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The idea of “African Manage-
ment” is compelling when
considering the complex
social and organizational
changes under way in South
Africa today. Sets out to
critically evaluate the concept
of “African Management” as
used by Mbigi and Maree
(1995). Argues that, while
the book contains many
weaknesses, it documents an
idiosyncratic, but valuable
view for interpreting the
world. Further argues that it
is important to compare this
view with management theory
which has been developed in
the West in order to under-
stand the similarities and
differences that may exist,
and how these might best be
exploited to achieve healthy
organizations.

Introduction

The notion of a specifically African form of
management is very seductive and
compelling when one considers the complex-
ity of the changes which organizations in
Africa and South Africa are currently experi-
encing. “African Transformation Manage-
ment” therefore appears as one of those ideas
whose time has come. Indeed, not only is it
being mooted at a time of fundamental
change on the African continent but the
acceptance of the importance of culture in
organizational and political development
today further provides a receptive environ-
ment into which the concept is offered. It is
therefore an important contribution to man-
agement theory in relation to management
practice in Africa and deserves very serious
consideration, not least given the potential
impact which the concept might have on
people in organizations. For instance, the
book in question is the prescribed text on
MBA courses taught at universities in South
Africa.

This paper therefore sets out to critically
evaluate the concept as put forward by the
authors, Mbigi and Maree, two academics
who formulated the concept during time
spent as practitioners in organizations in
Southern Africa (South Africa and Zim-
babwe), organization development
consultants and business school lecturers.
This paper argues that, while the book has
many weaknesses, it also documents an
idiosyncratic view of interpreting the world.
It is further argued that it is important to
compare this view with that which exists in
existing management theory which has
been developed in the West, in order to
understand the similarities and differences
that might exist. Only in this way can a
dialogue across the cultural divide be
maintained.

The metaphors of African
management

The central thesis of the book is that organi-
zations in Africa must draw on indigenous
cultural practice in order to improve the
management of companies, effect transforma-
tion (with an emphasis on cultural transfor-
mation) and make them more competitive.
This, they advocate, companies do through
the use of concepts, ideas and metaphors
drawn from African culture; these are:
• Ubuntu. Mbigi and Maree (1995, p. 7) define

“Ubuntu” as the sense of solidarity or
brotherhood which arises among people
within “marginalized” or “disadvantaged”
groups. They acknowledge that it is not
culturally specific to African people or
communities but may be manifest else-
where and they restate the “collective
shared experience” of African people
throughout the book.

• Rainbow spirits of African management.
African spirits are used as a metaphor to
identify (and name the effect of ) dominant
values of organizations. Thus there are
eight spirits which all represent a particu-
lar attribute or emotion, either negative or
positive in nature, which permeate organi-
zational life. As the authors state, “In Afro-
centric religion it is not possible for the
positive spirit to exist without negative
counterparts”. Ceremonies are used to
marginalize negative spirits and to concen-
trate positive ones. These are linked to
people in the organization who are built up
as heroes.

• African shadow corpse theory. The central
idea here is that if a corpse has a shadow it
is accepted that the person had unresolved
problems during his/her life and that it is
necessary to have a “burning platform”
(Mbigi and Maree, 1995) to exorcise the
shadow before the deceased can migrate to
another life and experience peace. An anal-
ogy is made with organizational life and
consultants would use the metaphor to
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understand and facilitate change (e.g. affir-
mative action). Thus, in the South African
context, the authors suggest that organiza-
tions need to listen to and identify the fears
(shadows) of the different groups and then
to help them to come to terms with such
fears. The theory is underscored by the
belief that you can only develop to your full
capacity if you take account of “who you
are” (Mbigi and Maree, 1995). Thus, both
black and white in organizations have fears
and these must be acknowledged before
they can be expected to contribute
constructively to organization develop-
ment.

