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Abstract
Criminologists adopting a southern or decolonial perspective bemoan the failure to

use theories from the Global South in making sense of crime and responses to it.

This article takes the African philosophy and ethics of ubuntu and demonstrates

how they might be used to ground a more relevant and effective approach to prevent-

ing urban violence in South Africa than northern ideas about social cohesion and col-

lective efficacy current in dominant policy discourses. It argues that using indigenous

bodies of knowledge like ubuntu can contribute not just to making good some of the

damage done by colonial epistemicides but may also offer workable solutions to con-

temporary social problems in and beyond the Global South.
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Colonialism imposed its control of the social production of wealth through military conquest
and subsequent political dictatorship. But its most important area of domination was the
mental universe of the colonised, the control, through culture, of how people perceived them-
selves and their relationship to the world.

(Ngũgı ̃wa Thiong’o, 1986: 16)
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Introduction

The era of military conquest and political dictatorship may be over, but their impact on
the mental universe of the formerly colonized persists. This article examines one example
of this: the use of northern ideas about community cohesion and collective efficacy in a
programme aimed at reducing levels of violence in urban South Africa. I take the decision
to prefer these ideas, and to ignore the philosophy and ethics of ubuntu with its roots in
the culture of southern Africa as an alternative, to illustrate the continuation of the dom-
inance of criminological ideas developed in the Global North. In doing so, I am not sug-
gesting that community cohesion and collective efficacy are all that the North has to offer.
Nor am I advocating the rejection of all such ideas simply by virtue of their origin.

Writing over 40 years ago, Colin Sumner (1982) remarked that mainstream crimin-
ology had little or nothing to say about the societies of the so-called underdeveloped
world. Changes in those societies were simply delayed replays of the processes of mod-
ernization familiar from the history of what we now know as the Global North. Almost
four decades on and the Nigerian criminologist, Etannibi Alemika (2020: 7) notes that,
notwithstanding the differences between North and South, ‘Existing criminological edu-
cation and practice in Africa is dominated by models developed to explain crime in
Europe and North America.’ In the intervening years, others have added to Sumner’s
criticism, including Stanley Cohen (1988 [1982]) and Maureen Cain (2000). Biko
Agozino (2003: 1) was perhaps the most scathing with his lacerating description of crimin-
ology as the faithful servant of colonialism, an example of ‘imperialist reason’ that has largely
escaped the ‘postcolonial critique’ to which other social sciences have been subjected.

Southern and decolonial theory in criminology

Over the last 10 to 15 years, criminology has begun to take up the challenge of making
sense of crime and responses to it in non-western, southern and/or post-colonial societies.
It is possible to discern at least five substantial, distinct, but often overlapping and inter-
secting bodies of work. The first consists of high-level critiques of the dominance of the
Global North, its ideas, institutions and scholarship in and beyond the social sciences. In
this vein, Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2016) offers a demolition of the pretensions to
universalism embedded in much northern theorizing, and makes a resounding call for
cognitive justice in the aftermath of the epistemicides associated with colonialism.
Meanwhile, the Cameroonian scholar, Achille Mbembe (2017: 1), draws attention to
the short sightedness of continuing to ignore knowledge from the Global South at a
time when ‘Europe is no longer the centre of gravity of the world’. A second body of
work is concerned more directly with criminology, which, for Jean and John Comaroff
(2012), is very much an intellectual project of Euro-America—and one with an increas-
ingly insecure grasp on reality. In a dramatic reversal of the modernization theory found
wanting by Sumner, they argue that the Global North is evolving in ways prefigured by
the experiences of the South. The limitations of the North–South binary are evident in the
work of Elliott Currie (2017) who demonstrates the presence of the South in the North in
his dissection of the huge disparities in violent death betweenWhites and African-Americans,
and in Parmar et al.’s (2023) excavation of the traces of colonial racism evident in the lives of
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three British men. For her part, Katya Franko Aas (2012) is concerned with the ‘situated iden-
tity’ of criminological theory, where it is produced, by whom and with what consequences for
our understanding of global problems.

Significant though these contributions to the literature are, the most consistent, indeed
insistent, criticisms of the gaps and omissions in contemporary criminological thinking
have come in the form of what its proponents call southern criminology, and from a
group of scholars working in the decolonial tradition. The origins of the former can be
traced back to the seminal work of Raewyn Connell (2007) on southern theory in the
social sciences more generally. A group of (mainly but not exclusively) Australian
authors, with Kerry Carrington perhaps the most prominent among them, have taken
the lead in applying Connell’s work to criminology (see, for example, Carrington
et al., 2016, 2018, 2019a, 2019b). Their approach has not been without its critics both
broadly sympathetic, such as Max Travers (2019) and Leon Moosavi (2019), and more
sceptical (Ciocchini and Greener, 2021). Some of the sharpest criticisms of southern
criminology have come from authors who deploy the notion of coloniality/decoloniality
developed by theoreticians based primarily in the Americas (see, for example,
Maldonado-Torres, 2007; Mignolo, 2011; Quijano, 2000). Blagg and Anthony (2019:
1, emphasis in original) put forward a ‘postcolonial analysis’ that moves ‘beyond the
Global North’s colonising analysis, predicated on regimes of imperial truths, claims to
neutrality and universality and its focus on the state as the epicentre of power’. Dimou
(2021) suggests that southern criminology itself needs to be decolonized if it is to
break with the hegemony of northern theory. From a decolonial perspective, the southern
approach cleaves too closely to the questions asked by northern criminology, its ways of
answering them and of disseminating its findings within the academy and to governments
(Blagg and Anthony, 2019). At its simplest, southern criminology seeks to rescue the dis-
cipline rather than replace it. A fifth and final set of texts focus on a particular continent in
the Global South and consider the extent to which northern theories and methods of
investigation are appropriate in the context of (again by way of example) Asia (Liu,
2009, 2021) and Africa (Agozino et al., 2021).

