, 14). Drawing upon Ubuntu insights to understand
the experience and ethical evaluation of ubuntu is inherently political. Praeg situates

Ubuntu within a broader political discourse and asks why Ubuntu is being employed

For example, the negotiators of the Interim South African Constitution of 1993 agreed that in order
to address the divisions and strife of the apartheid era, “there is a need for understanding but not for
vengeance, a need for reparation but not for retaliation, a need for ubuntu but not for victimisation”
(Constitution of the Republic of South Aftica, Act 200 of 1993: Epilogue after Section 251).

Praeg describes the translation and codification of Ubuntu as the process by which the lived, embod-
ied, and often implicit praxis of ubuntu, rooted in everyday communal life, obligations, and
interdependence, is abstracled, systematised, and formalised into a philosophy or ideology, called Ub-
untu (2014, 36).

“Glocal” is used to signify a condition or process which is simultaneously influenced by local and
global factors. Praeg’s usage of this term resists both essentialist (Ubuntu as pure, untouched African
wisdom) and universalist approaches (Ubuntu as merely a local expression of already-global values
like humanism or justice).

Van Binsbergen (2001, 53) provides a much more critical (if not skeptical) description of Ubuntu as
a “remote etic reconstruction, in an alien globalised format”. For a detailed refutation of Van Bins-
bergen’s position, see Bewaji and Ramose (2003).
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in a particular discourse. Furthermore, to speak of Ubuntu requires “ideas that are at
least continuous with the moral beliefs and practices of those who speak Nguni lan-
guages” (Metz, 2011, 535).

3. The Ontological Approach

Scholarly interest in Ubuntu has expanded considerably since the 1980s, leading to a
proliferation of academic texts that explore how the philosophy is interpreted, theo-
rised, and applied across various domains. This surge in literature can be attributed
to two primary factors. First, Ubuntu played a prominent political role during South
Africa’s transition from apartheid to democracy, where it was invoked as a founda-
tional ethic for reconciliation, restorative justice, and nation-building. Second, the
post-apartheid period saw the opening of discursive and institutional spaces within
academia, particularly at South African universities, that enabled the formal study
and critical engagement with African philosophical frameworks such as Ubuntu. To-
gether, these developments catalysed a growing body of scholarship seeking to
articulate Ubuntu’s philosophical depth, normative relevance, and practical implica-
tions. Three approaches to Ubuntu can be identified, each emphasising a different
aspect of the theory!6, namely the ontological, normative and critical approaches!”.
The Ontological School of Ubuntu refers to a strand of scholarship that frames

Ubuntu not merely as an ethic or ideology but as a fundamental ontology: a theory of

The three schools of Ubuntu thought outlined here are loosely based on Fainos Mangena’s (2021)
differentiation between successive generations of Ubuntu scholarship. The first generation, writing
primarily during the 1980s and 1990s, includes seminal figures such as Mogobe Ramose, Stanlake
Samkange, and Tommie Marie Samkange. Their work laid the philosophical foundation for Ubuntu
by exploring its ontological, humanistic, and political dimensions. The second generation, emerging
in the early 2000s, is characterized by Mangena’s Common Moral Position (2012) and Thaddeus Metz’s
Toward an African Moral Theory (2007a) that sought to formalise Ubuntu as a comprehensive normative
ethical framework. This normative school significantly shaped Ubuntu discourse between approxi-
mately 2000 and 2010. A third generation of Ubuntu scholarship, a more critical and reflexive school,
began to take shape between 2010 and 2020. This body of work often interrogates earlier conceptu-
alisations of Ubuntu, addressing issues such as essentialism, political appropriation, and decolonial
critiques. It is important to note that these generational distinctions are not rigid: there is considerable
thematic and chronological overlap, and the boundaries between the schools remain fluid rather than
clearly demarcated.

The discussion of the approaches below focusses mainly on the way in which Ubuntu has developed
in southern Africa and does not engage with broader African relational theories. Thus, this overview
does not focus directly on Menkiti, Gyekye and Wiredu, unless in cases where the reception of their
work directly influenced Ubuntu scholarship.
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being and reality itself. The most prominent representative of this school of thought is
Mogobe Ramose. Ramose’s ontological approach to Ubuntu departs from a semantic
analysis of the term. In African Philosophy through Ubuntu (1999), he argues that

Ubuntu consists of two words: Ubu and Ntu. He writes that:

Ubuntu is actually two words in one. It consists of the prefix ubu- and the stem -ntu. Ubu-
evokes the idea of be-ing in general. It is enfolded be-ing before it manifests itself in the
concrete form or mode of ex-istence of a particular entity. Ubu- as enfolded be-ing is
always oriented towards unfoldment, that is, incessant continual concrete manifestation
through particular forms and modes of being. In this sense ubu- is always oriented to-
wards -ntu. .. Accordingly, ubu-ntu is the fundamental ontological and epistemological
category of African thought of the Bantu speaking people (Ramose, 1999, 36).

-Ntu, on the other hand, is the nodal point at which be-ing assumes concrete form
or a “mode of being in the process of continual unfoldment” (Ramose, 1999; 2024).
In other words, existence is understood as an incessant flow of be-ing-becoming,
where every individual being emerges from and participates in an encompassing field
of oneness (the ubu-) that is continually unfolding into particularity (the -ntu). Ramose
and his contemporaries thus position Ubuntu as the fundamental ontological category
in African philosophy. Ramose continues by describing Ubu-ntu as rheomodic to re-
fer to the dynamic, flowing, and processual nature of being in Ubuntu philosophy!8.
In Ramose’s view, this rheomodic ontology contrasts with the static or substantive
ontologies often associated with mainstream Western metaphysics (e.g. Cartesian or
Aristotelian substance metaphysics). This echoes John Mbiti’s reference to the Carte-
sian cogito ergo sum, who notes that African philosophy instead endorses the dictum “I
am because we are” (1969).

Ramose’s semantic-ontological analysis has profound implications: it suggests that
to exist is inherently to exist with others in a shared be-coming, setting Ubuntu apart
from Western ontologies that often prioritise discrete, independent substances. Ra-

mose’s analysis laid the groundwork for rethinking personhood, community, and even

Ramose borrows the term r#eomodic from David Bohm’s Wholeness and the Implicate Order (1980). Bohm
uses the neologism rheomode (stemming from the Greek 7ieo “to flow” and mode “manner” or “form”)
to reflect the undivided, dynamic and flowing nature of reality. Bohm argues that ordinary language,
especially the subject-predicate-object structure, creates a static and fragmented view of the world.
The rheomode, in contrast, is a process-oriented language that emphasises movement, unfolding and
becoming. While Bohm’s rheomode emerged from quantum physics and Western philosophy, it
finds remarkable conceptual resonance in African metaphysical thought. For a more detailed ac-
count, see Ada Agada’s “Nietzsche and Ramose on Being and Becoming: An Exercise in Cross-
Cultural Philosophizing” (2021).
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knowledge as flowing from an ontology of interconnectedness. Flowing from this on-
tology of interconnectedness is a distinct notion of personhood. In Ubuntu philosophy,
to be a “person” or umuntu'9 is not an automatic status, but rather an ongoing achieve-
ment through relations. In other words, one becomes a person through relations with
others. Thus, personhood 1s not merely given on account of being human but is some-
thing that is achieved or developed throughout life. In following Menkiti, Ramose
writes that personhood is not given “simply because one is born of human seed...”
but that personhood is achieved through a long process of “social and ritual transfor-
mations” in which the community plays a central role (Ramose, 1999, 58).

Furthermore, the suffix -ntu carries a sense of continuity across different categories
of existence. Personhood is not confined to human existence alone but is also cosmo-
logical in scope. Ubuntu recognises a “community of beings” that includes not only
humans but also ancestors (the living-dead), the yet-to-be-born, animals, and the nat-
ural environment?°. The ontological school of Ubuntu thus emphasises that being
human entails belonging to a larger existential whole, which includes not only the
current or living generation but also previous and coming generations. Ramose de-
scribes this as the “onto-triadic relatedness of being” (1999, 46). Ramose’s description
of the ancestors echoes that of Kwame Gyekye, who notes that ancestors are those
who are said to “have distinguished themselves in many ways and, in particular, to
have led virtuous and exemplary lives worthy of emulation by succeeding generation
of lineage” (2003, 162)2L. It is also this onto-triadic relatedness of being that raises
questions about the obligation of current generations to future generations. Ramose
(1999, 45) writes that:

Urmuntu shares the ontological features of Ubuntu, but refers specifically to human be-ing(s).

Some scholars describe this as an ontological essence or “vital force”. The notion of vital force was
described in Placide Tempels® highly controversial Bantu Philosophy (1959). Paulin Houndtondji rejects
vital force theory as a prime example of ethnophilosophy. Vital force theory has reemerged in later
scholarship and is described as a “harmonious monism” (Ijiomah, 2014) or the basis for the “African
eco-bio-communitarian outlook” (Tangwa, 2004). For more detailed accounts of vital force theory,
see Ngangah (2019), Weidtmann (2019), Roothaan and Bello (2024), and Lougheed (2025).
Ramose notes that “not everyone is an ancestor simply because of death” (1999, 64). Focussing spe-
cifically on how the Tshwana understand ancestors, he notes that ancestors are those who have
participated in rituals and acquired status in their community.
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[]t is believed that death does not totally discontinue the life of these departed beings.
Instead, they are believed to enter into and continue living in a world unknown to those
left behind. On the ground of this belief the departed are called the living-dead
(abaphansi)... The living-dead continue to live despite their departure from the world of
the living. In this sense they are immortal. The third dimension is that of the yet-to-be-
born. These are beings of the future. It is the task of the living to see to it that the yet-to-
be-born are in fact born22.

Ramose’s ontological approach to Ubuntu could thus be understood as radically re-
lational. It not only describes the interconnectedness or relationality between living
human beings, but also between the living and the non-living, human and non-hu-
man. Although the popular maxim “I am because we are” captures the spirit of
Ubuntu’s relational ontology, Ramose cautions against reducing the philosophy to
this one-liner. He argues that such simplifications risk erasing the ontological depth
and metaphysical richness that are central to a truly African philosophical reading of
Ubuntu. When considering the radical relationality that follows from Ramose’s onto-
triadic relatedness of being, it becomes clear why it is necessary to remain cautious of
reductionistic interpretations of Ubuntu as primarily Umuntu Ngumuntu Ngabantu.
In particular, the kind of ontology that advanced within the ontological school of Ub-
untu means that one becomes more human not only by communal relations with
other human beings but also by the way in which a be-ing relates to humans who have
come before and will come after us, animals and the environment. Ramose thoroughly
develops this idea in the chapter Ecology through ubuntu (1999) and in later articles
such as the Ecosophical aspects of Botho/Humanness in African Philosophy (1996).
He claims that “to care for one another, therefore, implies caring for physical nature
as well”. He notes how technology, in particular, has resulted in distancing human
beings from the environment and that this loss constitutes a violation of Botho (1999,
109).

The ontological approach to Ubu-Ntu that Ramose advocates carries profound
normative implications. As opposed to the Anglo-American philosophical tradition,

African philosophy does not have the same resistance against grounding normative

Kwasi Wiredu (1994, 46) describes the duties owed to the ancestors specifically in relation to the
environment when he writes that “[o]f all the duties owed to the ancestors, none is more imperious
than that of husbanding the resources of the land so as to leave it in good shape for posterity. In this
moral scheme the rights of the unborn play such a cardinal role that any traditional African would
be nonplussed by the debate in Western philosophy as to the existence of such rights”.
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claims in ontological ones?3. Menkiti (1984) built upon the idea that personhood is
something that has to be attained through obligations to one's community when he
writes that carrying out these obligations “transforms one from the it-status of early
child-hood, marked by an absence of moral function, into the person-status of later
years, marked by a widened maturity of ethical sense - an ethical maturity without

which personhood is conceived as eluding one”.

4. The Normative Approach

The second approach to Ubuntu can be described as the Normative School. The most
influential proponent of this approach is Thaddeus Metz. In Toward an African Moral
Theory (2007a), Metz defends an African relational moral theory by referring to moral
judgments that are considered to be more salient in sub-Saharan African communities
than in Western communities. To develop this approach, he presents several judg-
ments that are uncontroversially pro tanto immoral for both Western and African
people?*. Metz then sketches six judgments that he maintains Africans hold more often
than Westerners. He warns that he does not suggest that “all sub-Saharan societies,
let alone all individuals in them, hold them”, but rather that these judgments are more
common among sub-Saharan Africans (2007a, 324).

The first judgment he describes as pro tanto immoral is the action of making “pol-
icy decisions in the face of dissent, as opposed to seeking consensus”. Particularly in
the political sphere, unanimity is viewed as essential, while majoritarianism is under-

stood as an ethically insufficient mechanism for decision-making. Thus, discussion

The relation between the ontological and the normative is a much debated and ongoing discussion
within African philosophy. Some scholars, like Imafidon and Bewaji (2014) refer to an Ontologized
Ellucs. Others, like Gadeke (2020, 509), argue that “something normative” follows from the ontolog-
ical and that this circumscribes the normative without fully determining its content. Molefe and
Magam caution against basing morality entirely on some interpersonal relationships as they take it
to be implausible and to exaggerate the importance of social relationships. Instead, they ground mo-
rality in the self-realisation of the individual person, which is simultaneously other-regarding in its
orientation. They note that “concretely, this ubuntu maxim can be construed to mean that the person
can only learn to be kind, loving, caring, friendly and so achieve a virtuous character in the reality of
being embedded in relationships where the person is developing these virtues” (2019, 6).

These judgements are: (a) killing innocent people for money, (b) having sex with someone without
their consent, (c) deceiving people, at least when not done in self- or other-defence, (d) stealing (that
is, taking from their rightful owner) unnecessary goods, (e) violating trust, for example, breaking a
promise, for marginal personal gain, and (f) iscriminating on a racial basis when allocating opportu-
nities (Metz, 2007a).
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continues within African communities until consensus is achieved. Metz illustrates this
by referring to the consensual politics of the Akan people in Ghana when he notes
that Wiredu advocates for a “non-party-polity” in which a political candidate would
not represent only their party in office but instead would represent the public as a
whole. In other words, the elected representative would share power by seeking con-
sensus on decision-making. More nuanced approaches towards consensus-seeking in
African communities have been developed since Metz’s African Moral Theory. For
example, Eze remains wary of the “tyranny of consensus” and argues for a realist
perspectivism as a form of deliberation in African communities (Eze, 2008, 390). He
continues by writing that such a model “does not seek uniformity or identity of interest
but understanding” (2008, 394). For Eze, the relationship between the individual and
the community is co-constitutive. He regards the understanding of Ubuntu in terms
of simunye (we are one)?” as a false metaphor employed by South African political elites
in nation-building efforts. Instead, he notes that the common good flourishes where
unique individual subjectivities are fostered. This echoes earlier critiques about the
idea of consensus in Ubuntu communities by Louw, who states that consensus should
not be equated with “outmoded and suspect cravings for (an oppressive) universal
sameness, often associated with so-called teleological or ‘modernistic’ attempts at the
final resolution of differences” (2001, 21).

The second immoral judgment that Metz identifies is making “retribution a fun-
damental and central aim of criminal justice, as opposed to seeking reconciliation”
(2007a, 325). Retribution is understood here as any consideration that could be used
to justify the punishment of a lawbreaker for wrongdoing. However, in African com-
munities, the appropriate response to wrongdoing or crime is a good result of some
sort. Metz writes that this good result could be understood as “to appease angry an-
cestors and thereby protect the community from their wrath, or to mend a broken
relationship between the offender, his victim and the community” (ibid.). The most
prominent example of this was the TRC, which addressed crimes committed during
the apartheid era and was underpinned by ubuntu values that emphasised healing
and reconciliation over retribution. Archbishop Desmond Tutu, the chairperson of

the TRC, describes justice in Africa as follows:

Simunye is a Zulu word that means “we are one”. It was prevalent in the post-apartheid era’s nation
building effort and was popularised by the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) through

the slogan "Simunye - We are one".
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“I contend that there is another kind of justice, restorative justice, which was characteristic
of traditional Aftican jurisprudence. Here, the central concern is not retribution or pun-
ishment. In the spirit of ubuntu, the central concern is the healing of breaches, the
redressing of imbalances, the restoration of broken relationships, a seeking to rehabilitate
both the victim and the perpetrator, who should be given the opportunity to be reinte-
grated into the community he has injured by his offense” (1999, 51)

Similar to the first judgment that Metz described, the judgment of seeking reconcilia-
tion has also become a much-debated topic in the Ubuntu literature. In 2008, Antjie
Krog?6 published “This thing called reconciliation...” forgiveness as part of an inter-
connectedness towards wholeness, in which she untangles interconnectedness-
towards-wholeness from Christianity and the legitimation of liberation politics. She is
particularly critical of the Christianised view of Ubuntu that advocates a limitless for-
giveness without reparations (for more, see Pracg and Magadla, 2014; Boesak, 2017;
Chigumadzi, 2015).

The third judgment described by Metz is that it is unethical to create wealth on a
competitive basis as opposed to a cooperative one. The example he uses is how land
is commonly owned in African societies, and that labour of the land should be under-
taken for the sake of the community instead of making a profit. Land is understood as
a social good and not merely a commodity to be bought and sold: it is a communal
resource with moral and social significance (Ndhlovu, 2024). An Ubuntu approach
rejects private accumulation for its own sake and centres on communal ownership,
dignity and equity in land distribution. A further example is the common practice of
stokvels?”. Zhakata and Wayi-Mgwebi (2023, 3) describe it as a manifestation of Ubuntu
values in that stokvel members “strive for collective survival under conditions of mar-
ginalization”.

Fourthly, the distribution of wealth should be based upon need instead of on the
basis of individual rights. Under Ubuntu ethics, people are morally obliged to help
others to the extent that they are in need. This is not understood as an act of generosity

but instead as a core duty. This duty-based approach to the distribution of wealth

Antjie Krog was a vocal critic of the apartheid regime and a key Afrikaans figure in discussions about
reconciliation. Her protest poem Die Kind (wat doodgeskiet is deur soldate by Nyanga), which symbolises the
collective trauma and ongoing struggle for justice in South Africa, was read by Nelson Mandela dur-
ing his inaugural presidential address in 1994. She was also the reporter for the SABC during the
TRC hearings (1996-1998).

Stokvels are a form of informal social security particularly popular in South Africa. This informal group
consists of members, often unable to qualify for bank loans, who contribute money regularly and take

turns receiving a lump sum payout.
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builds upon the notion that human beings are interdependent and that they are de-
fined by their relationship towards others. This duty-based relation is illustrated by
the parable of the cow:

“Ifyou have two cows and the milk of the first cow is sufficient for your own consumption,
Ubuntu expects you to donate the milk of the second cow to your underprivileged broth-
ers and sisters” (Walter Sisulu in Broodryk, 2002, vii).

Unlike liberal rights-based systems that prioritise individual entitlements, Ubuntu eth-
ics focus on duties toward others, especially in light of their needs?s.

The fifth judgment Metz describes is that it is immoral to violate communal norms.
In this view, one should acknowledge others, uphold tradition and partake in rituals.
Rituals such as naming ceremonies, initiation rites, weddings, and funerals, mark key
transitions in a person’s life and serve to affirm their place within the community.
These events are not merely social gatherings; they are moral affirmations of one’s
identity and interconnectedness. Through participation in such rituals, individuals are
publicly recognised as members of a moral community, and their personhood 1s vali-
dated and nurtured. Furthermore, ethical and philosophical thought is taught to new
generations through rituals. As Gyekye (1987, 201) notes, philosophical material is
“embedded in proverbs, myths and folk-tales, folksongs, rituals, beliefs, customs, and
traditions of the people”.

The final judgment that Metz describes is that it is morally wrong to fail to marry
and procreate, as opposed to creating a family. While the norm to procreate and have
children may, of course, also be widespread in non-African communities, it is seen as
an obligation within African communities. Chuwa (2014, 21) states this more strin-
gently when he writes that in most African societies, “failure to give birth to a child is
equivalent to death” because it is seen as a failure to be part of the chain of life that
earns a person personal immortality (also see Mbiti, 1969). He continues by claiming
that although there are a myriad of remedies for a childless couple (such as adoption,
generating children for an infertile husband via his siblings and polygamy), it is always

the norm to strive for one’s own child.

For a thorough discussion on needs-based approaches in African philosophy, see Towards an African
Political Philosophy of Needs, edited by Molefe and Allsobrook (2021).

38



29

What is Ubuntu?

Ubuntu-centered practices

Immoral practices

Consensus, unanimity Majoritarianism
Reconciliation Retribution
Cooperative basis (particularly in terms | Competition

of wealth creation)

Distribution based on needs

Distribution based on rights

Acknowledging others, upholding tradi-

tion and partaking in rituals

Ignoring others, violating communal

norms

Creating a family

Failing to procreate

Figure 1: Moral judgements in Metz’s Ubuntu-based ethics

After discussing the twelve moral judgements, those shared with Western systems of
thinking and those that are distinctively African, Metz discusses six competing theo-
retical interpretations of Ubuntu as a whole that can be found in the literature??. He
does so because he believes that the theory of Ubuntu that he presents “needs deon-
tological restrictions built into it” (2007a, 338). He then argues that the only
theoretical interpretation that can account for all six judgements is that “an action is
right just insofar as it produces harmony and reduces discord; an act is wrong to the
extent that it fails to develop community” (Metz, 2007a, 334). He develops his fa-
voured account by grounding his interpretation of Ubuntu in the requirement to
produce harmony and reduce discord. Here, Metz leans on Desmond Tutu’s descrip-

tion of harmony:

(1) An action is right just insofar as it respects a person’s dignity; an act is wrong to the extent that it
degrades humanity. (2) An action is right just 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. (3) 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. (4) An
action is right just insofar as it positively relates to others and thereby realises oneself; an act is wrong
to the extent that it does not perfect one’s valuable nature as a social being. (5) 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. (6) An action is right just insofar as it produces harmony
and reduces discord; an act is wrong to the extent that it fails to develop community (Metz, 2007a).
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Harmony, friendliness, community are great goods. Social harmony is for us the sum-
mum bonum - the greatest good. Anything that subverts or undermines this sought-after
good, is to be avoided like the plague. Anger, resentment, lust for revenge, even success
through aggressive competitiveness, are corrosive of this good (Tutu, 1999, 3530).

To illustrate, consider the judgment that it is immoral to fail to procreate and start a
family. According to Metz’s framework of Ubuntu, it could be considered moral to
fail to procreate if that action produces harmony and reduces discord. There may thus
be instances where failing to procreate could be understood as morally acceptable
under Ubuntu. Metz’s normative approach to Ubuntu remains one of the most influ-
ential and often-cited works about Ubuntu and continues to shape the discourse. The
publication of Toward an African Moral Theory reinvigorated the debate on Ubuntu as
an cthical theory but was also heavily critiqued, leading Metz to further refine his
approach in response. Four main strands of critique were raised, to which Metz re-
sponded in “Ubuntu as a Moral Theory: Reply to Four Critics” (2007b).

Allen Wood presents a cross-cultural critique in which he engages with the meta-
ethical foundations of Metz’s theory. Wood argues for the objectivity of moral reasons
and claims that “under the influences of their differing circumstances, one tradition
or the other (or both) probably represent a skewed or partial appreciation of what is
objectively valuable” (Wood, 2007, 341). He continues by claiming that African cul-
tures arose in societies that were more socially homogeneous and that there was a
greater likelihood that people were more directly acquainted with others on whom
their well-being depended. He also notes that in cultures where the specific set of judg-
ments that Metz mentions arose, there was a much smaller social surplus, which
limited the possible inequality of resources and made people more aware of their de-
pendence upon each other. He illustrates this by stating that consensus is more
achievable in African societies, as the lack of consensus would be disastrous for the
social group. Metz responds by defending the idea that harmony has final value and
agrees that his theory needs to incorporate deontological constraints (rules or duties)
to prevent unethical acts justified solely by their consequences. He acknowledges
Wood’s suggestion that ubuntu ethics might be better expressed not just as promoting
harmony but also as living harmoniously, embodying harmony in one’s conduct.

The second (and most scathing) objection comes from Mogobe Ramose, who takes

issue with Metz’s methodology and conceptual framework. Ramose criticises Metz for

Tutu again frames this discussion in terms of forgiveness. Harmony, as the summum bonum, allows
one to forgive as it is the best form of self interest, and he claims (1999, 35) that “what dehumanizes

you inexorably dehumanizes me”.
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relying on what he regards as a Western analytic method, one that seeks “immutabil-
ity, essentiality and eternity” and a unifying moral principle, rather than an African
approach rooted in lived experience, cultural practices, and the etymology of the term
ubuntu. He continues by accusing Metz of distorting ubuntu by reducing it to a rigid
and abstract principle, calling Metz’s version a “caricature” that fails to capture ub-
untu’s holistic, dynamic, and relational character. Metz agrees that he is oriented
towards monism rather than pluralism, but denies that this is an “unchangeable and
essentialist ethic for sub-Saharan Africa” (2007a, 376). Furthermore, in the face of
Ramose’s critique about the aptness of seeking a “distinctively African” moral theory,
Metz clarifies his position by noting that he considers the theory “distinctive” insofar
as it differs from what is dominant in contemporary Anglo-American and Continental
philosophy discourses. As could be expected when keeping in mind Ramose’s own
project, Ramose also objected to the methodology Metz used and instead prefers to
ground Ubuntu as an ethic in the etymology of the term. Here, Metz reiterates his
analytic methodology and also continues his response by discussing the work of Buyo
and Wiredu in his own thinking.

A third objection is raised by Douglas Farland, who challenges Metz’s use of moral
intuitions about the competing theoretical interpretations as evidence for his theory.
Farland endorses the claim that intuitions play a foundational role in moral thinking
but takes issue with Metz’s overly Kantian employment of intuitions. He does agree
with Metz that supernatural beliefs are extrinsic to the essence of rightness and is sym-
pathetic to Metz’s attempts to arrive at an ethic that abstracts from “the cloudy
supernatural assumptions in terms of which African thought is sometimes character-
ised” (Farland, 2007). However, Farland remains critical of Metz’s use of the six
immoral intuitions. He suggests that Metz sometimes cites culturally disapproved ac-
tions without specifying the underlying moral feature that makes them wrong in
principle. Farland is particularly concerned that Metz’s consequentialist framework,
used to justify his preferred interpretation, cannot properly accommodate the idea of
pro tanto duties, since in such a framework, the rightness or wrongness of an action
depends entirely on its consequences for promoting harmony, rather than on any in-
trinsic moral quality of the act itself. Metz replies by clarifying that he uses intuitions
not as foundational or self-evident truths, but as starting points for building a coherent
moral theory that reflects African thought. He concedes that Farland’s critique high-
lights the need to refine how ubuntu theory handles pro tanto duties and suggests that
incorporating side-constraints or limits on promoting harmony may help the theory

better align with moral intuitions.
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Jason van Niekerk’s “In Defence of an Autocentric Account of Ubuntu” (2007)
presents the fourth objection towards Metz. Van Niekerk notes that Metz glosses over
the self-development model when he discusses the fourth deontic principle, namely
“an action is right just insofar as it positively relates to others and thereby realises
oneself; an act is wrong to the extent that it does not perfect one's valuable nature as
a social being” (Metz, 2007a, 331). Van Niekerk proposes instead an "autocentric"
interpretation of ubuntu, where moral reasons for action are grounded in self-regard-
ing considerations, specifically, the development and flourishing of one’s own
humanity. In this view, living harmoniously with others is morally valuable not be-
cause 1t benefits others directly but because it enables the individual to achieve self-
realisation and live a genuinely human life. Van Niekerk maintains that a good life
will be irreparably damaged by acts like killing or refusing to engage in self-sacrifice
when appropriate. However, Metz maintains that even if this narrative view can
sometimes explain why harming others is wrong; it fails to capture the fundamentally
other-regarding nature of morality as it is understood within the framework of Ub-
untu. In Metz’s view, ubuntu ethics require recognising the intrinsic moral importance
of others, not merely treating them well because it benefits oneself. He concludes that
an adequate Ubuntu theory must ground moral reasons for action in the value of
relationships themselves, rather than solely in the self-development of the agent.

A related, fifth, objection was raised some years later by Motsamai Molefe (2017a;
2017b). Molefe’s “Agent-Related Partiality Objection” concerns the critique that
Metz’s theory does not accommodate the idea of partiality in African moral thought.
Molefe describes two types of partiality: on the one hand, other-centered partiality
refers to giving special moral consideration to certain people or relationships (like fam-
ily and friends). On the other hand, agent-centered partiality refers to the favouritism
an agent ought to manifest towards herself, her identity and projects (Molefe, 2017b,
67; also see Cottingham 1986, 368). Molefe maintains that Metz’s theory does seem
to accommodate other-centered partiality, but that it does not present the moral re-
sources to account for agent-related partiality. For Molefe, Metz’s focus on harmony,
construed in terms of relations of identity and solidarity, means that moral value al-
ways lies outside the individual. He continues by arguing that a robust moral theory
should leave space for self-directed projects and goals that may not directly serve oth-
ers. Failure to do so risks denying the individual her autonomy, self-authenticity, and
the right to prioritise personal goals simply because they are hers. This is what Molefe
deems to be the focus problem in Ubuntu philosophy: while he does not deny the

importance of communal relationships, the overemphasis on this aspect of Ubuntu
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neglects “some goods that reside in the agent and her own good without regard to
relationships” (Molefe, 2017b, 72).

5. The Critical Approach

A third approach in the Ubuntu scholarship is one that takes a markedly more critical
stance towards Ubuntu and its projects. The critical or sceptical approach to Ubuntu
1s characterised by an interpretation of Ubuntu within its socio-historical and political
contexts. This strand of Ubuntu interpretation has notably increased after 2010.
There are several key figures who contributed to this trajectory. In Intellectual History in
Contemporary South Africa (2010), Michael Onyebuchi Eze presents a view of Ubuntu
that is historically grounded and moves beyond essentialist or romanticised narratives.
He argues that Ubuntu should not be reduced to a static or timeless African essence,
but should instead be understood as a dynamic, evolving, and interpretive framework
for ethical and political life, especially within post-apartheid South Africa. He argues
that in order to understand Ubuntu, it is necessary to historize and situate it within its
sociopolitical, economic, and cultural context across periods in which it emerged, de-
veloped, and flourished (2010, 182). Eze understands Ubuntu as an African humanism
and critiques hegemonic and essentialist interpretations of it (2010, 92).

To rehabilitate the Ubuntu discourse, Eze recommends a significant shift to crea-
tive historiography or creative fidelity instead of conceiving of it (merely) as an
essentialist ideology, displacement narrative or critique of apartheid or colonial rea-
son. This is his way of describing Ubuntu not as a fixed tradition but as an evolving
process of ethical engagement that responds to changing sociopolitical and economic
circumstances. He writes that “Ubuntu (as a heterogeneous culture) underwent
change from being an arcane and obscurant philosophy [...] to become a philosophy
of humanism, espousing genuine human traits such as friendship, magnanimity”
(2010, 182). Faced with the choice between dismissing Ubuntu, as scholars like Van
Binsbergen (and later Matolino) have done, and rehabilitating the Ubuntu discourse,
Eze opts for the latter. He notes that such a revitalisation of Ubuntu should come with
the awareness that even if there 1s no continuity with any pristine Ubuntu community,
we still need to pause and reflect upon Ubuntu’s substantive and constitutive value.
Eze welcomes critical approaches to Ubuntu when he states that exposing Ubuntu to
such criticisms is “another way of validating its actual significance and value” (2010,
186). Rather than viewing Ubuntu as a closed cultural system or a set of static tradi-

tions, Eze insists that its significance lies in its adaptability and openness to
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transformation within changing historical circumstances. He writes that the “dog-
matic approach must be shunned in favor of an open discourse, a robust engagement
and constructive criticism” (2010, 192).

A second representative of this more critical approach is Bernard Matolino who,
along with Wenceslaus Kwindingwi, proclaimed the “end of Ubuntu” (2013). Mato-
lino and Kwindingwi position Ubuntu within a broader pattern of African political
history called narratives of return (see Gade, 2011). Narratives of return are discussed
in the context of social transformation “where political leaders, academics and others
attempt to identify past values that they believe should inspire politics in general and
the future of society” (Matolino and Kwindingwi, 2013, 198). Narratives of return also
break history into three phases: the pre-colonial phase or the golden age, which is
characterised by order and harmony, the period of decline characterised by attempts
to plunder the dignity, resources and culture of Africans, and the third phase, which
1s a phase of recovery where Africans attempt to restore identity and dignity by re-
turning to traditional values. In South Africa, Ubuntu is seen as the foundation for the
Moral Regeneration Movement launched in 2002. The authors note that “[s]ince
1994 in South Africa, in the post-apartheid era Ubuntu has been advocated at all
levels of society, academic, judiciary and socio-political as an antithesis to the dehu-
manisation of colonialism and apartheid” (2013, 200). Similar narratives have been
promoted elsewhere in Africa, for example in Julias Nyerere’s ujamaa in Tanzania,
Kwame Nkrumah’s consciencism in Ghana, or Leopold Senghor’s Negritude in Sen-
egal. These movements, while well-intentioned, often failed both economically and
politically, leading to poverty, dictatorship, and suppression of alternative political and
social ideas. Matolino and Kwindingwi argue that these failures stem from a very basic
yet flawed assumption: that there is a single, authentic African identity rooted in pre-
colonial communal values. In the case of Ubuntu, this assumption creates a monolithic
and essentialist view of African life that fails to accommodate the diversity and com-
plexity of contemporary African identities.

A further critique raised is that Ubuntu is ill-suited to the conditions of modern,
urban, and highly individualised societies such as South Africa today. Ubuntu
emerged from small, tight-knit, relatively undifferentiated rural communities where
solidarity, mutual recognition, and interdependence were possible. In contrast, con-
temporary South African society 1s marked by fragmentation, multiculturalism, and
modern economic pressures, rendering the conditions necessary for Ubuntu’s flour-
ishing largely absent. Thus, attempts to promote Ubuntu as a guiding national ethos,

or as a basis for moral regeneration, are disconnected from the everyday realities of
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most South Africans. Finally, Matolino and Kwindingwi claim that Ubuntu has be-
come a tool for political rhetoric rather than a genuine guide to ethical behaviour. It
is invoked selectively by political elites, state institutions, and corporate entities, often
reduced to a catchphrase or slogan rather than a living ethic. The authors highlight
this through examples such as government campaigns, education curricula, and com-
mercial uses of the term ubuntu, suggesting that it has been commercialised and
emptied of substantive ethical content.

Matolino and Kwindingwi’s scepticism also prompted a strong response. Metz re-
sponded by claiming that it is “just the beginning for Ubuntu” (2014) and argues that
their conclusions are both premature and unjust. Metz maintains that scholarly en-
quiry into Ubuntu and the political application thereof are only now getting started.
He claims that just because a theory has been used at the political level to serve an
unethical or unwittingly undesirable function, it does not mean that the theory is to
be discarded. Metz uses the example of evolutionary theory: while it is a fact that it
has sometimes been put to immoral uses by, for example, Social Darwinists, the mis-
interpretation or misuse of a theory should not mean that the theory is false or
epistemically unjustified. Even if political elites misuse Ubuntu for narrow or harmful
ends, this does not undermine its philosophical value. Misuse of a concept (like evolu-
tion or democracy) does not invalidate its truth or ethical relevance. To strengthen
the argument that Ubuntu is relevant and necessary in modern contexts, Metz gives
various concrete examples of how Ubuntu has inspired modern practises®!. Rather
than being obsolete, Metz is convinced that Ubuntu is entering a new and promising
phase of development beyond the misuse of elites and that it is adapting to modern
social realities.

Jonathan Chimakonam (2016) interprets what has come to be known as the Mato-
lino-Kwindinguni-Metz debate not merely as disagreement over Ubuntu, but as an
important moment in African philosophy as a whole. He classifies this debate as an

example of Conversational Philosophy, a method that values critical dialogue over

Such as community-driven initiatives like collective action in education or modern letsema (designing
urban living spaces that foster community parenting or the urban village concept) and reforming
governance to promote more inclusive and participatory democracy in the form of modern lekgotla (a
traditional community gathering or counsel aimed at consensus-building). For more on consensus
building within Ubuntu communities, see Tavernaro-Haidarian (2018).
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defensive traditionalism?3?. Similarly to Metz, Chimakonam rejects the idea that only
the traditional, communal worldview of Ubuntu is authentic. Furthermore, he sup-
ports Metz’s project of transforming ubuntu from a descriptive worldview into
Ubuntu, a prescriptive ethical theory applicable to modern society. He further notes
that the critiques raised by Matolino and Kwindingwi have brought African philoso-
phy to a ground zero where it may be questioned anew, afresh and in keeping with
Eze’s creative fidelity. He writes about Ubuntu that “its discourse may remain a com-
peting narrative of the postcolonial imaginary, but never constituted as a fixation on
the precolonial originary” (2016, 226).