• Concept of Nhorowondo. Nhorowondo
expresses the belief that any concept or
practice must be understood in terms of its
evolution (Mbigi and Maree, 1995). The
authors have adapted this concept and
applied it to organizational practice to
produce a prescriptive approach to manag-
ing change. This approach is based on
organization development using outside
consultants, a questioning of methodolo-
gies such as Total Quality Management
(TQM) and Business Process Re-engineer-
ing (BPR) and an adaptation of these to suit
local conditions. In essence, the concept of
Nhorowondo is linked to a cultural under-
standing of the organization as expressed
through the stories, heroes and villains of
the organization (Mbigi and Maree, 1995, p
77). 

• Collective fingers theory. “A thumb working
on its own is useless.” This philosophy is
drawn on by the authors to criticize domi-
nant approaches to training in organiza-
tions – people are sent on courses but are
left unsupported. The authors argue that
this is often why change efforts fail; the
interconnectedness of people must be
remembered and this logically means that
training should be inclusive across the
organization.

There appear to be two dominant themes
which traverse the metaphors and concepts
outlined above. These two themes are inte-
grally linked; however, the authors appear to
overlook the second theme of “polarities”
which leads to an uncritical acceptance of
African cultural practice by them. 

The first theme concerns the connectedness
of people as expressed in the following Xhosa
proverb (quoted in Sparks, 1990, p. 3):-

“People
Are people
Through other people”

This essentially humanist philosophy
reaches its ideal in “Ubuntu” which is the
title of this article. It expresses itself in a

sense of collectivism or communalism which
inspired much of the collective action of the
union and political group movement during
the 1980s. “Ubuntu” still survives today,
despite mass urbanization and partly because
it enabled survival during years of oppres-
sion and suffering. This phenomenon has
been accounted for by analysing how people
interact with others or their environment,
most notably by Gestalt psychotherapists
(Sahakian, 1976). Because we are social ani-
mals, our need to belong is in conflict with
our individual needs and that which has to be
sacrificed for the good of the group. This
internal conflict in relating to others causes
us to adapt our behaviour to become accept-
able and we manipulate to get our needs met.
The idea of giving up personal needs for the
good of the group is in line with the need for
“critical mass” to create change, which is
referred to by the authors (see Mbigi and
Maree, 1995, p. 7). However, this is where the
“shadow” or negative side of Ubuntu comes
into play, and which is not acknowledged by
the authors. Where the individual has to give
up personal needs to fit the role expected of
them in any group, then the unwanted behav-
iours and feelings are pushed into a
metaphorical bag which is carried around as
unresolved issues (baggage). Behaviours and
feeling which do not fit the cultural norm of a
group, society or nation become the shadow
which is hidden, disowned or denied. This is
kept in place by shaming people. These intro-
jected[1] beliefs inhibit an individual’s poten-
tial and are a cause of dysfunctional interac-
tions. The shadow is where persecution,
atrocities and mass genocide reside. It is only
by knowing what is unresolved, by knowing
and owning the shadow and integrating it,
that health and healing are achieved. This is
what the authors appear to be suggesting, but
they do not develop these ideas sufficiently
and thus they idealizse “Ubuntu” without
being aware of the potentially negative
aspects of the process. Indeed, the authors
appear to be suggesting mass introjection,
which is a sign of early development (Salonia,
1992). However, the early development of a
nation is part of the problem, and to recom-
mend this as a transformation process seems
somewhat limiting. For the nation to individ-
uate, it is necessary for people to individuate
and is a requirement of the maturation
process (Yontef, 1993, p. 183).

The second theme which runs throughout
the book is that of polarities. For instance, it
is expressed in the idea of the “shadow”
which a corpse or an organization might
contain and in the idea of negative and posi-
tive spirits that mediate the expression of
such polarities. In terms of traditional
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understanding, the “shadow” of the corpse
must be expunged through collective activity
and the use of a “spirit medium” or “san-
goma” (consultant). What is less clear from
the authors’ work is the process which is to be
followed to achieve this and how to prevent
such activity from becoming punitive and
negative in its ultimate impact. Sparks, for
instance, describes “Ubuntu” as being the
obverse of witch burning ceremonies, fronted
by sangomas. Here the logic is to lodge blame
with someone, either within or outside the
social system for anything which is wrong;
the need to examine underlying causes is
thus removed and conspiracy theories easily
lead to the identification of a victim. Sparks
(1990, p. 19) suggests that, unlike in Christian-
ity where such activity is in conflict with
faith and ideals embodied in the legal
process, in Afrocentric religion they form
part of a 

... psychosocial control mechanism.... There
was ... none of the lingering guilt that
accompanied Western witchcraft trials. It
was not an aberration. It was not in conflict
with the basic social ethic but an integral
part of it. Everything was in balance. The
disturbing spiritual element would have
been expunged ...