It is not my purpose here to attempt either to resolve the differences between these
reactions to the abiding ‘northernness’ of criminology, or to commit to one or other of
the main—southern or decolonial—approaches. For present purposes I remain agnostic
on whether the abolition of the discipline, along with the instruments of colonial
oppression associated with it such as the police, prisons and state-centred systems of
criminal justice is a necessary corollary of, even a prerequisite for, a thorough decol-
onization of our thinking about the issues currently considered by criminological
inquiry (see Cunneen (2023) for discussion of the connection between decoloniality
and various strands of abolitionist thought and activism). I want, rather, to concentrate
on a feature of the contemporary criminological landscape on which there is broad
agreement. This is the notion that, though the societies of the Global South can be
mined for data, the raw material of social science, they have little to offer in making
sense of what is collected. When it comes to theory, the countries subjected to coloni-
alism remain, much as they were seen by their physical conquerors, as terra nullius,
ripe for enlightenment using ideas developed in the North but assumed to be of univer-
sal application:
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In this uneven division of labour, Africa in particular and the Global South in general exist as
sites for hunting and gathering of raw data. Europe and North America remain the key sites of
professional processing of data for the purposes of formulation of social theories.

(Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2021: 887)

Thus, the epistemicides committed under colonialism persist in the face of crushing indif-
ference to ways of being and knowing that sit outside the mainstream, beyond the ken of
those who establish and police the boundaries of scientific knowledge. Critics of the
status quo in criminology, and other social sciences, have been astute in pointing this
out. Yet, practical examples of how southern or indigenous ideas might illuminate the
lived experience of people in the Global South, and offer solutions to some of the pro-
blems they, and those further north too, face are harder to come by. There are well-known
examples of ideas with origins in the Global South gaining international currency and
influence in criminology, most notably perhaps in the fields of restorative justice
(Braithwaite, 1989; Schoeman, 2013; but cf. Tauri, 2023) and the governance of security
(Dixon, 2004; Froestad and Shearing, 2012; Johnston and Shearing, 2003). Yet, the the-
oretical canon developed in the North continues to dominate thinking across the globe
virtually unchallenged.

Aim and organization

With the continued hegemony of this canon in mind, the aim of this article is, first, to
illustrate how theory from the mainstream of northern criminology concerned with
social disorganization, cohesion and collective efficacy has been set to work in South
Africa, a country in the Global South with a unique experience of colonialism.
Following on from this, I suggest that these ideas have been adopted despite the existence
of a viable local alternative in the shape of the philosophy and ethics of ubuntu—and with
effects that are mixed at best. Its second aim is to suggest why ubuntu might provide a
more fruitful starting point in devising ways of protecting poor communities from violence
than models imported from the Global North. In pursuit of these aims, the rest of this article
is divided into three sections. In the first, I provide an abbreviated genealogy of social
cohesion and collective efficacy as theoretical constructs with a long history dating back
at least to the work of Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay (1942) in mid-20th-century
Chicago. Then I discuss their adoption and use by researchers, policy entrepreneurs and
government in South Africa. This is followed by an explanation of what is meant by
ubuntu drawing on the work of philosophers steeped in its distinctive etymology, ontology
and epistemology. A third section outlines the potential advantages, in both principle and
practice, of trying to operationalize ubuntu as a response to violence in contemporary
South Africa. I do not attempt to put forward an idealized notion of ubuntu as the authentic,
unalloyed philosophy and ethics of pre-colonial African society; nor do I want to argue that
it provides a ready-to-use solution to problems of urban violence in contemporary South
Africa. My purpose is much more modest: I simply want to suggest that, as an example
of southern theory, it is at least as good a place to start in attempting to resolve those pro-
blems as northern ideas about social cohesion and collective efficacy.
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Theory from the Global North: Social disorganization, cohesion
and collective efficacy

The origins of ideas about social disorganization, cohesion and collective efficacy can be
traced back to the Durkheimian model of modernization and the replacement of mechan-
ical by organic forms of social solidarity. But the progenitor of the concepts of social
cohesion and collective efficacy that underpinned the programme of urban upgrading
and crime prevention I will be concerned with in this article, was Shaw and McKay’s
(1942) famous study of the association between social disorganization and rates of
crime and delinquency in urban neighbourhoods. Robert Sampson and Byron Groves
(1989) tested an extended version of Shaw and McKay’s theoretical schema in the UK
using data from the first British Crime Survey undertaken in 1982. They found that,
with the addition of family disruption and urbanization, and mediated by sparsity of
friendship networks, the prevalence of unsupervised teenage peer groups and low organ-
izational participation, the structural features of communities identified by Shaw and
McKay—economic status, ethnic heterogeneity and residential mobility—had ‘vitality
and renewed relevance for explaining macro-level variations in crime rates’ (Sampson
and Groves, 1989: 799). That Shaw and McKay’s model had such explanatory purchase
outside the United States was, they argued, ‘testimony to its power and generalizability’
(Sampson and Groves, 1989: 799). In another classic study using data from Shaw and
McKay’s home city of Chicago once again, Sampson and colleagues (1997) found that
social cohesion among neighbours, together with a collective willingness to take
action in the interests of the common good—‘collective efficacy’—was negatively asso-
ciated with levels of violence. Social cohesion was evident in neighbourhoods where resi-
dents trusted and were not frightened of each other, and agreed on, and clearly
understood, a shared set of rules and values. The optimism of the Chicagoans new and
old about the utility of their ideas outside the United States has not been consistently sup-
ported by recent research in Europe (Pauwels et al., 2018). So, for example, a recent study
using data on calls for service to Greater Manchester Police in the north of England found
little evidence of an association between ‘typical measures of social disorganization and
collective efficacy’ and variations in neighbourhood crime rates (Lymperopoulou et al.,
2022: 1032). The ‘study of crime’, the authors observed, ‘is necessarily place and time
specific’, a product of historical and environmental factors peculiar to individual societies
(Lymperopoulou et al., 2022: 1020).