Finally, the critical approach to Ubuntu was also developed in terms of debates
questioning whether Ubuntu is an anthropocentric theory. This critical view was de-
veloped specifically in regard to discussions about environmental and animal ethics.
A key figure in these debates is Edwin Etieyibo (2017), who grounds the non-anthro-
pocentrism of Ubuntu partially in the theory of vital force and the hierarchy of beings.
In this view, human beings are hierarchically placed in a chain of being with God or
the creator as the source of vital force, followed by ancestors, humankind, and then
lower forces such as animals, plants and matter. Etieyibo argues that this hierarchy of
being should be understood as “closer to biocentrism or ecocentrism rather than an-
thropocentrism” (2017, 155). This view entails that human beings are not the singular
most important bearers of intrinsic value, but that human beings exist in a continuum
with the non-human others who also possess ontological status. This view also chal-
lenges a dualist interpretation of the subject. Metz arrives at a similar conclusion about
whether Ubuntu is anthropocentric, but in a pertinently different way. For Metz, hu-
man beings have the capacity to form communal relationships with the other because
of shared identity and solidarity that confer moral status, as opposed to “an individ-
ual’s natural capacity” for moral status (2020, 10). He therefore advocates for a view
of partial moral status based on human beings’ capacity to form communal relation-
ships. This partial moral status can also be extended to those who can only be objects
in this communal relationship. In other words, inclusion into the moral community

does not rely only on the ability to relate within a community but (partial) moral status

Conversational Philosophy is closely associated with Nigerian philosopher Jonathan O. Chima-
konam and the Conversational Society of Philosophy. It provides a theoretical framework for
grounding ethical, metaphysical, and epistemological discussions in African philosophy. It promotes
critical questioning (arumaristics) where nwa-nsa (a proponent) presents a position, and nwa-nju (an op-
ponent) questions it to reveal gaps and generate new insights. For a detailed discussion, see his What
1Is Conversational Plulosophy? A Prescription of a New Theory and Method of Philosophising, in and Beyond African
Philosophy (2018).
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is also extended to those who can be related to regardless of levels of reciprocity. This
issue of moral status within Ubuntu philosophy becomes all the more vexing as we
enter into relations with the non-human technological other, as will be discussed in

the next chapter.

6. Conclusion

This chapter presented an overview of Ubuntu by describing it as an essentially con-
tested concept. As such, there is no consensus about the meaning of Ubuntu. Through
tracing its development from ubuntu, as a lived worldview, to Ubuntu as a formalised
philosophical discourse, it becomes clear that Ubuntu went through a process of trans-
lation and codification. Three major scholarly approaches were examined: the
ontological, the normative, and the critical approach. The ontological approach, ex-
emplified by Mogobe Ramose, underscores Ubuntu as an ontological framework in
which being is radically relational and dynamic, extending beyond human relations
to encompass the living-dead, the yet-to-be-born and the environment. The norma-
tive approach, led by thinkers like Thaddeus Metz, attempts to translate Ubuntu into
a coherent ethical theory rooted in harmony, communal obligation, and the cultiva-
tion of moral personhood. Thirdly, the critical approach, articulated by scholars such
as Michael Eze and Bernard Matolino, interrogates the political deployment of Ub-
untu, its limitations in modern pluralistic societies, and its risks of essentialism, while
advocating for its rearticulation in light of contemporary challenges. Although Mato-
lino remains highly critical of Ubuntu and even questions whether we have reached
the end of Ubuntu, he continues to be a central figure in the Ubuntu discourse, playing
a key role in further demarcating its limits (see his more recent texts, 2024, 2025).
Rather than seeing these approaches as mutually exclusive, this chapter presents
an overview of Ubuntu in order to arrive at a heuristic that is attentive to its contested
character, grounded in its historical development and open to its dynamic nature.
This chapter took a broad view of Ubuntu, identifying the main contours of the dis-
course. In the next chapter, a narrower view of Ubuntu is taken that focuses
specifically on the way that it has been employed to understand, assess and critique
Al and Al ethics. The aim of this chapter, and the more focused discussion in Chapter
3, is to arrive at an Ubuntu heuristic for Al that reflects a nuanced and historically

situated approach to Ubuntu.
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Chapter 2
Towards an Ubuntu Heuristic for Al

1. Introduction

The previous chapter illustrated the various approaches to Ubuntu, each emphasising
specific elements, tensions and interpretations of Ubuntu. Considering these ap-
proaches, how can Ubuntu be employed to understand, assess and critique AI? Or,
as the title of this dissertation suggests, how can we understand how Al is shaping or
disrupting what it means to be human in the age of AI? Before developing an Ubuntu
heuristic that can be employed to study Al, this chapter considers how recent schol-
arship has gone about employing Ubuntu for the philosophy and ethics of Al. Here,
a broad view of the Ubuntu and Al landscape 1s sketched to show how the discourse
is developing and where current gaps in the literature occur. This view of the discourse
is informed by a narrative literature review of peer-reviewed articles and book chap-
ters33.

Firstly, the particular domains of application found in the scholarship will be dis-
cussed. Secondly, the limited way in which the ontological and normative approaches
have indeed recently been developed in relation to Al will be discussed. This overview
of the domains, in which Ubuntu is considered as a theoretical lens, also illustrates
that the regulation and governance of Al through Ubuntu remain limited. To con-
clude this overview of the literature concerning Ubuntu and Al, I will consider
perspectives that further develop Ubuntu as a normative theory in the context of Al,
before giving a detailed overview of the gaps in the current literature. In the final
section of this chapter, I propose an Ubuntu heuristic to guide ethical and philosoph-

ical reflection on Al.

The scope of the surveyed literature is limited to peer-reviewed publications between 2020 and 2025:
a total of 48 articles and 19 book chapters were eventually consulted. SCOPUS, Semantic Scholar,
Sabinet and Google Scholar were used to identify sources. The keywords “Ubuntu” and “Artificial
Intelligence” / “AI”/ “Machine Learning” were employed. Results that included the keyword
“Linux” were excluded. Texts such as conference proceedings, online repositories, unpublished
works, literature reviews, and popular publications were not considered.
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2. Domains of Application

From the recent scholarship, it becomes clear that the literature engaging Al from an
Ubuntu perspective remains bound to a restricted number of domains, or fields of
application. A review of the literature reveals that only a limited number of Al appli-
cations have been explored through the lens of Ubuntu philosophy. By far the most
frequently discussed topic is Al-powered humanoid robots (Tshivhase, 2023; Moyo,
2021; Okyere-Manu, 2021; Coeckelbergh, 2022; Jecker et al., 2022, and the reply by
Gordon, 2022; Friedman, 2023; Jembere et al., 2023; Adewumni and Fasiku, 2025).
The work of John Lamola on humanoid robots is excluded: while he is a prominent
African scholar in the field, he does not engage with Al or Ubuntu directly. While
humanoid robots are treated as a separate category here, there is some overlap as
these types of technologies are also used in other domains, particularly healthcare.
Healthcare emerges as the second most studied area of application (Ewuoso, 2021,
2023; Maiyane, 2023; Mugalula Kalule, 2024; Obasa, 2024; Ferlito et al., 2024), fol-
lowed by education (Kiemde and Kora, 2021; Uflewska and Tordzro, 2022; Chaka
et al., 2024; Suliman et al., 2024) and regulatory frameworks (Gwagwa et al., 2022;
Roche et al., 2022; Akpojivi, 2025). Emerging areas of inquiry include the optimisa-
tion of algorithms based on Ubuntu principles (Maumela et al., 2020), the role of Al
journalism within Ubuntu philosophy (Gondwe, 2023, 2024), Al for digital entrepre-
neurship (Adeoloa, 2024), and Ubuntu-informed perspectives on grietbots (Wright,
2024). Compared to the broader global discourse on Al in domains such as robotics,
healthcare, and education, the application of Ubuntu as a framework for understand-
ing these technologies is still a new and relatively underexplored field.

Firstly, Al-powered humanoid robots remain the technology most studied in the
literature (cf. Jecker et al., 2022; Coeckelberg, 2022; Friedman, 2023; Jembere et al.,
2023; Maiyane, 2023; Tshivhase, 2023). This emphasis also encompasses analyses of
sex robots within African Ubuntu-practising contexts, where questions of intimacy,
morality, and social recognition are foregrounded (Okyere-Manu, 2021; Moyo, 2021).
The focus on humanoid robots primarily concerns the question of personhood and
whether humanoid robots have moral status from an Ubuntu perspective.

Jecker et al. (2022) engages Mbiti’s “I am, because we are; and since we are, there-
fore I am”, and illustrates the ontological dimension that is conveyed by this maxim.
The authors note a “dual nature” of Ubuntu in giving a brief description of the onto-
logical and normative aspects of Ubuntu. In terms of the ontological, they note
Menkiti’s view of the process of becoming a person (ontological progression of per-

sonhood) in which full personhood is seen as something that is attained throughout
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life and as something that one attains as one gets older. For a normative framing Men-
kiti turns towards Desmond Tutu’s view that a person that has Ubuntu is available to
others, open, belongs to a greater whole, and so forth. Coeckelbergh (2022, 16) pre-
sents an idiosyncratic approach to Ubuntu as a worldview by employing a
Wittgensteinian lens on Mbiti’s maxim. Coeckelberg interprets Ubuntu as traditional
communities in Africa that have their own rites and regulations, akin to Wittgenstein’s
view that they have their own language games and form oflife. Other than referencing
Mhlambi’s (2020) view that Ubuntu should be employed to arrive at a more relational
Al governance framework, Coeckelberg glosses over recent Ubuntu scholarship. Gor-
don (2022) responds to both Coeckelberg and Jecker’s accounts by claiming that
African relational approaches to robotics are ethically deficient and constitute a step
back in philosophy. In this critical reply, he offers some critical points about issues
surrounding Ubuntu ethics and social robots. In particular, he criticises the forced
scenarios presented and argues that Ubuntu is anthropocentric. These criticisms
could, by and large, be avoided by presenting a more nuanced view of Ubuntu.

Friedman (2023) explores whether humanoid robots can be seen as part of the
moral community and argues that robot-human relations can hinder a person from
becoming fully human. Friedman engages with thinkers like Ramose, Ewuoso and
Hall, Shutte, Gadeke and others to provide a broad overview of Ubuntu. This view
of Ubuntu focuses more explicitly on interpretations that favour the human-ness of
others and the duty to enter more deeply into community with other humans. In par-
ticular, Friedman engages with Metz’s views on partial moral status when discussing
whether humanoid robots could be seen as part of the moral community. This framing
of Ubuntu leads her to argue that having anthropomorphising relations with human-
oid robots may crowd out human relations. Tshivhase (2023) arrives at similar
conclusions. She investigates whether social robots could be included as moral persons
in the moral community. Using a combination of ontological and normative ap-
proaches to moral personhood, Tshivhase argues that humanoid robots exist as
synthetic persons and lack the kinds of relational considerations (capacities, normative
value and recognition) that would enable full personhood.

A further topic of discussion within robotics, Al and Ubuntu is the way in which
Ubuntu influences the use and acceptance of Al-powered humanoid robots. Jembere
et al. (2023) present an empirical cross-cultural study, which illustrates that cultural
norms influenced by Ubuntu philosophy play a role in the acceptance of professional
service robots. Maiyane (2023) discusses a nuanced view of the use of humanoid robots

for eldercare in Ubuntu communities. Although he employs Ubuntu scholars like
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Metz, Maiyane, rather opts to use the broader framework of Afro-Communitarian-
ism3%. Maiyane’s account is unique in the way that Ubuntu, in the guise of Afro-
communitarianism, is applied as a dynamic system. Using typical traditional views of
Ubuntu, one might conclude that the use of robots for eldercare could negatively af-
fect the communal relationships that are seen as primary within an African
communitarian or Ubuntu framework. He writes that “the often-cited rebuttals
against robots in eldercare is that such use would diminish the level of human contact
the older persons could receive” (2023, 14).

However, Maiyane illustrates how implementing care robots in African commu-
nities can, in fact, improve human dignity of the persons involved. Mainyane argues
that one must consider the contemporary formation and functions in communities,
instead of merely relying on views of how things were in the past (2023, 101). Through
this lens, it becomes clear, for example, that the implementation of care robots could
allow members of the community to continue working and thus caring for their family
in ways that would not have been possible if they had to take care of an elderly relative
full time. Instead of focussing only on the individual’s relationship to the care robot, it
considers how the implementation of this technology influences the broader commu-
nal relationships and duties. This nuanced account is a clear example of the way in
which Ubuntu values are dynamic and contextual.

A second theme when it comes to studying the way that Al is applied in different
contexts 1s that of healthcare. Relying heavily on Metz’s normative approach, Ewuoso
(2021) highlights several issues that arise when Al and big data are employed within a
healthcare context. In particular, he discusses the privacy and confidentiality risks that
arise, and argues that the African relational theory of Ubuntu should guide big data
practises. In a similar vein, Obasa (2024) claims Ubuntu principles should be em-
ployed to promote equitable development and sustainability of healthcare LLMs in
sub-Saharan Africa. Mugalula Kalule (2024) illustrates how medical Al technologies
risk further entrenching colonialist views. Employing views from Gyekye, Owuso,
Metz and others, she illustrates the way in which Ubuntu could be employed to de-
colonise current uses of Al in healthcare in Africa.

A third area of application that is central in current research about Al and Ubuntu
is that of education. Kiemde and Kora (2021) urge that an ethical framework for the
use of Al should include Ubuntu principles. Similarly, Uflewska and Tordzro (2022)

criticise the omnipresence of Western traditions in global education systems, and call

See Ubuntu under ‘Clarifying the Concepts’ in the introductory chapter.
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for the reimagining of Al systems to reflect localised value systems like Ubuntu. By far
the most thorough analysis of Ubuntu in education is presented by Suliman et al.
(2024). They argue that it is imperative that Ubuntu values like community, empathy
and mutual support should characterise Al systems in distance higher education. They
employ Ubuntu as a critical lens through which to assess the implementation of Al
education technologies in Africa, using a variety of approaches to Al, namely that of
Mbiti, Okyere-Manu, Van Norren and others.

Further applications of Ubuntu in relation to Al remain limited. Gondwe (2024)
explores how Al-driven journalism practices might be evaluated through the norma-
tive framework of Ubuntu, highlighting the potential for ethical media shaped by
communal values. Similarly, Maumela et al. (2020) argue for the integration of Ub-
untu principles in algorithm design. They propose an Ubuntu-inspired design process
known as Ulimisana, which emphasises community benefit and the equitable sharing
of technological advantages.

Finally, the role of Ubuntu in policy and regulation is also relatively underex-
plored. While several Al policy frameworks have emerged in recent years on the
African continent, regulations remain weak3. Ruttkamp-Bloem notes that because of
factors like weak regulation, “Africa has become the ethical dumping ground of the
main players on the Al technology scene” (2023). Roche et al. (2022) underscore the
importance of incorporating policy perspectives from the Global South, while
Gwagwa et al. (2021) highlight the lack of inclusion of Global South countries in global
ethical Al discourse. Van Norren (2023) critiques existing frameworks, such as the
UNESCO Al ethics guidelines, for being predominantly grounded in Western philo-
sophical traditions, and argues that Ubuntu offers a distinct and valuable perspective
for Al development and governance. Dignum (2023) calls for responsible Al that in-
cludes more social conceptions of Al. In her view, non-Western philosophies like
Ubuntu could allow for the aligning of Al in ways that reflect worldwide differences

in cultural and philosophical thought.

%5 Several African countries have adopted Al strategies, such as Mauritius’s Al Strategy (2018),
Rwanda’s National AI Policy (2023), Senegal’s National Strategy for the Development of Artificial Intelligence
(SNDIA) and South Africa’s National AI Policy Framework (2024). The African Union’s Continental Arti-

Sicial Intelligence Strategy (2024) specifically calls for the implementation of ethical principles for Al that
respects “diversity, inclusivity and African culture and values”, specifically noting values associated
with Ubuntu which respect collective community over individuality (2024, 5). For an up-to-date over-
view of African Al strategies, see the Africa Al Policy Lab (https://www.aipolicy.africa/).
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3. Normative and Ontological Foundations

When considering recent scholarship on Al and Ubuntu, it becomes clear that there
is no consensus which approach would be most suitable to employ Ubuntu. Often,
Metz and Ramose’s approaches are employed simultaneously without discussing the
underlying tensions and contradictions between them. For example, approaches that
favour the more ontologically focused approach that incorporates vital force theory
when defining the moral community, will certainly have a different outcome than
normative approaches that do not incorporate vital force theory. As can be expected,
the normative approach, as developed by Metz, is the most prominent, as Al and
Ubuntu scholarship is focused primarily on ethical questions®. Ontologically rich def-
initions of Ubuntu remain mainly limited to questions that concern Al and humanoid
robots as part of the moral community.

As stated, when it comes to ethical considerations of Al through the lens of Ub-
untu, Metz’s approach is by far the most dominant. A subset of the articles and
chapters reviewed focus on further developing or elaborating on the normative di-
mensions of Ubuntu for AI¥7. These articles focus more on meta-ethical questions
instead of applying Ubuntu to a particular domain or context. Again, Metz is central
in the discussion when he describes African Reasons Why Al Should Not Maximize Utility
(2021). Using the example of self-driving cars, Metz illustrates that utilitarianism is
most often employed for grounding ethical decision-making of autonomous agents.
He argues that in African moral thought, both individual rights and group rights

should be considered. He employs the following example:

It has become more commonplace in recent years for scholars to speak of an earlier and later Metz
scholarship. For example, Lucy Allias notes that in earlier work Metz presents Ubuntu primarily as
a value to be promoted while in later works calls for it to be respected (2022). Edmund Terem Ugar
distinguishes between an earlier and later Metz when describing criticisms of the primacy of the com-
munity in Metz’s earlier work (2024). For the purposes of this chapter, I will employ the earlier Metz
(2007-2011), since he is the most central representative of the normative turn in Ubuntu philosophy.
However, Metz’s theory becomes much more nuanced in his later work and he directly addresses
critiques and concerns by reconfirming his conviction that normativity cannot be grounded in ontol-
ogy, giving a systematic criticism of the vitalist approach in African theory, and so forth. For the later
Metz, see A Relational Moral Theory: Afican Ethics in and Beyond the Continent (2022).

This does not refer to the “Normative Approach” outlined in Chapter 1, but to the broader ethical
debate.
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Suppose that powers beyond Aftica use their might to enslave a small subSaharan people,
forcing it to extract minerals and related resources to drive foreign economies. Utilitari-
anism could permit such imperialism and forbid resistance against it, if the numbers who
flourished from it were great and the numbers who suffered from it were small. (Metz,
2021, 65)

Metz argues that in this case, a utilitarian weapon would operate on the side of the
oppressor. On the other hand, a morally justified weapon should operate on the side
of the oppressed regardless of the numbers involved. A further argument against util-
itarian approaches to automated decision-making is the role of partial duties. He notes
that in African ethics there is a special obligation towards those more closely related
to you3®. Again, he uses an example: in many African communities, if one has to
choose between saving your mother or a stranger, your duty is towards your closest
relation, which is your mother. This, again, contrasts with utilitarian views that inform
automated decision-making. Notably, this intuition is not unique to African moral
thought, as many Western scholars and lay intuitions likewise find the strict impartial-
ity of utilitarianism implausible in such cases. Another example he uses to illustrate
why utility would not be the primary mechanism for decision-making in African com-
munities is self-sacrifice. From an African ethical perspective, one has a strong duty to
help other people, particularly family members, even if that would mean sacrificing
your own wellbeing. In Metz’s view, utilitarianism does not allow the same permissi-
bility for making sacrifices for others than an African perspective. While Metz does
not outline a detailed approach that should be employed when it comes to autono-
mous Al systems, he argues that utilitarianism is not suited to African contexts.
While not explicitly referring to Michael Eze and the dynamic nature of Ubuntu
ethics, Emma Ruttkamp-Bloem (2023) argues for Al ethics in Africa that are “epis-
temically just”. She critiques existing global Al ethics for being overly static, Western-
centric and disconnected from African realities. Instead, she proposes an African Al
ethics that is locally grounded, culturally responsive, and adaptable to the fast-chang-
ing nature of Al technology. She argues that Africa’s exclusion from the Al ethics
debate constitutes a form of epistemic injustice. Ruttkamp-Bloem emphasises that
Western rights-based approaches simply do not fit within African communitarian

frameworks®. In African thought, personhood is relational and grounded in duties to

This view is also supported by Wiredu, Appiah, Ramose and Molefe.

Much has been written about Ubuntu as a duty-based system as opposed to a human rights-based
system. For more, see Strange Bedfellows: Rethinking ubuntu and human rights in South Africa (2013) by An-
thony Oyowe.
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others rather than merely in rights. This view shapes a distinctive approach to Al
ethics, focusing on social responsibility, solidarity, and reciprocity, rather than isolated
individual rights. She draws on thinkers like Gyekye and Molefe to show that African
ethics views personhood, human dignity and duties as intertwined within a social fab-
ric. While she does not give a detailed outline of how Ubuntu should be employed to

arrive at an epistemically just and dynamic Al ethics, she does note optimistically that:

Interestingly enough, the African philosophy of Ubuntu may be the very golden thread
needed to knit the world into a more equal future and allow for a sustainable global Al
ethics narrative, focusing such narrative on living in harmony, on shared human values
and on the ultimate interconnectedness of all humans (Ruttkamp-Bloem, 2023, 31)

4. Decolonising Al Ethics through Ubuntu

A further topic that emerges from the literature is that of Ubuntu’s role in decolonisa-
tion within the Al ethics discourse. Two scholars mainly developed this idea, namely
Rachel Adams (2021 & 2024) and Sabélo Mhlabi (2020; see also Mhlabi & Tiribelli,
2023). Adams (2021) notes the ways in which Al is structurally, systematically and
psychologically altering local and global society, as well as what it means to be human.
Following Achille Mbembe, she describes how Al is being dominated by a Eurocen-
tric, universalist rationality. Ethics, in particular, has become the language du jour of
the Al discourse. Under the guise of “Al for Good”, “Al for Humanity” and “Fair
and Responsible AI”; Al ethics is posited as a universal concern with little room for
pluralistic or local ethics. However, Adams also warns against uncritically importing
Ubuntu ethics into Al ethics without interrogating the colonial history of universalist
ethical systems. Doing so could just be seen as another ethical “add-on” that risks
replicating the same colonial rationality that shaped AI’s origins. She refers to Mhlabi
(2020) when noting that Ubuntu can serve as a form of critique of Western rationality
that is shaping Al ethics.

Mhlambi and Tiribelli (2023) further develops this approach by specifically focus-
ing on the idea of relational autonomy. Where Adams uses Ubuntu cautiously as an
example of ethical alternatives, Mhlambi and Tiribelli focus on Ubuntu philosophy
as a framework to redefine the concept of autonomy in Al ethics. They argue that the
notion of autonomy in mainstream Al ethics is based on liberal, Western, and indi-
vidualistic conceptions of autonomy. An Ubuntu framework shifts the notion of
autonomy in Al ethics from self-contained individualism towards mutual obligation

and community flourishing. They argue that Al dangers like data colonialism and
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surveillance capitalism are not technical glitches but forms of coloniality. Hence, Ub-
untu should be employed to decolonise Al by moving beyond topics like bias
correction towards structural changes in power relations. Furthermore, Al systems
should be designed in ways that collaborate with and enhance human autonomy, in-
stead of manipulating or controlling it. Matalino’s critical stance towards Ubuntu has
not gained much attention within the Al discourse, with the exception of “Digital
Coloniality: An Ubuntu Perspective” by Kroeze (2024). Kroeze refers to Matolino
when illustrating how Al is employed as a form of digital colonialism. Matolino’s work
1s invoked to support the argument that Ubuntu must be rethought or adapted in
order to resist epistemic coloniality and contribute meaningfully to global Al ethics

debates.

5. Gaps in the Literature

It is clear that Ubuntu is playing an increasingly important role in understanding,
assessing and guiding Al philosophy and ethics in sub-Saharan Africa. However, the
above review of the literature illustrates that there are several gaps in the current lit-
erature that should be investigated to arrive at epistemically just and dynamic Al
ethics. The gap that becomes most explicitly visible in the research considers the dy-
namic nature of Ubuntu and the way that it is applied in the discourse. While scholars
like the above-mentioned Eze and Ruttkamp-Bloem refer to the notion that Ubuntu
is a dynamic system, this view is also shared in the broader current discourse. For
example, Jantina de Vries discusses this topic in relation to Ubuntu and bioethics
when she notes that there is a misconception that ideas around Ubuntu are “settled,
stable and uncontested” (2024, 3). She warns that “the impression is created that the
application of African relational philosophy, or ideas about Ubuntu, to discussions
about ethics 1s essential, straightforward and almost formulaic” (ibid.). Thus, the dis-
course surrounding Ubuntu cannot be reduced to static, formulaic expressions of the
theory that does not move beyond essentialist definitions like “I am therefore we are”.
It is for this reason that conceptualising Ubuntu as a dynamic and changing theory is
necessary, particularly as interpretations of Ubuntu are broadened in relation to
emerging technologies. Similarly, this dynamic approach to Ubuntu also calls for a
reassessment of foundational concepts and values that are being disrupted by emerg-
ing technologies.

Within Ubuntu philosophy, conceptual disruption takes on particular significance

because meaning-making is fundamentally understood as a communal process rather
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than an (primarily) individual cognitive activity. As Ubuntu emphasises that person-
hood is constituted through relationships and that concepts are transmitted through
shared linguistic practices, oral traditions, and collective sense-making, the disruption
of these conceptual frameworks threatens not merely abstract philosophical categories
but the very processes through which Ubuntu communities sustain their relational
ontology. When Al systems mediate the linguistic and cultural channels through
which Ubuntu values are articulated and passed between generations, they risk un-
dermining the communal foundations upon which Ubuntu personhood depends,
making questions of conceptual disruption not simply academic but existentially rele-
vant to the continuation of Ubuntu ways of being.

A further and urgent question that remains underexplored in the literature is: what
kind of thing is AI? Although scholarship on this matter is scarce, the ontological ques-
tion has been taken up more broadly outside of African philosophy. Jayanti (2024),
for instance, investigates the ontology of Al in relation to technical artifacts. He ex-
amines both intentionalist theories (Searle, Dipert, McLaughlin), which hold that the
proper function of artifacts derives from the intentions of designers or users, and non-
intentionalist theories (Millikan, Preston, Vermaas, and Houkes), which ground
proper function in an artifact’s historical selection and reproduction. Jayanti shows
that while Al systems appear to satisfy the desiderata of both accounts, neither frame-
work adequately captures the unique aspects of Al. He highlights problems such as
distinguishing between proper and accidental functions, and the difficulty of classify-
ing malfunctions. Most significantly, he argues that Al presents an alignment problem:
a persistent gap between what designers intend systems to do, and what they in fact
do in practice. Jayanti concludes that Al exhibits a distinctive hybridity, with functions
at once technically determined by structures of code and data and socially determined
by contexts of deployment. For this reason, he argues that Al is best understood as a
hybrid entity with “suigeneric structures and sociogeneric functions,” ontologically
different in kind from ordinary technical artifacts (2024, 330).

However, in African philosophy, this precise ontological question of what kind of
thing Al is has not yet been systematically explored. To grasp what such an explora-
tion might entail, one may turn to Alexis Kagame’s influential distinction between

four ontological categories (see Bassey and Mendie, 2019):

Muntu/Bantu: human being
Kintu/Bintu: thing
Hantu: place and time

Kuntu: modality
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For Kagame, all that exists falls within one of these categories. On first inspection, Al
would seem to fall under Kintu/Bintu, as a “thing.” Yet it remains unclear whether
technological artifacts merely occupy this category or whether they also mediate or
participate in -ntu, the vital force that characterises African metaphysics. The question
of AI’s place in this schema therefore remains unsettled.

African metaphysics more broadly diverges significantly from Aristotelian sub-
stance ontology. As Okolo (2003) observes, African thought does not posit
individuated, discrete substances existing independently of one another. Rather, the
world is understood as a web of interactions and interconnections. It is not only the
self that 1s relational, but also objects and artifacts are defined in terms of their rela-
tions. For Metz (2018b, 215), the essence of a natural object is constituted by its
relationships with elements of the world beyond its intrinsic properties. This does not
imply that nothing exists outside of relations, but rather that what makes something
distinct is the particular set of relations through which it is constituted.

While Metz and others have investigated the nature of natural objects in African
thought, the question of what kind of thing Al is within Ubuntu or Afro-communitar-
1an frameworks has not yet been explored. This is precisely where a gap in the
literature emerges. Jayanti’s analysis demonstrates that Al cannot be reduced to ordi-
nary artifacts, since its functions are fluid, contingent, and contextually shaped. Metz’s
Afro-relational approach provides a promising framework for extending this inquiry:
Al could be understood not as a natural object like water or the self, nor as a discrete
Western-style artifact, but as a relational-technological phenomenon. Its essence
would then be found in the nexus of social, cultural, and ecological relations it brings

into being.

6. An Ubuntu Heuristic for Al

What would a heuristic look like that is informed by the historiography, various ap-
proaches and applied research of Ubuntu? Firstly, it would acknowledge the
essentially contested and dynamic nature of the concept of Ubuntu. As noted above,
tensions between different approaches to Ubuntu, such as more normative readings
and ontologically rich accounts informed by vital force theory, are often smoothed
over in the literature, but a careful heuristic must acknowledge and accommodate
these tensions rather than efface them. This requires recognising that Ubuntu has de-

veloped historically in multiple directions, from normative frameworks suited to
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analytical philosophy to critical and decolonial appropriations. A robust heuristic
would therefore be open-ended, reflexive, and sensitive to context.

Drawing upon the approaches outlined in chapter 1 and the insights gained in this
chapter, several principles inform the proposed Ubuntu heuristic for Al Firstly, it
draws on the ontological approach by foregrounding the relational nature of exist-
ence. If the essence of a person, or of an artifact, 1s constituted through relations, then
Al must be examined in terms of the relations it sustains or disrupts. Ontology here
has normative implications: if Al undermines the relations that enable flourishing, it
is ethically problematic; if it fosters reciprocity, dignity, and communal harmony, it
aligns more closely with Ubuntu values.

Secondly, such a heuristic must remain critical of politicised uses of Ubuntu. Ub-
untu has, at times, been mobilised in nation building projects in ways that reduce it to
a slogan, flattening its complexity. An Ubuntu heuristic for AI must therefore resist
being instrumentalised as a mere “cultural add-on” to Western ethics. Instead, it must
interrogate how Al technologies intersect with histories of colonialism, inequality, and
epistemic injustice, and it must remain attentive to the risk that Ubuntu itself can be
co-opted into legitimating harmful power dynamics.

Thirdly, this heuristic cannot be understood in terms of a simplistic dichotomy of
individual versus community. Ubuntu affirms that personhood is realised in and
through community, but this does not erase individual agency or autonomy. A heu-
ristic for Al must therefore avoid reading Ubuntu as collectivist dogma. Instead, it
should emphasise the dialectical or co-constitutive relationship between individual
dignity and communal flourishing, recognising that technologies must support both
dimensions if they are to be ethically sound.

Fourthly, the heuristic must adopt a glocal perspective. Ubuntu is rooted in Afri-
can contexts and lived experiences, yet its insights are not confined to them. As
Ruttkamp-Bloem (2023) and others have argued, Ubuntu can make meaningful con-
tributions to global Al ethics precisely because of its distinct orientation toward
relationality and interdependence. A heuristic must therefore be responsive to local
realities, while also recognising how African perspectives can reshape global debates
about Al ethics.

Finally, the heuristic must take seriously the lived experiences of those in ubuntu-
practising communities. This means empirical engagement, listening to how Al is ex-
perienced on the ground in South Africa and other African contexts, should inform
philosophical analysis. In doing so, the dynamic and evolving nature of Ubuntu is

treated as a given. Ubuntu cannot remain an abstract concept applied from above; it
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must be a framework developed in dialogue with the communities whose values and

practices it reflects.

7. Conclusion

This chapter has surveyed the emerging field of scholarship that applies Ubuntu to
the ethics and philosophy of Al, mapping out its domains of application, normative
and ontological foundations, and its role in decolonising Al ethics. The review demon-
strates that while Ubuntu has gained traction as a valuable framework for thinking
about Al its application has thus far been uneven, often limited to questions of moral
status in robotics, concerns about healthcare or education, or broad calls for the lo-
calisation of ethical frameworks. In many of these discussions, normative approaches
have dominated, while deeper ontological reflections remain underdeveloped, partic-
ularly regarding the fundamental question of what kind of thing Al is within African
metaphysics.

The chapter highlighted two central gaps. First, Ubuntu is too often presented as
a settled or static doctrine, stripped of its internal tensions and dynamic history. As
scholars such as De Vries (2024) and Ruttkamp-Bloem (2023) argue, this risks turning
Ubuntu into a formulaic slogan, rather than a living and contested philosophy. Sec-
ond, the ontological status of Al itself, whether it is to be understood as a “thing,” as
a mediator of -ntu, or as a relational technological phenomenon, remains almost en-
tirely unexplored within African philosophy. Addressing these gaps is essential if
Ubuntu is to contribute meaningfully to the global discourse on Al

In response, the chapter has outlined an Ubuntu heuristic for Al. This heuristic is
not a fixed template but a flexible orientation for inquiry and critique. It acknowledges
the contested and dynamic nature of Ubuntu, foregrounds relational ontology, resists
politicised or instrumentalised uses of the concept, and maintains a dialectical balance
between individual dignity and communal flourishing. It adopts a glocal perspective,
recognising Ubuntu’s African roots while also affirming its relevance for global Al
ethics. Finally, it insists on grounding philosophical reflection in the lived experiences
of Ubuntu practising communities.

This heuristic offers a way of navigating the complexity of both Ubuntu and Al It
provides a framework for evaluating how Al technologies shape, disrupt, or sustain
what it means to be human, while remaining attentive to the risks of epistemic injustice
and the possibilities of decolonising global Al ethics. In the next chapter, this heuristic
will be developed further in dialogue with postphenomenology, thereby placing
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Ubuntu in conversation with another relational approach to technology. This com-
parative move will deepen our understanding of how Al mediates human identity and

values, and will set the stage for the empirical analysis that follows.
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Chapter 3

Postphenomenology and Ubuntu:
From I-Technology—World to
We-Technology—World*’

1. Introduction

Ubuntu, as detailed in the previous chapters, is grounded in a relational understand-
ing of personhood. This emphasis on communal interdependence means that human
experience, including our perception and experience of technology, is never purely
individual, but always shaped by our relationship with others. As the previous chapters
have illustrated, to become a person who has Ubuntu, one has a duty to act in ways
that benefit the community. This means that technological artifacts like Al are to be
used in ways that do not benefit the individual only, but also in ways that benefit the
community. This chapter questions how technological artifacts are experienced within
a particular social community. Any encounter with a tool or an artifact is imbued with
norms, values and social meanings of one’s community. For example, Mhlambi and
Tiribelli (2023) describe how autonomy is conceived of through the lens of Ubuntu:
in order to be an autonomous person, one must first be a person, and personhood is
something that is constituted through community. Autonomy is therefore always re-
lational. According to the authors, this has various implications for Al such as the
idea that its design should be encoded in ways that go beyond mere rational autono-
mous agents to agents that are oriented and driven by positive duties towards society.
This means that the expectations and evaluation of whether a system is “autonomous”
differ between Ubuntu communities, where the expectation of autonomy includes au-
tonomy to a particular communal end, and communities where autonomy is
understood as something that is individualistic.

Thus far, philosophy of technology does not adequately account for how technol-
ogy 1s experienced or perceived in such a communal lifeworld. In this chapter, I

develop a social postphenomenology that accounts for how technology is experienced

This chapter is based on the article “There is no ‘T’ in Postphenomenology” (Claassen, 2024).
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socially, showing that the subject in postphenomenological analyses is always socially
embedded. It aligns with a core claim of this dissertation that being human in techno-
logical contexts is fundamentally a we-experience, not merely an I-experience.
Postphenomenology already contains the resources for this move. Since its inception,
postphenomenology has grappled with how different cultures or social communities
appropriate technology*!. Don Ihde describes a now commonplace example within
postphenomenology in Technology and the Lifeworld (1990): a group of New Guineans’
use of artifacts such as reflex, steel knives and axes. These artifacts entered New Guin-
ean soclety through their introduction by prospectors. The prospectors were
perplexed by the Papua New Guineans’ initially uncertain reactions to firearms,
whereas steel knives and axes were readily embraced. Even more puzzling to the pro-
spectors was the fact that discarded sardine tins were immediately collected and
repurposed into intricate forms of head adornment.

Thde uses this curious example to show how objects are culturally embedded into
an extant praxis, or discarded when the praxis does not allow for an artifact to be
seamlessly integrated into it. This invites the question of collective perception. Why
did a group experience the same artifacts so differently, and why did they converge
on a shared interpretation of a practice? Hasse (2008) explored this phenomenon by
showing how embodiment and social agency co-produce learned perceptions of ob-
jects. While Hasse’s approach focuses primarily on the process of enculturalisation
within scientific communities, this chapter is directed more at a broader socio-cultural
understanding of technology. In particular, the focus of this chapter is on particular
value-concepts that emerge in relation to the particular technology of Al. The chapter
returns to the phenomenological roots and draws especially on Alfred Schutz to show
how communal lifeworlds shape technological mediation and perception, and then
uses Ubuntu as a guiding example of social postphenomenology in practice.

