
Introduction

Understanding the meaning and origin of the word Ubuntu is imperative in honoring those who
created and live by this philosophy. The significance of Ubuntu reinforces the symbolism and
purpose of this deck of cards and how we hope it influences all who engage with these cards as
a tool for learning.

We encourage you to read and understand the story and context of Ubuntu and speak to the
meaning and origin whenever you’re introducing and using Ubuntu cards with others.

Ubuntu - Origin and Meaning Adapted from DEI Outdoors - Ubuntu Summary +
Findings

Ubuntu is a concept deeply rooted in African philosophy and culture, particularly in Southern
Africa and is a foundation part of the belief systems of various Bantu-speaking peoples.. The
word "Ubuntu" has its origins in the Bantu languages of Southern Africa, particularly in the
Nguni languages such as Zulu and Xhosa. It is derived from the Nguni word "abantu," which
means "people."

The origin story of the word Ubuntu is linked to the cultural values and worldview of African
communities, emphasizing the interconnectedness of humanity and the importance of
community and relationships. While there isn't a single definitive origin story for Ubuntu, it is
often described through proverbs, oral traditions, and cultural practices that highlight its
meaning and significance.

One of the well-known expressions of Ubuntu is the Zulu phrase "Umuntu ngumuntu
ngabantu," which can be translated as "A person is a person through other persons" or "I am
because we are." This phrase encapsulates the essence of Ubuntu, emphasizing the
interconnected nature of human existence and the idea that individuals derive their identity,
purpose, and humanity from their relationships and interactions within the community.

Ubuntu promotes values such as compassion, empathy, kindness, respect, and communal
harmony. It emphasizes the community's collective well-being and welfare, understanding
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that individuals are interdependent and interconnected. This philosophy shapes social norms,
ethical principles, and modes of behavior within African societies.

The concept of Ubuntu gained global recognition and popularity, particularly in the 20th and
21st centuries, through the work of leaders like Archbishop Desmond Tutu and President
Nelson Mandela in South Africa. They promoted Ubuntu as a guiding principle for
reconciliation, forgiveness, and building a post-apartheid society based on mutual
understanding and respect.

Overall, Ubuntu and its associated philosophy are deeply rooted in African history, culture,
and belief systems. Ubuntu emphasizes our interconnectedness and the importance of
building harmonious and compassionate communities.

Sources:
​ Appiah, K.A. 1992. In My Father’s House: Africa in the Philosophy of Culture. New York: Oxford

University Press.
​ A thorough treatise of the idea of Africa in the philosophy of culture

​ Battle, M. 2009. Ubuntu: I in You and You in Me. New York: Seasbury Publishing
​ A discussion of Ubuntu and how this idea has benefitted the Western world.

​ Dolamo, R. 2013. “Botho/Ubuntu: The Heart of African Ethics.” Scriptura, 112 (1), pp.1-10
​ A thorough treatise on the notion of Ubuntu and its origin in Africa

​ Gade, C.B.N. 2011. “The Historical Development of the Written Discourses on Ubuntu.” South African
Journal of Philosophy, 30(3), pp. 303-330

​ A philosophical discussion of the historical development of the Ubuntu discourse in Southern Africa

​ Gade, C.B.N. 2012. “What is Ubuntu? Different Interpretations among South Africans of African
Descent.” South African Journal of Philosophy, 31 (3), pp.484-503

​ A Case-study on how South Africans of African descent interpret ubuntu

High 5 Adventure Learning Center | 130 Austine Drive, Suite 170 | Brattleboro, VT 05301 | 802-254-8718
info@high5adventure.org

mailto:info@high5adventure.org