From Chicago to Tshwane

South Africa has a long history of borrowing and making use of ideas about crime, and
how to respond to it, from Britain and its empire dating back to the 19th-century heyday
of colonialism (Anderson, 2016). In the 20th century, the edifice of institutionalized
racism was enforced under the rubric of apartheid still more rigorously than under
earlier colonial regimes. It was justified, at least in part, by supremacist theories imported
from Europe in the 1930s by the founding fathers of South African criminology who
sought to preserve the moral integrity of the white minority by restricting social
contact between the ‘races’ (Van Zyl Smit, 1989). Given criminology’s role in lending
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a supposedly scientific gloss to the subjection of its Black citizens, it may not be entirely
coincidental that, as Biko Agozino (2003) noted at the turn of the millennium, South
Africa was alone among countries on the continent of Africa in having universities
with departments of criminology or criminal justice. Given too the country’s long expos-
ure to northern criminological ideas it comes as no surprise to find that theories about the
relationship between social disorganization, crime and violence have been a feature of
South African criminological writing for some time. One example is Don Pinnock’s
(1984) landmark study of the origins of Cape Town’s notoriously violent street gangs.
Pinnock argued that the growth of the gangs from relatively modest beginnings in the
inner-city neighbourhood known as District Six was substantially a result of the destruc-
tion of the area’s dense social networks when its residents were evicted and dispersed to
more remote locations by South Africa’s white minority government in the 1960s and
1970s. Social disorganization, if not the crime and violence associated with it, was a
far from unintended consequence of state policy under apartheid. On the contrary, as
Tony Emmett (2003) has observed, the atomization of communities, and the destruction
of the mechanisms of informal social control that they sustained, resulting from the forced
relocation of some 3.5 million people between 1960 and 1983 was deliberate, and a key
tactic in undermining unified resistance to white minority rule.

Of all the work that has been done on social disorganization in South Africa, the study
conducted by Gregory Breetzke (2010) in the city of Tshwane is the most faithful to the
statistical methods employed by its originators. Using crime data provided by the South
African Police Service (SAPS) and demographic and socio-economic data from the 2001
census, Breetzke operationalized four main measures of social disorganization: ethnic
heterogeneity, socio-economic deprivation, family disruption and residential mobility.
On his own admission, his study had limitations. These included the quality of the
crime data supplied by the SAPS (see Kriegler and Shaw, 2016 for detailed analysis)
and the difficulty of employing some of the indicators of social disorganization used
internationally in the South African context (Breetzke, 2010: 451). For example, mea-
sures of family disruption proved especially problematic. The persistence of the
migrant labour system established under apartheid meant that males were a regular if
sporadic presence in households formally classified as female-headed in the census.
Local definitions of who qualifies as the head of a household, and evidence that children
might be ‘better off’ in female-headed households, also proved hard to reconcile with the
international literature. Summarizing his findings, Breetzke (2010: 451) was able to
detect no more than ‘marginal support’ for social disorganization theory in Tshwane.
Positive associations with violent crime rates were limited to some measures of socio-
economic deprivation and residential mobility.

South African government policy

The difficulty of operationalizing social disorganization theory under South African con-
ditions has not prevented its government from adopting what amounts to its antonym,
social cohesion, as a balm for many of the social ills besetting post-apartheid society
(Barolsky, 2012; Lamb, 2019). The country’s National Development Plan (NDP) for
the period to 2030 published in 2012 makes over 20 references to it in a variety of
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contexts from promoting healthy lifestyles to spatial planning and the transformation of
human settlements (National Planning Commission, 2012). In a chapter on ‘building
safer communities’, social cohesion is seen as being simultaneously strengthened by
the creation of a ‘safe and secure country’, and its absence as one of the ‘leading
causes of crime’ (National Planning Commission, 2012: 386, 394). Later in the same
document, a whole section on ‘promoting social cohesion across society’ calls on
South Africans ‘to work continually to build unity in diversity’ (National Planning
Commission, 2012: 472). The Integrated Social Crime Prevention Strategy (ISCPS) pub-
lished by South Africa’s Department of Social Development a year before the NDP
defines social cohesion as ‘the reasonable and relative ability of the different members
of society to work, live and survive together’. It involves ‘collaborative and communal’
social relationships and a sense of ‘national identity’, ‘characterised by harmonious diver-
sity’ (Department of Social Development, 2011: 11).