This chapter proceeds as follows. It begins by outlining Thde’s postphenomenolog-
ical framework and the I-Technology—World schema, with particular attention to the
distinction between microperception and macroperception and the critiques that have
emerged around their relation. It then turns to Alfred Schutz’s social phenomenology
to develop a more robust account of how technological experience is socially and cul-

turally constituted, introducing concepts such as the stock of knowledge, consociates,

Thde does not explicitly characterise his approach as postphenomenology in Technology and the Lifeworld.
Rather, that work sets out the basic tenets of what would later be termed postphenomenology. The
term itself is introduced in Postphenomenology: Essays in the Postmodern Context (1993), indicating that the
conceptual framework predates its explicit designation.
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and the we-relationship. Building on this foundation, the chapter reframes postphe-
nomenology as a social approach by articulating a We—Technology—World
framework. Ubuntu is subsequently presented as a concrete example of social post-
phenomenology in practice, illustrating how communal lifeworlds shape technological
mediation, perception, and evaluation. The chapter concludes by drawing out the
methodological and normative implications of this reframing for the study of Al in

culturally embedded contexts.

2. I-Technology - World

Ihde begins his postphenomenological project by modifying the dimensions of the
Lifeworld*?. Husserl, claims Thde*3 (1990, 50), has become forgetful of the taken-for-
granted objects of the lifeworld. In Husser!’s claim that Galileo discovered the indirect
mathematization of the universe, he seems to have forgotten Galileo’s telescope. Ihde
thus turns towards the concrete thing itself**. Concrete technological objects, like air-
planes, nuclear energy, computers or the internet, constitute the lexture of our
lifeworlds (Ihde, 2009, 8). Thde (1990, 29) defines microperception as sensory percep-
tion that is immediate and bodily focused, such as seeing and hearing.
Macroperception, on the other hand, concerns cultural or hermeneutic perception.
Microperception and macroperception are intertwined as “there is no micropercep-
tion (sensory-bodily) without its location within a field of macroperception and no
macroperception without its microperceptual foci” (ibid). This modification of the life-
world calls for a double-sided analysis of human technology relations, which must
account for both the microperceptual and macroperceptual. Thde notes that the
macroperceptual “cultural histories” are variant histories, but that they remain fo-
cused in our bodily existences.

Thde then develops this technological analysis by turning to the three prototypical

analyses within the phenomenological tradition, namely Heidegger, Husserl and

Thde credits his notion of the Lifeworld to Husserl’s usage in Ciusis in European Science and Transcendental
Phenomenology (1936).

Thde’s claim that Husserl is forgetful of the telescope, is introduced in Technology and the Lifewworld (1990),
and further developed in Husserl’s Missing Technologies (2016).

Hans Achterhuis would later describe the philosophical movement that stemmed from this as the
Empirical Tum (2001, 6). While Verbeek also endorses this term (2021), Thde himself prefers the Concrete
Tum (2022, 851) to avoid confusion with British empiricism.
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Merleau-Ponty*. As mentioned, Ihde develops and modifies Husserlian concepts like
the Lifeworld and illustrates the great forgetfulness of Husserl in disregarding the tech-
nological object. Furthermore, Ihde (1990, 37) accuses Husserl of being ambiguous in
his treatment of the relation between the sensory experience of the lifeworld that is
“based in the relations between actional humans” and the concrete material world of
embodied things and beings. It is precisely this critique that will be raised against Ihde
when claiming that his postphenomenology is ambiguous in grounding the relation
between the microperceptual and macroperceptual, an ambiguity that is directly con-
fronted by Alfred Schutz.

Building upon Heidegger’s account*® of human-world relations, Ihde retains a rel-
atiistic ontology (1990, 23) of human existence?’. Heidegger’s familiar example of the
hammer illustrates this position by asking how a tool appears within lived experience.
He concludes that tools are encountered primarily through their “readiness-to-hand”
(Luhandenhett), meaning that the tool itself does not stand as the immediate focus of
attention. Instead, it is the purpose for which the tool is employed that becomes inte-
grated into one’s experience of the world. Verbeek (2001, 125) notes three elements
of special significance that Thde’s analysis brings: firstly, each tool or piece of equip-
ment is related to a context and relates to a meaningful whole. Secondly, a tool has
instrumental intentionality; it is “something in order to”. Thirdly, the tool is used in a
practical activity as a means of experiencing. Humans, as beings temporally and spa-
tially situated, relate to the world in particular ways. Ihde uses the description of 1 —
Technology — World (1990, 23) to illustrate this.

He further builds upon these views by incorporating Merleau-Ponty’s sensitivity
to the body and how humans relate to the world through artifacts. Merleau-Ponty’s
examples of the “woman with the feather in her hat” or the “blind man with a cane”

illustrate that we experience the world not only directly through bodily experience but

Thde’s critique of each of what he calls the “godfathers of phenomenology” (2016, xvi; see Ralén,
2010) became more pronounced and further developed in books like Hewdegger’s Technologies (2010),
Husserl’s Missing Technologies and Bodies in Technology (2002). This chapter focusses on 7echnology on the
Lifewworld (1990) as it is in this book that Thde presents the central themes of his postphenomenology
as it relates to the problem of relating macroperception and microperception

While indebted to his relativistic ontology, Ihde remains critical of Heidegger’s vilkisch romanticism
(2010, p. 13) with its preferential treatment of technologies of old that reveal truth (aletheia), as opposed
to the modern industrial technologies that challenges forth (ibid, p. 18). Ihde returns to this critique
throughout his career in texts such as Heidegger’s Technologies (2010) and, most recently, From Heideggerian
Industrial Gigantism to Nanoscale Techmologies (2022b).

To avoid confusion with relativism, Ihde points out that “a relativistic account is an account of rela-
tions” (1990, 23).
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also through objects in the world. The blind man does not experience the stick, but
experiences the world through the stick. Ihde also engages with Merleau-Ponty’s ac-
count of the “intersubjective and interactive ‘social’ body” (2003, 116), but notes that
Merleau-Ponty’s account falls somewhat short of what might be considered a “cul-
tural” or “gendered” body. In responding to critique on his notion of the body (ibid.),
Ihde notes that a phenomenology that is more sensitive to ethnomethodology is
needed to overcome this shortcoming, Ethnomethodology, a term introduced by Har-
old Garfinkel, refers to phenomenologically inspired studies of the everyday methods
through which social actors render their environments intelligible and “accountable”
in and through practical activity. Rather than treating social facts as objective givens,
ethnomethodology attends to the ongoing processes by which seemingly stable social
orders are produced, sustained, and made sense of in situated action (Langsdorf, 2015,
drawing on Garfinkel). In relation to Ihde’s work, an ethnomethodological sensitivity
would extend postphenomenology beyond perceptual and bodily mediation to include
the culturally, institutionally, and gendered practices through which human—technol-
ogy relations are organised. While Thde acknowledges the need for such an approach,
he does not develop it further; this task is taken up more explicitly by later scholars,
including Langsdorf. However, Ihde further develops the relativistic ontology that he
encounters in Husserl and Heidegger, which he grounds in Merleau-Ponty’s embod-
ied subject, in his mediation theory. His account of how this ontology is constituted is

schematised as:

1 - Technology - World

Ihde further develops the notion of technological mediation in Technology and the Life-
world as part of his first program, 4 Phenomenology of Technics. Through his relativistic
ontology, Ihde’s postphenomenological program allows for a study of technology that
does not succumb to the pitfalls of the subject-object dichotomy that marked the so-
called “Classical Philosophy of Technology” (see Verbeek, 2005, 117). Rather, post-
phenomenology allows for the study of technological mediation, in which “both the
objectivity of the world and the subjectivity of those who are experiencing it and ex-
isting in it are constituted” (Verbeek 2011, 15). Ihde further refines his theory of this
co-constitutive relation by identifying four different types of mediation, namely em-
bodiment relations, hermeneutic relations, alterity relations and background relations.
His highly original contribution concerning the various types of technological rela-
tions has been particularly insightful in allowing for the analysis of how technology

mediates our experience of the world. Proponents of the ensuing Empirical Turn

67



Being Human

(Achterhuis, 2001; Verbeek, 2020, 39) have utilised Thde’s postphenomenological in-
sights to empirically investigate the multifarious ways in which technology mediates
our world.

Ihde’s central claim is that humans are ontologically interrelated with technolo-
gies, and that artifacts co-constitute perception and subjectivity by mediating how the
world appears and how users act within it (Thde, 1990; 2016). The well-known I -
Technology - World schema captures this relational ontology, and the empirical or
concrete turn that follows shifts analysis to specific artifacts and situated practices
(Achterhuis, 2001; Brey, 2010). As explained earlier, Ihde (1990) differentiates mi-
croperception, which concerns immediate bodily sensing, from macroperception,
which concerns cultural and hermeneutic horizons, and he insists they are inter-
twined, yet he often treats them as two programs of analysis that are addressed in
sequence rather than as inseparable dimensions within one description.

While Thde’s postphenomenological approach has garnered a significant following
and postphenomenology has been established as a subdiscipline in its own right, cri-
tiques of the interrelation between Ihde’s two programs persist. Ihde maintains that
the two programs are intertwined (1990, 29), and he grounds this interrelation in his
dual perceptions of microperception and macroperception. In a later response to his
critics, Thde (2003) formulates microperception as the “bodily-sensory location of ex-
perience” and macroperception as the hermeneutic-cultural dimension in which the
former is situated. He further develops his notion of microperception and macroper-
ception as inextricably linked through his engagement with Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenological embodiment. Body One, he writes (1998, 89), is a “located, sensory
body” akin to Ihde’s microperceptual view. On the other hand, Body Two refers to
the Merleau-Pontean “social body” as it exists within its historical and cultural bed-
ding, mirroring Thde’s macroperceptional views. Following Merleau-Ponty, the
“embodied or incarnate subject is the perceiving counterpart to the perceived world”
(1998, 34). Proponents of Thde’s dual-perception views argue that this indivisibility in
the structure of experience allows for the study of the cultural dimensions of experi-
ence that phenomenology has traditionally disregarded (see Rosenberger & Verbeek,
2015, 16).

Robert Scharff, perhaps the most vocal critic of Ihde’s

143

two-tiered relation”; ar-
gues for a more nuanced reading of the terms “embodiment” and “perception” (2006,
135). Scharfl questions the ordering of the macroperceptual as something that takes
place after the microperceptual. Only once microperceptual mediations (such as her-

meneutic, embodiment, background and alterity relations) have been explored, Ihde
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makes a perceptual shift towards the macroperceptual levels of the socio-cultural, his-
torical and hermeneutic. Using examples from Technology and the Lifeworld as well
as Bodies and Technology, Scharff illustrates an ambiguity in Thde’s embodiments: it
is not clear whether the social and cultural are to be understood as another level “ca-
pable of being descriptively added to or ignored by analyses of the perceptual” or
whether the “perceptual, social and cultural are merely dimensions of being-in-the-
world” (Scharff, 2020, 135). Scharff stresses that IThde’s interpretation of Husserl starts
with the embodied individual and not “methodologically prepared minds” in which
the socio-historical dimension becomes “something like a contextual field” in which
mediation takes place. In Postphenomenology: Essays in the Postmodern Context (1995), Ihde
revisits Husserl and Merleau-Ponty when he again qualifies the relation between the
two levels of perception. He states that Merleau-Ponty takes the Husserlian analysis
of perception further by claiming that perception is also multidimensional, and be-
comes ambiguous and polymorphic. It is through this polymorphism that “an opening
to what I am calling the microperceptual already occurs” (1995, 76). Scharft (2020,
74) finds it surprising that Ihde has so little to say about this perceptual move through
which the “bodily sensual and cultural hermeneutical dimensions” can be understood,
particularly as it is an issue that has been raised by a number of Ihde’s readers. This
raises the question whether he is perhaps “insufficiently attuned to the socio-cultural
conditions” that “do in fact ‘shape’ the ‘subjective’ lives of individuals” (ibid., see also
Ritter 2021). It leads Scharff to question why Thde “never once mentions issues of
gender, race, political and economic power, or spiritual understanding”*® (Scarfl
2006, 136).

Can the disconnect between Ihde’s first and second programs be resolved? As
mentioned above, Thde often returns to the relation between the embodied, sensing
subject and the cultural hermeneutic dimensions of macroperception, although his
critics remain convinced that Ihde has not adequately bridged the macroperceptual-
microperceptual divide. Other strands of critique concern the postphenemonological
turn away from transcendental thinking about Technology, particularly in the epoch
of the Anthropocene, and call for a redirection towards the macro-level, in which

technology must be acknowledged “historically, anthropologically, techno-

A number of criticisms have been raised against postphenomenology in this regard: for example,
Weiss (2008) notes that philosophical anthropology might remedy the decentering of the human be-
ing in postphenomenology, while Selinger (2008) nudges Ihde again about whether
postphenomenology might be insufficient for addressing issues like cosmopolitanism, ecological ca-
tastrophe or animal rights.
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evolutionarily as well as (techno)phenomenologically” (Lemmens, 2022; see also
Zwier et al., 2021). The critiques against Thde from both the phenomenological
(Scharff, Ritter) and the transcendental (Lemmens) traditions seem to have in com-
mon the notion that postphenomenology, particularly after the Empirical Turn, has
become strangely apolitical and neutral. For Verbeek, postphenomenology has not
yet turned away completely from transcendental thinking, as the most recent devel-
opments 1in technological mediation can be wunderstood as a “re-
transcendentalization’ of the philosophy of technology, via the empirical turn” (2021,
47). Through its focus on human-technology relations, the empirical turn has made it
clear that “technology is in fact part of the human condition” (ibid.). In a similar vein,
Selinger (2006, 105) rephrases the “gap” that runs throughout Ihde’s project as a gap
between the “existence of multiperspectival phenomena and the contingent reasons
that people have for interpreting them in particular ways”.

Postphenomenologists have further pursued frameworks for addressing the social
dimensions of human technology relations. In Moralizing Technology (2011), Verbeek
addressed this gap by introducing a further turn after the Empirical Turn, the Ethical
Turn. In turning to Michel Foucault’s constitution of the subject, Verbeek circumnav-
igates the relation between macroperception and microperception®?. Foucault’s
embodied subject is constituted through forces and structures that shape the subject.
Verbeek (2011, 18) argues that human intentions are not “authentic”, in the sense that
the power structures identified by Foucault (1975) can be materially inscribed in tech-
nological artefacts.. By drawing on the later Foucault and Dorrestijn’s (2004)
idiosyncratic reading of him, Verbeek shifts towards an ethics of technology that is not
situated in the autonomous moral subject. While Verbeek's moral subject exists within
the Foucaultian power structures that define them, there is also room for human
agency and freedom in interacting with these power structures (2011, 73). To relate
this back to the dual-vision of Ihde, the embodied sensing subject that we encounter
microperceptually is constituted in macroperceptual (normative) power structures,
while the macroperceptual in turn constitutes the embodied subject.

Olya Kudina (2021, 11) elaborates further on this relation by re-examining the
way in which the historical and cultural Body One and sensomotorial Body Two pro-

duce meaning. Kudina’s model of interpretation, the Hermeneutic Lemniscate (2021, 13),

Verbeek reads Ihde generously in accepting the macroperceptual and microperceptual to be unprob-
lematically intertwined. He summarises Thde’s dual perception by noting that “a bodily perception
can no more exist without being interpreted than an interpretation can exist without something to
be interpreted” (2005, 132).
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draws upon the Gadamerian concepts of the fusion of horizons and the hermeneutic
circle. Through this Gadamerian interpretation, the interrelation of people, technol-
ogy and sociocultural setting is understood as the joint horizon of meaning. While
postphenomenologists like Verbeek and Kudina turned towards the moral and her-
meneutic dimensions of technology, postphenomenology has also taken a decisively
anthropological turn. Anthropologists like Hasse® (2008) illustrate that technologies
are culturally embedded and that dominant stabilities are influenced by historical and
cultural learning. Along with Idhe, Hasse follows Merleau-Ponty in seeing Body One
and Two as intertwined, and asks what “can account for the culturally shared material
hermeneutics and situated knowledge of body two?” (Hasse, 2008, 47).

Ihde and proponents of his postphenomenological method have attempted to
bridge the divide between the macroperceptual and microperceptual, in particular by
turning towards Merleau-Ponty’s embodiment theories. However, critics have re-
mained steadfast in their objection that postphenomenology has not gone far enough
in establishing the interrelation between the macroperceptual and microperceptual,
Body One and Two, or the experiencing subject and its historical cultural lifeworld.
Ihde’s turn towards Deweyan pragmatism (see Thomson, 2020), meant that phenom-
enological responses to this dichotomy have been relegated to the margins of
postphenomenology.

Vallor sharply rejects Ihde’s implied charge that “phenomenology is a moribund
tradition that has largely exhausted its power” (2016, 90). Sharing Vallor’s critique,
phenomenology is presented in the next section as a way to overcome the schism be-
tween Ihde’s macroperceptual and microperceptual approaches towards technology.
As Ritter (2021, 1505) notes, IThde’s two programs cannot be interwoven because he
conceives of microperception merely as an “individual-technology relation” and of
the macro-perceptual as a “society-technology” relation, but he does not account for
how we perceive the world not only as an individual or cultural but “both at once”.
Alfred Schutz, who is not represented in the work of Ihde, presents a view of this
interrelation of the social and the individual that can inform postphenomenology.
This broadening of the postphenomenological approach to account for social or cul-
tural communities becomes all the more urgent when considering how technologies
are transferred between different socio-cultural groups. It also offers a possible frame-

work of how technologies like Al can be understood interculturally.

For an extensive overview of recent developments in the subdiscipline Anthropology of Technology,
see The Palgrave Handbook of the Anthropology of Technology (2022).
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3. Schutz’s Social Phenomenology

In The Phenomenology of the Social World (1932), Alfred Schutz>! laid the foundation of
what would become his life project: a phenomenological sociology. He developed his
phenomenological sociology through a sustained engagement with two key figures,
Max Weber and Edmund Husserl. Schutz engages Weber in attempting to overcome
some of the basic problems of interpretive sociology, such as indirect social observa-
tion and the problem of knowledge in the social sciences, by tracing them “directly
back to the fundamental facts of conscious life” (1962, xxxii). Schutz accepts Weber’s
positioning of the social sciences’? as seeking understanding (Verstehen) of social phe-
nomena and the interpretive examinations of how individuals attribute meaning to
their actions. However, Schutz’s theories diverge from Weber in his critique of what
he deems to be tacit presuppositions (1962, 7) in Weber’s basic concepts, particularly
when it comes to individual action. He claims that although Weber distinguishes be-
tween the subjectively intended meaning of an action and its objectively knowable
meaning, he does not account for the way in which these meanings are constituted.
To account for that, sociology must turn towards a phenomenological understanding
of consciousness, specifically in the intersubjective dimensions thereof, which he de-
velops through an engagement with Husserl’s transcendental ego.

Schutz's indebtedness to Husserl is made evident in his autobiographical essay
Husserl and His Influence on Me (1977). There, Schutz explains that while he recognised
the significance of Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology, he understood phenomenol-
ogy’s primary contribution to the study of social reality to lie elsewhere. In particular,
he emphasises that insights gained within the reduced transcendental domain retain
their relevance within the “natural attitude” (Schutz, 1977, 126). The natural attitude
1s understood as our everyday, self-evident, taken-for-granted lives, where we suspend

our philosophical beliefs about reality. Schutz describes the natural attitude as follows:

Originally spelled Schiitz; after emigrating to the United States, he anglicised the spelling to Schutz.
Schutz maintained a close association with the Austrian School of Economics for over a decade, and
as a result, phenomenological methodological debates in his work are shaped in part by that intellec-
tual tradition. His sustained engagement with figures such as Ludwig von Mises, Hans Kelsen, Felix
Kaufman, among others, has been well documented (Prendergast, 1986). Given the limited scope of
this chapter, a comprehensive analysis of Schutz’s theoretical influences is not possible. Instead, the
discussion concentrates on his principal interlocutors, Weber and Husserl, in order to ground an
account of his social phenomenology.
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Phenomenology has taught us the concept of phenomenological epoche, the suspension
of our belief in the reality of the world as a device to overcome the natural attitude by
radicalising the Cartesian method of philosophical doubt. The suggestion may be ven-
tured that man within the natural attitude also uses a specific epoche, of course quite
another one than the phenomenologist. He does not suspend belief in the outer world
and its objects, but on the contrary, he suspends doubt in its existence. What he puts in
brackets is the doubt that the world and its objects might be otherwise than it appears to
him. We propose to call this epoche the epoche of the natural attitude (1962, 229).

Schutz’s critical engagement with Husserl, and his subsequent theoretical develop-
ment, focus primarily on the Fifth Cartesian Meditation. In this text, Husserl maintains
that the transcendental reduction, understood as epoché or bracketing, confines the
subject to what he describes as the “stream of my own pure conscious processes”
(1962, 89). On this basis, Husserl seeks to articulate a methodological approach that
is not constrained by the contingencies of cultural or historical situatedness, which he
elsewhere refers to as anthropological-historical _facticities in his correspondence with Wil-
helm Dilthey (1981, 205). Anticipating that this position would be criticised as a form
of “alleged solipsism,” Husserl recognised that such objections might hinder the re-
ception of his work. The Fifih Meditation can thus be read as an effort to address these
concerns through the development of his account of intersubjectivity and the existence
of other egos®® (or alter egos). It is this same Fifth Meditation that Schutz takes up
when articulating his own account of the social other. In this context, Husserl charac-
terises other egos as falling under what he calls a “peculiar form of epoché” (1962, 93).
Within this distinctive form of epoché, other egos are given to the transcendental ego
in a way that differs from the appearance of ordinary objects. For Husserl, the expe-
rience of other egos is constituted analogically: the living body of the other is
apprehended by analogy with one’s own phenomenal body. For example, when walk-

ing through a park, objects such as trees, stones, or ponds are encountered differently

Husser]’s understanding of the transcendental ego and its relation to other egos developed through
several stages, most notably in Logical Investigations (1900), Ideas I: General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology
(1918), Cartesian Meditations (1924), and The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology
(1936). Husserl and Schutz established a philosophical friendship in 1932, a relationship that would
go on to shape their later intellectual trajectories. This chapter therefore concentrates on the Fifih
Cartesian Meditation, as it offers the clearest point of contrast between Husserl’s and Schutz’s positions

prior to their subsequent mutual influence.
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from other human beings. Other human beings®* are not experienced as inert things;
rather, one attributes to them a transcendental ego analogous to the one through
which one experiences oneself.

In addition to analogical constitution, Husserl also posits an associative form of
constitution through which the other is encountered as a fellow human being who
shares comparable lived experiences (Erlebnisse). 1t is through the pairing (Paarung) of
these analogical and associative dimensions that the other comes to be experienced as
either similar to or different from oneself. Critical responses to Husserl’s account of
the social other in relation to the transcendental ego, particularly from thinkers such
as Sartre and Heidegger, suggest that his efforts to pre-empt charges of solipsism were
ultimately unsuccessful. Nonetheless, Husserl’s phenomenological framework can be
understood as a foundational starting point for a wide range of phenomenologically
informed sociological approaches developed by thinkers including Heidegger, Mer-
leau-Ponty, Reinach, Scheler, Stein, and Walther (see Moran, 2017). Schutz takes on
a nuanced approach to Husserlian phenomenology by elaborating upon the social
dimensions of the natural attitude. In his appropriation and critique of the ideas of
both Weber and Husserl, Schutz developed several key conceptions that can serve to
orient postphenomenology towards the social.

Firstly, Schutz identifies a stock of knowledge at hand’> that human beings passively
possess, which consists of “already constituted objectivities of experience in the actual
Here and Now” (Schutz, 1962, 78). This stock of knowledge consists of various typifi-
cations about the lifeworld that are taken for granted, unless or until these typifications
are revealed by phenomenological reductions. Schutz and Luckmann (1974, 105) ex-
pound on different components of the stock of knowledge. For example, knowledge
about corporeality, its “usual functioning and spatial and temporal arrangement”, is
understood as a fundamental element of the stock of knowledge which usually be-

comes habitual knowledge, while knowledge concerning skills that are not central to

While the focus of this chapter is on the human other, it does not exclude the possibility of the non-
human like animals as being experiences with other egos. Influenced by Jakob van Uexkiill, Hus-
serl acknowledges (1973) that animals have “conscious lives” and, unlike Heidegger, who assumes
animals to be Weltarm (world-poor), Husserl endows animals with Unmuwellen (environments). This at-
tribution recognises animals as relating meaningfully to their surroundings rather than merely
inhabiting them. It therefore leaves open, albeit in a limited sense, the possibility of non-human forms
of alterity within a phenomenological account of intersubjectivity.

The idea of the stock of knowledge as espoused in Phenomenology (1967) was developed throughout
Schutz’s writings, but culminates in The Structures of the Life-world (1974), co-authored with Thomas
Luckmann.
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the functioning of the body is considered useful knowledge. A central consideration in
their conception of the stock of knowledge is that it is variable from one society to the
next as well as within a particular society (1974, 109). They use the example of walking
to illustrate the highly differentiated intrasocial distribution of the stock of knowledge:
a Roman did not walk like a Hun, an Eskimo does not walk like an American, and a
soldier does not walk like a civilian. While walking is considered a basic element of the
functioning of the body, variance occurs. Even “increasingly greater intercultural and
intrasocial differentiation” (ibid.) is exhibited in specific knowledge skills like martial
arts, athletic or artistic skills. Beyond the stock of knowledge wherein skills or habitual
knowledge are situated, the stock of knowledge also has a biographical character as it
1s considered a product of the experiences sedimented in it (Schutz and Luckmann,
1974, 110). Experiences are unique in their biographical articulation and always have
a private component. The unique biographical articulation of the stock of knowledge
1s conditioned by the sequence, nearness, depth and duration of experiences. Building
upon Schultz, Elster describes language as part of the stock of knowledge by noting
that “one’s native language and linguistic rules, conventional modes of interpreting
expressions and events, numerous theories and methods, aural and visual forms,
shared cultural and normative understandings, and the like [are] background config-
urations - ‘stored’ in the stock of knowledge - [and] socially and temporally constituted
vehicles” (2017, 10).

3.1. Consociates and Contemporaries

Schutz’s unique contribution to phenomenology becomes clear in his development of
the concept of Consociates. He resorts to Weber’s structure of Ideal Types to identify
different regions of the social world we encounter. The world of my contemporaries
(Mitwelt) is shared with those who co-exist with me in time. We experience contempo-
raries as others, joining them in common activity and work, influencing them and
being influenced by them (Schutz, 1962, 9). We also experience the world of prede-
cessors (Vorwelt) and the world of successors (Folgewelf). The social world of
contemporaries is the world studied by social studies. The world of contemporaries,
both those who co-exist with us in time and those who do not, can only be experienced
indirectly, in an ideal-typical way. Schutz notes that we have empirical information
about historical predecessors (1962, 109). We are surrounded by objects that attest to
the notion that we have been preceded by others. Not only is this apparent in material

objects, but also in linguistic and other sign systems, which Schutz continues to
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describe as “artifacts in the broadest sense” (1bid.). We interpret these objects, material
and non-material, by arranging them in our own contexts of experience. On the other
hand, consociates are those whom we experience directly in place and time. We ex-
perience them in place through face-to-face encounters, which give us access to the
embodied other. Here Schutz also draws heavily upon Henri Bergson’s notion of time
(durée) to complement Husserl’s notion of time-consciousness as something that is
modified by the phenomenon of attention’6. Schutz describes his view of time as fol-

lows:

Our -experience is banished into time and space; it is tied to consociates through lan-
guage and emotions; it is accustomed to thinking, that is, to spatialize streaming changes
of quality and to form them into concepts. [...] This is so because our world of thinking,
our concepts, our science demonstrate their time-space character at every move (Schutz
1982, 32).

Schutz’s theory of a social inner-time consciousness does not indicate a form of shared
time consciousness. Rather, he envisions a synchronised consciousness that we arrive
at through perceiving one another face-to-face, communicating and acting together.
The view of intersubjective time is two or more subjective times that are intercon-
nected or interwoven. In phenomenology, Schutz thus identifies different forms of
time, that of subjective time consciousness, that of intersubjective time within a specific
social situation, and what he describes as the objective time of history. He illustrates
that we experience the world with consociates simultaneously when we are intention-
ally directed to one another, experiencing time simultaneously. Schutz also notes the
limits of intersubjective experience: to postulate that one can observe the subjective
experience of another exactly as they do is absurd, as it would presuppose I have lived
through all the conscious states and intentional acts that the other has lived through.
He maintains that the stream of consciousness of every individual is “essentially inac-
cessible to every other individual” (Schutz, 1967, 99). This does not disqualify the
intersubjective experience. Rather, we experience directly through observing them as
embodied as well as understanding them through their stock of knowledge (as medi-

ated through language).

Schutz develops his notions of time-consciousness thoroughly in Fragments on the Phenomenology of Music
(Schutz, 1976b).
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3.2. The “We-relationship”

Schutz's development of social categories that define the natural attitude, such as con-
sociates and the stock of knowledge, culminates in what he calls the “We-
relationship”. While the We-relationship is established in Phenomenology, it is most
clearly formulated in The Dimensions of the Social World (1976a, 30) as an experience of
one another in space and time, which is both coordinated and continually cross-ref-
erenced. However, it is important to note here that the cross-referencing is not
“grasped reflectively” (ibid.) but directly experienced. Parsons (1973, 338) describes
this as involving a form of self-transcendence or -suspension. It is this self-suspension,
through the continual cross-referencing of the other through language and the direct
experience of the other as embodied, which allows for the We-relation to come into
existence. Schutz understands this as an irrational moment of self-loss, in which a mo-
ment of shared subjectivity occurs. The natural attitude in a social phenomenology
thus reveals moments of direct experience and perception of the other and the world,
as well as moments of interruption, where the experience of the natural attitude is
cross-referenced. An experience becomes meaningful once reflected upon and isolated
from “the abundance of experiences coexisting with it, preceding it, and following it”
(Schutz, 1967, 41). In this reflective act, the meaningful experience is isolated through

directing one’s gaze to one’s own experience.

4. We - Technology - World

Can Schutz’s social phenomenology inform postphenomenology in its endeavour to
understand the way that technology mediates our lived experience? While Schutz does
not provide a systematic exploration of how (technological) artifacts shape the shared
social experiences, his oeuvre presents many instances that could elevate the primacy
of the social in postphenomenology. The role of artifacts becomes clear in the domains
of intersubjective experience as well as in the study of social objects. Firstly, the con-
stitution of the We-relationship illustrates how material objects can become the focal
point towards which the intersubjective experience is momentarily directed. Schutz
uses examples such as watching a “bird in flight” (1967, 165) or a “rolling football”
(1962, 317) to illustrate this point®>’. During the flight of the bird or the rolling of the

ball, we have “grown older together” and experienced the event simultaneously.

Schutz uses the example of a bird in flight in Phenomenology of the Social World, but supplements this
example with the rolling ball in his Collected Works. I draw upon both accounts here.
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These are occurrences in our outer public time that coincide with our inner private
time(s) (tbid.). The two fluxes of time become, momentarily, synchronised through our
directedness to the object, and with one another. While we cannot make any “pre-
tence to any knowledge of the content” (1967, 165) of each other's experience, we do
know that we have seen a bird in flight or a ball rolling. We experience the event
simultaneously, but we can also interrupt our encounter to cross-reference the expe-
rience of the other by glimpsing the other’s embodied or emotional reaction towards
the experience.

Secondly, while having an experience, individually or socially, I draw upon the
stock of knowledge at hand. The stock of knowledge that we share also includes
knowledge of “physical things and fellow creatures, of social collectives and of artifacts,
including cultural objects” (Schutz, 1967, 81). In other words, the stock of knowledge
includes my understanding of the objects in motion, my own biographical experiences
or reflections of the object, as well as the social and cultural understanding of the
object that I have acquired throughout life. As Schutz notes (1976c, 72), the store of
experiences is built up “from heritage and education, from the manifold influences of

tradition, habits and his own previous reflection”.

5. Ubuntu as Social Postphenomenology

Recasting I - Technology - World as We - Technology - World integrates these Schutzian
structures into the heart of postphenomenological analysis and aligns with Ubuntu’s
communitarian ontology of personhood and the values central to this view of person-
hood. Three consequences follow from this view. Firstly, technological mediation is
frequently collective in practice. Many artifacts are encountered together, for exam-
ple, clinical teams using decision support, families engaging media, neighbours
coordinating through messaging, or citizens navigating public infrastructures. Even
solitary use rides on communal practices of learning, norms of appropriate use, and
shared narratives about what the artifact is for and what it means for the wellbeing of
the community, in which the individual is socially embedded.

Secondly, perception is always culturally situated. The social stock of knowledge
enables and delimits what artifacts afford and how they are understood, which implies
that embodiment and hermeneutic relations are plural and variable across communi-
ties, not only across individuals. The implications of this are varied and in need of
further study. It means that design and evaluation should be guided by the communal

lifeworlds into which systems are introduced, which includes exploring what localised
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concepts such as personhood, autonomy and privacy mean within a community (this
1s the central aim of Chapter 5).

Thirdly, within an Ubuntu framework, the we foregrounds ethics and politics by
default. Evaluation of a technology turns on whether a technology sustains relation-
ships, interconnectedness and communal well-being. Importantly, this reframing does
not discard Thde’s typology. Rather, embodiment, hermeneutic, alterity, and back-
ground relations should be understood as influenced by the social context in which an
individual is embedded. For instance, the blind person’s cane is an individual sensory
extension, but it is also a socially provided technology learned through communal

instruction and embedded in shared expectations about mobility and care.

6. Conclusion

Ihde’s I - Technology - World powerfully revealed the mediating role of artifacts, yet
it left unresolved how the micro and macro hang together in lived analyses. Returning
to phenomenology via Schutz, and aligning it with Ubuntu’s communitarian ontol-
ogy, clarify that the subject of technological experience is always a member of a
community. Hence, the basic unit of analysis is better formulated as We - Technology -
World. The following chapter builds upon this framework to examine empirically how
Ubuntu-practising communities experience Al, which value-concepts arise in their
experience of the technologies, and how these particular values are understood by

participants who share a particular socio-cultural lifeworld.
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Chapter 4

Exploring Al Values in Ubuntu
Communities: An Interpretative

Phenomenological Approach

1. Introduction

In previous chapters, an Ubuntu heuristic was developed through which technologies
such as Al could be understood and assessed. Thereafter, it was argued that our ex-
periences of technology is mediated through a We - Technology - World framework:
the way in which we experience or perceive technology is influenced by the social or
cultural groups we belong to. Furthermore, it was noted that numerous scholars have
called for the pluralisation of the Al discourse by considering approaches informed by
Ubuntu. While some, like Gwagwa et al. (2022) and Van Norren (2023), consider
particular values to be included, others, like Mhlambi and Tiribelli (2023), focus on
the kind of relation to technology that should be employed. However, despite wide-
spread calls for the inclusion of Ubuntu into the global discourse, no empirical studies
have explored how users practising Ubuntu relate to Al, or which values those people
prioritise. It is for this reason that scholars like Mensah and Van Wynsberghe ask,
regarding Ubuntu in the Al debate: where are the missing values? (2025, 4373). This
chapter endeavours to answer this question by identifying which Ubuntu values are
central to Al ethics, and which values are completely missing in current debates.
Through a series of surveys and focus groups both in The Netherlands and South
Africa, this chapter aims to elucidate how Ubuntu-practising individuals and groups
relate to Al and which values they consider to be critical. While this study engages
with participants who identify with Ubuntu as a worldview, it should be understood
as an exploratory empirical case study rather than an attempt to represent Ubuntu-
practising communities broadly. The participant group consisted primarily of univer-
sity students, most of whom belong to a younger demographic cohort. The aim of the
empirical component is therefore not statistical generalisation but exploratory insight
into how particular value-concepts emerge in lived engagements with Al within this

specific group of participants.
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Two types of values are often conflated in the Al ethics discourse. On the one
hand, operational values refer to attributes such as transparency or explainability (see
Dignum, 2023). On the other hand, human values such as privacy, human dignity,
justice, solidarity, and so forth are values that underpin moral frameworks in society.
Decolonial scholars also refer to these values as contextual values (Mohamed et al.,
2020). While both types of values will be explored, contextual or human values are of
particular interest as they are most often overlooked. When referring to Ubuntu val-
ues, operational values are not excluded, but the focus is on values that are of
particular interest within an Ubuntu normative framework and are often neglected in
the broader Al ethics discourse.