It is therefore not sufficient for the authors to
laud the positive aspects of African cultural
beliefs and practice but it is necessary to
remain aware of the internal contradictions
when advocating the use of such practice in
an organizational context. The authors of this
book fail to recognize this because they
remain largely only unconsciously aware of
the polarities presented by all social phenom-
ena, including African cultural practice.
Thus, the potential for the shadow corpse
theory to turn (or be turned) into an instru-
ment of victimization or the establishment of
a culture that seeks to scapegoat or project
onto, rather than understand (Perls et al.,
1951) is completely overlooked. At a macro
level, it might be argued that the genocide in
Rwanda is illustration enough of the shadow
side of culture in Africa.

Theoretical context

It might be argued by some that the book
consists largely of metaphors which might
aid diagnosis of organizational problems
(Handy, 1993). Indeed, the book is not particu-
larly academic and lacks rigour in terms of
empirical data to support claims about the
usefulness of the metaphors in organizational
development terms. The work is also poor in
acknowledging the contribution made by
conventional management theory which

attempts to express similar ideas to many
presented in this book. For instance, it would
be useful if the concept of Nhorowondo could
be compared to that of the cultural web by
Johnson and Scholes (1993) or the contribu-
tions on organizational culture made by oth-
ers such as Handy (1993) and Hofstede (1984).
In its lack of such a wider consideration of
culture, the book seems to, at least implicitly,
reject conventional western contributions.
This may be regarded as one extreme, with
Ubuntu the opposite polarity where conflu-
ence is desired. Both of these extremes are
bound to cause imbalance in any system. It
seems to us that the way forward is some-
where between the two – conventional west-
ern management contributions and that
offered by African culture – integrating and
discriminating what is best at any given time
so that the whole is greater than the sum of
the individual parts. 

However, in its defence, the metaphors
discussed here have previously been handed
down through the oral tradition and they are
important for this reason. An analogous work
which comes to mind is that by George G.M.
James (cited by Bernal, 1987) on the manner
in which racism had affected the cultural
perspectives of nineteenth and twentieth
century Europeans and North Americans.
James, during the 1950s, published a book
which argued that the Greeks had admitted to
having borrowed from the Egyptians during
the Iron Age. James also claimed that the
Egyptians (as others have argued) had been
black and called for a mental emancipation of
black consciousness. According to Bernal
this work has never been considered
“academic” and is generally not read outside
a black and intellectual readership. Bernal
(1987), however, notes that among this
readership it was considered to be a seminal
work. 

However, there is a difference between the
work of Mbigi and Maree and that of James.
The latter author appears to have researched
and substantiated his claims by reference to
recognized sources on ancient history
(Bernal, 1987). In contrast, it would be gener-
ous to regard the contribution which Mbigi
and Maree have made as being based on such
sound research. Mbigi appears to be drawing
on cultural myths and stories and, while
there is oblique reference to having used such
material in consultancy with business orga-
nizations, the book contains only one written
case study. A greater use of such material
would contribute to a substantiation and
illustration of their concepts and provide
empirical data for their research and writing.
The action research method would appear to
lend itself to researching in the area, given
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the ready access to organizations which the
authors appear to have.

Allied to the lack of empirical data is the
fact that the work is not grounded in any
particular theoretical perspective. For
instance, the perspective adopted by the
authors could well have been influenced by
political literature (development studies),
psychotherapeutic literature (specifically the
Humanist or Gestalt literature on organiza-
tion development) or the human resource
management literature. The attempt to use a
synthesis of management literature with
social theory (see p. 10) renders analysis
meaningless as the authors attempt to
address everything, with the text at times
taking on the feel of a passage from “Waiting
for Godot” in its use of concepts which are not
explained (see p. 10, second paragraph). At a
more mundane level, the work is very poorly
referenced and where the work of other man-
agement contributors is referred to, or used,
no attribution is made to the original (for
instance, the work on emergent strategy by
Mintzberg and Quinn on p. 33).