Two things are evident from these documents. The first is that social cohesion, and
the closely related notion of social capital, are viewed as significant at three distinct
but inter-related micro-, meso- and macro-levels: in intimate and family relationships
and friendships (see also Chipkin and Ngqulunga, 2008); in residential neighbourhoods
and communities; and, finally, at the level of the nation-state. Second, the relationship
between social cohesion and crime and violence is complex. In contrast to the received
wisdom from the international literature, and the work of South African scholars like
Pinnock and Breetzke, greater social cohesion is viewed primarily as a result of success-
ful efforts to prevent crime and violence rather than a condition to be fostered in order to
protect against them. Both of these positions are problematic. In the first place, it is far
from clear how the three levels at which social cohesion is to be achieved are supposed
to connect with each other when, as Barolsky (2012) points out, the caring inclusive com-
munities and united-in-diversity nation contemplated in the NDP and ISCPS rub up
against the competitive individualism promoted as essential to success in a global neo-
liberal economic environment. In a hard-scrabble world, the advancement of self and
family may well trump more altruistic and communitarian impulses. A second problem
is the lack of clarity over whether social cohesion is no more than a means to a relatively
crime-free end, or an end in itself to be pursued, among other things, by transforming
family and gender relations and building safer communities. This confusion makes it
hard to set clear policy goals, and more difficult still to establish whether they have
been achieved.

Social cohesion and collective efficacy in Khayelitsha

Against this background, I want to illustrate the problems that can occur in using northern
concepts of social cohesion and collective efficacy found in the work of Sampson et al.
(1997) and others following in the footsteps of Shaw and McKay (1942) in the Global
South. To do this I will draw on a case study by Vanessa Barolsky (2016) of the imple-
mentation of a violence prevention programme in the township of Khayelitsha near Cape
Town. Foreign visitors to South Africa’s scenic destination city may catch a glimpse of
Khayelitsha as they head out to the wine farms to the east along the main N2 highway.
Like Cape Town’s other townships, this ‘new home’ (the English translation of the
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isiXhosa Khayelitsha) for Black people was placed at the safe distance of 25 kilometres
from the city itself under the segregationist policy of apartheid. At the time of the research
reported by Barolsky—an ethnographic study involving interviews, focus groups, infor-
mal interactions and observation—Khayelitsha was a place marked by high levels of
violent crime and significant economic disadvantage. Recorded murder rates at
between 76 and 108 per 100,000 of the population for the township’s three police pre-
cincts were over twice, and in some neighbourhoods three times, the national average.
Those in employment had average earnings of less than US$200 a month. Housing for
half the population was informal, much of it in shacks. A similar proportion of its resi-
dents had not been born in Khayelitsha but had migrated to the township to escape grind-
ing rural poverty in the Eastern Cape Province. Yet, Barolsky (2016) notes, Khayelitsha
was a site of contradictions, its people at once fearing for their safety, but connected in a
complex web of, sometimes frayed but still significant, social relationships. It was in this
context that she set out to test some of the assumptions made in theoretical models linking
greater social cohesion and collective efficacy with lower levels of violent criminal vic-
timization. Her research focused on a violence prevention programme implemented by a
partnership between the municipal authority responsible for Khayelitsha and the German
Development Bank (GDB) using the latter’s model for urban upgrading through ‘coher-
ent and integrated town planning’ and support for entrepreneurship and infrastructure
development (Barolsky, 2016: 23). In effect, the Violence Prevention through Urban
Upgrading (VPUU) programme involved a funder from the Global North laying the foun-
dations for a new sense of community as both an end in itself, and a means of providing
residents with some respite from the threat of violence so salient in their daily lives. The
chosen mechanism for doing this was an off-the-shelf technical intervention that made a
virtue of its insensitivity to local political and social conditions.

The findings from the fieldwork carried out by her colleague Ncedo Mngqibisa in
Khayelitsha, and the conclusions Barolsky (2016) draws from them, are instructive.
An initial problem with the VPUU intervention was that the planned, well-ordered environ-
ment it sought to create in designing out violence was based on an assumption about the
normative hegemony of the state that was unwarranted. It proved difficult to conjure the
VPUU’s conception of ‘rational’ and ‘orderly’ behaviour from informal traders and other
individual actors with a very different view of the world under conditions where the
state’s writ did not run as it does in the Global North, and where violence was a constant
threat, the need to react to it often informally, perhaps violently, so urgent. The ontological
basis for social cohesion as the outcome of decisions by individual subjects was inconsistent
with the sense of self, and the norms of sociality, still prevalent in Khayelitsha notwithstand-
ing their gradual erosion by the individualism accompanying the adoption of northern
values more in tune with South Africa’s integration in the global market economy.
Where residents were able to act collectively to enforce shared values and standards of
behaviour, their actions, or those of other local enforcers such as the drivers of the
minibus taxis on which the majority of Khayelitsha’s inhabitants depend for transport to
and from work, involved (sometimes extreme) forms of violence. Citizens’ use of vio-
lence—and their resort to banishment and other forms of extra-judicial punishment docu-
mented by Super (2020, 2023)—reflected the inability of the state to assert its monopoly
on the legitimate use of force, and contradicts the Weberian notion of state-ness. It is
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also incompatible with commitments to the rule of law and the right to life, dignity and
freedom and security of the person under the terms of South Africa’s post-apartheid consti-
tution. It speaks to tensions between the three levels at which social cohesion should operate
in the idealized schema presented in the NDP and ISCPS with the collectively efficacious
community flouting wider social norms by taking violently disintegrative and exclusionary
action against errant individuals. Barolsky (2016: 27) concludes from this that some of the
assumptions made in international discourse on social cohesion and collective efficacy need
to be re-examined to take account of ‘the lifestyles, values, outlooks and expectations’, of
people living in places like Khayelitsha in the Global South, ‘their forms of identity and…
mutual relations’.