Despite increasing interest in incorporating Ubuntu values and principles into the
Al ethics debate, attempts to do so remain problematic for various reasons. Firstly,
Ubuntu values cannot be directly transposed into the Al ethics debate due to the par-
ticularity of the technology. Scholarship about Ubuntu has proliferated in the last 40
years, and several values have emerged as quintessential Ubuntu values within this
worldview. For instance, values such as fellowship, friendliness, harmonious relation-
ships, community, interconnectedness, interdependence, and reconciliation are
considered to be central in the academic discourse (see Ewuoso and Hall, 2019). How-
ever, these values cannot be translated directly into the Al ethics discourse due to
particular technologies shaping particular values. For instance, autonomous vehicles
emphasise values like safety, while healthcare technologies place focus on a value such
as (patient) autonomy. Several values like transparency, privacy and accountability
dominate the global Al ethics discourse, while other values like solidarity are repre-
sented less in the discourse (Khan et al., 2022). This raises the question of whether the
values that dominate the global discourse align with the values that are central in Ub-
untu contexts. It is for this reason that scholars like Yilma (2025, 24) note that while
much value 1s attached to Ubuntu in the literature, a lack of clarity on how it would

5, <

apply to the Al context undercuts Ubuntu’s “potential as a complementary framework
of Al ethics”.

Secondly, the meaning of particular values is not consistent across different nor-
mative frameworks. For example, consider the differences in meaning when it comes
to a concept such as autonomy. Mhlabi and Tiribelli (2023) illustrate how this concept
takes on a different meaning in the Al ethics discourse when understood from an Ub-
untu ethics perspective. They advocate for a relational understanding of autonomy
that challenges the harms brought about by understanding the notion purely in terms

of mainstream Western interpretations that express autonomy as rational self-
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determination. Similar arguments could be made for other values such as privacy (see
Reviglio and Alunge, 2020).

Thirdly, the notion of technomoral change suggests that the introduction of new
technologies can destabilise or change moral norms and values. A well-known exam-
ple illustrating how technology and society co-shape one another is that of the
contraceptive pill. In Western societies, it became easier for women to claim that sex-
ual autonomy was “already available as a moral value” (Swierstra, et al., 2009, 120).
This theory suggests that the introduction of technologies mediates and changes values
and principles (see Nickel et al., 2022). While there is an acknowledgement that main-
stream or Western values are dynamic and constantly changing, a misconception
plaguing the Al ethics discourse is that “African philosophy, and ideas around Ub-
untu, are settled, stable and uncontested” (De Vries, 2024). Taking Ubuntu seriously
within the Al ethics discourse thus calls for scholarship within Al ethics that reflects
on the “lived world of Africa’s inhabitants and to meet them in their context”
(Ruttkamp-Bloem, 2023).

For these reasons, this study endeavours to understand Ubuntu values as they are
experienced and perceived in the lived worlds of people using Al technologies. This
form of empirical philosophy attempts to bring Al ethics “down to earth” (see Mol,
2021), to understand precisely which values are being challenged or disrupted. An
Interpretative Phenomenological Approach (IPA) will hence be employed to under-
stand how Al is experienced in Ubuntu contexts and which values are at play. This
study is limited to a small group of participants and does not purport to present a
comprehensive theory of Ubuntu values for Al ethics. Instead, this limited empirical
study aims to serve as a lens through which the Al ethics discourse could be critically
evaluated. Furthermore, it is intended to shift our gaze from values that have become
central in the Al ethics discourse to values that are underexplored and neglected. To
fill this gap, this chapter will explore the lived experience of Al in communities that
practise Ubuntu as their dominant worldview. This study will be narrowed down to
the use of the LLM ChatGPT (Generative Pre-Trained Transformer). Interestingly,
the adoption and use of ChatGPT has been significantly higher than expected in
countries like South Africa, which further illustrates the urgency of studying the way

in which the technology is used and understood there’®. Furthermore, a study of the

For example, the Boston Consulting Group’s CCI Global Consumer Sentiment Survey (2023) surveyed 21 000
consumers from 21 countries. Consumer awareness and usage of ChatGPT was at 31% for South
Africa, which is higher than many developing nations (e.g., the United Kingdom at 22%, the
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usage of ChatGPT at the university level in South Africa reveals that 37.3% of the
1471 students interviewed had used ChatGPT to answer essay questions (Bosch et al.,
2023).

ChatGPT will be the specific technological focus of the research for several rea-
sons. Firstly, it challenges how technologies are usually typified within the four
categories of technological mediation. ChatGPT does not fall neatly within any one
category. Laaksoharju et al. (2023) illustrate this by showing how ChatGPT fits into
all four mediation categories. Thus, how the new and emerging technology of
ChatGPT mediates our experience of the world is not fully understood yet and calls
for further exploration. The moral uncertainty that this technology brings about also
challenges how we make sense ethically of this technology. Secondly, ChatGPT is an
accessible technology for participants to engage with. As opposed to other, more spe-
cialised types of Al this narrative form of Al has a low threshold for use. As opposed
to more specialised types of Al technologies, such as medical Al, does not require
specialised technical skills, allowing for a broader audience of individuals using the
technology. This relates to the third reason for choosing ChatGPT: this particular
technology is one of the fastest-growing consumer applications in history, with more
than 100 million active users two months after its launch (Hu, 2023). As such, partic-
ipants are likely to have more experiential knowledge of the technology than other Al
applications. Furthermore, the ethical permissibility of the use of ChatGPT at univer-
sity level is currently a much-debated topic. This means questions concerning the
ethics of (generative) Al and the role it plays in one’s personal and academic life are
part of the current discussions that students are having. In other words, studying this
topic does not mean that new questions are being posed; rather, the study taps into
insights and conversations that are already taking place in the everyday lives of stu-
dents.

This chapter will proceed as follows: Section 2 outlines the methodological ap-
proach employed in this empirically informed study. A brief overview is given to
illustrate why this approach is seen as the most apt for understanding both how Al is
being related to as well as which values are being disrupted, ignored or understood as
central. Section 3 provides an overview of the methods used and includes a description
of the study design, participants, data analysis, ethical considerations, and so forth.

Section 4 provides an overview of the results of this study, and particular attention is

United States at 23% and Germany at 18%).
(https://www.bcg.com/publications/ 2024/ consumers-know-more-about-ai-than-businesses-think)
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paid to which values were identified by the Ubuntu practising group as central in

relating in an ethical way to Al. Section 5 briefly discusses the limitations of the study.

2. Interpretative Phenomenological Approach (IPA)

Systematic engagement with empirical methods for the philosophy of technology re-
mains limited despite the growing recognition that these methods can contribute
meaningfully to philosophical enquiry (Kraaijeveld, 2021). The two main approaches
suggested as a response to the growing interest in empirical methods for the philoso-
phy of technology are Conversational Analysis (CA) and Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). Verbeek (2016) maintains that technological medi-
ation should not merely be understood in terms of what technologies do but also how
humans give meaning to mediation, both empirically and conceptually. As such, he
suggests the empirical method of CA as an interesting possibility for studying the in-
terpretive appropriation of technologies. Others, like Lakew and Lindblad-Gidlund
(2015) and Kudina (2023), opt for IPA when studying human-technology mediation,
as this method is more experiential. For Kudina, IPA can better aid the study of tech-
nological appropriation than CA, as it not only sketches the moral landscape of people
but also how technologies mediate it. As the purpose of this study is to understand
how Al is disrupting certain values in Ubuntu-practising communities, IPA is the pre-
ferred methodology for this exploration.

First introduced by Smith (1996), IPA is a qualitative thematic approach grounded
in phenomenology, hermeneutics, and idiography. As it is fundamentally idiographic,
it allows for a detailed analysis of the phenomenon under investigation. It examines
the lived experience of a small number of participants. Furthermore, IPA employs a
process of “double hermeneutics”, in which the participant tries to make sense of their
experience while the researcher aims to make sense of the participants’ meaning-mak-
ing (Smith, 2004). For this reason, the researcher is considered part of the co-creation
of participants' meaning-making. A small homogeneous sample sharing a similar ex-
perience is preferred.

The particular iteration of IPA employed in this study is Interpretative Phenome-
nological in Group Analysis as demonstrated by Flowers et al. (2021). While the use
of focus groups has been critiqued, they illustrate how this method could be employed
in group contexts to enhance personal accounts. Additionally, Love et al. (2020, 3)
note that card sort tasks are often used in phenomenological research and that they

offer an engaging means to “foster cooperation, interaction, to build trust quickly
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among members, and to place the ownership for the discussion with the group mem-
bers”. A further compelling reason to employ this particular type of IPA is the context
of the participants in this study. The study engages with individuals who self-identify
with Ubuntu as their guiding worldview. Ubuntu privileges community above indi-
vidualism and consensus above individual decision-making (see Metz, 2007a;
Tavernaro-Haidarian, 2018). As such, focus groups are more suitable than individual-
based interviews.

IPA focusses on a particular object of concern, and the particular object of concern
here is Artificial Intelligence. As Al is a broad topic, the focus was narrowed to
ChatGPT. There are various reasons for this decision, as mentioned. To summarise:
ChatGPT is an accessible technology for participants to engage with. As opposed to
other more specialised types of Al this narrative form of Al has a low threshold for
use, and as opposed to more specialised types of Al technologies (such as medical), this
type of technology does not require specialised technical skills, allowing for a broader
audience of individuals. Lastly, this particular technology is one of the fastest-growing
consumer applications in history. As such, participants are likely to have more expe-

riential knowledge of the technology than other Al applications.

3. Methods

3.1. Participants, Design and Data Collection Methods

This study employed a mixed qualitative approach and utilised online surveys and
focus groups to explore participants' perspectives on Al. The survey was designed to
capture broad patterns in participants’ experiences, and the focus groups provided
more in-depth exploration of themes that arose in the survey. This idiosyncratic ap-
proach was employed for two reasons: firstly, there are numerous values at play when
it comes to the use, assessment and deployment of Al systems. The survey served as a
way to sensitise the researcher to values that are seen as critical in the use of the tech-
nology, which are being disrupted or are underrepresented. Secondly, and specifically
related to the South African participants, the survey allowed the researcher to identify
and invite respondents who strongly associate with Ubuntu as a worldview. Although
the broader survey sample included participants with varying degrees of familiarity
with Ubuntu, the IPA in this chapter is anchored in the lived experiences of the par-

ticipants who explicitly identified with Ubuntu based communities. This aligns with
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IPA’s idiographic orientation, which prioritises depth of interpretation within a clearly

defined experiential grouping.

e Participants were recruited from universities in South Africa and the Netherlands
through different channels.

e Participants from Dutch universities were recruited via the university’s Test Hours
Subject system, which requires students to take part in research studies as part of
their coursework. Survey participants consisted mostly of Dutch and German stu-

dents, with a few participants from other European countries>?.

South African participants were recruited through study association groups on

WhatsApp. The study was indicated as a study on Ubuntu and Al specifically

ChatGPT. To encourage participation, students could enter a raffle to win a voucher

(R500 or €25) for an online store and a winner was chosen through a draw.

A total of 49 participants completed the surveys, of whom 17 identified with Ubuntu-

based communities. The majority were female (69.4%), and the predominant age

group was 18-24 years (91.5%). All surveys were completed between December 2023

and July 2024, at a time when the use of ChatGPT was heavily debated at universities

and 1n the public sphere. The survey and focus groups unfolded as follows:

e Surveys: Participants completed an online survey, including both open-ended and
Likert scale questions. The survey also probed how respondents understood Ub-
untu, the values they associated with it and to what extent Ubuntu played a role
in their daily lives. The survey aimed to identify common ethical concerns and
values associated with the use of ChatGPT. The final section of the survey in-
cluded a set of Al values. The values included were based on literature reviews
that identified which values dominate the global discourse. A Likert scale with
each value was presented to participants. For clarity, each value included a short
definition in everyday language. The two surveys were identical, except for three
additional questions included for the Ubuntu practising students (How would you
describe Ubuntu, what role does Ubuntu play in your life, and what are the most
important Ubuntu values?)

e Tocus Groups: Following the survey, participants were invited to participate in
semi-structured focus group discussions. These discussions allowed for deeper en-

gagement with themes and facilitated the exploration of specific Al values. Three

59 In this chapter, the term “Dutch” is used as a shorthand to refer to participants based on the location
where the study was conducted, and thus includes participants from other European countries.
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focus groups were interviewed: two Dutch groups (one group with 3 and one group
with 4 participants) and one South African group (5 participants). The focus
groups started with a general discussion on ChatGPT and the role it plays in the
participants’ lives. Finally, participants were asked to map the values in order of
importance by writing the values on an index card and placing them in hierar-
chical order. This facilitated a rich discussion on values as it required participants
to describe the values in their own terms, negotiate which values are deemed most

important and suggest values that were not represented in the current discourse.

3.2. Data Recording and Management

Survey responses were collected using the Qualtrics platform, and focus groups were
conducted in person. The focus group discussions were audio-recorded and tran-
scribed verbatim using Amberscript transcription software. Transcripts were reviewed
against the recordings for accuracy, and pseudonyms were assigned to maintain par-

ticipant confidentiality.

3.3. Data Analysis

The survey was analysed first to arrive at themes and values that could direct the focus
groups to more specific values. Al ethics has numerous values that come into play
when using the technology. The survey aided in sensitising the researcher towards
specific values that could be probed further in the focus group. As the survey group
was relatively small, Cohen’s d was employed when analysing the Likert scale values
to understand the magnitude of difference between each group. Values with higher
effect sizes for the South African students were further questioned during the focus
groups.

For the focus groups, data were analysed using IPA. Following the methodological
guidelines of Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009), it involved the reading and re-reading
of transcripts. To further aid the analysis, participants’ responses were studied sepa-
rately and as a group. Exploratory notes were then added to the text before moving
to conceptual annotation. As a phenomenological approach is central to this study,
experiential statements were identified and connected. To enhance the credibility of
the analysis, the study employed intercoder reliability through peer debriefing. To
ensure intercoder reliability, two independent researchers reviewed the transcripts

and coding framework to ensure consistency.
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3.4. Ethical Considerations

As the study was conducted across two different countries and continents, ethical ap-
proval was obtained from the University of Twente (home institution) as well as in
accordance with the ethical regulations and requirements of the country in which the
research was conducted. The use of LLM at university level is a sensitive topic for
students, and it was made clear that no information about any particular participant's
usage of this technology would be made publicly available. All participants provided
Information Sheets (Appendix A) and Consent Forms (Appendix B) before the start of
the survey and focus group. Participants of the focus group had ample time to discuss
any uncertainties or ask questions before the focus group commenced.
Confidentiality was ensured by anonymising responses and securely storing all
data. The further ethical consideration is that of positionality. As with other forms of
qualitative research, the positionality of the researcher and possible power imbalances
must be considered. IPA research guides this consideration precisely. Love et al. (2020)
suggest various steps for the responsible application of IPA in groups, and also suggest
various methods, such as self-reflexive notes on the experience of the focus group. To
further aid self-reflexivity and to gain a deeper understanding of their positionality,
the researcher engaged in various discussions with senior researchers in South Africa
over several months about their own experiences, power balances that may exist in
the focus groups, as well as the current role of Ubuntu within the national political

debate.

4. Results

4.1. Survey

South African students rated operational values like Accountability, Beneficence, Data Se-
curily and Predictability significantly higher than Dutch students. When it comes to
human values, a large effect size was observed with SA students rating Privacy and
Sustainability much higher than Dutch students. The values of Freedom, Human Dignuty,
Responsibility and Solidarity showed moderately larger effect sizes, with the SA students
viewing them as more important than the Dutch students. Perhaps the most surprising
effect size difference was that of Justice, with Dutch students rating it as a much more
important value than South African students.

The survey also included the question: “Are there any other values you would like
to add?”. 20% of South African students added additional values, while only 3% of
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Dutch students did so. The addition of values by SA students was repeated in the
Focus Group. The graph below illustrates the ordinal responses of the Likert scale:

Scatter Plot of Mean Likert Ratings by Group
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Figure 1: Likert Scale Survey Results

4.2. Focus Groups

4.2.1. GenAl: tool, search-engine or something else?

Across all three focus groups, participants described ChatGPT as a useful tool that
enhances academic and personal productivity. Whether used for grammar correction,
coding, study assistance, or general knowledge searches, the tool was widely embraced
for its functional convenience. A Dutch participant summed this up as “a tool that can
give you the answer for any problem or question that you have” (Transcript 1, 1),
while a South African student echoed the sentiment, calling it something “built to
make our lives easier” (Transcript 3, 1). Dutch participants often emphasised the tech-
nical capabilities of ChatGPT, describing it as “an advanced Google” (Transcript 2,
1), while South African students remained more sceptical about its impact on learning,
with one noting, “I don’t think it helps you develop your brain as much” (Transcript
3, 1). A worrying insight that one of the Dutch participants raised is that the introduc-
tion of generative Al made them more insecure about their own writing. They said
that “I’'m more insecure to write on my own. Now, I don’t feel that it’s good enough

now that this exists” (Transcript 2, part 2).
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4.2.2. Anthropomorphising Al

Despite recognising ChatGPT as a machine, it became clear that many users engaged
with the technology in ways that are anthropomorphising. Participants in all three
groups reported saying “please” and “thank you” to the chatbot. A Dutch respondent
described feeling “weird” not being polite, even though she knew it wasn’t necessary
(Transcript 1, 2), while another participant admitted, “I feel like I want to be polite,
even though I understand there’s no human being behind it” (Transcript 2, 2). A quite
humorous exchange happened in group 2, when a participant referred to ChatGPT
as “him™:

Participant 3: “I have the same perspective as I know there is no feeling inside of

that thing. Yeah, but some of my friends told me being polite really helps with the

answers. Like they tested. And in their coding and in their things, the ChatGPT

will give codes that are more concise and better ¢f you talk to him nice...” (my em-

phasis)

Interviewer: Is it a him?

Participant 3: It? Them. Them!”
This emotional projection seemed less common among the South African group, who
consistently insisted that ChatGPT “is not a person... it’s literally technology on a
device” (Transcript 3, 1). Although Dutch participants noted their politeness declined

with familiarity, their early use still reflected an interesting humanisation of the tool.

4.2.3. ChatGPT in Context

Both groups thought specifically about how ChatGPT will impact their own field of
study. Focus Group 1, which included participants who study psychology, had a de-
tailed discussion about the therapeutic uses of ChatGPT. One participant maintained
that “for therapy, I think it requires at least some type of human element to under-
stand the emotions that someone is going through” (Transcript 1, 3). Another claimed
that “Al is actually better than most therapists at it already”. Though they acknowl-
edged Al's growing diagnostic power, the Dutch students emphasised that its
relational limits made it unsuitable for care work. In the South African focus group,
participants who studied education described how ChatGPT aided them in writing
lesson plans, that included students with learning challenges. One participant noted

that
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Thad alearner with autism, and I was like, okay, how am I going to go about this? Mind
you, the teachers already, they don't have any knowledge about it. They're like, no, he's
very slow. Leave him. ... I had to, like, get my lesson planning to .. .simplify it for some-
one who has autism (Transcript 3, part 3).

4.2.4. Al Uses in Education

An interesting use that was echoed by both groups was the use of ChatGPT to mediate
emotionally sensitive interactions, such as romantic breakups. In the South African
group, one participant shared an example of his sister using it to write a breakup mes-
sage: “She wants to have, like, I think, a breakup message. And I was just like, oh wow,
this thing can do this?” (Transcript 3, 1). While acknowledging the tool's efficiency,
the speaker expressed unease with outsourcing deeply personal communication to a
machine. Discomfort with breakup messages, in particular, was also echoed in the
Dutch group. One participant said, “But I really hate it if the work you did was not
done by you. Not necessarily schoolwork. A message, right? And I know... I want
to... someone who wants to break up with their significant other. ‘Oh, I don't know
how to phrase it, let me ask ChatGPT" I think that's bad” (FG 2, Part 7).

A South African participant underscored this point, saying, “I think as humans,
you’re meant to express our feelings rather than have something that doesn’t know
what you’re going through write it out for you” (Transcript 3, 1). These reflections
from participants show that although the technology is used for convenience, its use
in relational or emotional contexts raises concern.

Unsurprisingly, a key shared concern across groups was the ethics of using
ChatGPT in academic contexts. There was a strong consensus that using the tool for
grammar correction or brainstorming is acceptable, but generating full assignments
and passing them off as one’s own was considered unethical. Dutch participants em-
phasised this distinction, saying things like “if you use it to write the entire text... then
it’s way too far” (Transcript 1, 4). Similarly, a South African participant explained, “I
wouldn’t use it to write articles... I'd get caught very easily” (Transcript 3, 1). How-
ever, the justifications differed. Dutch students often framed their reasoning in terms
of university rules and academic honesty, with one saying, “It comes back to lying
about it... that’s just wrong” (Transcript 1, 5). In contrast, South African students
framed the issue in moral and even spiritual terms. One participant warned, “We’re
going to become more reliant on ourselves and Al... instead of God” (Transcript 3,
14).
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Both the Dutch and South African groups voiced concerns that ChatGPT nega-
tively impacts human creativity, but they framed the issue in slightly different ways.
Dutch students expressed ambivalence about how ChatGPT affects their creative
thinking and academic writing. Several participants admitted that while the tool made
writing easier and faster, it also discouraged imaginative effort. One student reflected,
“I think I... before I had much more imagination and creativity. And right now I just
take the easiest way” (Transcript 1, 4). Another added that over-reliance on ChatGPT
led to less satisfying outcomes: “The sentences in a paragraph, they repeat each other
just in different words... it’s not better than I am, it just knows more words” (Tran-
script 2, 3). Participants noted that Al-generated writing tended to be grammatically
correct but bland and repetitive. The South African group also raised concerns about
how ChatGPT affects uniqueness and original thought. One participant stated
plainly: “It takes away human creativity... there’s no uniqueness” (Transcript 3, 12).
Another added that while ChatGPT could generate useful outputs, it lacked the ability
to “come up with new ideas like how humans come up with new ideas” (Transcript 3,
12). Creativity was considered so important by some that it was explicitly added to the

value map as a missing ethical principle.

4.2.5. Prioritisation of Values

Concerning the ranking (or value-mapping) of ethical values, participants broadly
agreed on the importance of privacy, transparency, autonomy, and safety, though
they prioritised them differently. In both Dutch groups, transparency, especially
around how Al generates responses, was often placed above privacy. “It has to be
transparent where it gets its information from... even if that costs privacy,” one stu-
dent argued (Transcript 1, 6). However, others strongly disagreed, saying “I would
prefer my privacy than transparency,” especially after learning that companies like
Meta could use personal posts for Al training (Transcript 1, 6). This unresolved ten-
sion highlighted different thresholds for trust and risk.

South African students ranked accuracy, safety, privacy, and human dignity at the top of
their value lists. Accuracy was unanimously voted as very important: “It should be
accurate... that’s a true value” (Transcript 3, 9). They also introduced new values,
including integrity, creativity, and relatability, reflecting a more holistic and relational
orientation. One participant explained, “If Al can’t relate to us, how can we trust it?”

(Transcript 3, 12). Participant 8 also noted that creativity and relating to human
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beings are related. These responses indicate a stronger concern with human identity,
expression, and authenticity in the South African group.

Interestingly, all groups struggled with the complexity of Al responsibility. Dutch
participants mostly agreed that responsibility lies with users: “As long as [developers]
are transparent... the user decides” (Transcript 1, 6). In contrast, South African par-
ticipants pushed for shared responsibility: “Integrity should come from the tech
company... responsibility flows from that” (Transcript 3, 13). These students also
raised concerns that unchecked Al use could replace human spiritual reliance. “We’re
going to solve our problems with Al instead of God,” one warned (Transcript 3, 14),
reflecting an ethical orientation steeped in both faith and collective accountability.

In sum, all three groups viewed ChatGPT as a powerful and valuable tool, but one
that raises significant ethical concerns. While participants shared core values like
safety, privacy, and autonomy, their frameworks for ethical reasoning diverged. Dutch
students leaned on institutional rules and personal reflection; South African students
drew on Ubuntu, lived experience, and religious ethics. The role of religion was very
pronounced among the South African students, while it was completely neglected in
the Dutch surveys and focus groups. This is perhaps unsurprising as 85% of South
Africans view themselves as Christian (StatsSA, 2022). One participant noted that

overreliance on Al to solve our problems negates the role of God.

4.2.6. Ubuntu and Prioritised Values

A difference between the groups was, of course, the role of Ubuntu, which was in-
cluded in the questions for South African students. Rather than treating Ubuntu as a
theoretical idea, participants described it as a lived ethic, a way of being passed down
through family, community, and faith. One student remarked, “It’s not necessarily
like a concept, but it’s something that we do... it’s part of your lifestyle” (Transcript
3, 4). Another added, “We are brought up like that from a very young age... if you
see a person struggling, you can try to help them” (4), linking Ubuntu to concrete
practices of care and responsibility.

Ubuntu was repeatedly expressed as a way of living and as a guiding framework
when making decisions about the use of Al. The preservation of Human Dignity was
expressed as the value that most closely aligns with Ubuntu values. At first, Human
Dignity was placed at the bottom of the value hierarchy, and one participant noted
about Al that “I don't think it gives, like, human dignity” and that it therefore should

not be included in the value list. After some negotiation, participants clarified that it
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should preserve human dignity. After discussing the value in more detail, participants
placed the value at the top of the hierarchy and described it as a value that underlies
other values.

While Human Dignity was described in more detail and its place on the value
hierarchy renegotiated, various other values that were not included were added. It
was clear from the focus group that the current values emphasised in the global Al
discourse lack some of the values deemed important by the Ubuntu-practising partic-
ipants. The participants reiterated throughout the discussion that the value of Integrity
1s missing, which to them is of high importance.

Participant 1: No integrity, huh?

Participant 4: That's what I was thinking. I was like, integrity is not there.

Interviewer: You can add it.

Participant 2: Relatability either.

During the interview, this value was further probed by the interviewer.

Interviewer: So why integrity then and not responsibility? Responsibility is also

on the

list. Would you put responsibility on here?

Participant 1: But like the integrity trumps the responsibility. Yeah. And the re-

sponsibility
would flow out of integrity. Also, it's a value. Right? A value that you hold.

Further values that were added were Creativity, Relatability and Freedom of Expres-
sion. These values were added despite participants not knowing how the technology
could better incorporate those values. One respondent also connected creativity and
relatability when stating that AI “will never replace humanity's part. It cannot feel and
relate and express”. The values that participants concluded with, in order of im-

portance, were:
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Dutch Students Dutch Students South African Students

Focus Group 1 Focus Group 2 Focus Group 3

Privacy / Transparency | Privacy / Security Human Dignity

Safety Non-Maleficence Accuracy

Autonomy Accessibility Integrity

Reliability / Accuracy Justice Transparency

Human Dignity Responsibility Safety

Data Security Reliability Privacy

Justice / Accessibility Transparency Accountability

Responsibility Solidarity Freedom of Expression

Sustainability Explainability Relatability
Consistency Creativity
Sustainability

Table 1: AI Value-Mapping hierarchy as identified by Focus Groups

4.2.7. Unexpected findings

While several findings aligned with expectations based on both the global Al ethics
literature and Ubuntu scholarship, a number of results were unexpected and warrant
explicit reflection. In particular, the relative absence of sustainability and the limited
prioritisation of justice across both groups were surprising, given their prominence in
public discourse and their normative importance within post-apartheid and Ubuntu-
informed contexts. In addition, the emergence of integrity as a central value, alongside
the marginal role of solidarity and accessibility, points to ethical orientations that are

not adequately captured by dominant Al ethics frameworks.

5. Limitations

While the study offers meaningful insights into how Al values are experienced in Ub-
untu-practising contexts, it is not without its limitations. Firstly, the sample size was
small and comprised exclusively of university students, a group that represents only a
narrow segment (approximately 18%) of the broader South African population. This
demographic skew limits the generalisability of the findings across age groups, profes-
sions, and socio-economic contexts. The sample was also heavily concentrated in a

particular demographic cohort, with 91.5% of participants aged 18-24 and 69.4%
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identifying as female. As a result, the empirical findings should be interpreted primar-
ily as reflecting the perspectives of a specific cohort of predominantly Gen Z university
students rather than Ubuntu-practising communities more broadly. Additionally, the
potential for self-selection bias cannot be overlooked, as participation was voluntary
and may have attracted individuals already inclined to engage with Al ethics or phil-
osophical reflection.

Secondly, recruitment mechanisms differed significantly across research sites.
Dutch participants were recruited through a mandatory subject pool system, which
created a structured incentive for participation. In contrast, no comparable system
exists at South African universities, where recruitment was more ad hoc and met with
what several students described as “survey fatigue.” In the South African case, recruit-
ment relied largely on university WhatsApp groups, which may have further skewed
participation toward digitally engaged students within academic networks. These
structural differences likely influenced both the size and composition of the two
groups, adding another layer of complexity to comparative analysis.

Thirdly, a design limitation should be noted regarding the value set used in the
survey. The list of values was drawn from existing literature on global Al ethics, re-
flecting the most commonly discussed principles in that discourse. While this allowed
for useful comparisons, it inevitably foregrounded values already prominent in Euro-
centric debates. Ideally, future research will move toward developing value sets that
emerge inductively from participants’ lived experiences with specific technologies such
as ChatGPT, particularly given that, at the time of this study, the ethical dimensions
of LLMs had not yet been fully explored in Ubuntu contexts due to their relative
novelty.

Finally, two additional sources of potential bias should be acknowledged. Partici-
pants were offered the opportunity to enter a raffle for a R500 voucher as an incentive
for completing the survey. While such incentives are common in survey-based re-
search, they may encourage participation among respondents primarily motivated by
the reward. The decision to include a raflle incentive was discussed in detail with re-
searchers both in South Africa and in the Netherlands. These discussions highlighted
differences in research cultures across these contexts. In Dutch research settings, fi-
nancial compensation for participation is relatively common, whereas in South
African contexts such practices are often approached more cautiously and may be
viewed as ethically problematic. Conducting empirical research across cultural con-
texts therefore involves navigating differing expectations regarding participation,

incentives, and research ethics. Through consultation with more senior researchers
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and careful engagement with the ethical review process, the raffle was ultimately
adopted as a compromise between these differing expectations. This approach was
considered an appropriate balance between encouraging participation and remaining
sensitive to differing research norms across the two contexts. In addition, the survey
title (“Ubuntu and AI”) may have primed participants to interpret questions through
a moral or cultural lens associated with Ubuntu. This framing may have influenced
how participants articulated their responses, potentially encouraging answers aligned

with perceived normative expectations.

6. Exposition

The aim of this study was to explore how Al values are experienced in Ubuntu-prac-
tising communities and to identify which values are disrupted or neglected in the
mainstream Al ethics discourse. The findings reveal that there are significant diver-
gences between the values prioritised in Ubuntu communities and those typically
foregrounded in the global, Western-centric discourse. In particular, the inclusion of
human values such as integrity and creativity that are not present in the discourse
could serve to better align Al ethics with the lived experience of users in sub-Saharan
Africa. Moreover, values such as human dignity and sustainability that are present in
the discourse, but are not typically central, could also be recentered.

The results of studies that probe the lived experience of Al users in African con-
texts could also inform Al ethics policy frameworks. The predominance of operational
values, such as transparency and accountability, in current guidelines may not fully
capture the ethical landscape as experienced in Ubuntu communities. Incorporating
Ubuntu values could foster more culturally sensitive and socially inclusive policies that
resonate with users in the so-called majority world. For example, the emphasis on
integrity and creativity challenges the current focus on justice as understood in pre-
dominantly Western contexts (as evidenced by the divergent ratings for justice
between Dutch and South African participants). In light of this, policymakers and
technology developers are urged to engage in a more participatory process that in-
cludes voices from the Global South, thereby ensuring that Al governance is not only
technically robust but also morally resonant with a broader spectrum of human expe-
riences.

The ethical dilemmas highlighted by the findings extend beyond value prioritisa-
tion. The dynamic nature of technomoral change, wherein new technologies reshape

existing value structures, suggests that static ethical guidelines are insufficient
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(Swierstra, 2009; Nickel et al., 2022). Al technologies like ChatGPT introduce uncer-
tainties that challenge conventional moral narratives, which calls for a reassessment
of technologies in use. For Ubuntu-practising communities, the ethical permissibility
of such technologies is contingent upon their ability to preserve and enhance commu-
nal values, a standard that is not always met by the global discourse, dominated by
Western operational priorities.

The role of religion emerged as a significant factor among South African partici-
pants, further complicating the ethical landscape. The intertwining of religious beliefs
with Ubuntu values underscores the complexity of moral frameworks in non-Western
contexts and reinforces the need for Al ethics frameworks that are sensitive to these
multifaceted influences. As such, ethical guidelines should not only address technolog-
ical efficacy but also engage with the cultural, religious, and philosophical dimensions
that inform users’ lived experiences.

Despite the contributions of this study, its limitations are thus acknowledged. Fu-
ture research should expand the empirical base by incorporating a wider range of
technologies and diverse Ubuntu communities. Additionally, longitudinal studies
could offer deeper insights into how technomoral change unfolds over time within

these contexts.

7. Conclusion

In this chapter, an empirically grounded exploration of how individuals in Ubuntu-
practising communities engage with Al, particularly in relation to the ethical chal-
lenges presented by ChatGPT, was presented. By employing an IPA, the study
foregrounds the lived experiences of students navigating Al in their academic and
personal lives, allowing for a more context-sensitive understanding of which values
are considered most important, and why. The findings demonstrate that ethical en-
gagement with Al is not merely about compliance or alignment with universal
standards but is deeply shaped by cultural, ethical, and spiritual frameworks. Values,
such as integrity, creativity, diversity and human dignity, that are neglected or mar-
ginalised in the current Al ethics discourse, emerged as central. What also emerged
from the data is that values cannot simply be transposed from one cultural context to
another. Rather, they must be understood as relational and dynamic. This insight
reinforces the broader claim that Al ethics must move beyond static lists of principles
toward more participatory, pluralistic, and situated frameworks. In the following

chapters, various values that were identified through this empirical study will be
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further explored. In the following chapter, the value-concept of Privacy will be sur-
veyed in depth. As this value emerged as central in both the Dutch and South African
focus groups, a more detailed exploration of how it is understood in African contexts
could indicate how it can inform the mainstream discourse. Rather than offering a
representative account of Ubuntu-practising communities, the empirical findings pre-
sented in this chapter should be understood as exploratory insights into how particular
value-concepts emerge in lived engagements with Al. The value tensions and absences
identified here therefore function primarily as conceptual entry points for the philo-
sophical analysis that follows. In this sense, the empirical material does not aim to
settle normative questions, but rather to illuminate where existing Al ethics frame-

works may fail to capture relational value structures associated with Ubuntu.
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Chapter 5

PRIVACY and Intercultural Conceptual

Disruption

1. Introduction

Moral concepts change over time (Brey, forthcoming). Some diminish in significance
or become obsolete, while others shift in meaning. New moral concepts arise con-
stantly and enter the mainstream discourse. Widely recognised concepts like
"genocide" and "sexism" are relatively recent, having entered the (moral) lexicon
within the past century (Congdon, 2024). Conceptual change or disruption has been
a topic of inquiry in various subdisciplines, such as moral psychology, philosophy of
science, and history. These inquiries also encompass the question of what drives or
triggers conceptual change. In recent years, a niche subdiscipline arose within the
philosophy of technology that investigates how technology triggers conceptual disrup-
tion (Hopster, 2021; Lohr, 2023a, 2023b; Marchiori and Scharp, 2024; Van de Poel
etal., 2023; Hermann, 2025). However, this discourse is focused primarily on concep-
tual disruption within the minority world.

Existing accounts of conceptual disruption have yet to engage fully with the inter-
cultural dimensions of conceptual disruption, tensions between conceptual schemes,
and conceptual hegemony. While scholars like Hopster (et al., 2023) have begun to
acknowledge the cultural specificity of conceptual frameworks, there remains a need
to theorise how disruption occurs when conceptual schemes collide, not only due to
technological innovation but also due to the movement of concepts across geopolitical
boundaries and moral frameworks. In an effort to address this lacuna, this chapter
introduces the notion of Intercultural Conceptual Disruption (henceforth, ICD). The
aim is to draw attention to the fact that conceptual disruption is not a culturally neutral
process but one often shaped by deep-seated political and normative asymmetries.
Rather than seeking to resolve these tensions, the objective is to critically examine how
ICD arises and whether existing typologies of conceptual disruption can account for
intercultural dimensions. This investigation focuses particularly on the African post-

colony, where the emergence of concepts is often dictated by the colonial patterns of
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power or mimicry (see Bhabha, 1984). In these cases, conceptual disruption also calls
for what Kwasi Wiredu (2002) describes as “conceptual decolonization™.

The chapter will proceed as follows: Section 2 provides a brief overview of various
types of conceptual disruption, such as conceptual gaps, misalignments, overlaps, and
degrees of severity. Sections 3 and 4 focus on a particular concept, the concept of
privacy. Section 3 presents a brief overview of the concept as it is understood in the
mainstream albeit minority world. This overview illustrates that PRIVACY is not a
homogeneous concept, but that there are some underlying conceptualisations and
conceptual clusters that unify mainstream conceptions. Furthermore, the notion of
INFORMATION PRIVACY as it relates to privacy is briefly discussed. In Section 4,
the specific case study of PRIVACY through the lens of Ubuntu is considered. This
section demonstrates that current typologies of conceptual disruption do not ade-
quately address how concepts are disrupted across different normative and cultural
contexts. Section 5 offers preliminary considerations in support of the development of
a framework for ICD. ICD is articulated as three interlinked processes: the first pro-
cess focuses on identifying and analysing disruption within particular conceptual
schemes, with attention to conceptual clusters and levels of disruptiveness; the second
on decentering dominant concepts by recognising the epistemic injustices and power
dynamics that position some schemes as universal; the third is aimed at engaging in
conceptual decolonisation from what is known as the moderate proposal for decolo-

nisation.