The authors of this book are contributing
their ideas in relation to a peculiarly
“African” management at a vital time in
South Africa. Political change clearly has a
parallel process at an organizational level
and processes such as Affirmative Action are
topical, extremely sensitive and difficult to
manage (Economist, 1995, p. 20). It is for this
reason that the idea which the authors
implicitly advocate – that organization trans-
formation efforts fail due to denial of African
culture – must appear particularly attractive
to organizations. The authors do not explic-
itly put forward their theory as a panacea,
but organizations desperate to find a formula
to guide them through change processes will
find the thesis compelling.

This book emerges at a time when there is a
growing debate about culture and the impor-
tance of it in organizational terms, particu-
larly for change management. In the main,
the ideas put forward are novel to the world
outside Africa, as so little is known about
such cultural practice and belief, these hav-
ing been handed down mainly through oral
history (Davenport, 1977). However, while
knowledge of cultural specificity affords an
opportunity to deal with change in an
informed manner, it does not automatically
guarantee change. This appears to be an
assumption which the authors make through-
out the book which is linked to one of the
other weaknesses of the book – African and
South African culture are treated as an amal-
gam. Indeed, it romanticizes the myths and
stories which are described in the book and
the assumption is that these are current

throughout South Africa. Yet, many of the
concepts and metaphors are very specific to
the regions of the continent which have his-
torically been inhabited by Nguni-speaking
peoples. As such, the concepts on which the
authors have constructed “African Manage-
ment” hark back to a time before the mass
urbanization of people. However, today South
Africa comprises a host of people of different
cultures and backgrounds. It is debatable
whether the ideas and strategies for organiza-
tional transformation mooted here would
find currency in areas away from the north-
eastern areas of South Africa and the south of
Zimbabwe (where one of the authors hails
from). Those seeking to apply the methodolo-
gies and concepts advocated in this book
would do well to keep this in mind and to
ponder Bishop Tutu’s farsighted vision of a
“rainbow nation” which recognizes differ-
ence but stresses integration.

Conclusion

As stated at the beginning of the article, the
idea of African Management is a compelling
one but not without its dangers, and with
specific reference to the book under review,
with many weaknesses of which academics
and students of management in African coun-
tries must remain aware. The main contribu-
tion of this volume appears to be the fact that
it documents and unearths African cultural
metaphors which conventional management
theory could usefully adopt and which would
render such theory more relevant when con-
sidering the specifics of organizational life in
Southern Africa. The metaphors discussed
here expose the essential Humanism which
lies at the heart of cultural practice and these
provide a rich tableau to aid diagnosis of
organizational problems.

The main weaknesses of the book are how-
ever, that such diagnosis requires to be fol-
lowed by treatment and here there seems to
be much work that needs to be done. It seems
to us that this could usefully be done by look-
ing critically at what conventional manage-
ment theory has to offer. Furthermore, the
authors should also become consciously
aware of the internal contradications within
African cultural practice; failure to do so
would be to idealize such practice which does
still contain the seeds to inspire negative or
punitive action. This is vital, particularly if
the metaphors are to be used to effect change
which will impact on people in organizations.
Finally, there is also a danger of regarding
these metaphors as having universal applica-
tion throughout Southern Africa – this is
doubtful given the multitude of cultural

Today South Africa 
comprises a host of people
of different cultures and
backgrounds. It is debatable
whether the ideas and
strategies for organizational
transformation mooted here
would find currency in areas
away from the northeastern
areas of South Africa and the
south of Zimbabwe
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backgrounds, particularly in urban contexts;
those involved in organizational development
in South Africa would do well to remain
aware of this. 

Note
1 Introjection is the indiscriminate internaliza-

tion of rules and beliefs handed down by fam-
ily and society of how to “be” (Yontef, 1993, pp.
5,  142, 183).
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