Theory from the Global South: Ubuntu

Barolsky (2016: 21) reports that an older male participant in one of the focus groups con-
ducted for her study complained that, ‘People no longer have ubuntu.’ Another younger
male ‘entrepreneur’ felt that ‘Western ways of living’ were undermining traditional
values and how people live their lives in Khayelitsha (Barolsky, 2016: 21). Barolsky
(2016: 27) herself comments that:

[I]n Khayelitsha communitarian world views support forms of mutual sociality that are intrinsic
to social life and identity. These are underpinned implicitly by the philosophy of ubuntu in
which personhood is achieved through social relations rather than through individual empower-
ment. However, these communitarian networks and ‘ways of life’ are under social and structural
strain and moreover are conduits not only for reciprocity, but also for violence.

With the focus on testing the application of northern theory, ubuntu was present in the
VPUU programme mainly in its absence, an elusive counter-narrative to a dominant dis-
course built on an alien, individualistic conception of what it is to be human. But what
exactly is this ‘philosophy of ubuntu’, and why might it have been a more promising
place to start than social cohesion and collective efficacy in thinking about ways of
making Khayelitsha a safer and more secure place to live? The remainder of this
article is devoted to answering these questions.

The philosophy and ethics of ubuntu

The first thing that needs to be said about ubuntu is that despite, perhaps because of, its
evident appeal to a distinctively African sensibility, it has attracted its fair share of con-
troversy (Gade, 2012). For some, its promotion is an attempt to recover an imagined past
foisted on the masses by a Black elite that recent history suggests will end in social and
political failure when brought into contact with the harsh realities of post-colonial life
(Matolino and Kwindingwi, 2013). Others deplore its appropriation and evisceration
by white scholars lacking an organic connection with its origins in the life, language
and culture of Bantu-speaking people. (Ndumiso Dladla (2017, 2018) identifies those
he holds responsible by name.) According to Dladla (2017, 2018) their use of it continues
the epistemicide that followed the colonial wars of conquest and the subjugation of the
indigenous people of South Africa. It is with some trepidation then that I, another
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white scholar, suggest that ubuntu may have something to offer in the field of violence
prevention that the dominant theories of the Global North do not. As a British,
English-speaking white male, I cannot pretend to have the anthropological and cultural
connection with ubuntu demanded by Dladla (2017, 2018), and I have neither the
ability nor the wish to provide an extended exposition of what a programme of violence
prevention based on the philosophy and ethics of ubuntumight look like. All I want to do
here is to suggest why ubuntu might have been a more productive alternative to northern
concepts of social cohesion and collective efficacy in the circumstances of Khayelitsha
documented by Barolsky (2016), and why its marginalization is such a striking
example of the continued indifference shown to southern theory in criminology. If
there is an epistemicidal threat here, it surely lies not in arguing for the potential of
ubuntu, but in ignoring it. In any event, I hope to address Dladla’s (2017, 2018) concerns
by taking my account of ubuntu from him, and the earlier work of Mogobe Ramose
(2005) to which he refers. I will also endeavour to heed Bernard Matolino and
Wenceslaus Kwindingwi’s (2013) warning not to present contemporary thought on
ubuntu as the purest distillation of untrammelled pre-colonial wisdom and to be attentive
to the conditions under which its precepts fall to be realized in the contemporary social
world.

It is relatively uncontroversial that ubuntu is a philosophy, a code of ethics and a way
of being human that is widely understood across Africa south of the Sahara. What is
known as ubuntu in two of South Africa’s 11 official languages, isiXhosa and isiZulu,
has its equivalents across southern Africa and beyond (Kamwangamalu, 1999): botho,
in Sesotho (another of those languages) and unhu in Shona (widely spoken in neighbour-
ing Zimbabwe) are just two examples. Oko Elechi (2021) finds evidence of similar ideas
as far afield as Nigeria in the mbari culture of the Igbo people. Proponents of ubuntu like
Dladla (2017, 2018), Munyaradzi Murove (2014) and Ramose (2005: 32) emphasize that
it was suppressed under colonial rule in the cause, as the last of these authors puts it, of
imposing ‘the European epistemological paradigm upon Africa’. To the extent that it sur-
vives today, ubuntu as a mode of thought and a way of being has survived the deliberate
acts of epistemicide for which the European powers were responsible throughout the
colonial world (De Sousa Santos, 2016).

The word ubuntu defies exact translation into English. From their vantage points, Ramose
(2005) and Dladla (2017, 2018) suggest that it is divisible into two distinct elements, a prefix
ubu- and a stem –ntu. The former connotes an unfolding ‘be-ing’ (both authors insist
on hyphenation to capture an essential sense of motion), the latter how ubu- is manifested
in ‘particular forms and modes of being’ (Ramose, 2005: 36). When –ntu is joined with
the prefix umu-, the product, umuntu, locates the abstract notion of ubu- in the context of
human existence: ‘[W]hile Ubuntu can be thought of as describing the more general and
abstract humanness or be-ing human, umuntu on the other hand, is the specific concrete mani-
festation’ (Dladla, 2018: 72). The ‘indissoluble’ connection between ubu- and umuntu is cap-
tured in the isiZulu aphorism umuntu ngumuntu nga Bantu. This can be expressed, albeit
imperfectly, in English as ‘a person is a person because of other persons’ (Murove, 2014:
37) or, more compendiously, ‘to be a human be-ing is to affirm one’s humanity by recognis-
ing the humanity of others and, on that basis establish humane relations with them’ (Ramose,
2005: 37). It follows from this that, as Ramose (2005: 38) makes clear, law and politics, and
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the relations between humans generally, are, or perhaps should be, both based upon and suf-
fused with ubuntu: ‘The obligation to be humane towards others is an ethical imperative
based on the principle that one should always promote life and avoid killing’ (Dladla,
2018: 74). Although neither Ramose nor Dladla say as much, it seems that there is a distinc-
tion to be made between ubuntu as a humanness shared by all people and its possession by a
particular group or individual (Dladla, 2018). The example he gives is that of ‘Europeans’
(abelungu), who are generally considered not to have ubuntu because of the history of
unjust and oppressive behaviour by them in their interactions with the ‘Bantu-speaking com-
munity’ during and since the colonial era (Dladla, 2018: 75–76). Notwithstanding this collect-
ive exclusion, individual white people (umulungu) can demonstrate their humanness by their
conduct. More importantly, there is no suggestion that, simply because an individual or group
does not have ubuntu, and is therefore regarded as not fully human, those who do, and are, do
not have to treat them humanely. In sum then, ubuntu captures a sense of relatedness, an obli-
gation to be respectful and humane in interacting with others, to recognize and value their
humanness, and an acknowledgement that human life and order are profoundly social. It
offers both an implicit explanation for why crime and violence may occur because of a
lack of respect and humanness in the conduct of human relations; and a remedy for those
social ills in the reinvigoration of ubuntu as a practical code of ethics, a way of being in
the world.