2. Varieties of Conceptual Disruption

Conceptual Disruption is a niche subdiscipline in the philosophy of technology. Ac-
cording to its proponents, conceptual disruption occurs when there is an interruption
in the normal functioning of a concept (Hopster, 2021). Lohr (2023b, 2) notes that a
particular technology is considered socially disruptive if it “challenges or prompts an
overturning of stably entrenched norms and practices”. Additionally, if a technology
challenges or triggers an overturning of entrenched conceptual or classificatory norms,
it 1s understood as conceptually disruptive. Although conceptual disruption spans mul-
tiple domains beyond technology, technology-induced disruption has emerged as a
focal point within this subdiscipline. Within this particular focus, several varieties of

conceptual disruption in technological contexts have been identified.
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2.1. Conceptual Gaps, Overlaps, and Misalignment

The first typology for conceptual disruption, developed primarily by Jeroen Hopster
and Guido Lohr, distinguishes between conceptual gaps, overlaps, and misalignment.
Hopster et al. (2023) describe disruptions that occur when new technological practices
or capacities stretch existing concepts beyond their limits. For instance, the deploy-
ment of artificial intelligence in decision-making contexts may no longer fit neatly with
the traditional concept of agency. These types of conceptual misfits signal a deeper
form of disruption than mere unfamiliarity: they reveal the inadequacy of prior con-
cepts to articulate novel phenomena. Different types of conceptual disruption have
been identified in recent literature to account for different forms of disruption:

Conceptual gaps occur when new “artifacts, states, or events generated by new
technologies do not fit any single familiar category” (Lohr, 2023b, 6). The ensuing
conceptual gap is disruptive because it affects the way in which language is normally
used to coordinate action. An often-used example of how this type of disruption func-
tions is that of the concept of BRAIN DEATH. The introduction of the mechanical
ventilator in the mid-twentieth century allowed people who could not breathe on their
own to do so (Baker, 2013; Nickel, 2020). The introduction of this technology allowed
for basic life processes, like the beating of the heart or breathing, to continue even
though the patient has no brain activity and would never again perform those func-
tions without the assistance of the ventilator. Neither the concept of LIFE nor
DEATH adequately describes the state of such a person, leading to a conceptual gap.
The concept of BRAIN DEATH emerged as an attempt to fill this gap.

There are various other examples of new concepts that were created to address a
conceptual gap created by new technologies. The concept of a CYBORG is an exam-
ple from the 1960s, which was coined (or engineered) by Manfred Clynes and Nathan
Kline (1960). The term ¢pborg fills a conceptual void between the traditional categories
of human and machine, allowing philosophers, ethicists, and designers to talk mean-
ingfully about technologies like pacemakers, cochlear implants, prosthetic limbs
controlled by neural signals, and more recently, brain-computer interfaces like Neu-
ralink. These hybrid embodiments challenge the notion of a clear boundary between
the natural and the artificial, the organic and the mechanical. More recent examples,
like the concept of DIGITAL TWIN, refer to virtual replicas of a physical object,
system or person and are used for simulation or monitoring. The concept addresses a
conceptual tension: how do we meaningfully refer to entities that are not virtual mod-

els in the traditional sense, nor simply data visualisations, but real-time, dynamic
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mirrors of something physical? The concept DIGITAL TWIN resolves this by naming
the relationship itself, one of coupled identity across the physical and virtual domains.

Conceptual overlaps occur when multiple concepts may appropriately describe
and evaluate a novel technology, and there is uncertainty as to which concept is most
apt (Hopster et al., 2023). Conceptual overlaps are especially disruptive because they
bring about a “classificatory dilemma” (Lohr, 2023b). In such cases, a novel technol-
ogy produces an artefact, state or event that can be conceptualised equally well by
more than one concept, leading to difficulty in arriving at a consensus about the aptest
concept. For example, autonomous vehicles challenge existing legal and ethical cate-
gories: 1s the person sitting in the driver’s seat the driver, the user, or merely a
passenger? At the same time, the autonomous system itself seems to meet some con-
ditions of agency, though it lacks moral responsibility. Conceptual overlaps could also
lead to classificatory dilemmas: do we evaluate accidents based on concepts of human
error, product liability, or algorithmic decision-making (see Hindriks and Ve-
luwenkamp, 2023)?

Conceptual misalignment occurs when existing concepts appear, on the surface,
to be appropriate for describing or evaluating a new technological artifact, but closer
scrutiny reveals that these concepts are normatively or functionally ill-fitted to the new
context. Many illustrative cases of conceptual misalignment come from the field of
robotics, particularly as robots become more autonomous, lifelike, and socially inter-
active. An often-cited example is the provocative question ‘Is kicking a robot dog an
act of abuse?’ (Sparrow, 2021; Gunkel, 2023). Although the robot is not sentient and
cannot experience pain, the behaviour may still express violent or morally troubling
attitudes toward animals, objects, or people as such, prompting concern about the
ethical implications of such actions. Similarly, when individuals report forming emo-
tional bonds with humanoid robots, questions arise about whether such relationships
genuinely constitute friendship or whether the term misleads by implying mutuality,
empathy, and shared experiences, features that current robots do not possess (see Dan-
aher, 2019).
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( =()

Conceptual gaps
Artifacts, states, or events generated
by new technologies do not fit any

single familiar category

Novel concepts like BRAIN
DEATH, CYBORG, etc.

Conceptual overlaps
More than one concept applicable;

classificatory dilemma

Which concept applies to
the person sitting in the
driver’s seat: DRIVER,
USER, or PASSENGER?

QO
W,

Conceptual

misalignment

Clooncept seems apt, but upon
deeper inspection, there is an under-

lying value misalignment.

Does ABUSE apply to kick-
ing a robot?

Does FRIENDSHIP apply
to a relationship between a

robot and a human?

Does MONEY apply to

Cryptocurrency?

Table 1: Overview of Types of Conceptual Disruption: Gaps, Overlaps, and Musalignment

While the typology of conceptual gaps, overlaps, and misalignment has proven useful
in articulating the nature of technologically induced disruptions, there is a lack of con-
sensus in the literature about the precise boundaries of these terms. Even well-known
examples, such as the case of BRAIN DEATH, are interpreted differently depending
on one’s theoretical commitments. For Lohr (2022), BRAIN DEATH arises in re-
sponse to a conceptual gap in the strictest sense: the state created by mechanical
ventilation could not be adequately described using existing concepts of life or death,
thereby necessitating the invention of a new term. According to Lohr, this “clearly
generated an obvious need for a new term”, and the eventual introduction of BRAIN
DEATH functioned as an intervention to resolve this conceptual gap (2022, 844).
However, for Hopster (2021, 4), the introduction of the mechanical ventilator caused
a disruption of fundamental categories and concepts. The dichotomy between DEAD
and ALIVE was put under pressure by this technology, which seems to indicate a
conceptual overlap instead of a conceptual gap’. Thus, both accounts agree that the
introduction of the mechanical ventilator served as a trigger for conceptual disruption,

but they disagree about the type of disruption.

This reading is in line with Marchiori and Sharp’s overview of conceptual gaps, overlaps, and misa-
lignment. Hopster and Lohr (2023, Section 4) further elaborate on the way in which concepts
mediate the moral effects of technological change (see also Hopster, Ruenda and Hillenbrink, 2025).
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This interpretive divergence is symptomatic of a broader lack of definitional clarity
within the subdiscipline. As Marchiori and Scharp (2024) note, the literature on con-
ceptual disruption often suffers from inconsistent use of terminology and overlapping
definitions, making it difficult to neatly categorise different cases. They caution that
many existing accounts conflate epistemological, linguistic, and moral dimensions of
disruption and that greater conceptual precision is needed to ensure analytical utility.
Their critique underscores the importance of treating the gap/overlap/misalignment
typology not as a rigid taxonomy, but as a flexible heuristic for navigating the messy
and evolving conceptual terrain introduced by emerging technologies. Rather than
aiming for strict theoretical boundaries, conceptual disruption should be understood
in terms of the productive ambiguity of the term and a lens through which to examine

the conceptual frictions, tensions, and negotiations that new technologies provoke.

2.2. Conceptual Schemes and Conceptual Clusters

To account for some of the limitations mentioned above, Marchiori and Scharp
(2024) further develop the account of conceptual disruption by introducing a multilevel
taxonomy. They expand the definition of conceptual disruption beyond its classificatory
use by arguing that conceptual disruption occurs on the level of connectives instead
of (only) predicates. In this view, conceptual disruption pertains to logical connectives
rather than predicates used for classification. Furthermore, they note that not all cases
of conceptual uncertainty should be understood as conceptual disruptions. They de-
velop their multilevel taxonomy for conceptual disruption by illustrating that
disruption takes place on three different levels (conceptual schemes, conceptual clus-
ters and individual concepts), is manifested in different forms (conceptual gaps and
conceptual conflicts), and presents itself to varying degrees of severity (from mild to
severe).

The first level of conceptual disruption they engage is that of the conceptual
scheme. Conceptual schemes refer to the overarching structures through which we
organise, interpret, and communicate meaning. They are the background frameworks
that shape how we perceive and navigate the world, not just isolated terms but the
implicit logic and relations that make concepts intelligible in the first place. They write
that “the conceptual disruption is a change in a property of a conceptual scheme, such

that the conceptual scheme that was complete before the instance of conceptual
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disruption occurred is no longer exhaustive” (2024, 18)51. This type of disruption does
not alter our concepts or conceptual schemes but it is rather the property of the
scheme as seemingly comprehensive that is altered. Using the example of
ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE, they illustrate that a conceptual scheme was com-
plete before the disruption but ceases to be complete following a disruption when this
new socio-technical phenomenon arises.

By contrast, conceptual clusters represent a second level at which conceptual dis-
ruption can occur. Conceptual clusters refer to sets of interrelated concepts that derive
coherence and stability from their mutual relationships. As Marchiori and Scharp
(2024, 17) explain, concepts such as ALIVE and DEAD belong to a conceptual cluster
because they are embedded within a network of interlinked concepts that co-define
and constrain one another. However, concepts like ALIVE and NEUTRINO are not

part of the same cluster, as they have little to do with one another.

2.3. Levels of Severity

In the current literature, various approaches to the severity of conceptual disruption
have been developed. Nickel et al.’s (2022) and Lohr’s (2023b) accounts of the severity
of conceptual disruptions hinge on the level of uncertainty that is triggered by tech-
nology. On the other hand, Marchiori and Scharp (2024) evaluate the severity of
disruption in terms of the urgency for conceptual change. As such, they denote mild
conceptual disruption as disruptions that do not give rise to conceptual uncertainty
but merely uncover the need for a concept. To mitigate the disruption that occurs, a
new provisional term is often introduced until a more adequate term is developed.
Severe conceptual disruption occurs when the conceptual disruption cannot be miti-
gated effectively and prompts the introduction of a new term.

While there 1s overlap in terminology between these different authors, Marchiori
and Scharp (2024) present a framework for conceptual disruption that includes sever-
ity in terms of a higher or lower degree of uncertainty, as well as in terms of urgency
for conceptual change. Mild conceptual disruptions occur when a disruption does not
give rise to conceptual uncertainty. This level of disruption refers to instances where
the existing concepts are inapplicable to a new phenomenon, and it is immediately
apparent that a new concept is needed. The absence of uncertainty about what to

apply means the disruption, while noticeable, does not interfere significantly with

They note that conceptual schemes are hardly ever comprehensive but that non-exhaustive schemes
might appear to be exhaustive, until a disruption uncovers that apparent lack of completeness.
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reasoning or practice. Moderate conceptual disruptions arise when there is indeed
conceptual uncertainty, but this uncertainty can be “mitigated provisionally”, while
more adequate concepts are being developed. Finally, severe conceptual disruption
occurs when there is conceptual uncertainty that cannot be meaningfully mitigated
provisionally. For example, in the case of the mechanical ventilator, no adequate con-

cept existed that could mitigate the uncertainty raised by this technology.

3. PRIVACY

While the concept of PRIVACY has a long history within Western political and ethi-
cal thought, dating back to classical distinctions such as Aristotle’s separation of the
oikos (private household) and polis (public sphere), modern articulations of the con-
cept as a legal and moral right emerged prominently in the late 19th century with
Samuel D. Warren and Louis Brandeis’ “The Right to Privacy” (1890). In this article,
the authors call for a next step that must be taken regarding the rights of an individual,
namely the right “to be left alone” (1890, 195). This perspective emphasised the pro-
tection of individuals from unwarranted intrusions, particularly in light of
technological advancements like photography and the press.

Throughout the 20th century, the concept of PRIVACY was further expanded.
Alan Westin defined privacy as the “claim of individuals... to determine for them-
selves when, how, and to what extent information about them is communicated to
others” (1967). In contrast, Judith Jarvis Thomson argued that privacy is not a distinct
right, but that it is instead composed of a cluster of rights, such as rights to the body,
property, and confidentiality. In response to Thomson, Scanlon (1975) agreed that
there 1s no single overarching right to privacy, but that there is indeed a “common
foundation in the special interests that we have in being able to be free from certain
kinds of intrusions” (1975, 315). For Scanlon, these intrusions include zones of privacy
such as places (for example, the home) and circumstances in which certain questions
are inappropriate. Ruth Gavison writes that “unlike the reductionists, most of us con-
sider privacy to be a useful concept” and argues that privacy is best understood as a
concern for limited accessibility (1980, 423). She describes secrecy, anonymity and
solitude as core characteristics of privacy. She further comments that privacy must
have coherence in three different contexts: we must have a neutral concept of privacy
that enables us to identify when a loss of privacy has occurred, privacy must have
coherence as a value, and privacy must be a concept useful in legal contexts. For Gavi-

son, the claim of privacy is related to the functions privacy has in our lives, such as the

110



PRIVACY and Intercultural Conceptual Disruption

promotion of “liberty, autonomy, selthood, and human relations, and furthering the
existence of a free society” (1980, 423).

From this brief overview of PRIVACY, it becomes clear that there are different
interpretations of the concept. A question that arises is whether these different inter-
pretations amount to different concepts of privacy or whether they are different
conceptions of the same concept. Brey (forthcoming, 6) endorses the prevailing view-
point, which holds that there is an “underlying, intuitive concept of privacy that is
articulated in different ways in different theories and conceptions of privacy”. How-
ever, this does not mean that different interpretations of the same moral concept
should always be understood as conceptions of the same concept, as they might be
distinct moral concepts.

The importance of this distinction becomes clear when different intercultural con-
ceptions of the same concept come into play. On the one hand, a concept might refer
to the same underlying intuitive concept. On the other hand, the concept may de-
scribe radically different non-overlapping concepts that should rather be understood
as distinct moral concepts. Daniel Solove illustrates the evolving nature of the concept
of PRIVACY, and notes that the concept has developed over time due to “changing
attitudes, institutions, living conditions, and technology” (2002, 1132), and that the
matters we consider to be private are shaped by culture and history. Hopster et al.
(2023, 157) write that the introduction of the notion of privacy “in the late nineteenth
century has enabled philosophers to articulate and study a dimension of human au-
tonomy and well-being that they might not have been able to discern and study as
well otherwise.”

The rapid development of technology, particularly the advancement of big data,
surveillance technology, data mining and algorithmic profiling, prompted the devel-
opment of a separate but related concept, namely that of INFORMATION
PRIVACY. Marchiori & Scharp (2024, 17) note that while one can argue that
INFORMATION PRIVACY could be adequately understood through a combina-
tion of concepts like PRIVACY, INFORMATION, DATA and INFORMATION
TECHNOLOGY, the conceptual gap and its salience that arose justified the devel-
opment of the new expression of INFORMATION PRIVACY. For the purposes of
assessing privacy through the lens of Ubuntu, it is important to note that the concept
of PRIVACY is understood predominantly as a right. However, it is also regarded as
a moral good (Brey, forthcoming). Privacy operates within a broader conceptual clus-
ter that includes concepts like LIBERTY, AUTONOMY, and CONTROL. In recent

decades, technological triggers have disrupted traditional understandings of
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PRIVACY, leading to the emergence of INFORMATION PRIVACY as the domi-

nant contemporary concept.

4. Ubuntu PRIVACY and Intercultural Conceptual Disruption

African normative frameworks, such as Ubuntu, articulate a conception of privacy
that differs markedly from Western liberal models. In the following section, the con-
cept of privacy is explored within sub-Saharan African contexts to illustrate the need
for a theory of ICD. Given the vast cultural and philosophical diversity across sub-
Saharan Africa, this section focuses on interpretations of privacy that have become
particularly salient within contemporary discourse, while acknowledging that this nec-
essarily entails a loss of nuance. Importantly, the disruption of privacy in these contexts
should not be understood as a singular or isolated event, but rather as a series of lay-
ered and ongoing conceptual disruptions. Initially, the concept of PRIVACY was
introduced from outside of the African context due to a conceptual gap as there were
no indigenous concepts that fully captured the notion of privacy in relation to individ-
ual property ownership. Once introduced, however, the misalignment between
concepts of privacy in communitarian or Ubuntu framings became apparent. A fur-
ther layer of disruption was introduced with the emergence of the concept of
INFORMATION PRIVACY, which introduced yet another layer of tensions be-
tween imported concepts and local normative frameworks.

The discourse surrounding privacy in sub-Saharan Africa is both layered and con-
tested, generally coalescing around two major areas of debate: the first concerns the
importance of privacy in African societies. Given the strong emphasis on community,
transparency, and interdependence within African communities, some scholars have
questioned whether privacy holds any significant normative weight in the African con-
text. This scepticism is probably most sharply expressed in the provocation by Dube
and Abdulrauf, who ask about privacy in Africa: “Does it really matter?” (2024, 15).
Similarly, Bygrave observed that the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights
of 1981 makes no explicit mention of privacy, and notes that most African states have
yet to enact “European-style” data protection laws (2004, 340). The notion that pri-
vacy plays little to no role within Ubuntu frameworks is reinforced by Olinger et al.
(2007) in their article “Western Privacy and/or Ubuntu?”, which reflects on the value
of privacy in relation to the then-forthcoming South African data privacy bill. The
authors observe that “privacy was glaringly absent as a cherished value or right within

Ubuntu societies” (2007, 25). However, it is important to recognise that they adopt a
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relatively uncritical reading of Ubuntu that tends to subordinate individual well-being
to the interests of the group.

This collectivist emphasis, while consistent with some communitarian readings,
has been challenged by more critical interpretations of Ubuntu. Scholars such as Eze
(2010) and Molefe (2020, 2023) caution against what Eze refers to as the “tyranny of
consensus,” where communal harmony is maintained at the expense of individual au-
tonomy or dissent (2009, 390). These thinkers emphasise that the relationship between
the individual and the community in Ubuntu should be understood as co-constitutive:
the well-being of the group is indeed central but is sustainable only when the subjec-
tivity and human dignity of the individual are also affirmed. In this view, Ubuntu does
not erase individuality but rather frames it within a relational context where mutual
recognition and interdependence are ethically significant. While acknowledging that
Ubuntu’s emphasis on openness and transparency does not entirely negate the exist-
ence of privacy, they argue that its importance is significantly diminished.
Importantly, they link the marginalisation of privacy to Ubuntu’s relational structure
of consent, noting that within this framework, “individuals cannot really order their
lives without consent from family, clan and the community” (see also Kamwang-
amalu, 1999). Their analysis concludes that “Ubuntu does not possess an advanced
concept of privacy and model of privacy that the EU Data Protection Directive would
have” (Olinger et al., 2007, 26).

Regarding UNESCO’s ethical frameworks for Al, Van Norren (2023) notes that
while the Western concepts of individual autonomy and control over information have
largely determined the idea of privacy, Ubuntu would demand collective protection
over an individual one (see Reviglio and Alunge, 2020). She further notes that “though
Ubuntu prima facie may not demand as much privacy as Western societies (transpar-
ency to the group is more important), it can amount to stronger protection than the
individually based regimes” due to its emphasis on group or collective protection (Van
Norren, 2023, 122). These critiques reflect the presumption that privacy, often under-
stood as an individualistic right to control personal information, is fundamentally at
odds with African collectivist orientations.

This assumption has been challenged by scholars such as Alex B. Makulilo, who
argues that African societies are not resistant to privacy per se but rather that privacy
has developed in ways shaped by their unique historical, social, and technological tra-
jectories. As he writes, “technology shifts traditional practices and opinions to more
globalized ones” (Makulilo, 2016, 197). He continues by asserting that privacy con-

cerns in Africa increasingly engage with questions of dignity as well as liberty and
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autonomy. Furthermore, he notes that African legal frameworks are being reshaped
by both local values and global pressures, particularly in the wake of “data-processing
operations increasingly extend[ing] across national boundaries” (2015, 87). He also
points out the enduring effects of colonialism when noting that outgoing colonial pow-
ers left behind constitutions that underscored values such as privacy, even though
those values were inconsistent with the collectivist values of the time. Furthermore, he
notes that constitutions acquired after independence still had many influences from
the West and that they “were made by Western colonial powers certainly for protec-
tion of the minority White settlers and foreign companies in the colonies after
independence” (ibid.).

The second major strand in the debate asks whether privacy is inherently a West-
ern construct or an indigenous African value. This discussion, resurfacing in what has
come to be known as the Makulilo-Yilma debate, reflects a deeper historical tension
rooted in the African values and human rights debates of the 1980s. Yilma (2017)
acknowledges that privacy, as a legal category, was introduced through colonial and
international mechanisms. Yet he insists that privacy, as a lived moral norm, has long
existed in African societies. He claims that many pre-colonial African communities
had culturally embedded practices of discretion, confidentiality, and respect for
boundaries, though these were not codified in legal terms. Re-examining the debate,
Jimoh (2024) concludes that there is no cogent proof that privacy was or was not im-
ported from the West. However, the notion of Data Privacy was adequately shown to
be a Western import.

From a Western perspective, understanding these debates requires a shift in con-
ceptual framework. Ubuntu offers a rich, relational ontology for rethinking privacy in
African thought. Summarised by the maxim umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu (“a person
is a person through other persons”), Ubuntu prioritises values such as interdepend-
ence, communal responsibility, and the moral value of harmonious coexistence
(Ewuoso and Hall, 2019). Scorgie emphasises this when noting that although some
privacy is enjoyed in Ubuntu communities, “privacy is seen as secondary to relation-
ships and relationship-building” (Scorgie in Ollinger et al., 2007, 36). Within this
conceptual scheme, the individual is not prior to the group but emerges within a ma-
trix of social relationships. This relational understanding of selthood reconfigures how
privacy is conceived. Shutte (2001, 22) illustrates the contrast between Western-cen-
tric and African conceptions of privacy when writing that “European culture has
taught us to see the self as something private, hidden within our bodies. The African

image 1s very different: the self is outside the body, present and open to all”.
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In “I Am Datafied Because We Are Datafied: an Ubuntu Perspective on (Rela-
tional) Privacy”, Reviglio and Alunge (2020) provide one of the most detailed analyses
of privacy and emerging technologies through a specifically Ubuntu lens. They note
that “privacy discussions have been dominated for a long time by Western cultures,
to the exclusion of non-Western ethical and socio-cultural perspectives” (2020, 596).
This dominance, they argue, risks ethical homogenisation and the imposition of alien
values. Instead, they offer a model of relational privacy that accounts for how data,
identity, and moral accountability are shared communally. “Ubuntu,” they write,
“similarly to other communitarian moral philosophies, strengthens the development
of the concept of relational privacy and, in particular, of group privacy” (ibid.).

It is again important to stress that Ubuntu is not a rights-based system but rather
based on duties that we have to each other. Regarding the concept of privacy, this has
been illustrated in debates surrounding bioethics in Africa. It is a duty of care to safe-
guard the moral standing of others within a shared world. Practices such as medical
confidentiality, which in Western settings emphasise individual control, may in Ub-
untu contexts be morally problematic if they exclude family or community input. In
such a model, privacy is not framed as a right to be defended but as a relational value
embedded in communal responsibility. Ewuoso (2021, 33) articulates this distinction
clearly when stating that “contrary to the emphasis placed on respecting the value of
informed consent, privacy (and confidentiality) is not as weighty in this relational the-
ory because of the deeper obligation to aid others”. From the standpoint of Ubuntu,
withholding personal information, especially in clinical or caregiving contexts, may
undermine rather than protect communal trust.

The ethical priority is not secrecy but solidarity and mutual care. Privacy breaches,
in this sense, are not simply violations of individual autonomy but threats to relational
harmony: as Ewuoso (2021, 34) writes, “harm occurs when one undermines another’s
capacity for communion” (also see Chuwa, 2014). This shifts the moral emphasis: the
danger of privacy abuse lies not only in the exposure of data but in its potential to
disrupt the interpersonal bonds that define personhood in Ubuntu philosophy. As a
result, certain uses of personal information may be morally justifiable if they serve to
prevent illness, promote communal well-being, or foster social cohesion. However,
Ubuntu does not advocate for a utilitarian flattening of moral boundaries. Ewuoso is
clear that infringing on privacy must never become routine or disproportionate. If, for
instance, private health data are used in ways that “damage one’s reputation in the
society or reveal confidential information” without cause, it would violate Ubuntu’s

commitment to human dignity (ibid.). Thus, the concept of PRIVACY as understood
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in dominant global or minority frameworks diverges significantly from its interpreta-
tion within African communal traditions.

Similar to the mainstream discourse, the concept of INFORMATIONAL
PRIVACY is playing an increasingly important role on the African continent. Ma-
kulilo (2016, 201) notes that the proliferation of mobile networks, “often monitored
closely by the state, and SIM registration and biometric initiatives”, has brought the
notion of INFORMATIONAL PRIVACY to the fore. In the case of Ubuntu, there
1s an additional consideration that should be taken into account when considering the
disruptive impacts of PRIVACY and INFORMATION PRIVACY, namely that the
concept of PRIVACY as discussed above concerns communal wellbeing.
INFORMATION PRIVACY, on the other hand, is further problematised because it
removes the agency of the direct community to act upon privacy harms. In other
words, the advent of technologies like Big Data, Surveillance and Data Mining means
that it is often big corporations that have access to information instead of local com-
munities, who have a duty to act for the well-being of the community.

What exactly is being disrupted in this case? When technologies are transferred
into a new context, they become a dominant source of social disruption (Hopster,
2021). These changes can affect many aspects of moral life, such as the practical op-
tions that are open to us, demanded of us, and what it means for us to live well in a
world that is increasingly morally constituted (Lane, 2025). Technology may also dis-
rupt or destabilise our legal frameworks (Hopster & Maas, 2024). While the social or
legal changes brought about by privacy-disrupting technologies in sub-Saharan Africa
should be critically examined, ICD focuses more narrowly on the conceptual disrup-
tion that occurs when technologies are transferred into new cultural contexts,
accompanied by the concepts that we use to describe or evaluate the various disruptive
impacts of these technologies. While the historical example of privacy is intended to
illustrate how concepts are disrupted across cultures, ICD focusses more particularly
on new and emerging concepts that have not yet been entrenched in discourses sur-
rounding a particular technology. Once again, privacy serves as a paradigmatic
example of ICD as new disruptive technologies are once again challenging the con-
cept of privacy. For example, Al systems such as GPT and Stable Diffusion are being
trained on vast and proprietary datasets scraped from the internet, meaning that in-
dividuals' data may be statistically absorbed and reproduced without their knowledge
or consent. Because training sets are opaque, and because model outputs are non-
deterministic, privacy harms become untraceable, undermining traditional mecha-

nisms of redress or control. Once again, the concept of privacy is disrupted and the
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appropriateness of this concept to describe the disruptions that occur comes under

scrutiny.

5. The Conceptual Disruption of PRIVACY in Africa

In the following section, the varieties of conceptual disruption that were discussed in
Section 2 will be applied to the case study of privacy as it is understood through Ub-
untu. Firstly, conceptual disruption can be understood at the level of the Conceptual
Scheme. The literature about conceptual disruption acknowledges the importance of
intercultural differences. Hopster et al. (2023, 150), for example, note that “[c]con-
ceptual disruptions are relative to conceptual frameworks, which may in turn be
culturally relative”. However, consider the case of privacy in Africa as developed by
Makulilo: the question of whether a concept of privacy existed in African communities
prior to its (re)introduction during colonial rule reveals that this (re)introduction was
not a neutral semantic development, but rather a politically charged intervention. The
concept, grounded in Western liberal ideals of autonomy and individual control over
personal information, did not emerge organically or neutrally from within the indige-
nous conceptual scheme.

There are two ways in which the introduction of the mainstream conception of
PRIVACY affected the conceptual scheme. On the one hand, the precolonial scheme
may have been exhaustive on its own terms: it functioned coherently without requir-
ing a notion of privacy predicated on individual autonomy or control. On the other
hand, it could also be argued that the indigenous scheme appeared inexhaustive in
light of the practices and institutions imposed by colonial governance, thus requiring
the addition of a new concept to make sense of the power dynamics, surveillance, and
institutional opacity that accompanied colonial rule. In both cases, the introduction
of the Western notion of privacy did not emerge as a response to internal conceptual
need but was instead imposed from without, underscoring the point that conceptual
disruption 1s subject to power relations such as political or colonial power.

This idea resonates with Michel Foucault’s understanding of power as productive.
For Foucault, power not only represses or forbids, it also produces knowledge, sub-
jects, institutions and, crucially, concepts (Foucault, 1969, 200). The Western liberal
concept of privacy, as deployed in colonial contexts, was not merely a protective ideal
but a productive tool of governance. It functioned to individualise subjects, regulate
access to information, and entrench new administrative rationalities. This suggests

that conceptual disruption is not always the result of a conceptual gap or semantic
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ambiguity: it may stem from a collision between conceptual schemes shaped by asym-
metrical relations of power.

How might this disruption be understood? In this particular case, colonial prac-
tices were introduced that favoured individual control or autonomy over spaces and
objects. The most apt type of disruption, in this case, is conceptual misalignment as
the introduced concept of PRIVACY appears to appropriately describe the gap, but
upon closer inspection, it is ill-fitting to its new context. However, in the current con-
ceptual disruption discourse, concepts like abuse in the example of kicking a robot dog
or friendship in robot-human relationships remain dominant, as there are no more
adequate concepts available. The situation is further complicated by the fact that pri-
vacy is often construed not merely as a descriptive category, but as a moral good,
making it more difficult to question, resist, or replace. Furthermore, over time, these
imported concepts may be naturalised, mimicked, internalised, or selectively appro-
priated, leading to hybrid formations that further complicate the conceptual terrain.

A contemporary example of data-sharing asymmetries is evident in the develop-
ment of LLMs for indigenous and low-resource languages. Despite increasing efforts
to preserve and digitise African languagesf?, access to the datasets required for build-
ing accurate and effective Al systems remains highly constrained (Adams, 2025, 66).
Large companies like OpenAl train their models using a combination of data from
human trainers and vast, publicly available datasets like Common Crawl. Yet, as
Longpre et al. (2024) highlight, access to these datasets is diminishing, particularly for
lower-resourced languages, due to the proprietary control of high-quality, closed da-
tasets. These limitations are often justified by reference to privacy and copyright
concerns. African communities prioritise openness, shared ownership, and the collec-
tive benefit of making language resources accessible for development and cultural
preservation (see Okorie and Marivate, 2024). As a result of these asymmetries and
calls to privacy, African developers seeking to build LLMs for underrepresented lan-
guages frequently find themselves blocked from accessing data produced by the very
communities they aim to serve. This is not a neutral application of privacy: it is the
mobilisation of a particular conception of privacy in ways that serve entrenched inter-

ests, while marginalising others.

In recent years, interest in the preservation and accessibility of indigenous and low-resource African
languages have grown significantly. Projects such as Hausa-NLP (focusing on Swahili, Hausa, Yoruba,
Xhosa, and others), Lelapa AI (working with isiZulu, Sesotho, Afrikaans, isiXhosa, Igho, among oth-
ers), and Ulizallama (targeting Swahili) are actively developing LLMs to support these efforts.
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At the level of conceptual clusters, the divergence between the concept of PRIVACY
and the African interpretations thereof becomes even more pronounced. In Western
liberal frameworks, the concept of privacy clusters with autonomy, rights, individual-
ism, control, and ownership. In Ubuntu, by contrast, privacy is embedded in a
different cluster of concepts: dignity, care, harmony, mutual responsibility, and com-
munal well-being. The different conceptual clusters not only raise different ethical
questions but also structure the meaning of privacy itself. This divergence in concep-
tual clusters is one of the key reasons why it is so difficult to apply global ethical
frameworks, particularly those rooted in Western liberal assumptions, in African con-
texts. What is treated as a violation of privacy in one system may be seen as a
breakdown of care or communal accountability in another.

A further consideration is the types of conceptual disruption and how they mani-
fest in intercultural contexts.

The concept of PRIVACY, when viewed through the lens of Ubuntu, is funda-
mentally misaligned with the way it is typically understood in Western liberal
frameworks. At first glance, PRIVACY may appear to be a shared concept across
cultures, concerned with control and autonomy over one's information. However,
upon closer examination, it becomes clear that the concept does not carry the same
normative meaning when considering it through the lens of Ubuntu. What is fore-
grounded in Ubuntu, values such as transparency, care and communal well-being, are
not easily captured by the rights-based, individualist connotations that attach to pri-
vacy in Western discourse. One could argue, of course, that the concept of PRIVACY
could be reinterpreted to include Ubuntu values. Yet if this is the case, then we are
faced with a disconnect between the normative content of the concept and how it is
operationalised, especially in legal and regulatory settings. The term may be used uni-
formly in both contexts, but the underlying conceptual commitments diverge,
resulting in a form of conceptual misalignment. How, then, could this type of disrup-
tion be understood in terms of the current conceptual disruption framework? A way
to disentangle these concepts would be to differentiate between types of conceptual
disruption on an intra- and intercultural level.

When considering the levels of severity in conceptual disruption, it is important to
note that even similar concepts may exhibit varying degrees of disruption across dif-
ferent conceptual schemes. According to Marchiori and Scharp (2024), conceptual
disruption becomes severe when it generates conceptual uncertainty that cannot be
provisionally resolved, that is, when existing conceptual resources are insufficient to

accommodate or interpret a novel phenomenon. To illustrate, let us return to the
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former example of BRAIN DEATH, which features prominently in conceptual dis-
ruption literature. In many Western frameworks, the mechanical ventilator poses a
severe disruption because it challenges deeply held assumptions about the binary na-
ture of life and death. The inability to neatly categorise a ventilated body with no
brain activity as either alive or dead produces epistemic and moral uncertainty,
prompting the introduction of a new concept and legal category.

However, this disruption is not necessarily experienced with the same urgency in
all cultural frameworks. In many African metaphysical traditions, death is not under-
stood as a single, definitive event but as a gradual, transitional process. As Attoe (2023)
and Freerks (2024) argue, African conceptions of death often include the notion of a
“second death” or the moment when a person is forgotten by their community, and
social legacy dissolves®3. Freerks (2024, 1487) notes that the African metaphysical view
of death “is not based on a rigid binary opposition between individual and commu-
nity, life and death, consciousness and unconsciousness, subject and object.” Instead,
death is relational, collective, and continuous, shaped by memory, legacy, and com-
munal presence. In this ontological and ethical context, the conceptual disruption
posed by the mechanical ventilator is arguably less severe. The same phenomenon,
cessation of brain activity, may not produce the same kind of classificatory crisis, be-
cause the underlying conceptual scheme does not require a rigid demarcation between
life and death. In short, the severity of a conceptual disruption is not inherent to the
phenomenon itself but relative to the conceptual and cultural framework in which it
arises. What counts as a severe disruption in one tradition may be experienced as mild

in another.

6. Towards a Framework for Intercultural Conceptual Disruption

The preceding analysis has shown that conceptual disruption does not occur in a vac-
uum. It unfolds within and across cultural, political, and normative landscapes that
shape how concepts emerge. While current accounts of conceptual disruption have
done much to elucidate how technological change disrupts entrenched classificatory
norms, far less attention has been paid to how conceptual disruption functions across

cultures. The case of privacy within Ubuntu illustrates the urgent need for a more

In African philosophy, the “self” has vital force (Metz prefers the notion of vitality, 2022) which survives
after bodily death. As opposed to the Christian idea of the “soul”, which is subjective and spiritual,
vital force is inter-relational and transitory (see also Achillle Mbembe’s Necropolitics, 2003).
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robust account of intercultural conceptual disruption, which takes seriously the epis-
temic and ontological diversity that characterises our concepts.

Developing a framework for Intercultural Conceptual Disruption (ICD) requires
us to begin with a modest but crucial claim: conceptual schemes and clusters are not
universal. They are shaped by histories, languages, lifeworlds and power relations.
This means that what counts as a “disruption” in one context may appear entirely
unremarkable in another. In the case of PRIVACY, the liberal understanding of the
term, tied to individual autonomy, informational control, and legal rights, does not
align adequately with Ubuntu’s emphasis on communal well-being, mutual care and
transparency. More importantly, concepts don’t arise neutrally across contexts. The
example of privacy shows that particularly in postcolonial contexts, particular norma-
tive traditions or concepts are privileged above others. A meaningful framework for
ICD must therefore take into account the productive force of power in the emergence
and engineering of concepts.

How, then, could an intercultural framework for conceptual disruption be con-
ceived of? At the very least, ICD consists of three interlinked processes. Firstly, ICD
would depart from the same point as CD by addressing the type of conceptual disrup-
tion, conceptual clusters and level or severity of disruptiveness. This step remains
intracultural as it pertains to the disruption of a concept within a particular conceptual
scheme. As the case of PRIVACY illustrates, conceptual disruption occurs in a similar
fashion within differing conceptual schemes: conceptual gaps, overlaps or misalign-
ment arise, conceptual schemes no longer seem inexhaustible, and so forth. However,
different schemes may be better or worse situated to account for a particular concep-
tual disruption. Consider the abovementioned example of African conceptions of
LIFE and DEATH. These concepts function on a continuum rather than distinctly as
in more Western-centric conceptions. The urgency or severity of the disruption is not
as acute, and therefore, the necessity of a novel concept 1s reduced.

It is, however, important to keep in mind the particularity of conceptual schemes.
Consider, for example, the concept of Afaang of the Kom people in Cameroon. Kfaang
relates directly to technology and denotes “innovation and novelty in thinking and
doing, and the material indicators and relationships that result from it” (Nkwi, 2011,
1). The concept can refer to either a process or an artifact, and is employed to integrate
newness, whether material, technological or cultural, into everyday life. For example,

“afuem a kfaang” denotes the newness of a motor vehicle®t. In this sense, the

Directly translated, Afeum refers to a vehicle or motor vehicle, « means of, and kfaang refers to new-

ness.

121



Being Human

conceptual scheme accommodates conceptual gaps with a degree of flexibility,
thereby lessening the urgency or immediacy of the conceptual disruption. In a similar
vein, the West and Central African concept of juju, often employed to refer to infor-
mation and communication technologies, denotes something about conviviality and
the compositeness of being human. Francis Nyamnjoh describes juju as “a technology
of self-activation and self-extension — something that enables us to rise beyond our
ordinariness of being, by giving us potency to achieve things that we otherwise would
fall short of achieving, were we to rely only on our natural capacities or strengths”
(2019, 283). For Nyamnjoh, technologies like Al are understood as juju, which denotes
fluidity and compositeness, thus negating the urgency for new concepts like cyborgs
or the posthuman.

Thus far, conceptual clusters seem to be the point at which disruption becomes
most problematic between intercultural or different conceptual schemes. While the
topic at hand addresses conceptual clusters within the framework of conceptual dis-
ruption, the socially disruptive technology of generative Al poses a risk to further
entrenching hegemonic understandings of concepts: in data mining and pattern
recognition algorithms, conceptual clustering refers to the process of organising and
grouping concepts, ideas or data points based on shared features or underlying se-
mantic similarity (see Pérez-Suarez et al, 2019; cf. Singh & Singh, 2024). It is well
known that training datasets for large Al models like ChatGPT are heavily skewed
towards minority world content. Therefore, the statistically generated output will be
biased to a concept as it is positioned within minority world framings, further en-
trenching the dominant usage of the concept.

At the level of severity or disruptiveness of a concept, an intercultural view of con-
ceptual disruption would similarly depart by evaluating the severity of conceptual
disruption in terms of the urgency for conceptual change. The extent to which a con-
cept must be revised or replaced depends not only on its internal coherence or
instability but also on its contextual relevance and impact. As previously noted, con-
ceptual fluidity or flexibility, the degree to which a concept can accommodate novelty
without losing its meaning, must also be considered. Moreover, the technosocial land-
scape plays a critical role in determining the disruptive potential of a given technology.
For example, technologies such as advanced battery storage may be mildly transform-
ative in well-electrified minority-world settings but deeply disruptive in majority-world
contexts, marked by chronic power shortages or unreliable grids (also see Hopster,
2021, 4). Similarly, the introduction of mobile money systems like M-Pesa in Kenya

radically redefined financial inclusion and economic agency in ways that would not
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have been as disruptive, or even necessary, in contexts with well-established banking
infrastructure. While the degree of technosocial disruptiveness does not always di-
rectly correspond to the extent of conceptual disruption, a highly disruptive
technology is often more visible and salient, increasing the likelihood that it will chal-
lenge or unsettle existing concepts.

The second process in ICD 1nvolves the decentering of dominant concepts or con-
ceptual schemes. The broader literature on conceptual disruption has already begun
to explore this trajectory. Drawing upon the work of Miranda Fricker (2007), Hopster
(2024) illustrates that epistemic injustice often stems from gaps in collective herme-
neutical resources, such as concepts. Epistemic injustice may occur when a person or
group’s capacity as an interpretative knower is ignored or overlooked. Fricker (2007,
2016) identified different types of epistemic injustice, particularly testimonial and her-
meneutical injustice. Dismissing or undervaluing a person’s testimony due to
prejudice, bias or lack of knowledge constitutes testimonial injustice. This often occurs
when a speaker belongs to a marginalised or oppressed group. Additionally, herme-
neutic injustice occurs when individuals are unable to fully understand or articulate
their own experiences due to the absence of sufficient conceptual frameworks or lan-
guage to articulate them.

While engaging with testimonial and hermeneutic injustice plays a central role in
challenging and decentering dominant concepts, a further step in decentering through
ICD requires a critical reckoning with the epistemic authority it has long assumed as
universal and neutral. To do so requires the dismantling or rejection of zero point
hubris, or the idea that concepts are neutral or universal®. Mitova (2020, 4) notes that
the zero point refers to a “universalist conception of knowledge, centred around a
disembodied and dislocated subject”. Decentering holds that no conceptual scheme
should be presumed to occupy a universal vantage point. In the context of ICD, this
means foregrounding conceptual resources from historically marginalised communi-
ties, not merely as supplements to dominant frameworks, but as epistemically
generative in their own right. It involves challenging the presumed universality of mi-
nority world concepts and making space for radically different ontological or
normative assumptions. Without this decentering move, accounts of conceptual dis-
ruption risk reproducing colonial or power hierarchies that do not adequately describe

experiences, states or technologies of the majority world.

The term zero point hubris was coined by Santiago Castro-Gémez. For more recent discussion of the
term, see Lero-Point Hubris Science, Race, and Enlightenment in Exghteenth-Century Latin America (2021).
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An example of this type of decentering in the philosophy of technology is Mhlambi
and Tiribelli’s (2023) decentering of the concept of AUTONOMY within the current
Al ethics debate. They note that current conceptions of AUTONOMY favour main-
stream liberal notions of autonomy as rational self-determination and that this concept
fails to address the many ways in which people’s autonomy can be violated. Instead,
they advocate for the need for a relational turn in Al ethics, and the inclusion of the
concept of RELATIONAL AUTONOMY developed in moral philosophy and Ub-
untu ethics. Gurrent conceptions of AUTONOMY, they maintain, do not adequately
take into account (colonial) injustices and inequalities as they exclusively examine the
decision-making role of an Al system interacting with an individual, “while ignoring
social aspects that constitute an individual and an individual’s ability to make deci-
sions” (2023, 868). While intercultural dialogue or confrontation might amount to
“conceptual amelioration”, which could “broaden the horizon of conceptual possibil-
ity” (Hopster et al., 2023, 150), the third process of ICD moves beyond this
decentering and focuses on concepts that are evaluated as being unduly colonial or
hegemonic.

Elena Ziliotti provides a critical supplement to the notion of decentering by intro-
ducing the notion of normative hybridity®s. She argues that normative hybridity should
be adopted as the key methodological stance in contemporary non-Western theoris-
ing. She defines this approach as one where hybridity is not just a condition of the
political context but also a central feature of the modus operandi of the theorist (2025,
304). For Ziliotti, neither Western nor purely premodern indigenous concepts ade-
quately respond to the hybrid conditions of contemporary majority world societies.
She presents three methods to operationalise normative hybridity. Firstly, internal
conceptual reconstruction concerns the reconfiguring of existing Western-origin con-
cepts using indigenous resources. Secondly, weak normative twining combines
indigenous traditions with partially similar contemporary theories. Thirdly, strong
normative twinning combines traditions with a structurally identical contemporary
framework. In the context of ICD, normative hybridity offers a way to reconstruct
contested concepts, such as privacy or autonomy, by weaving together elements from
both dominant and marginalised traditions, rather than treating them as mutually
exclusive or hierarchically ordered. Such hybrid reconstructions can provide concep-

tual stability without ignoring historical entanglements or epistemic asymmetries.

Ziliotti focuses specifically on normative hybridity as a key methodological stance in contemporary
political theorising. However, her insights are also useful for understanding conceptual disruption in
other contexts.
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A following process in ICD is that of conceptual decolonisation. While epistemic decol-
onisation has been a lively and contentious area of debate in recent years, there are
differences in approaches in the majority world. Posholi (2020, 7) distinguishes be-
tween radical and moderate proposals for epistemic decolonisation: the radical
proposal, supported by scholars such as Boaventura de Sousa Santos and Walter Mi-
gnolo, calls for a fundamental epistemological break with Eurocentrism (De Sousa
Santos, 2014; Mignolo, 2003)57. Posholi notes that this type of radical break imvolves
thinking “outside” of the Eurocentric paradigm. The radical proposal also favours the
thesis of the privilege or superiority of the marginalised in some areas of experience.
The second proposal, namely the moderate proposal, acknowledges that although mi-
nority world thought is deeply entangled with colonialist domination, it may
nonetheless be unavoidable, and even essential, for theorising the modern world.
Posholi (ibid.) argues that, according to this proposal, decolonisation entails engaging
Eurocentric concepts and categories, subjecting them to critical scrutiny and recon-
structing them in light of the experience of marginalised groups to make sense of the
world. Furthermore, decolonial thinkers, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, remain
more sympathetic to the moderate proposal.

This proposal is most commonly associated with the influential Ghanaian philos-
opher Kwasi Wiredu, who coined the term conceptual decolonisation, which he
defines as “the elimination from our thought of modes of conceptualization that came
to us through colonization and remain in our thinking owing to inertia rather than to
our own reflective choices” (2002, 56). Wiredu’s program of decolonisation has a neg-
ative and a positive component. On the one hand, the negative component of the
program involves the elimination of conceptualisations and concepts that came
through colonial influences. He emphasises that not all concepts should be discarded;
rather, decolonisation involves divesting from undue colonial influences that persist
without critical reflection (1998, 17). He raises the critical question of whether, when
certain concepts or categories seem ill-fitting within African thought, the problem lies

“in the concepts themselves or in African thought?” (1998, 20). For Wiredu, this

While the framework of ICD shares key concerns with broader decolonial projects, such as De Sousa
Santos’ Epustemologies of the South (2014), or Mignolo and Anzaldta’s notion of border epistemology (Mi-
gnolo, 2003), it departs from them both in scope and emphasis. These approaches focus on
reclaiming epistemic legitimacy for silenced or marginalised epistemic traditions and advocate for
theorising from the geopolitical South. By contrast, ICD is concerned with how concepts, in partic-
ular concepts triggered or disrupted by technology, arise in dominant or postcolonial epistemologies.
ICD is not only decolonial in orientation but also analyses how disruption occurs. Finally, ICD is
focused on how concepts are disrupted or emerge due to technological triggers.
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cannot be answered in the abstract but depends on the specific concept and requires
deeper investigation. He argues that the distinction between colonised and decolo-
nised thinking hinges on “due reflection” upon particular concepts (ibid.).

Moreover, he cautions against treating inherited or “communal philosophies as
doctrinal givens” (26) that are immune to critique. On the other hand, the positive
component of the program “involves ‘exploiting as much as is judicious the resources
of our own indigenous conceptual schemes” (Wiredu 1996, 136). Mitova (2020, 3)
adds that these positive programs include the “proactive utilisation of the marginalised
epistemic resources” of the colonised. Wiredu further outlines some of the difficulties
that arise when attempting to decolonise concepts: in particular, the fact that African
philosophy itself “both in gestation and dissemination” is done mostly in Western lan-
guages, which carry their own kind of “philosophical suggestiveness” (2002, 57).
However, he acknowledges that the influence of language on philosophical thinking
1s not irreversible or overly deterministic, but that one should resist the suggestiveness
of one’s own language or at least become reflectively aware of it. This exercise of con-
ceptual decolonisation should “inculcate or reinforce the habit of conceptual self-
examination” (2002, 59).

7. Conclusion

ICD is a framework for conceptual disruption that acknowledges that this type of dis-
ruption never occurs in a vacuum, but in and across various cultural contexts.
Furthermore, ICD differs from traditional practices of decentering or decolonisation
because it concerns the emergence of novel concepts that have not been entrenched
in daily praxis. This chapter argued for the need to develop a framework for ICD that
engages meaningfully with the diverse epistemic and ontological contexts in which
conceptual disruption occurs and novel concepts emerge. While current accounts of
conceptual disruption offer valuable insights into how technologies disrupt our con-
cepts, they often fail to adequately account for how concepts are embedded in
particular conceptual schemes. Through the case of the concept of PRIVACY, as un-
derstood through the lens of Ubuntu, it becomes clear that concepts rooted in
individual autonomy do not translate neatly into relational, communal epistemologies.
Conceptual disruption, then, cannot be treated as a neutral or universal process as it
1s shaped by technology, history and power.

To address these concerns, ICD was introduced as three interlinked processes:

first, the identification and analysis of disruption within a particular conceptual

126



PRIVACY and Intercultural Conceptual Disruption

scheme; second, the decentering of dominant frameworks and the epistemic authority
they assume, informed by the insights of epistemic injustice and the need to dismantle
zero-point hubris; and third, the decolonising of concepts that hold undue influence
in postcolonial contexts. Ultimately, ICD itself offers a method for decentering current
conceptual disruption debates. It resists the epistemic violence of universalisation and
instead foregrounds plurality, particularity, tension, and dialogue. As technological
developments in the minority world increasingly disrupt concepts beyond that world,
the challenge will not only be to describe and typify conceptual disruption, but also to
account for how conceptual disruption replicates or resists dominating colonial power
structures. ICD represents a starting point for exploring how conceptual disruption

might be reimagined to support epistemic justice and foster decolonial possibility.
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Chapter 6

Al, Ubuntu and the Disruption of
Human Dignity

1. Introduction

Human dignity is one of the most enduring and contested concepts in moral, political,
and legal philosophy. It is proclaimed as the inviolable foundation of human rights,
for example, in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which opens by recog-
nising the “inherent dignity” of all people. It is also enshrined in many constitutions
as an unassailable value. At the same time, human dignity’s centrality within these
declarations and legislative frameworks reveals its fragility: if human dignity were truly
so self-evident and secure, we would not need charters and laws to safeguard it. The
persistent need to protect human dignity underscores that it can be threatened or de-
graded. As history shows, human dignity has often been denied, most starkly under
systems of oppression and colonialism such as Apartheid. Thus, it is no surprise that
the value of Human Dignity was identified in the South African focus group as the
most prominent value that should be prioritised for Al, a value underlying all other
values (Chapter 4: Exploring Al Values in Ubuntu Communities). Despite its signifi-
cance, the implications of human dignity in the age of Al remain largely
underexplored. Al’s rapid rise and global deployment raise new questions about
whether our existing ethical frameworks can uphold human dignity. Notably, much
of this discourse has been rooted in Western philosophical assumptions, in particular
Kantian conceptions of dignity. Human dignity, in this framework, is often grounded
in an individual’s capacity for rationality and self-governance. African conceptions of
human dignity, however, are grounded in one’s capacity to relate to others. This di-
vergence has not yet been explored in terms of how a technology, in this case Al,
impacts human dignity.

To explore human dignity in the age of Al this chapter takes Kant’s conception
of dignity as a point of departure. This chapter does not aim to exhaust the vast liter-
ature on human dignity, but rather to illustrate the broad contours of the discourse as
they are relevant to the ongoing debate in Al ethics surrounding human dignity. As

will be further explained in this chapter, Kant argues in the Groundwork of the Metaphysics
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of Morals (1785) that each human being possesses an intrinsic worth and by virtue of
their rationality and capacity for moral self-regulation, human beings should be con-
sidered as ends in themselves. Kant’s concept of dignity is thus tightly linked to two
key aspects of his ethics: the Categorical Imperative (especially the requirement to
treat persons as ends in themselves) and the idea of moral autonomy. Kant revolu-
tionised the concept of dignity by grounding it not in social rank or divine image, but
in the unique moral capacity of persons, which for him is essentially rational. While
Kant’s theory of human dignity has been enormously influential, it is not without se-
rious critique. For example, the ideal of the person as an isolated rational will has
faced criticism for abstracting individuals from their social and material context. For
sociologists like Emile Durkheim, morality is not based on the rationality and auton-
omy of individual human beings but is, in part, cultivated by living within a society
(Lindemann, 2015). Another critique, famously levelled by G.W.F. Hegel, is the
“empty formalism” charge, in which he argues that the Categorical Imperative is es-
sentially an abstract rule (to universalise one’s maxim) that by itself cannot determine
any specific duties (Hegel, 1991). Hegel thus claims that Kant’s moral law boils down
to duty for duty’s sake. One of the most compelling contemporary objections to Kant’s
concept of dignity is that it struggles to accommodate human beings with severe cog-
nitive disabilities (Graumann, 2014; Vorhaus, 2015). Since Kant locates the basis of
dignity in rational agency, this raises the question of whether individuals who lack or
have very diminished rational capacities (for example, people with profound intellec-
tual disabilities, advanced dementia, or certain congenital conditions) are accorded
the same dignity within Kant’s framework.

Despite its importance, the relationship between Al and human dignity has not
been thoroughly examined, especially not from an Ubuntu perspective. While global
debates increasingly recognise the urgency of protecting human dignity in the age of
Al this chapter thus focuses on the often-underexplored contribution of Ubuntu for
understanding this relationship. Afro-communitarian or Ubuntu conceptions of hu-
man dignity favour a theory of dignity as something acquired through the ongoing
process of becoming a person. When human dignity is framed in this manner, it fol-
lows that technologies like Al can jeopardise the development of human dignity,
which poses a significant risk to African communities. This divergence in how human
dignity is conceived of becomes ever more concerning as Al applications increasingly
mediate aspects underlying human dignity, such as autonomous decision-making, cre-
ativity and engagement with others. Furthermore, this concept holds particular weight

in postcolonial societies, where human dignity has historically been denied to certain
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groups and remains a site of ongoing struggle. This section seeks to address this gap
by exploring the meaning of human dignity from an Ubuntu framework and arguing
that Al as it is currently being developed and deployed, threatens the conditions nec-
essary for human dignity as understood through the heuristic of Ubuntu. The first
principle of this heuristic (as developed in Chapter 2) emphasises the relational nature
of existence. The normative implication of this principle is that if AI undermines re-
lations that enable communal flourishing, it is ethically problematic. In this chapter,
this first principle of the Ubuntu heuristic is emphasised as it 1s expressed through the
concept of human dignity. The focus of this chapter is thus to explore the concept of
human dignity as it is conceived of through the heuristic of Ubuntu in more depth.

To further explicate the way in which human dignity has come to be defined in
the Ubuntu scholarship, the difference between capability or capacity-based theories
and performance-based theories of human dignity will be explored. As will become
clear, Ubuntu scholarship favours a performance-based theory of human dignity as
that aligns more closely with the African concept of personhood. Performance-based
theories emphasise that one becomes more human by fulfilling social responsibilities,
partaking in rituals, respecting one's elders, and so forth. Scholars like Ifeanyi Menkiti
(1984) maintain that the ‘environing community’ or rootedness in the ongoing human
community plays an indispensable role in attaining personhood. This environing com-
munity also includes the particular language a person speaks, mental dispositions and
attitudes and collective facts.

The third section of this chapter argues that Al shapes this environing community
in ways that may affect human dignity. In terms of Ubuntu approaches to Al, it argues
that Al as it is currently being developed and deployed, threatens the conditions nec-
essary for human dignity as understood in African philosophy. To develop this
argument, the concept of dignity as developed in section three will be applied to a
contemporary challenge posed by Al, namely the paradoxical nature of Al as both
hegemonic and homogenising. On one level, Al flattens language, culture, and values,
eroding plurality and particularity. This homogenisation obstructs the process of be-
coming fully human, as it disregards the specific cultural, linguistic, and moral
frameworks through which personhood is cultivated. At the same time, this flattening
1s not neutral, it occurs through the privileging of minority world norms, priorities,
and epistemologies. Such global dominance destabilises African conceptions of dig-
nity, undermining both the attainment of personhood and the capacity to resist its

erosion. The aim of section 4 is to illustrate that engaging with concepts like human
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dignity from majority world philosophical and normative frameworks allows for more

nuanced understandings of how Al could disrupt what it means to be human.

2. What is Human Dignity?

The Kantian understanding of human dignity, as an intrinsic worth grounded in ra-
tional autonomy, forms a cornerstone of mainstream Western conceptions of dignity.
To understand how this perspective has become so prominent and enduring, it is use-
ful to trace the idea’s development from its early origins through its Enlightenment
crystallisation in Kant’s philosophy and beyond. First appearing in ancient Rome in
the writings of the Stoics Cicero and Seneca, the Latin dignitas referred to status or
merit, earned through civic virtue or public service, and far removed from modern
moral conceptions of human dignity as a fundamental moral worth that belongs to all
people equally (Debes, 2017, 1). Dignity in the ancient context was not universal but
particular: a marker of nobility or high moral standing. This changed dramatically
with the advent of Christian theology, which introduced the notion that human dig-
nity is grounded in the belief that all humans are created Imago Deli - in the image of
God. This theological anthropology laid the groundwork for a more egalitarian notion
of dignity, asserting that all human beings possess moral worth by virtue of their divine
creation.

The Enlightenment signalled another pivotal shift in our understanding of human
dignity. Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) was instrumental in defining human dignity in
moral philosophical terms. In the Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (1785), Kant
introduces his famous Categorical Imperative. He claims that human beings have dig-
nity by virtue of being “ends in themselves” (2019, 66). He continues by stating that
we belong to the “universal kingdom of ends in themselves” only when we conduct
ourselves in accordance with maxims of freedom. We can only conduct ourselves in
this manner if we have autonomy. It is for this reason that Kant proclaims autonomy
as the “ground of the dignity of human nature and of every rational nature” (Kant,
4:436, 43). Thus, from a Kantian perspective, human dignity is grounded in auton-
omy and the moral capacity to act in accordance with universal laws. Kant’s theory
of human dignity has been scrutinised for its implications for how we should regard
and treat people who lack the capacity to act rationally, such as human beings with
severe cognitive disabilities. Furthermore, Kant’s legacy cemented the idea that hu-
man dignity is an intrinsic and inviolable value tied to personhood. Both the critique

of grounding dignity in rationality as well as the link between human dignity and
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personhood are themes that have been taken up extensively in the Ubuntu discourse
surrounding human dignity.

Theological and Enlightenment ideas about human dignity coalesce around the
notion that human dignity is not contingent on achievement, status or recognition but
is inherent in every human being. In contemporary discourse, this notion finds explicit
expression in law and human rights. Despite ongoing philosophical ambiguities, hu-
man dignity holds a foundational place in international legal instruments. The
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) opens by affirming that “the inherent
dignity and the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the
foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world”. Here, human dignity is posited
as the basis rather than a consequence of freedom, autonomy and other human rights.
In addition, it assumes that dignity is a pre-legal moral truth that grounds claims to
justice and equality. National constitutions have also elevated dignity to a constitu-
tional value. The German Basic Law (Grundgesetz) famously begins with the phrase:
“Die Wiirde des Menschen ist unantastbar” (loosely translated, “human dignity is in-
violable”). This clause is not merely symbolic. It has been used by the German
Constitutional Court to strike down laws and practices deemed dehumanising, such
as life imprisonment without parole or coercive psychological experiments. Similarly,
the post-apartheid South African Constitution (1996) enshrines dignity as a justiciable
right: “Everyone has inherent dignity and the right to have their dignity respected and
protected.” In post-apartheid South Africa, dignity is deeply linked to the struggle
against dehumanisation, exclusion, and racial oppression. It thus carries both legal
and historical weight. In these contexts, dignity functions as a meta-norm: it justifies
legal protections, shapes institutional design, and guides judicial reasoning.

Twentieth century scholarship continued to refine and debate the concept of hu-
man dignity. Jeremy Waldron, for example, claims that human dignity is the law in
its “natural habitat” (2012, 13). He draws attention to the contradiction in the human
rights discourse that claims that dignity is both inherent and something to be realised.
But he does not see this as an incoherent view: he distinguishes between dignity as a
defining status and the practical conditions necessary for its recognition. Drawing on
an analogy with Rousseau's notion of freedom, Waldron explains that a person can
have a juridical status (e.g., freedom or dignity) even if their lived conditions contradict
it. Therefore, asserting that dignity is “inherent” while also calling for its establishment
is coherent: the former is a claim about status, the latter about its recognition. He
views the modern concept of dignity as a universalisation of the elevated rank once

reserved for elites, refashioned through the development of human rights. This legal
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reinterpretation democratised dignity by annexing elite rights and applying them uni-
versally. Though influential, Waldron’s claim that dignity properly belongs to the
realm of law, not to that of morality, is contested. Critics argue that dignity also plays
an essential role in moral and political thought. Nonetheless, Waldron’s core insight,
that there is an “essential” link between dignity and rights, is widely echoed in con-
temporary literature, even among those who reject his “dignity-as-elevated-rank”
framing.

The concept of human dignity is both celebrated and problematised in contempo-
rary philosophical discourse. Philosophers and ethicists have observed that it plays a
dual role: it can function as a principle of empowerment, defending individuals against
oppression, or as a constraint, setting moral limits on what can be done to humans,
even with their consent. Beyleveld and Brownsword (2001) draw a distinction between
dignity as “empowerment” and dignity as “constraint.” The former relates to promot-
ing agency and autonomy, while the latter refers to safeguarding human beings from
indignity or degradation. These two interpretations often come into tension in bioeth-
ical debates, such as in arguments over euthanasia or genetic enhancement.
Paradoxically, dignity can both justify a person's autonomous choice and limit it. For
example, certain actions such as selling one’s own body, consenting to enslavement or
engaging in other practices that instrumentalise human life, may be judged to be un-
dignified precisely because they undermine the moral status that makes autonomy
possible in the first place. This paradox between autonomy and constraints manifests
vividly in Al ethics (see for example Laitinen and Sahlgren, 2021). On the one hand,
dignity as empowerment underlies the claim that Al can enhance human autonomy
by expanding the scope of self-determination, reducing drudgery, and augmenting
human capabilities. Al systems can support decision-making, personalise learning,
and improve access to resources, thereby strengthening individuals’ capacity to act
freely and to realise their potential. In this sense, Al is portrayed as a means to affirm
human dignity by promoting agency and flourishing. On the other hand, dignity as
constraint warns against precisely these same developments when they risk reducing
persons to mere instruments of optimisation, surveillance, or control. The very systems
that claim to extend freedom may simultaneously erode the moral conditions that
make autonomy possible. When human judgment is replaced by algorithmic predic-
tion, or when choices are subtly shaped through digital nudging and recommendation
systems, individuals risk being treated as data points rather than as ends in themselves.
AT’s capacity to manipulate attention, behaviour, and desire undermines the Kantian

principle of respect for persons as rational agents, capable of self-legislation.
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Another influential interpretation views dignity through the lens of the capabilities
approach, particularly in the work of Martha Nussbaum. Nussbaum’s capability ap-
proach has also been influential in the Ubuntu-discourse, as will be discussed in the
next section. Here, human dignity is the basis for securing the conditions that allow
individuals to flourish. Dignity is linked to basic entitlements, such as education,
health, and bodily integrity, which are necessary for a life of human flourishing. Nuss-
baum maintains that the “idea of dignity has broad cross-cultural resonance and
intuitive power” and that it is “awe-inspiring” (2000, 72). Claassen (2014), however,
warns that we should remain critical of the idea that wonderful or awe-inspiring things
justify our respect for those things. Instead, Claassen argues that respect here is meant
in a specific sense that leads to the protection of a series of rights.

Despite its widespread appeal, the concept of human dignity remains heavily cri-
tiqued. Its universalistic claim has been challenged from several directions. Feminist
scholars, like Rosemarie Tong (1998), have pointed out that some dignity claims are
grounded in male-centric notions of rationality or autonomy, which may exclude
other forms of subjectivity. Despite scholars like Nussbaum lauding the cross-cultural
appeal of the concept of human dignity, postcolonialist theorists have argued that dig-
nity discourses often reflect Western individualism and ignore alternative cultural
frameworks. For example, Boaventura de Sousa Santos and Bruno Martins (2021; cf.
de Sousa Santos 2014) write that the “global hegemony of human rights as a language
for human dignity” has become incontrovertible, and they ask whether other “lan-
guages of human dignity” exist in the world.

As has been illustrated in the above discussion concerning the paradox between
empowerment and constraint, the rapid development of technology such as Al sys-
tems has reinvigorated the discourse surrounding human dignity. Across ethical
guidelines, academic discourse, and legal interpretations, dignity is frequently invoked
as a moral anchor. Yet scholars disagree on its utility, clarity, and philosophical
grounding within the domain of Al ethics. Hanna and Kazim (2021) defend a digni-
tarian approach to digital and Al ethics. They state that the development and
deployment of new digital technologies like Al often directly violate human dignity.
They argue for a view of human dignity that acknowledges that human beings have
lower-level basic human needs (such as adequate nourishment, physical and mental
health, and access to the natural environment), and higher level or true human needs
(such as aesthetic enjoyment, personal relationships, social and political solidarity, free
thought and speech of all kinds, and meaningful work) that allow for human flourish-

ing. Following Kant, they argue that to say that “human real persons have dignity is
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to say that they’re absolutely, non-denumerably infinitely, intrinsically, and objec-
tively valuable ends-in-themselves” (2021, 408). Therefore, our moral obligations to
each other, they maintain, consist in:

(1) treating human beings as ends in themselves and not mere means or things,

(2) treating them consistently and impartially,

(3) treating them in a way that makes it possible for them to be happy and there-
fore satisfy their true human needs,

(4) never treating them in ways that undermine their capacity for free agency,

(5) treating them as belonging to a universal, worldwide community of persons

(6) who mutually and sufficiently respect the other’s dignity.

Within the philosophy of technology, human dignity is often evoked to protect other
values. For instance, Floridi (2016) views human dignity as the foundation of the right
to privacy (as do Hanna and Kazim, 2021). He writes that the “protection of privacy
should be based directly on the protection of human dignity, not indirectly, through
other rights such as that to property or to freedom of expression” (2016, 308). Others,
like Le Moli (2022), claim that human dignity should be considered as a legal con-
straint on Al decision-making. She examines cases in which human
underperformance in the design of Al systems 1s “normatively required as a matter of
human dignity” (2022, par. 2). Al systems should not only protect the physical and
mental health of human beings, but also their “cultural sense of identity”. For Laitinen
and Sahlgren (2021), autonomy in the context of Al systems is to be respected in itself,
but also because it is a constituent of human dignity.

However, not all scholars are convinced that dignity can or should play a norma-
tive role in Al ethics. In “Why Dignity Is a Troubling Concept for Al Ethics”, Rueda
et al. (2025, 3) argue that dignity is a too “overly complex concept to be used loosely
in Al ethics”. They argue that the concept of human dignity is often evoked in inflam-
matory ways to stop the development of technologies such as human genetic
technologies. In particular, they claim that the concept has been used in Al ethics to
defend contradictory positions. For example, human dignity has been used both to
defend and oppose care robots for the elderly. Furthermore, they claim that dignity is
often used as a “mere slogan” in Al ethics debates (2025, 1). In particular, the notion
that dignity refers to an intrinsic quality of human beings means that it is unclear how
Al can degrade or negate human dignity. A more charitable understanding of the
concept is that when people claim that Al threatens human dignity, they mean that
someone was treated as if they did not have human dignity. The rhetoric of dignity as

being devoid of any ethical reason and the generality of the concept call for a
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rethinking of dignity as such. They note that the discourse on dignity is becoming even
more problematic due to recent contributions that probe the notion of machine or
robot dignity. In Ubuntu philosophy, this question takes on a further dimension,
namely whether Al-powered robots could relate to human beings and whether there
1s solidarity between robots and human beings (Friedman, 2022; Maiyane, 2023).

Brian Patrick Green (2025) responds to these criticisms of human dignity in Al
ethics by firstly charging the authors for seemingly confusing complexity with a lack
of usefulness. He argues that rather than disparaging the idea of human dignity, qual-
ifiers, modifiers, and definitions should be employed to clarify it. Secondly, he claims
that the authors confuse historical and geographical origins with intrinsic non-univer-
salisability. He notes that words like “artificial intelligence” and “ethics’ also
originated in a similar manner, but that the authors target human dignity in an oddly
specific way. He writes that “[i]deas come from places and peoples, and insofar as
they are useful (and hopefully also good), they stick around to perform a function in
society. When other societies are exposed to those ideas, they can accept them or not.”
Thirdly, he claims that the authors are making a category mistake by pitting a philo-
sophical argument against a political argument. Human dignity, as it is used in a
human rights context, is employed in a very practical way to limit or prevent atrocities.
Finally, he claims that the authors underscribe dignity in practice while attacking it in
theory. Green states that foundational ideas are easy to forget, and asks how often we
inspect the foundations of our philosophical commitments, which he claims the au-
thors did not pay enough attention to.

Taken together, these texts reveal that dignity remains a powerful yet unstable
value in Al ethics. While critics question its normative significance, proponents argue
that the concept of human dignity cannot be easily replaced or dismissed. Within the
mainstream discourse, three key factors become clear: firstly, the concept of human
dignity has undergone a significant historical transformation, from a term denoting
elevated status or merit to one signifying the inherent worth of all human beings. Sec-
ond, it is frequently invoked as a foundational value underpinning other values, such
as privacy and autonomy. Third, despite its centrality, the concept is often criticised
for its vagueness and for being used inconsistently, to both justify and oppose techno-
logical developments. For dignity to retain its relevance in Al ethics, greater
conceptual precision and contextual clarity are required. Moreover, if dignity is to
have genuine significance within specific cultural settings, it must be examined in light
of how Al disrupts or reshapes its meaning in those particular contexts. The following

section undertakes precisely this task by exploring conceptions of human dignity as
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articulated within the philosophical framework of Ubuntu, with attention to how these

understandings may challenge or enrich prevailing discourses in Al ethics.

3. From Rationality to Relationality: Ubuntu and Human Dignity

Ubuntu scholarship engages with Kantian notions of human dignity, but ultimately
the consensus is that performance-based approaches to human dignity align more
closely with African conceptions of personhood. Similar to Rueda et al. (2025), Afri-
can philosophers have also lamented the lack of clarity in the discourse surrounding
human dignity in African philosophy. Molefe and Alsobrook write that the value is
“taken for granted, while inquiry into its meaning has been neglected” (2023, 5). In
recent years, literature about human dignity in African philosophy has proliferated
and has taken on distinctive contours. These accounts engage with both classical ideas,
such as the Kantian emphasis on rational autonomy, and indigenous perspectives, the
notion of life-force or vitality, and the value of communal relationships.

Conceptions of personhood are foundational in how human dignity is construed
in African philosophical accounts.7. Furthermore, Molefe argues that a theory of dig-
nity is inherent in the idea of personhood (2019, 148). Two theories of human dignity
have become prominent in Ubuntu scholarship, namely capacity-based theories of
dignity and performance-based (sometimes referred to as “agent-centred” theories).
Capacity-based theories are directly traceable to Kantian moral philosophy and later
Christian-humanist traditions. However, while the basic idea that human dignity can
be attributed to a particular capacity remains similar, grounding human dignity in a
particular capacity is problematic and has been discarded in the scholarship for per-
formance-based theories. In normative accounts of personhood, these theories are
often divided into two types, namely minimal or threshold accounts and maximal or
perfectionist accounts (Wareham, 2021, 170). These normative accounts are often
evoked when considering whether a being or an intelligent system could be considered
to have moral personhood.

Capacity-based theories of human dignity assert that all human beings possess
some defining attribute that endows them with dignity or superior moral status. This
attribute is usually considered inherent to being human, whether conferred by spir-
itual endowment, by natural capacities like reason or moral sense, or by some
combination of traits that mark out our humanity. Any being that has the requisite
attribute is accorded dignity, “mere possession” of it being sufficient grounds for re-

spect. A common refrain in such accounts is that dignity does not have to be earned

138



Al Ubuntu and the Disruption of Human Dignity

or acquired through behaviour: rather, it is something inherent. In the African con-
text, several variants of capacity-based dignity can be identified. Vitalist approaches
ascertain that human beings have dignity because they possess vital force. Vital force
theory suggests that there is an enduring aspect of the human being, an animating
soul or essence. One of the earliest accounts of vital force theory was, controversially,
written by Placide Tempels (1959). Agada (2020, 102) notes that despite the sharp
criticisms of Tempels’, vital force has been a prominent feature of the traditional Af-
rican belief system. Metz (2012) compares the idea of vital force with that of the soul
in Western philosophy. However, the idea of life force that is salient in sub-Saharan
African philosophy differs due to the idea that dignity is a function of our degree of
life force. Personhood is thus endowed by virtue of being a human being. Metz (2023)
further develops his account of human dignity by claiming that it “inheres in our nat-
ural ability to relate communally relative to appealing to the properties of life-force,
personhood, or caring capacity” (2023, 25). Dignity is thus not something that is at-
tained through one’s capacities to relate to others: rather, dignity is grounded in that
capacity itself. For Metz, dignity is also conferred in part by our ability to be an object
of a communal relationship. Therefore, dignity is not only dependent on whether we
can relate to the community and care for others, but also depends on whether others
can care for us and share with us.