From social cohesion and collective efficacy to ubuntu

Christian Gade (2011) has traced the earliest written reference to ubuntu back as far as
1846; but the qualities of humanness associated with it have been woven into the
history of opposition to colonialism and apartheid in South Africa with more or less
effect for at least 50 years. For example, the Black Consciousness leader, Steve Biko,
murdered by security forces in 1977, had this to say some six years before his death:

In rejecting Western values … we are rejecting those things that are not only foreign to us but
that seek to destroy the most cherished of our beliefs—that the corner-stone of society is man
himself—not just his welfare, not his material well-being but just man himself with all his
ramifications.

(Biko, 1978: 46)

The transition from white minority rule in South Africa between 1990 and 1994 saw the ele-
vation of ubuntu to something approaching a founding value of the country’s new constitu-
tional democracy. As a response to the ‘gross violations of human rights’ and the
‘transgression of humanitarian principles’ that occurred under apartheid, the oft-quoted
Postscript to the Interim Constitution on National Unity and Reconciliation spoke of ‘the
need for reparation but not for retaliation, a need for ubuntu but not for victimisation’
(Constitution of the Republic of South Africa Act 200 of 1993). Although its chair,
Archbishop Emeritus Desmond Tutu, did much to popularize ubuntu outside South
Africa, the extent to which the work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission set up
to investigate these abuses was informed by it is contested (see Gade, 2017). Ubuntu was
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not mentioned in the final constitution adopted in 1996 (Constitution of the Republic of South
Africa (as amended), 1996); but Gade (2011: 311, n.10) found references to it in no fewer
than 20 judgments of its guardians, South Africa’s Constitutional Court, including the land-
mark case of S v Makwanyane in which capital punishment was held to be contrary to the
provisions of the Interim Constitution. As its President, Justice Chaskalson, said (at para.
131 quoting Justice Brennan of the United States Supreme Court in Furman v Georgia),
‘To be consistent with the value of ubuntu ours should be a society that “wishes to
prevent crime … [not] to kill criminals simply to get even with them”.’ Remarks made in
the case of Port Elizabeth Municipality v Various Occupiers 2005 (1) SA 217 (CC) heard
before the apex court in 2004 led Thaddeus Metz (2007: 534) to go so far as to argue that
it can be seen as the ‘underlying motif’ of the Bill of Rights provided for in chapter 2 of
the 1996 Constitution. A dozen and more years on, and neither the NDP nor the ISCPS
with their copious invocations of social cohesion made anything of it: there is a solitary ref-
erence to ubuntu in the NDP, none in the ISCPS. Yet, there can be no doubt that it remains
prominent in South Africa’s national consciousness, and a reference point in vastly different
contexts. Two examples from the time of writing this article in early 2023 should suffice to
illustrate the point. ‘Ubuntu—Botho’ is emblazoned on the shirts of South Africa’s perennial
soccer champions, Mamelodi Sundowns—quite a contrast to the logos of bookmakers and
online betting websites so prominent in England’s Premier League. Less surprisingly,
ubuntu was also cited in two articles in a single edition of the weekly Daily Maverick 168
newspaper in March 2023, one about the reaction of a traditional leader to an industrial
dispute (Ellis et al., 2023), the other on the need for compassion in the conduct of global
affairs by the anti-apartheid activist and scholar, Mamphele Ramphele (2023). This suggests
that the first reason why ubuntu could have been preferred to social cohesion/collective effi-
cacy as a theory to be operationalized and promoted in protecting a deprived community in
South Africa from crime and violence is that it has a history and a contemporary cultural res-
onance that the northern alternatives lack.