The second, more influential, theory of personhood that arose in the scholarship
is that of performance-based or agent-centred theories. Ifeanyi Menkiti rejects the no-
tion that personhood is bestowed by some “isolated static quality of rationality, will or
memory” (1984, 172). Instead, he describes the attainment of personhood as a dual
process: it must be conferred by the community and, at the same time, attained
through the individual’s own conduct and achievement. Menkiti describes an “envi-
roning community”, in which personhood is attained (1984, 171). The environing
community refers to the rootedness in an ongoing human community and includes
things like the particular language a person speaks, mental dispositions and attitudes,
and collective facts. He writes that the attainments of personhood occur in a “mental
commonwealth” that consists of the life histories of others.7. Molefe phrases it some-
what differently when he refers to the “socio-cultural facts and resources necessary for
socialising or humanising a human being” (2020, 43). Menkiti’s concept of person-
hood is also processual. This process involves a progression or transformation from
possessing the status of a human being towards embodying moral excellence (1984,
172). Gyekye builds upon this theory of personhood by linking the agent-centred no-

tion of personhood with moral conceptions of personhood. Similarly to Menkiti, he
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grounds dignity in personhood. However, this form of personhood is developed
through “the pursuit or practice of moral virtue[, which] is held as intrinsic to the
conception of a person” (1992, 109).

Commenting on Menkiti’s social-moral view of personhood, Ikuenobe emphasises
the role of autonomy within the community in this account.76. He argues that to con-
tribute to the well-being of the community necessitates conditions that provide
harmonious living and the conditions for “autonomy, substantive options, choices,
and agency” (2023, 191). The well-being of the community does not supersede or
undermine the well-being of the individual, but the two are seen as coextensive and
mutually supportive. Furthermore, persons are required to give priority to the duties
that the individuals owe the community. This means that one has a duty to make
choices and act in ways that enhance the moral values of caring and harmony of the
community. Ikuenobe (2023, 44) notes that the bestowal of personhood involves the
“proper use of one’s natural capacities, as manifested in good character traits and
behaviours that promote communal values of caring, mutuality, harmonious relation-
ships, and solidarity”. This idea of prioritising the duties owed to the community is
often misinterpreted as implying that individual rights and autonomy are denied.
However, as Ikuenobe clarifies, the priority of the community should be understood
methodologically and morally. The community has a duty to provide the material
goods, options and conditions for the rights and autonomy of an individual to be ac-
tualised. He further develops the notion of moral dignity when noting that it is attained
when one 1s “recognised for internalizing communal norms, performing requisite du-
ties, and participating in relevant functions” (Ikuenobe, 2023, 44).

Language is an integral part of becoming human. Menkiti notes that the language
we speak 1s “no small factor in the constitution of [our] mental dispositions and atti-
tudes” and that language anchors us within a specific human community (1984, 172).
Wiredu affirms this idea that language is integral to what it means to be a person in
African thought, not only in how language functions to convey communal values and
underpin rituals, but also in the concepts that describe personhood themselves.
Wiredu elucidates the connection between language and philosophical thinking, and
notes that “the syntax and vocabulary of a language can and do predispose people to
think in certain ways that do not always demonstrate insight” (2009, 12). He continues
by noting that the concept of personhood “receives its original articulation directly
and indirectly in our oral traditions” (2009, 10). These concepts that guide person-
hood are also transmitted from generation to generation by means of the spoken word

in various forms such as maxims, logical exercises, folk tales, poetry, drum texts,
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funeral dirges, myths, lyrics, and so forth. Of course, this idea is not unfamiliar in
Ubuntu thought. As discussed in Chapter 1, “What is Ubuntu?”, the very concept of
ubu-ntu carries within it reflections on the meaning of being human. For instance, it
is a dynamic and ongoing process, and it is relational. It is for this reason that Ramose
also describes human beings as Homo Loquens, or the speaking human being. Alexis
Kagame (1976) shows how the concept of personhood in Bantu thought is locative. In
expressions referring to existence, there is always an adverb of place. Wiredu com-
ments that in Bantu languages, “to exist is to Liho or baho where the ho means there,
at some place. This is very much like the situation in the Akan language, where to
exist is to wo ho, and the ho means exactly the same as in the Bantu case” (2009, 14).
Personhood, thus, is rooted in place and particularity.

This performance-based view, advocated by Menkiti, Gyekye and others, holds
that African personhood is processual in nature: one becomes a person after a process
of incorporation. One is not born a person, but one becomes a person. This process
also means that the very young have not yet obtained personhood. Menkiti points to
(1984, 174) the relative absence of ritualised grief of a baby or young child in the
African context as opposed to the elaborate rituals surrounding the death of an older
person. This notion of personhood also means that those who have died (the “living
dead”) can still retain personhood if they lived lives during which they obtained per-
sonhood. It is only after several generations, when the ancestors cease to be
remembered, that they slide into non-existence. They then become the nameless dead
(Menkiti, 1984, 175). Attaining personhood is moreover an ethical process that re-
quires carrying out duties and obligations to the community.

A further concept that has gained prominence in the literature on African concep-
tions of human dignity is the framing of dignity as a category of struggle. Molefe states
that he takes it as “obvious that the African view of dignity is a virtue-based one”
(Molefe 2024, 245). Molefe argues that the ontological condition of the world is one
of domination, which makes struggle a necessity. He examines the place of struggle
within virtue-based accounts of human dignity, as found in capacity- or merit-based
understandings of personhood. Drawing on Lloyd (2022), Molefe contends that dig-
nity 1s not realised in the attainment of an end goal, but in the very process of struggle
itself. In both Black and African conceptions of human dignity, resistance to domina-
tion 1s regarded as a virtue essential to the pursuit of personhood. Du Toit (2023)
further develops this line of reasoning when employing the concept of human dignity
in the context of the dehumanisation and degradation that accompany violence

against women in contemporary South Africa. African personhood, claims du Toit, is
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at risk of an oppressive, even suffocating immanentism (2023, 157). Recognition, con-
ditional upon meeting entrenched communal standards, risks excluding women,
minorities and others who do not conform. She proposes that African concepts of
human dignity include, and perhaps return to, the concrete traditions of struggle on
the continent that do not “equate personhood with internalisation of, and compliance

with, dominant social hierarchies and embedded patterns of domination” (2023, 178).

4. The Disruption of Human Dignity

The disruption of human dignity by Al technologies can also be understood as a form
of intercultural conceptual disruption. As argued in the previous chapter, concepts
such as privacy are not culturally neutral but function as thick value-concepts whose
meaning emerges within particular philosophical and social traditions. Human dignity
exhibits a similar structure. Within dominant Al ethics discourse, dignity is frequently
understood through minority-world philosophical traditions that emphasise auton-
omy, rational agency, and individual rights. Ubuntu, by contrast, grounds dignity in
relational personhood and mutual recognition within a community. When Al systems
are designed within one conceptual framework but deployed within another, tensions
arise not merely at the level of values but at the level of the concepts themselves. The
disruption of dignity by Al should therefore be understood not only as a technological
challenge, but also as an intercultural conceptual disruption in which competing un-
derstandings of what it means to possess dignity come into conflict.

From the mainstream Western or minority perspective, threats to human dignity
in Al are often discussed in terms of individual rights and autonomy. In mapping the
contours and utility of human dignity, Teo (2023, 4) notes that human dignity is typ-
ically used as a “placeholder expression for ideas that cluster around human autonomy
and agency”. While this framing is valuable, it is incomplete when considering how
human dignity is framed through the heuristic of Ubuntu. Segun (2024), once again
lamenting the fact that there is little to no material about the implications of Al on
African ethical values, claims that human dignity is one of the African values most at
risk from Al systems. Segun notes that for most Kantians, a violation of dignity is a
violation of a person’s autonomy or rational nature, while African ethics characterises
violations of human dignity as the degradation of relational nature. Segun illustrates
this degradation of human dignity by showing how various Al systems commodify
human beings. Contemporary Al systems are commonly designed to serve commer-

cial interests over human wellbeing. Data extraction, surveillance and attention

142



Al Ubuntu and the Disruption of Human Dignity

capture all contribute to this type of degradation. However, Segun’s analysis does not
go far enough in describing how Al technologies jeopardise human dignity from an
Ubuntu framework. While the profit-driven model coexists with, and often accelerates
the degradation of dignity, a second mode of disruption, which is less visible but
equally significant for dignity, is emerging, namely the flattening of language, culture
and values and the preferential entrenchment of minority world epistemologies in Al
systems. This results in a pattern of homogenisation that not only erodes plurality and
particularity, but also jeopardises the communal environings, in which personhood is
attained.

Al is homogenising or flattening human culture, language and values. Simultane-
ously, it is part of a colonial matrix of power, through which the homogenisation
favours minority world epistemologies. Algorithmic recommendation systems shape
cultural popularity by privileging specific sounds and visuals. For example, the term
streambait, coined by Liz Pelly (2018), refers to a genre of music characterised by muted,
mid-tempo, and melancholic pop designed to perform well on streaming platforms.
This increasingly popular type of music extracts value from the shared knowledge of
a given community for the interests of capitalist firms (Drott, 2020). This practice has
clear traits of digital colonialism, whereby human creative endeavour is exploited as
data for commercial gain (Morreale, 2021; see also Morreale et al., 2024). Similarly,
Instagram Face (coined by Jia Tolentino, 2019) captures the rise of a particular beauty
ideal that appears ambiguously ethnic yet predominantly white in a single cyborgian
look. AlDahoul et al. (2025) note how Al-generated images reveal significant racial
homogenisation by, for example, depicting nearly all Middle Eastern men as bearded
and wearing white attire. In examining professional stereotypes, most professions (ac-
countants, managers, lawyers, etc.) are portrayed by Al as white, with less prestigious
professions (cleaners and security guards) portrayed as black. As Chayka (2024) ob-
serves, each platform cultivates its own stylistic archetypes, shaped not only by
aesthetic preferences but also by biases related to race, gender, and politics.

Algorithmic Monoculture, as typified by Bommasani et al. (2022), not only affects what
we sound or look like, but also the language we use and how we think. This flattening
effect is reinforced by the material infrastructure of Al development, where annota-
tion practices and data curation decisions embed particular worldviews into seemingly
neutral systems (Hao, 2025). Al, in particular LLMs, raises the question of how lan-
guage shapes our thinking. Agarwal et al. (2025) show that LLLMs homogenise writing
towards Western styles and diminish cultural nuances. The datasets used to train gen-

erative Al like ChatGPT mostly consist of Anglophone texts, and therefore, the stories
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that repeat are of a particular kind (Rettberg, 2024a, 233; see also Rettberg, 2024b).
Of course, these models do not only produce homogeneous writing towards a partic-
ular style; they also give rise to stochastic parrots, or systems that statistically mimic
human language by repeating patterns in their training data, without understanding
(Bender et al., 2021). However, as Floridi (2023) reminds us, parrots have a different,
distinct type of intelligence, while LLMs do not. Within the literature, some scholars
are investigating the “representational harms” that occur when certain meanings are
privileged above others (Rettberg, 2024b). Furthermore, Azizov (2024) illustrates the
difficulties of Al and Natural Language Processing (NLP) in the face of idiomatic lan-
guage with cultural meanings, as native speakers interpret these language constructs
through “social knowledge, personal and collective history, and surrounding details”
(2024, 543). Reflecting upon the dominant role of English in LLMs, Adams claims
that they “not only disallow new expressions of thought, they also extend the imperial
hegemony of the English language” (2025, 149).

Of course, the idea that language shapes our thinking is not a new one. Amershi
(2020) notes, with regard to the emergence of Al, that while reason and rationality
constitute common human faculties and cannot be attributed to any specific human
culture, what varies is their “connotation, linguistic meanings and their use and appli-
cation”: all things that generative language models cannot, as of yet, do. However,
while the broader trajectory of homogenisation and hegemony in Al is concerning, it
1s important to acknowledge that Al is also being employed in efforts to preserve and
revitalise endangered indigenous languages. For example, Lelapa Al a South African
research lab, is developing language technologies grounded in African contexts, with
a focus on promoting African languages and epistemologies (see footnote 63). Adams
describes various promising Al projects, such as the use of generative Al in Mali to
produce reading books in Bambara for Malian children (2025, 150).

The importance of developing LLMs for particular languages becomes more ap-
parent when considering studies like that of Lu et al. (2025), which show to what extent
generative Al is inherently cultural. They analysed GPTs' responses in a large set of
measures in Chinese and in English, and demonstrated how GPT exhibits more in-
terdependent (versus independent) social orientation and a more holistic (versus
analytic) cognitive style. The researchers warn that cultural bias in AI might bias
speakers of a given language towards the norms of that culture. For example, English
is widely spoken in collectivistic cultures like Singapore and Malaysia, while the train-
ing data of Generative Al comes predominantly from individualistic cultures like the

U.S.A. While there are many examples of culturally specific and locally grounded
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initiatives, they remain peripheral within the broader landscape of dominant, globally
standardised Al systems.

Writing about the cultural homogenisation brought about by digital technologies,
Hynes (2021, 39) observes that there is a dominant value system that “leaves little
room for other differencing or opposing cultural beliefs and world views”. He refers
to Bowers (2014) when noting that the mode of consciousness inherent in these types
of technologies ignores particular forms of intergenerational knowledge and skills es-
sential in the diversity of the cultural commons.7. Furthermore, it idealises a condition
of rootlessness in which human beings are no longer long-term inhabitants of place.
It is this abandonment of place that encourages people to forgo their duties to their
community and society. Furthermore, the homogenising effect of LLMs makes resist-
ing its effects more difficult. Borowski (2025, 249) notes that data is extracted and
repeated to the individual in self-reinforcing loops that “make any form of critique or
resistance difficult”. This homogenising and modulating effect, he continues, absolves
us from any need to interpret, assess or critique. Miragoli (2024) describes this as ze-
tetic injustice: a form of epistemic injustice that obstructs or undermines an
individual’s capacity to engage in inquiry, limiting their ability to seek, generate, or
pursue meaningful knowledge and research.

Mollema (2024) explores various novel forms of epistemic injustice that arise from
Al systems. For example, generative hermeneutical ignorance arises when algorithmi-
cally generated outputs distort or fail to capture the lived experiences of marginalised
social groups due to gaps in culturally or contextually relevant training data. This
means that the “specifically situated cultural forms of sensemaking” cannot be ade-
quately conveyed by the Al system (Mollema, 2024, 9). He further develops the
concepts of generative hermeneutical erasure and epistemic colonisation. On the one
hand, generative erasure occurs when generative Al is transferred outside of its con-
text of conception. This form of epistemic erasure negates formerly trusted “certain”
ways of articulation by suppressing conceptual differences, leading to the displace-
ment, disruption and erasure of epistemic particulars. This type of erasure occurs
because of the suppression of statistical marginal concepts in the Al system. On the
other hand, epistemic colonisation occurs due to the focus on datasets that are domi-
nated by the English language and Euro-American worldviews.

In contexts shaped by African communitarian thought, and especially within Ub-
untu philosophy, human dignity is not an abstract or purely individual attribute. It is
nurtured and realised through ongoing participation in the social, cultural, and lin-

guistic practices of one’s community. These practices are increasingly being narrowed
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or erased by the proliferation of Al in daily life. The epistemic narrowing brought
about by dominant Al systems undermines these relational foundations of dignity. By
sidelining local idioms, concepts, and value expressions, Al weakens the channels
through which people come to be acknowledged as persons in good standing within
their communities. This is especially troubling in African frameworks that link dignity
to processes of becoming a person, processes that depend on embeddedness in a living
network of shared meanings. Thus, Al homogenisation is not simply a matter of rep-
resentation. It strikes at the heart of what it means to be human in traditions where
dignity is inseparable from one’s situatedness in community. To further develop this
analysis of how Al is disrupting what it means to be human, the concept of human
dignity will be examined in greater depth in the following section. I begin by tracing
its historical and conceptual development within global philosophical discourse, be-
fore turning to its articulation in African philosophy. This will set the stage for
demonstrating that Ubuntu-rooted accounts of dignity, grounded in particular con-
ceptions of personhood, are uniquely susceptible to disruption by the cultural and
epistemic flattening effected by contemporary Al systems.

The homogenisation and hegemony of Al do more than simply influence aesthetic
tastes or narrow linguistic expression. They corrode the very conditions under which
African personhood, and therefore dignity, can be realised. In African philosophical
traditions, personhood is not awarded merely by virtue of being born human. It is the
result of a process of incorporation into the life of a community, grounded in particular
languages, shared histories, moral obligations, and the ongoing recognition of one’s
embeddedness in a web of relationships. This process depends on the persistence of
local, situated, and culturally specific practices. When Al flattens these practices into
a global monoculture defined largely by minority world norms, it severs the lifelines
through which personhood is cultivated.

In the African view, dignity is inseparable from the communal environs. Segun
(2024, 5) writes that from “the Afro-ethical standpoint, a person is said to have dignity
if they are capable of being part of a community”. It is enacted through reciprocal
relationships, performance of duties, and affirmation of belonging. Yet Al systems, as
currently conceived, privilege modes of interaction, reasoning, and representation
that are abstracted from place, culture, and the slow relational labour of becoming
human. When local idioms are replaced by globally dominant speech patterns, when
communal narratives are overwritten by algorithmic templates, and when moral
norms are reframed through the logic of efficiency and individual preference, the

pathways to personhood are obscured. This is not a neutral cultural shift but an
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epistemic and moral disruption that undermines the very possibility of dignity as Af-
rican philosophy understands it.

Furthermore, the minority world conception of human dignity, dominant in Al
ethics and policy discourses, compounds the problem. By framing dignity as an inher-
ent and self-contained attribute of individuals, this model obscures the relational and
processual dimensions that are vital in African thought. It hides the fact that a univer-
salised, individualistic dignity is not only insufficient but actively detrimental when
applied without regard for the communal foundations of African personhood. It in-
vites a shallow protection of “human worth” in principle while permitting the erosion
of the cultural and linguistic conditions in which that worth is made manifest.

This erosion is particularly dangerous because the homogenising tendency of Al
systems does not simply remove difference. It also makes resistance to domination
more difficult. In African virtue-based accounts, the struggle against domination is a
constitutive part of dignity itself. The virtue lies not only in achieving freedom from
oppression but in the act of resisting. Yet when language, culture, and forms of
thought are standardised by Al into globally recognisable but locally alien forms, the
tools of resistance are dulled. The epistemic and symbolic resources needed to name
domination, to imagine alternatives, and to mobilise collective action are displaced by
a vocabulary and a worldview that serve the interests of the dominant order.

In this way, Al’s cultural homogenisation creates a double bind. It undermines the
communal foundations of personhood, making it harder to attain dignity in the Afri-
can sense, and it also constrains the capacity to resist this very erosion. What remains
is a narrowed moral horizon in which dignity is declared but cannot be lived, and

where the possibility of becoming fully human in community is quietly foreclosed.

5. Conclusion

This chapter has examined Al through both Western and Ubuntu philosophical
frameworks, showing that contrasting understandings of human dignity produce
markedly different interpretations of AI’s ethical implications. In Western moral phi-
losophy, particularly in Kantian and human rights traditions, dignity is typically
conceived of as an inherent and inviolable attribute, which is grounded in autonomy
and rationality. This conception typically frames violations of dignity as infringements
upon individual freedom and rights. In contrast, Ubuntu frameworks situate human
dignity within the relational and processual dimensions of personhood. Here, dignity

is something that is cultivated through participation in communal life and the
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development of values. Drawing these traditions into a dialogue reveals that, while
both share a concern for safeguarding what is uniquely human, they locate human
dignity in distinct ways. Ubuntu locates dignity in the capacity to relate to others,
taking part in communal rituals and practises and in duties to others. This shift in
emphasis allows for a more contextually grounded critique of Al, one that recognises
the erosion of the communal and cultural conditions in which personhood develops

as an ethical harm in itself.
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Chapter 7

Missing Values: Creativity, Integrity
and Diversity

1. Introduction

Thus far, this dissertation has shown that the Ubuntu values that emerge when en-
gaging with Al technologies are often sidelined or completely missing from the
mainstream Al discourse. In the preceding chapters, this dissertation explored how
applying a Ubuntu heuristic (see Chapter 2) could reveal these ethical dimensions of
Al that are underexplored or missing. While values highlighted during the qualitative
research, such as Privacy and Human Dignity, were discussed in depth, there are sev-
eral values that arose during the research that are neglected in the current discourse.
In particular, participants in the South African focus group noted that values such as
integrity, creativity, freedom of expression and diversity did not feature in the litera-
ture. This chapter offers a novel contribution to the Al ethics discourse by
foregrounding these “missing” values. In each section, one missing value will be ex-
amined. This will be done by firstly considering how participants in the surveys and
focus groups described these particular values before further exploring the particular
value. Secondly, the significance of this value within Ubuntu will be explored. How-
ever, it is essential to note that literature relating these values to Al specifically is
scarce, and the values are either underexplored or entirely absent. Finally, the way in
which these missing values could inform the broader discourse will be considered. By
elevating these values rooted in the lived experiences and worldview of Ubuntu-prac-
tising communities, this chapter attempts to broaden the ethical discourse around Al

and highlights insights that are crucial for a more human-centred approach to Al

2. AI and the Disruption of Creativity

The rise of generative Al has unsettled long-held assumptions about what creativity
means. Classic definitions in Western thought often define creativity as the production
of something both novel and valuable or appropriate. Implicit in these definitions is

the notion that creativity originates in human imagination and agency. The advent of
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Al capable of generating human-like art and text forces a reconceptualisation: if a
machine produces an original painting or an inventive poem, can we meaningfully
call it creative? This concern was also salient amongst the South African or Ubuntu
practising participants in the focus group. They worried that generative Al might di-
minish human originality. During a value-mapping exercise, one participant even
chose “creativity” as a value to add, noting that it was effectively non-existent in prev-
alent Al principles. Several participants voiced apprehension that relying on Al tools
like ChatGPT “takes away... human creativity”, leaving “no uniqueness” in the work
produced.

It is not surprising that the value-concept of creativity has come under immense
scrutiny with the advent of generative Al. Creativity was seen as one of the hallmarks
of being human for centuries. Al systems now produce paintings, musical composi-
tions, poems and designs, which seemingly fulfil the criteria for creativity. Y,J. Erden
(2010, 535) notes the complexity in determining what the term creativity encompasses,
but that the difficulty in defining creativity does not prevent us from using the term in
a meaningful way. Erden continues by stating that artificial creativity will never be the
same as human creativity. This is on a par with how participants in the Ubuntu-focus
group conceived of creativity in regard to Al. For example, one participant explained
that ChatGPT tends to draw on the same data and produce uniform results, lacking
the spark of new ideas: it cannot “come up with new ideas like how humans come up
with new ideas”. Others agreed that current generative Al systems do not create in a
true sense, but merely remix existing information, which could lead to homogeneity
in expression. These reflections show that participants valued creativity both as a hu-
man trait and as a potential (but unrealised) feature of ethical Al

For generations, creativity has been treated as a uniquely human faculty or the
“bastion of human expression”, as Garcia (2024) observes. The notion of artificial
creativity directly contests this view by suggesting that non-human systems can also
originate imaginative works (Runco, 2023; Moruzzi, 2021). More recent investiga-
tions into the creativity of Al attempt to broaden the concept of creativity itself. For
example, Atkinson and Barker (2023) question the degree to which human creativity
is based on the selection rather than the generation of material. Crucially, Al chal-
lenges the anthropocentric view of creativity. If we accept that a machine can be
creative, we are effectively expanding the definition of creativity beyond its anthropo-
centric bounds, and probably dismantling the idea that creativity signals something
intrinsically human. On the other hand, if we reserve creativity as an honorific for

intentional, sentient acts, then Al-generated novelties might better be termed
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simulations of creativity or artificial creativity in a limited sense. Whether Al can be
creative or not, it is clear that the concept of creativity is being disrupted. Generative
Al models like DALL-E and Midjourney are shifting the meaning of creativity from
the quality of a creative individual or process to describing generated outputs. This
denotes a shift in the usage of the term that reflects a broader change in how society
understands creativity, no longer as a trait limited to humans only, but also as a prop-
erty of an artifact. Furthermore, Al is disrupting the function of creativity in human
practice, or in other words, how creativity is used and valued in society. Traditionally,
human creativity has served multiple functions: solving problems through innovation,
expressing emotions or cultural narratives through art, and driving progress in science
and technology. In many of these domains, Al is now a participant. This has led to a
reframing of creativity’s role from something humans do to something humans in-
creasingly manage or co-create with machines.

Participants in the focus groups related the value of creativity to Freedom of Ex-
pression in stating that Al should respect and uphold freedom of expression. In the
focus group, after deliberating on various candidate values, the group agreed that
alongside human dignity and privacy, “freedom of expression” was one of the core
principles they want Al systems to honour. This indicates that despite coming from a
strongly communal socio-cultural background, South Africans prize the ability to ex-
press oneself freely and authentically in the context of Al

What role, then, do creativity and freedom of expression play within Ubuntu-
practising communities, and how does it inform Al ethics? As has become clear in
earlier chapters, some views on Ubuntu give priority to the community (what Eze
describes as the “tyranny of consensus” and Louw as “oppressive sameness”, see
Chapter 2). As was discussed in earlier chapters, the role of the individual within the
community is heavily debated within the scholarship. Consensus on this topic indi-
cates that individual autonomy and freedom are not undermined by the community,
but that the individual and the community are understood as co-constitutive. In this
view, the common good can only flourish when individual subjectivities are fostered.
As indicated in the previous chapter, philosophers like Ikuenobe argue that the com-
munity has a duty to provide the conditions for the autonomy of the individual to be
actualised. Chasi (2014) provides the most detailed account of the notion of Freedom
of Expression in the Ubuntu context, while warning against the misuse of Ubuntu to
limit the freedom of expression of individuals. He argues that an Ubuntu-centric ethic
should “prize the freedom of expression” because it enables individuals to become

“the most they can be” within their communities (2014, 504). In this view, personal
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flourishing is tied to communal participation: people tend to be most creative and
productive when they engage in communities that facilitate self-actualisation and ful-
filment. Freedom of expression is here seen as a conduit for creativity: it allows
individuals to contribute their unique voice, ideas and talents to the collective. African
communal art forms have long since illustrated how creativity and freedom of expres-
sion are co-valued for the benefit of the community. Traditional music practices
involve a “collaborative and creative expression of agency”, where no individual voice
1s subordinated, producing a rich tapestry of sound that values diversity and personal
improvisation within the group (Chasi, 2014, 501). The communal aspect of creativity
is particularly emphasised in Ubuntu cultures. In many African societies, creative
works (including art, music, oral traditions, and literature) are traditionally communal
activities, embedded in social rituals and collective purpose. Mbembe refers to the
ways in which societies compose and invent themselves in Africa as the “creativity of
practice”, which is always ahead of the knowledge that we can produce of these soci-
eties (Mbembe, 2017, 212; see also Shipley, 2010, 654). Lemu (2019) claims that
collectivism 1s key to this notion of creativity of practice, and that it is characterised by
collaboration and a subject-centred communality, which opposes the hyper-individu-
alism often found in the neoliberal art world. This understanding aligns strongly with
Ubuntu values, and stands in contrast to a tech industry narrative that often idolises
individual innovators or lone Al systems producing pseudo-brilliance (see McCray,
2020).

When Al is introduced into a communal creative setting, it is not only the notion
of creativity that is disrupted, but also the social dynamics of the community. One risk
1s that Al tools, often developed outside the community (usually in minority world tech
hubs), could displace local creative practices or knowledge. If, say, an African com-
munity starts using an Al system trained on Western art, it might inadvertently further
marginalise indigenous styles or storytelling methods. This runs the risk of cultural
misappropriation and loss of context. The social function of creativity as a carrier of
tradition and communal values may not translate when Al is involved, since the Al
does not share the same values as the communities in which it is employed. Yet the
picture is not solely negative; there are also instances where Al is being used to safe-
guard and preserve communal creative practices. There are numerous examples
across the African continent of this. For example, Robinson et al. (2021) demonstrate
how a cell phone-based authentication app can be used for kente cloth in West Africa.
Olojede and Suleman (2015) show how Al enables image-based navigation of rock art

sites using computer vision and image processing algorithms for the detection of rock
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art images. In Ghana, deep-learning classifiers trained on a large Adinkra dataset sup-
port the documentation, cataloguing and educational interfaces for Akan visual
symbolism.

When it comes to creativity, Ubuntu’s principles suggest that creative endeavours
are valued not as solitary achievements but as contributions to the community. Crea-
tivity in an Ubuntu context would likely be judged by how it promotes social harmony,
expresses shared values, or addresses communal needs. This Ubuntu-based evaluation
of creativity differs markedly from typical minority world analyses. Rather than focus-
ing on whether Al meets abstract criteria for creativity (originality, intelligence, and
so forth), an Ubuntu-informed critique asks how Al-generated creative processes and
products affect relationships, communal well-being, and human dignity. One main
critique from an Ubuntu perspective would be that machine-generated art lacks the
relational context that imbues human creativity with meaning. Creative works in hu-
man societies are often a form of communication, a dialogue between the creator and
the audience, or a reflection of the creator’s lived experience within a particular com-
munity. An Ubuntu lens emphasises that creativity is about relationality and
expressing one’s inner life in order to benefit the community. In Ubuntu terms, crea-
tivity has an ethical dimension: it emerges from one’s umuntu (humaneness) and is
accountable to others. An Al has no umuntu. Therefore, calling an AI’s work “crea-
tive” in the same sense as a human’s work might be seen as a category mistake, or at
least a dilution of the concept of creativity, stripping it of the relational and ethical
dimensions.

A further concern raised from an Ubuntu perspective is that of inequality and
justice in the context of Al creativity. Generative Al models are trained on vast da-
tasets, which include art, writing, and music from countless individuals and cultures,
often scraped without consent or recognition. Thus, an Ubuntu critique calls for more
consent and reciprocity in Al creativity by, for example, involving communities in
decisions about using their cultural data and ensuring that they share benefits. It is for
this reason that the idea of an African data commons for Al, rooted in the idea of
Ubuntu, has gained traction in recent years (Shabaya et al. 2025). Furthermore, schol-
ars like Gondwe (2025) show that Al-driven content is disproportionately favouring
Western artistic norms and that the creative endeavours of marginalised indigenous
groups are undermined. He argues for Al literacy initiatives, culturally inclusive algo-
rithmic training and ethical governance frameworks to ensure that Al integration is
equitable in creative economies. Creativity and Freedom of Expression are notably

underrepresented in the global Al ethics discourse, which has largely centred on
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principles like transparency, privacy, safety and non-bias. This gap indicates that the
role of creativity remains underexplored in mainstream debates. Recent scholarship,
particularly from African and other majority world perspectives, argues that creativity
is both perplexing and indispensable for humane technology, since Al systems shape

cultural production, authorship, and meaning.

3. The Role of Integrity in Al

Integrity, understood as moral integrity, honesty, and coherence between values and
action, emerged as a core value for Ubuntu-practising participants, even though it is
largely absent from the mainstream Al ethics discourse. During the focus group exer-
cise with Ubuntu-practising participants, one of the participants noted, “No integrity,
huh?”; while others concurred with this. Another participant asked, “Whose integrity?
Of the user? Or the AI?”. Integrity was a value that participants expected the tech-

nology and its creators to have. During the interview, this question was probed further:

Interviewer: So why integrity then and not responsibility? Responsibility is also on
the list. Would you put responsibility on here?

Respondent 1:  But like the integrity trumps the responsibility, yeah? And that would
flow out of integrity. Also, it's a value, right? A value that you hold.

In Ubuntu scholarship, integrity is seldom isolated as a discrete value, particularly in
relation to Al Yet it is not absent from African philosophy, where it is conceived in
two main ways. First, scholars refer to integrity as a moral quality. Dauda (2017, 483)
writes that in order to reinforce compliance with social norms and values, the Yoruba
give names to those who exhibit particular ethical behaviours. Olédodo refers to those
who are upright or have integrity, and Omoliwabi refers to a person who has “high
integrity and probity” or is seen as “the paragon of all ethical behavior”. Banda makes
the centrality of integrity within Ubuntu philosophy more explicit when he states that
a meaningful view of Ubuntu must be holistic and include all aspects of flourishing as
a full human (2019, 219). He further states that Ubuntu must not only be preoccupied
with integrity, human dignity and communal relationships, but it must also focus on
existential well-being. The role of integrity as a value is most prominent in Ubuntu
scholarship that focuses on virtue ethics. For example, Nicolaides and Dludla (2023,
7) describe an Ubuntu view as holding that “individuals must act with integrity and
be responsible for their actions while supporting the general community in which they

operate”. Kelbessa (2024, 68) extends this view by situating integrity beyond human-
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to-human relations, arguing that virtues like justice, integrity, and respect must also
govern human interactions with the nonhuman world and the Earth itself. This wider
scope resonates with Ubuntu’s ecological dimensions, where integrity includes sus-
taining harmony across all of life.

The second way integrity appears in the scholarship is in relation to the wholeness
of personhood. Du Toit observes that the “African integrity of the human person is
unique and challenges technological societies to reconcile their technology with a hu-
mane style of living” (2005, 858). He situates this concern within what he calls the
“Technocultural Environment”. In this sense, integrity refers not to a single virtue but
to the coherence of Ubuntu personhood within the broader Technocultural Environ-
ment. It points to a harmony between the inner and outer worlds of the person (Du
Toit, 2005, 834). The task of maintaining such integrity is to recover personhood by
acting as subjects within technological systems, a recovery made possible through
meaningful participation in communitarian life.

Mainstream Al ethics rarely foregrounds integrity. One exception is Mann (2024),
who argues for Artificial Integrity as a framework through which Al systems should em-
body values such as fairness, safety, transparency, and dignity. Even in such accounts,
the emphasis often remains instrumental, focusing on how Al systems can be made to
behave reliably, rather than on relational or ontological questions. Ubuntu scholar-
ship brings a richer perspective by highlighting integrity as both a virtue and as the
wholeness of personhood (being a person among other persons). An Ubuntu heuristic
would thus question how Al systems affect the integrity of the person by strengthening
relationality with other humans or the environment (Mensah and Van Wynsberghe,
2025). As responses from the focus groups indicated, respondents expected the devel-
opers and the technology to also exhibit the type of integrity that leads to responsible
use and employment of Al systems. Despite these commentaries on the concept of
Ubuntu within Al systems, it remains that integrity is underrepresented in both Ub-

untu scholarship and the broader Al ethics discourse.

4. Diversity and Al

When asked about whether there are any values missing from the current Al debate,
one participant wrote, “Diversity, making sure Al models have the breadth to handle
cultural, ethic, and religious diversities”. When it comes to Ubuntu-informed under-
standings of diversity, the literature is scarce. However, diversity here is not

understood as a value inherent in Ubuntu, but rather as a value that guides the
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discourse surrounding the ethics and philosophy of Al as a whole. It calls for sensitivity
towards the complexity and diversity of the various contexts in which Al systems are
deployed.

In mainstream Al ethics, diversity is often invoked rhetorically but rarely studied
or operationalised as a concrete value. Literature about diversity covers a number of
themes. Firstly, scholars like Singh (2021, 21) illustrate that there is a lack of diversity
in the Al ethics discourse when it comes to the way in which different demographic
clusters prioritise ethical principles. Telkamp and Anderson (2022) draw upon moral
foundations theory to show that individuals’ perception of whether Al decision-mak-
ing is ethical is dependent on the degree to which those decisions resonate with their
own moral foundations. Secondly, some scholars focus on the lack of diversity in the
design and development of Al technologies (Shams et al., 2025; Zowghi and Bano,
2024). Thirdly, some scholars show the lack of diverse viewpoints in the governance
and regulation of Al (Gofhi and Momcilovic, 2022; Roche et al., 2022). Fourthly, de-
colonial critiques highlight how AI reproduces colonial logics and homogenises
difference (Birhane et al., 2022). Finally, recent scholarship has started to emphasise
the importance of cultural diversity within Al ethics. Ozkan (2025) claims that cultural
diversity should be addressed by both examining the cultural values that dominate the
design and development of Al systems, as well as analysing the interactions that
emerge when those systems are used in different contexts.

While the importance of diversity is noted, the lack of conceptual clarity around
diversity has concrete consequences. Without a robust account, initiatives risk becom-
ing tokenistic, treating diversity as a checkbox rather than a principle that shapes
design, deployment, and evaluation. Roche et al. (2023) warn that when diversity is
invoked superficially, it risks legitimising systems that continue to exclude or margin-
alise communities. Furthermore, they note that the concept of diversity cannot be
addressed adequately without considering intersectionality. Intersectional analyses re-
veal how categories such as race, gender, class, and disability intersect to shape
experiences of inclusion or exclusion. That 1s why that many Al policies recognise
gender diversity but fail to integrate intersectional perspectives that capture the com-
plexity of lived experience (ibid.). Al systems that value diversity would therefore
include the lived experience of individuals who are embedded in diverse social groups,

such as those whose values are informed by Ubuntu.
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5. Conclusion

This chapter has explored a set of values that are largely absent from mainstream Al
ethics discourse but surfaced with clarity and urgency in the voices of Ubuntu-prac-
tising participants. Creativity, freedom of expression, integrity, and diversity were not
peripheral concerns but envisioned as central values that should guide AL Their em-
phasis reveals a gap in the global debate, where principles such as transparency,
privacy, and accountability dominate, but the values that speak to cultural expression,
relational wholeness, and a diversity of voices are underrepresented. The analysis
showed that creativity and freedom of expression, while often treated as individualistic
pursuits in Western traditions, are deeply relational within Ubuntu thought. Creativ-
ity 1s not merely the production of novelty but a form of contribution to communal
flourishing. Freedom of expression, likewise, is not opposed to consensus but enables
individuals to bring their unique subjectivities into the life of the community. Simi-
larly, integrity emerged in the focus groups as a value that underpins other values like
responsibility. Ubuntu scholarship deepens this point by situating integrity both as a
moral quality and as the wholeness of personhood. Mainstream Al ethics tends to
reduce integrity to system reliability or trustworthiness, whereas Ubuntu foregrounds
dimensions such as relationality, creativity and diversity. Together, these missing val-
ues extend the Ubuntu heuristic for Al ethics in important ways. They highlight the
need for an ethical framework that goes beyond preventing harm or ensuring tech-
nical fairness, toward one that actively foregrounds values like creativity, integrity,

freedom of expression, and diversity.
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Conclusion

As this dissertation draws to a close, I now circle back to some of the core questions
and insights that have guided this work. Throughout the preceding seven chapters,
spanning philosophical analysis, methodological amalgamation, and empirical explo-
ration, I have built a case for reimagining Al through the lens of Ubuntu. This
concluding chapter synthesises the dissertation's main findings and arguments by re-
visiting the main research questions and sub-questions, before reflecting on the

broader implications and contributions of this dissertation.

1. Returning to the Research Questions

This dissertation employed an Ubuntu heuristic to explore central values and concepts
relating to what it means to be human in the age of Al. The central research question
that guided this dissertation was formulated as How do Al technologies disrupt concepts and
values central to an Ubuntu understanding of what it means to be human? In order to answer this
question, three sub-questions guided the dissertation:

The first sub-question was: how are technologies percewved and experienced collectively?
Through the theoretical groundwork in Part I (Chapters 1-3), it became evident that
experiencing technology collectively has a distinctive meaning in an Ubuntu context.
As Chapter 1 and 2 illustrated, the term collectively has unique meanings when consid-
ered through the heuristic of Ubuntu. On the one hand, it means that human beings
exist with one another in a shared be-coming. Personhood is not an automatic status,
but something that flows from the way in which we relate to one another. This has
implications for the way in which we act normatively. It also means that in order to
become fully human, we have to fulfil certain duties to one another, the living-dead,
future generations, and our environment.

Chapter 2 focussed more concretely on Al, and how Ubuntu has been used in the
scholarship to address some of the critical concerns raised by Al technologies. By sur-
veying the emerging scholarship surrounding Al and Ubuntu, it became apparent that
the inquiry into Al ethics remains centered on specific domains like normative enquir-
ies about robotics, healthcare or education, while ontological questions about how Al
disrupts relations between humans remain underexplored. It also showed that Ubuntu

is often described as a static doctrine, thus risking becoming a formulaic slogan, rather
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than a living and contested philosophy. This chapter therefore developed an Ubuntu
heuristic that emphasises the following six features of Ubuntu:

(1) The relational ontology of Ubu-ntu: human beings are constituted through
relationships, interdependence and duties to the community. Personhood is
therefore, something we acquire with others. Ubuntu is radically relational as
it includes those who have come before us, and those who are yet to be born.
It also extends to non-humans and the environment. Al should therefore be
evaluated in terms of the relations it enables or disrupts. If Al undermines com-
munal relations that enable flourishing, it is ethically problematic; if it fosters
values like human dignity, relational privacy, creativity, etc. it aligns with Ub-
untu.

(2) Ubuntu is an essentially contested, dynamic and historically situated concept.
Therefore, a heuristic should be open-ended, reflexive and context-sensitive,
and explicitly hold together tensions between the normative, ontological and
critical readings of Ubuntu.

(3) The dichotomy between the individual and the community 1s not as simplistic
as often employed in the scholarship. Ubuntu affirms personhood through
community but does not dismiss or negate individual agency or autonomy.

(4) In certain contexts, Ubuntu has been used as a slogan in nation-building and
reduced to a cultural add-on. An Ubuntu heuristic should interrogate how Al
intersects with colonial histories, inequality and epistemic injustice. Thus,
Chapter 5 shows how a concept like privacy has been employed in harmful
ways that do not reflect how the value is understood in Ubuntu communities.

(5) Ubuntu has a glocal orientation: it is rooted in the African context, yet has
broader relevance. The heuristic should be responsive to local realities while
showing how African relational perspectives can reshape global Al ethics de-
bates.

(6) Related to the previous point, Ubuntu is grounded in lived experience and is
not an abstract, top-down concept. It is for this reason that the empirical re-
search employed in chapter 4 serves as a lens for further reflection. It directs
the academic gaze for the rest of the inquiry.

Chapter 2 also illustrates that in terms of the way that technologies are understood
through the lens of Ubuntu, the scholarship does not address how this communal ex-
perience of technology functions. At the same time, postphenomenology has
developed in depth how human beings relate to technology. However, postphenome-
nology does not currently accommodate more relational understandings of the human
being. Chapter 3 thus presented a view of postphenomenology that replaces the /-
Technology-World Schema with a We-Technology-World schema. Drawing upon the work

of Schutz, it argued that human beings are always socially embedded. How we
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perceive and experience the world collectively also depends on our shared stock of
knowledge. In this dissertation, Ubuntu illustrates how Al could be understood
through a particular kind of “shared stock of knowledge” (Chapter 3), one that prior-
itises communal well-being, duties to others, relationality, etc.

The second sub-question was Which African values or concepts, central to what it means to
be human, are disrupted by AI? To remain faithful to the heuristic developed in Chapter
2, I engaged directly with the lived experiences and contexts of people who use Al
technologies regularly. It is for this reason that Chapter 4 is focused on qualitative
research as a way to understand how people within Ubuntu communities perceive Al
and how they define and prioritise the values associated with it. Typical of an IPA
approach, this research focused on a small group of participants whose insights were
used as a lens to understand which values should be foregrounded. Since there are no
established methods for studying this question, some methodological expansion was
required. First, conducting surveys and then inviting participants who explicitly iden-
tify with Ubuntu allowed me to research how Al is experienced by those who share a
particular stock of knowledge. Besides the obvious value for the research project, it
also served as a reminder of the Ubuntu heuristic that holds that Ubuntu is a living
and evolving philosophical framework. Second, developing the method of Al Value-
Mapping made it possible to gain insights not only into which values participants pri-
oritise but also into how these values are defined and negotiated in practice.

The empirical component of the dissertation allowed me to move beyond precon-
ceived ideas of which values are central in Ubuntu and instead engage with the values
that emerged in context. For example, the value of human dignity turned out to be far
more central than I initially expected, particularly because its importance is so con-
tested in minority world discourse. Through this qualitative work, my attention was
drawn to values that I might have overlooked had I not engaged with participants
outside formal academic debates. This method also helped to problematise values
such as privacy. Participants consistently prioritised privacy as a key concern in Al
ethics in African contexts, despite the fact that this value remains underexplored out-
side of African legal scholarship.

The final sub-question, How can these disrupted values inform our view of AI”, was an-
swered in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. It is important to reiterate what is meant here by
disrupted. As Chapter 5 explains, some values are conceptually disrupted by emerging
technologies such as Al, as opposed to the disruption that could occur in political or
economic context when a new technology is introduced. The empirical research func-

tioned as a lens through which values could be identified, revealing how generative
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Al unsettles or disrupts values that are central within Ubuntu communities. Partici-
pants did not use the term “disruption”, as it is not part of everyday vocabulary, so
some interpretive inference had to be made. The participants did however describe
values that are at risk, neglected, or fading from importance, such as freedom of ex-
pression or creativity. To understand how these values inform our view of Al several
of the values identified as central, forgotten, or challenged were explored in more
depth.

This exploration has shaped my understanding of Al ethics in several important
ways. The value of human dignity, for example, changes significantly when viewed in
relation to the Ubuntu concept of personhood. In Ubuntu, personhood is not an in-
herent status but a process of becoming. One becomes a person, or as the title of this
dissertation suggests, one becomes (a) human. This becoming depends on the envi-
roning community, as Menkiti (1984) describes it. For example, the values and
language in which Ubuntu personhood is nurtured is disrupted by Al systems that are
biased towards Western values and language. Other values, like creativity, integrity
and diversity, risk being disrupted as they are rarely even acknowledged in the main-
stream discourse. It is for this reason that I emphasise that these values are at risk. As
has become clear in Chapter 7, literature about these values is sparse and there is a

need for further engagement.

2. Overall Contribution and Implications

This dissertation also reflects the convivial nature of Ubuntu in the way it was carried
out. As noted in the introduction, Ubuntu does not present itself as a complete or
closed philosophical system. It understands being human as an ongoing process, one
that 1s always co-constituted with others, and it recognises that neither human beings
nor their systems of knowledge are ever finished or self-sufficient. For this reason, ra-
ther than identifying in advance which values ought to be considered central to
Ubuntu in the context of Al, I approached this inquiry relationally, by engaging di-
rectly with others and allowing their lived experiences to guide the direction of the
research. This openness became one of the most rewarding aspects of the project. The
conversations, insights, and concerns that emerged during the surveys and focus
groups were not predetermined by my initial expectations but unfolded through en-
counters with participants. In this sense, the dissertation not only theorises Ubuntu’s
relational ontology but enacts it by treating knowledge as something generated

through dialogue, reciprocity, and shared exploration.
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A further contribution of this dissertation is the demonstration that there is signif-
icant and previously unexplored potential in bringing Ubuntu and
postphenomenology into conversation. As outlined in the introduction, both traditions
critique the autonomous, self-sufficient subject that dominates much of Western
thought, and both understand human beings as co-constituted through relations. Yet,
despite these resonances, no scholarship has systematically examined how Ubuntu’s
relational ontology and postphenomenology’s account of technological mediation
might inform one another. Chapter 3 showed that postphenomenology, although rich
in its analysis of human—technology relations, remains limited in its account of social
embeddedness and communal interdependence. Ubuntu philosophy, in contrast, of-
fers a deeply social and ecological understanding of personhood, but lacks a developed
theory of how technologies participate in co-constituting human existence. By placing
these traditions in dialogue, the dissertation illustrates that each addresses the other’s
limitations. Ubuntu can expand postphenomenology’s social horizon by foreground-
ing the communal, intergenerational, and environmental dimensions of mediation,
while postphenomenology can offer Ubuntu a conceptual vocabulary for analysing
how technologies shape, foster, or undermine the relationships through which person-
hood is realised. This intersection opens a new theoretical space within global
philosophy of technology, one in which African relational ontologies and Western me-
diation theory can mutually enrich one another. The dissertation’s integrative
approach therefore not only broadens both traditions but also establishes a foundation
for future work at their meeting point.

The dissertation contributes to ongoing developments in the philosophy of tech-
nology by further integrating empirical research into conceptual analysis. As discussed
in Chapter 4, systematic engagement with empirical methods remains limited within
philosophy, even though such methods are increasingly recognised as valuable for un-
derstanding how technologies are experienced in context. This project contributes to
that growing movement by demonstrating how qualitative research, and specifically
IPA, can be meaningfully integrated into philosophical inquiry. In doing so, it expands
the existing methodological repertoire in the philosophy of technology and shows how
IPA can illuminate the values which shape the ways in which we relate to AL. By
grounding philosophical reflection in lived experience, the dissertation shows how em-
pirical methods can serve as a vital bridge between normative theory and the realities
of technological life, enabling a more responsive and contextually attuned analysis of

Al
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The dissertation also makes a contribution to Ubuntu philosophy as such. By ex-
amining the relational ontology of Ubuntu in direct conversation with contemporary
Al systems, the research uncovers several risks that Al poses to the very conditions
required for Ubuntu personhood, or becoming human. Because personhood in Ub-
untu is cultivated through communal relationships, shared meanings, and
intergenerational responsibilities, the findings reveal that Al systems biased toward
minority-world values and linguistic norms disrupt the relational environments in
which personhood is nurtured. This foregrounds a previously underexplored threat:
Al technologies do not simply challenge specific ethical principles but may undermine
the processes through which persons become persons in Ubuntu communities. In ad-
dition, the dissertation demonstrates the need for intercultural conceptual disruption
(ICD) within Al ethics. It illustrates that Ubuntu is not merely an additive cultural
perspective but a framework capable of unsettling dominant technological assump-
tions, opening the way for more plural and relational forms of ethical reflection.
Finally, the empirical research reveals that several values central to Ubuntu practice,
such as human dignity, creativity, integrity, and privacy, have not yet been fully the-
orised within the Ubuntu literature. Their prominence in participants’ accounts

suggests that these values need to be explored in far greater conceptual depth.

3. Limitations and Opportunities for Further Research

Throughout this dissertation, several limitations emerged. Some resulted from the
boundaries of the fields brought into conversation, which is to be expected when in-
tegrating academic discourses in novel ways. Others arose from the empirical
component of the project. Beginning with the theoretical constraints: one limitation
that became increasingly apparent was the absence of a developed account within
Ubuntu philosophy of what kind of entity technology is. Alexis Kagame’s (1976) well-
known typology of the four ontological categories might suggest that technologies be-
long to the category of Kintu or Bintu, meaning “thing”. Yet it is far from clear
whether Al as an artefact that participates in shaping human relations and practices,
can be straightforwardly situated there. The significance of this question extends far
beyond classification. Al does not merely function as a tool but mediates how people
relate to each other and to their communities. On the one hand, Al mediated com-
munication and assistive technologies may strengthen communal ties and support the
flourishing of relational life. On the other hand, reliance on Al for emotional or social

support may diminish engagement with one’s community and alter the practices
pp y gag y p
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through which personhood is cultivated. Clarifying whether Al technologies partici-
pate in the sphere of Ntu, and therefore in the relational vitality that grounds Ubuntu
ontology, is essential for evaluating whether they can be considered acceptable medi-
ators of communal life. This conceptual gap lies outside the scope of this dissertation,
yet it points toward a substantial area for future philosophical development.

Regarding the empirical limitations of this study, the qualitative research pre-
sented here should ideally be extended into a longitudinal project. As noted in the
introduction, the present study captures participants’ perspectives and value priorities
at a particular moment in time. While some contextual values are likely to remain
central across contexts, such as human dignity or privacy, others may evolve as Al
technologies develop and become more deeply embedded in everyday life. A longitu-
dinal design would allow researchers to trace how these values shift, intensify, or
diminish as new forms of Al emerge. It would also make it possible to observe whether
contextual values that appeared marginal in this study gain prominence over time.
For instance, autonomy may become a more salient concern as generative Al systems
grow in sophistication and exert greater influence over decision-making processes.
Tracking these changes would not only offer insight into how Ubuntu-practising com-
munities adapt to technological developments but would also contribute to a more
dynamic understanding of how values are negotiated, contested, or disrupted in re-
sponse to evolving technological realities.

A further limitation concerns the treatment of environmental values in the empir-
ical component of this study. Due to the limited time available for the focus groups,
several topics that would have warranted deeper discussion remained underexplored.
One notable example is sustainability and the relationship between humans and the
environment. In both the Dutch and South African groups, sustainability either did
not arise at all or was placed at the bottom of participants’ value hierarchies. Had this
study relied solely on the theoretical components of Ubuntu scholarship, one might
have expected environmental concerns to feature far more prominently. Ubuntu phi-
losophy often situates the environment within the broader ontological hierarchy,
emphasising interconnectedness not only among humans but also between humans,
the natural world, and the non-human realm. The empirical findings therefore reveal
a noticeable gap between Ubuntu’s theoretical commitments and the values priori-
tised by participants in practice. This discrepancy raises important questions for future
research. It suggests that environmental considerations may be overshadowed by
more immediate social or technological concerns, or that participants may not yet

perceive Al as directly implicated in ecological well-being. A more focused or
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longitudinal study could explore whether sustainability becomes more prominent as
awareness grows around the environmental costs of Al, or as communities articulate
their values in greater depth and over longer periods of engagement.

Another promising avenue for further research concerns the ways in which values
and personhood are shaped by intersectional markers such as gender. The qualitative
component of this study revealed notable differences in how male-identifying and fe-
male-identifying participants articulated and prioritised specific values. These findings
echo Singh’s (2022, 21) observation that gender identity influences the moral empha-
ses individuals adopt, with male-identifying respondents often prioritising autonomy
and transparency, and female-identifying respondents emphasising privacy and fair-
ness. While recent work, including that of Mensah and Van Wynsberghe (2025), has
begun to introduce a feminist African ethics into Al ethics debates, substantial re-
search is still required to examine how gendered experiences shape Ubuntu values in
technologically mediated contexts. This is especially important in communities where
gender roles and expectations play a significant role in everyday life and communal
participation. Future studies could explore how gender intersects with Ubuntu con-
ceptions of personhood, relationality, and ethical responsibility, and how these
intersections influence the ways in which Al is received, negotiated, or resisted within
African settings.

A final avenue for future study concerns the role of religion and spirituality. Reli-
gion remains a central dimension of life across much of Africa and cannot be
bracketed out of any serious account of Al ethics. As participants in this study noted,
many interpret Ubuntu alongside their Christian faith, viewing both as grounded in
values such as love, neighbourliness, and human dignity. At the same time, several
participants expressed concern that increasing reliance on Al may inadvertently dis-
place reliance on God, raising important theological questions about autonomy,
human dependence, and the role of technology in shaping moral life. While scholars
such as Mokoena (2024) have begun to articulate connections between Ubuntu and
Christianity, much more work is needed to examine how religious belief informs the
reception of Al, how spiritual commitments intersect with Ubuntu conceptions of per-
sonhood, and how communities negotiate the ethical tensions between technological
agency and divine agency. This represents a substantial and largely unexplored area

for future research.
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Appendix A: Consent Form

Yes No

Taking Part in the Study
I have read and understood the study information dated [DATE], or it
has been read to me. I have been able to ask questions about the study

and my questions have been answered to my satisfaction

I consent voluntarily to be a participant in this study and understand that
I can refuse to answer questions and I can withdraw from the study at

any time, without having to give a reason.

I understand that taking part in the study involves an audio-recorded
focus group

Use of the information in the study

I understand that information I provide will be used for research reports
and publications

Tunderstand that personal information collected about me that can iden-
tify me, such as [e.g. my name or where I live], will not be shared beyond

the research team.

Future use and reuse of the information by others

I give permission for the audio recording that I provide to be archived in
the study Data Repository so it can be used for future research and learn-

mng.

Signatures

Name of participant [Printed] Signature Date

I have accurately read out the information sheet to the potential participant and, to the best of

my ability, ensured that the participant understands to what they are freely consenting.

Researcher Name [Printed] Signature Date

Study contact details for further information: Kristy Claassen (k.claassen@utwente.nl)

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or wish to obtain information,
ask questions, or discuss any concerns about this study with someone other than the re-
searcher(s), please contact the Secretary of the Ethics Committee/domain Humanities & Social
Sciences of the Faculty of Behavioural, Management and Social Sciences at the University of

Twente by ethicscommittee-hss@utwente.nl
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Appendix B: Information Sheet

Purpose of the research

The purpose of this research is to understand which values you, as a user of Al technologies, see as im-
portant. The research consists of surveys and interviews which will allow the researchers to “map” which
values are central to you.

Research Funding

This work is part of the research programme Ethics of Socially Disruptive Technologies, which is funded
through the Gravitation programme of the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture, and Science and the
Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research (NWO grant number 024.004.031). This particular pro-
ject is facilitated at the University of Twente, The Netherlands.

Benefits and risks of participating

The risks to this research are minimal. No personally identifiable information will stored or made public.
The use of ChatGPT will be discussed in detail in this research. Your use of this technology will not be
communicated with any lecturers or educational staff at any educational institution. Any publications that
may follow from this research will also be anonymised to ensure that information cannot be linked to you
personally. This research project has also been reviewed and approved by the BMS ethics committee at the
University of Twente (domain Humanities & Social Sciences). The benefits of this research are that partic-
ipants get to reflect on their own values and what roles this plays in their use of generative Al Ideally, the
values identified by participants will allow researchers to identify which values are overlooked in the broader
Al ethics discourse.

Procedures for withdrawal from the study
Should you wish to withdraw from this study for whatever reason, please contact the researcher via email
(k.claassen@utwente.nl). You do not have to specify why you would like to withdraw.

Collection of Personal Data

No identifiable data will be stored or made public as a result of this research. Data used for the purposes of
publication will be anonymised and pseudonymised. Information gathered for this research may be pub-
lished. Please be aware that the published information will not contain any personal information. It may,
however, contain information referring to particular comments made by participants or to conclusions
drawn about how particular groups have responded (for example, “Dutch students studying communica-
tion sciences identified value X to be central in deciding whether to use Al or not”). Information used for
the purposes of publication will not be linked to any particular participant and readers will not be able to
identify participants through the information provided. The researcher and supervision team will have ac-
cess to the data. Participants can request access to and rectification or erasure of personal data at any time.
The following data will be collected:

e Interview Notes

Consent Forms

Online Surveys

Audio Interviews with Participants' Voice

Transcribed Interviews

Various measures have been taken to safeguard personal information. Personal information will be anony-
mised or pseudonymised during the transcription process. Interview notes and audio interviews will not be
publicly accessible. Data will be stored on the UT Network Storage and backed up at the UT Data Centre.

Contact details of the researcher

The researcher may be contacted at any time by sending an email to k.claassen@utwente.nl. Should you
wish to file a complaint, you may contact the BMS Ethics Committee/domain Humanities & Social Sci-
ences at ethicscommittee-hss@utwente.nl.
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Appendices

Appendix C: Survey Information Sheet

This survey is divided into four parts:

Demographic Information: tell us a bit more about yourself
Ubuntu

Using ChatGPT: what is it like using ChatGPT?

The use of ChatGPT

Demographic Information

What is your age? [Range]

What is your gender? [Short Answer]

What is your nationality? [Short Answer]

What languages do you mainly speak at home? [Short Answer]

Ubuntu
How would you describe Ubuntu? [Long Answer]|
What role does Ubuntu play in your life? [Long Answer]

What are the most important values of Ubuntu? [Long Answer]

Using ChatGPT

What is ChatGPT? [Long Answer]

Do you use ChatGPT on a regular basis? Why or why not? [Long Answer]

Could you describe what it is like using ChatGPT? (for example, does it feel like speak-
ing to a person, or is it more like using a search engine?) [Long Answer]

What kind of questions do you ask ChatGPT? Please give examples. [Long Answer]

Case Study

A friend of yours is having a hard time completing assignments. They have a part-
time job and many family responsibilities. They feel that it is unfair that they have so
many extra responsibilities while their classmates have much more time for studying
and assignments. They ask you if you think it is okay to use ChatGPT for an upcoming
assignment. What would you tell them? [Long Answer]
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The Use of ChatGPT

Using Al in a “good” or responsible way means that there are certain values we should

keep in mind. How important are the following values:

Not

Important

Not Very
Important

Neutral

Somewhat
Important

Very
Important

Transparency

Privacy

Accountability

Explainability

Justice

Non-maleficence

Human Dignity

Beneficence

Responsibility

Safety

Data Security

Sustainability

Freedom

Solidarity

Prosperity

Effectiveness

Accuracy

Predictability

Interpretability

Are there any values you would add to the previous list? [Long answer]

Closing

Thank you for taking part in this survey. To get an even better understanding of what

students think about ChatGPT, we invite you to take part in a small group discussion.

Please indicate if you would like to take part in one of the in-person discussions. This

will take about 90 minutes. [Yes/No; If “yes” email]
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Appendix D: Interview Guide

Focus Group Guiding Questions and Comments

Introduction

Information Sheet and Consent Form.

Ubuntu

What is Ubuntu?
What role does Ubuntu play in your daily life?

Chat GPT

How would you describe ChatGPT to someone who has never used it? [Long
Answer]

Is the use of generative Al like ChatGPT “right” or “wrong”? Why? [Long An-
swer]|

Do you know of any examples of ChatGPT being used in a positive or good way?
[Long Answer]

Do you know of any examples of ChatGPT being used in a negative or bad
way?[Long Answer]

Value-Mapping

Explanation: For the following exercise we will be using index cards and markers.

Could you please write down the values that you think are important when using
ChatGPT?

As a group, will you please place the “value-cards” on the table in order of im-
portance? The most important cards should be placed at the top and the least
important at the bottom.

Please describe each value

Why did you place (Cards A, B, C) on the top?

Let’s see what answer we get from ChatGPT. Do you agree with these values?
Do you want to add or change any of the values you mentioned?

Closing

Thank you for joining today’s focus group. Are there any questions or comments
you would like to add?
Please remember that you can withdraw from the study at any time. My contact
information and details about questions or complaints about this research are on
the information sheet.
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Summary

In this dissertation, I explore what it means to be human in the age of Artificial Intel-
ligence (Al) by examining Al through the lens of Ubuntu. Being Human: Evaluating
Artificial Intelligence Through the Lens of Ubuntu argues that the quest to make Al
ethical cannot be separated from the question of what it means to be human together.
The dissertation’s title is reflected in its conclusion: being (fully) human, in the Ubuntu
sense, 1s a communal, relational process, and Al should be evaluated by how it sup-
ports or hinders that process. The work’s primary argument is that applying Ubuntu
as an evaluative lens reveals hidden ethical dimensions of Al and uncovers conceptual
disruptions. By engaging with Al through a heuristic of Ubuntu, this dissertation
broadens the theoretical discourse by showing that we perceive and experience tech-
nology (postphenomenologically) as socially embedded human beings. It also employs
an Interpretative Phenomenological Approach (IPA) as a lens to identify which values
are prioritised by the users of Al, how these values are articulated and negotiated, and
which of these values are being disrupted.

In order to arrive at these insights, this dissertation is divided into two parts. Part
I (Chapters 1-3) focuses on the theoretical foundations of the study. Chapter 1 dis-
cusses the ontological, normative and critical approaches to the essentially contested
concept of Ubuntu. Chapter 2 employs a narrative literature review to provide a situ-
ated snapshot of current scholarship that engages Ubuntu in relation to the philosophy
and ethics of technology. It shows that this body of literature remains concentrated in
a limited number of application domains, that questions concerning how humans re-
late to technologies are often confined to specific domains, and that significant
conceptual and methodological gaps remain that require further attention. Key nor-
mative and ontological foundations were revisited to formulate an Ubuntu heuristic
that guides the dissertation. Chapter 3 brings Ubuntu into conversation with postphe-
nomenology. It argues that the social dimension of human—technology relations is
underemphasised in contemporary postphenomenological debates. Drawing in par-
ticular on the phenomenological work of Alfred Schiitz, the chapter shows that human
beings are socially embedded and that experiences and perceptions of technology do
not occur in isolation from others. Ubuntu is presented as exemplifying this emphasis
on social embeddedness, thereby serving as a conceptual bridge between Ubuntu phi-

losophy and postphenomenology.
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Part II of this dissertation shifts from the theoretical to the empirical and builds upon
these empirical findings to develop new insights. Building upon the previous findings,
Chapter 4 integrates empirical research to examine how Al is experienced and eval-
uated within Ubuntu-practising contexts. By implementing the method of Al Value-
Mapping, participants identified which Al-related values they considered central,
which they experienced as disrupted, and which they perceived as missing from cur-
rent discourse. Values such as privacy and human dignity emerge as central, while
values like creativity and integrity are underexplored or missing from the mainstream
discourse. This chapter, therefore, serves as a lens through which the values that war-
rant further conceptual analysis are identified.

The remaining chapters explore these values in depth. In Chapter 5, privacy is
analysed as a value-concept subject to intercultural conceptual disruption, demon-
strating how dominant frameworks fail to account for relational understandings of
privacy rooted in duties and communal well-being. It argues for a broadening of cur-
rent theories of conceptual disruption that acknowledges that disruption does not take
place in a vacuum. It further argues for a theory of Intercultural Conceptual Disrup-
tion that calls for the decentering or decolonisation of particular minority world value-
concepts. Chapter 6 investigates the concept of Human Dignity. Ubuntu-practising
participants in the focus group emphasised that human dignity underlies all other val-
ues and positioned it as the most important value in the Value-mapping exercise. This
chapter explores the meaning of Human Dignity in an Ubuntu context and argues
that generative Al poses a risk for attaining personhood, the basis for Human Dignity.
Finally, Chapter 7. Missing Values: Creativity, Integrity and Diversity is the final and
most exploratory chapter of this dissertation. These were values that participants in
the empirical research identified as underexplored or missing. This chapter thus ex-
plores these values in more depth and calls for further exploration into these topics.

Opverall, the dissertation contributes theoretically, methodologically, and norma-
tively to the philosophy and ethics of Al It advances Ubuntu scholarship by bringing
it into conversation with postphenomenology, engages with contemporary themes in
Al ethics and demonstrates the value of integrating empirical methods into philosoph-
ical methods. By doing so, it argues for an Ubuntu-informed approach to Al ethics
that takes seriously the question of what it means to be human in a technologically

mediated world.
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In dit proefschrift onderzoek ik wat het betekent om mens te zijn in het tijdperk van
Kunstmatige Intelligentie (KI) door KI te analyseren vanuit een Ubuntu perspectief.
Being Human: Evaluating Artificial Intelligence Through the Lens of Ubuntu betoogt
dat de zoektocht naar ethische KI niet los kan worden gezien van de vraag wat het
betekent om samen mens te zijn. De titel van het proefschrift komt tot uitdrukking in
de conclusie: volledig mens zijn in de zin van Ubuntu is een gemeenschappelijk en
relationeel proces, en KI dient te worden beoordeeld op de mate waarin het dit proces
ondersteunt of belemmert. Het centrale punt is dat de toepassing van Ubuntu als eva-
luatief kader verborgen ethische dimensies van KI zichtbaar maakt en conceptuele
disrupties blootlegt. Door KI te benaderen via een Ubuntu heuristiek verbreedt dit
proefschrift het theoretische debat, doordat het laat zien dat wij technologie (postfe-
nomenologisch) waarnemen en ervaren als sociaal ingebedde wezens. Daarnaast
maakt het gebruik van een Interpretative Phenomenological Approach (IPA) als ana-
lytische lens om te identificeren welke waarden door gebruikers van KI worden
geprioriteerd, hoe deze waarden worden gearticuleerd en afgewogen en welke waar-
den worden ontwricht.

Onm tot deze inzichten te komen is het proefschrift opgebouwd uit twee delen. Deel
I (Hoofdstuk 1 - 3) richt zich op de theoretische grondslagen van het onderzoek.
Hoofdstuk 1 bespreekt de ontologische, normatieve en kritische benaderingen van het
essentieel betwiste concept Ubuntu. Hoofdstuk 2 maakt gebruik van een narratieve
literatuurstudie om een gesitueerd overzicht te bieden van het huidige academische
debat waarin Ubuntu wordt verbonden met de filosofie en ethiek van technologie. Dit
hoofdstuk laat zien dat deze literatuur zich concentreert op slechts een beperkt aantal
toepassingsdomeinen, dat vragen over de relatie tussen mens en technologie vaak tot
specifieke domeinen worden beperkt, en dat er aanzienlijke conceptuele en methodo-
logische lacunes bestaan die verdere aandacht vereisen. Op basis hiervan worden de
primaire normatieve en ontologische uitgangspunten herzien en wordt een Ubuntu
heuristiek geformuleerd die het verdere proefschrift richting geeft. Hoofdstuk 3 brengt
Ubuntu in dialoog met de postfenomenologie. Het betoogt dat de sociale dimensie
van mens-technologie relaties in hedendaagse postfenomenologische discussies onder-
belicht blijft. Aan de hand van het fenomenologische werk van Alfred Schiitz, laat dit
hoofdstuk zien dat mensen sociaal ingebed zijn en dat ervaringen en percepties van

technologie niet los van anderen plaatsvinden. Ubuntu wordt gepresenteerd als een

201



Being Human

exemplarische uitdrukking van deze sociale ingebedheid en fungeert daarmee als con-
ceptuele brug tussen Ubuntu filosofie en postfenomenologie.

Deel II van het proefschrift verschuift de focus van het theoretische naar het em-
pirische en bouwt voort op deze bevindingen om nieuwe inzichten te ontwikkelen.
Hoofdstuk 4 integreert empirisch onderzoek om te onderzoeken hoe KI wordt erva-
ren en geévalueerd binnen contexten waarin Ubuntu wordt beoefend. Door
toepassing van de methode van KI Value Mapping identificeerden deelnemers welke
KI gerelateerde waarden zij als centraal beschouwden, welke zij als ontwrichtend er-
voeren en welke zij als afwezig achtten in het huidige discours. Waarden zoals privacy
en menselijke waardigheid komen naar voren als centraal, terwijl waarden zoals cre-
ativiteit en integriteit onderbelicht of afwezig blijken in het dominante debat. Dit
hoofdstuk fungeert daarmee als analytische lens om vast te stellen welke waarden ver-
dere conceptuele analyse vereisen.

De daaropvolgende hoofdstukken verkennen deze waarden in diepte. In Hoofd-
stuk 5 wordt privacy geanalyseerd als een waardeconcept dat onderhevig is aan
interculturele conceptuele disruptie. Het laat zien hoe dominante kaders tekortschie-
ten in het erkennen van relationele opvattingen van privacy die geworteld zijn in
morele plichten en collectief welzijn. Het hoofdstuk pleit voor een verbreding van be-
staande theorieén over conceptuele disruptie en benadrukt dat disruptie niet in een
vacuiim plaatsvindt. Tevens wordt een theorie van interculturele conceptuele disrup-
tie ontwikkeld die oproept tot het decentreren of dekoloniseren van specificke
waardeconcepten uit de minderheidswereld. Hoofdstuk 6 onderzoekt het concept
menselijke waardigheid. Deelnemers die Ubuntu praktiseren benadrukten in de fo-
cusgroepen dat menselijke waardigheid ten grondslag ligt aan alle andere waarden en
positioneerden deze als de belangrijkste waarde in de value mapping oefening.

Dit hoofdstuk analyseert de betekenis van menselijke waardigheid binnen een
Ubuntu context en betoogt dat generatieve KI een risico vormt voor het bereiken van
persoonschap, dat de basis vormt voor menselijke waardigheid. Hoofdstuk 7, Ontbre-
kende waarden: creativiteit, integriteit en diversiteit, is het laatste en meest
verkennende hoofdstuk van het proefschrift. Deze waarden werden door deelnemers
van het empirisch onderzoek geidentificeerd als onderbelicht of afwezig. Het hoofd-
stuk onderzoekt deze waarden nader en pleit voor verder onderzoek op deze
terreinen. In zijn geheel levert dit proefschrift een theoretische, methodologische en
normatieve bijdrage aan de filosofie en ethick van KI. Het verrijkt het Ubuntu onder-
zoek door dit in dialoog te brengen met de postfenomenologie, sluit aan bij

hedendaagse thema’s in de KI ethiek en toont de waarde aan van het integreren van
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empirische methoden binnen filosofisch onderzoek. Daarmee bepleit het een door
Ubuntu geinformeerde benadering van KI ethiek die de vraag wat het betekent om

mens te zijn in een technologisch gemedieerde wereld centraal stelt.
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Simon Stevin (1548-1620)

‘Wonder en 1s gheen Wonder’

This series in the philosophy and ethics of technology is named after the Dutch /
Flemish natural philosopher, scientist and engineer Simon Stevin. He was an extraor-
dinarily versatile person. He published, among other things, on arithmetic,
accounting, geometry, mechanics, hydrostatics, astronomy, theory of measurement,
civil engineering, the theory of music, and civil citizenship. He wrote the very first
treatise on logic in Dutch, which he considered to be a superior language for scientific
purposes. The relation between theory and practice is a main topic in his work. In
addition to his theoretical publications, he held a large number of patents, and was
actively involved as an engineer in the building of windmills, harbours, and fortifica-
tions for the Dutch prince Maurits. He is famous for having constructed large sailing

carriages.

Little is known about his personal life. He was probably born in 1548 in Bruges (Flan-
ders) and went to Leiden in 1581, where he took up his studies at the university two
years later. His work was published between 1581 and 1617. He was an early defender
of the Copernican worldview. He died in 1620, but the exact date and the place of his
burial are unknown. Philosophically he was a pragmatic rationalist. For him, wonder
about a phenomenon, however mysterious, should be the starting point for seeking
understanding or even ultimate explanation through human reasoning. Hence the

dictum ‘Wonder is no Wonder’ that he used on the cover of several of his books.
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