Tensions in the social cohesion discourse

A second reason lies in the tension within the discourse on social cohesion/collective effi-
cacy itself. The ontological assumptions underlying that discourse are those of the
European Enlightenment and the model of responsible citizenship implicit in both neo-
liberal theory and the urban upgrading programme implemented in Khayelitsha
assumes that individual rational economic actors will seek to maximize desirable out-
comes for themselves. It is not obvious how this can be reconciled with the caring, sup-
portive communities and cohesive society imagined in official documents such as the
NDP and the ISCPS. Radical individualism is hard to square with the desired outcomes
of public policy at the meso- and macro-levels when trust, solidarity and collaborative
action to enforce shared norms and achieve common goals depend on decisions taken
to maximize utility at the micro-level. The contrast with the ontology of ubuntu could
hardly be more pronounced. Ramose (2005) and Dladla (2018) describe the task of
African philosophy as first destructive then constructive. They argue that it must throw
off the yoke of Eurocentrism before proceeding to replace it: African philosophy must
be ‘free from’ epistemic oppression and ‘free to’ express alternative ways of being and
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knowing (Dladla, 2018: 66). On Ramose (2005) and Dladla’s (2018) account, then, the
disjuncture between the micro- and the meso- and macro-levels evident in the theoretical
discourse on social cohesion/collective efficacy is inconceivable in the ontology of
ubuntu as a way of be-ing that is inherently and inescapably relational. To have respect-
ful, humane relations with others is not chosen behaviour; it is the very stuff of human
existence. What is more, the idea of umuntu is a capacious one, incorporating not just
a person’s family and residents of the neighbourhood in which she lives, but the wider
society to which she belongs. Lest it be contended in the face of such idealism that the
‘rawness’ of life (Barolsky, 2012 quoting Fiona Ross), and the need to look after
oneself and one’s family in post-apartheid communities like Khayelitsha, militates
against the sociality of ubuntu, it is no less inimical to social cohesion and collective effi-
cacy. In fact, Barolsky’s (2016) own research suggests that, under threat though it is,
ubuntu remains a powerful reminder of how communities, and society, can protect them-
selves. Properly understood, its precepts have the potential to act as an antidote to the
more violent expressions of communal sentiment highlighted in her work.

Practical advantages of ubuntu

The third advantage that ubuntu might have had as a theory in which to ground violence-
prevention in Khayelitsha is more practical. A preliminary point to note here is that, even
in 2004 when the VPUU partnership was established, the evidence for believing that an
approach to reducing violence in Khayelitsha based on promoting social cohesion might
succeed was rather thin. As Barolsky (2016: 19) observes, most of the relevant empirical
research on operationalizing and measuring social cohesion had been done in the United
States, Europe and Australasia. Recall, for instance, that Sampson and Groves’ (1989:
799) satisfaction at the ‘generalizability’ of Shaw and McKay’s (1942) theory about
social disorganization was derived from a study carried out in the United Kingdom.
Although his findings were only published six years after the initiation of the VPUU,
Breetzke’s (2010) attempt to test the theory in South Africa only confirms doubts
about the replicability of research conducted in the Global North using indicators that
do not translate well in societies where social order is more fragile, and the legitimacy
of political institutions less certain. The decision to use northern theory in Khayelitsha
seems to have had more to do with the availability of a willing and well-funded
partner in the GDB than confidence in the promotion of social cohesion as a means of
reducing levels of violence—an instructive example in itself of how the northern epis-
teme continues to dominate in the Global South. In short, the VPUU programme was
more in the nature of a bold experiment than the working out of a tried and tested plan.

There is also a more positive case to be made for ubuntu as an indigenous theory better
suited to southern conditions than an import from the North. One product of the precar-
iousness of life in places like Khayelitsha in the Global South is that, as Barolsky (2016)
found, when collective action in support of shared norms and values is possible, it may
take a violent, occasionally fatal turn (also see Super, 2015). As mentioned previously,
statistics published by the SAPS have to be treated with caution; but data for the
period October–December 2022 provide an indication of the scale of the problem nation-
ally (South African Police Service, 2023). During those three months alone, 536 murders
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were attributed to ‘vigilantism/mob violence’. This makes what Sarah-Jane
Cooper-Knock (2014) prefers to call ‘policing in intimate crowds’, the second most fre-
quent ‘causative factor’ in recorded murders over the period accounting for just over 17%
of those for which any such factor was identified. This is not to imply that such actions are
the inevitable, still less the intended, consequence of increased social cohesion and col-
lective efficacy. But neither is exclusionary, even homicidal, action ruled out as a
response to those who breach the norms of the Durkheimian conscience collective at
either the meso- (neighbourhood) or macro- (societal) level. The impulse to individualize,
to pathologize, to punish and to seek retribution is deeply embedded in northern concep-
tions of justice and has been given renewed energy by the impact of neo-liberal global-
ization over the last half century (Dixon, 2001; Young, 1999, 2003). Inasmuch as social
cohesion and collective efficacy are communitarian in outlook, they imply a sense of
community that depends on drawing and patrolling the boundary between members
and non-members, the righteous included and the excluded wrongdoer. Ubuntu offers
a very different set of premises. Its emphasis on the relationality of be-ing inspires the
opposite reaction to deviance to that prompted by northern theory. An individual who
acts in a way that is contrary to the common good and comes to be seen as ‘not a
person’ does not thereby lose her right to be treated humanely in accordance with the
ethic of ubuntu:

[A]n individual who acts immorally is not rejected and isolated from society but rather is drawn
in closer in order to assist the individual to become a person and live with ubuntu.

(Schoeman, 2013: 296)

Northern retributivism and deterrence through punishment are eschewed in favour of a
restorative approach that seeks to mend fractured relations and enable the offender,
victim and community to continue to live together with mutual regard and respect. As
Ann Skelton (2007) has shown, traditional conflict resolution processes in South Africa
aimed at returning to a state of communal peace and harmony through reconciliation
share this concern with contemporary thinking about, and practice in, restorative justice.
Their concern with interconnectedness, interdependence and a shared responsibility for
resolving disputes amicably ‘echoes the African philosophy of ubuntu’ that underpins
them (Skelton, 2007: 234). Restorative and indigenous justice also share a prospective, pre-
ventive orientation (Skelton, 2007: 234). Those with a stake in the crime must look at its
implications for the future. It is incumbent on them to come up with ways of avoiding
further incidents. The practical advantage of an ubuntu-based approach to preventing vio-
lence is, thus, that it comes with a built-in brake on the kind of violent, vengeful reactions to
crime that continued to take place in Khayelitsha despite the implementation of the VPUU,
and are themselves significant contributors to overall levels of victimization and feelings of
insecurity. None of this is to suggest either that pre-colonial ways of responding to trouble-
some behaviour can somehow be resuscitated in a pure form, or that restorative justice in its
modern guise is necessarily more culturally authentic and therefore preferable to other pro-
cesses controlled by the state (Tauri, 2023).
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Operationalizing ubuntu

Even if all of the above is accepted it may nonetheless be objected that operationalizing
ubuntu and establishing a relationship between its existence and lower levels of crime and
violence would be no easy task. Suggesting how this might be done goes some way
beyond the scope of this article, but some brief preliminary observations may be worth
making here. The first is, once again, a negative point in the form of a reminder that
Breetzke (2010) found it impossible to come up with a contextually robust set of indica-
tors for social disorganization in conducting his study. There is no reason to believe that,
if the large-scale quantitative methods he employed, following the lead of researchers in
the Global North, were used to evaluate an ubuntu-informed approach to reducing vio-
lence, it would be any more difficult to come up with suitable indicators than to
replace those Breetzke found to be less than satisfactory in Tshwane. In either case,
the shortcomings of South African crime data are well documented (Kriegler and
Shaw, 2016), and the dire state of relations between the SAPS and local people in
Khayelitsha (Commission of Inquiry, 2014)—and similar settlements across South
Africa for that matter—may make them even less reliable there than in places that are
better policed. These factors only add to the difficulty of using statistical analysis to estab-
lish a meaningful causal relationship between any social intervention and crime rates at
the level of a city, or an area the size of Khayelitsha with its population of over 400,000. It
might therefore be both more practical, and in keeping with the epistemology of ubuntu,
to adopt the qualitative methods of inquiry suggested by Smith (2021) and Liamputtong
(2022). Such an approach might be a more effective way of investigating the extent to
which feelings of sociality and relatedness exist, are linked to experiences of insecurity
and violent victimization and can be promoted, than attempts to test a model of violence
prevention developed in a completely different political, social and economic context
using quantitative data of dubious quality.

Conclusion: Using theory from the Global South

This article took as its starting point one of the central criticisms of authors who have
adopted a southern or decolonial perspective in criminology. This is that theories ori-
ginating in the Global South, whether they are described as ‘southern’ or ‘indigenous’,
have been ignored in favour of ‘mainstream’ concepts and ideas developed in the North.
They argue that this continues, and reinforces the effects of, the epistemicides perpe-
trated around the world under colonialism. The force of these criticisms is increased
if they are backed up with specific examples of southern or indigenous theory that
can help in making sense of crime problems experienced in the Global South, and
devising practical solutions to them. I set out to demonstrate that ubuntu, a distinctive
way of be-ing in, and knowing about, the world at the heart of indigenous cultures
(albeit in various guises) throughout much of the African continent south of the
Sahara represents precisely such a theory—or at the very least has the potential to
become one.

Ubuntu and its cognates are the subject of an extensive literature, and a focus for some
controversy too. For some it was one of the founding principles of the new South African
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constitutional order established in the 1990s after the end of apartheid. Yet, by the early
2010s, government policy statements on national development and crime prevention
hardly mentioned ubuntu. Greater social cohesion had become a key policy goal, and
was put forward as both a cause and an effect of reduced levels of crime and violence.
With antecedents going back to Durkheim and the work of the first Chicago School,
social cohesion and related notions of social disorganization, social capital and collective
efficacy, fall squarely within the broad sweep of northern social theory. I used the imple-
mentation of a violence prevention programme in Khayelitsha, South Africa, that sought
to promote social cohesion and collective efficacy among local people as a case that
reveals both the shortcomings of northern theory and the potential advantages of adopting
an approach based on the ontology and epistemology of ubuntu. Ethnographic research
by Barolsky (2016) and Mngqibisa in Khayelitsha confirmed what Breetzke (2010) had
found in attempting to replicate quantitative studies of the relationship between social dis-
organization and crime rates conducted in the Global North in Tshwane. The individual-
istic model of the rational actor was at once implicit in the discourse of social cohesion,
and hard to reconcile with the beliefs and behaviours needed to achieve it. Standard mea-
sures of social disorganization/cohesion did not reflect either the history or social realities
of life in contemporary South Africa, while collective efficacy often manifested itself in
displays of sometimes-lethal public violence. With its emphasis on maintaining humane
relationships, of living with and through others, I argued that ubuntu offers an approach
that resonates with many South Africans and, despite their harsh living conditions, is
more consistent with the still tenacious communitarian values of many local people. It
also contains much-needed internal restraints on violence and exclusion as a response
to crime and deviance.

To take this further, I also suggest that, if the epistemic debts incurred by the colonial
powers of the Global North are ever to be repaid, criminology, like other disciplines in
the social sciences, needs to take theories from the Global South more seriously. To con-
tinue to raid a northern toolbox for theories assumed to be of universal application for
ways of understanding and addressing the problems of societies struggling with the
legacy of colonialism, and their integration into a global political economy skewed in
favour of their former oppressors, cannot be justified in either principle or practice when
more promising indigenous alternatives exist. It is past time that theories from the Global
South are accorded if not precedence then at least parity of esteem in getting to grips
with crime and violence in places like Khayelitsha.
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