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Abstract

This paper offers a comparative philosophical examination of Pan-Africanism and Zionism as
emancipatory responses to historical experiences of marginalization, exile, and ontological
negation. It investigates how these traditions articulate visions of ethical community, dignity,
and self-determination, especially in the context of contemporary African challenges. While
Zionism has achieved a concrete national and institutional expression in the form of the Israeli
state, it remains entangled in moral contradictions arising from its territorial realization. Pan-
Africanism, by contrast, continues as a fragmented and aspirational project that struggles to
translate its ideals into enduring structures of continental unity and epistemic sovereignty.
Rather than interpreting these trajectories as simplistic indicators of success versus failure, the
study argues that both movements exemplify deeper philosophical tensions between vision and
realization, between moral imagination and the political constraints of history. Drawing on
decolonial theory, the paper situates Pan-Africanism within the framework of Ubuntu,
Negritude, and African socialism, while Zionism is examined through the lenses of Jewish
covenantal ethics, cultural memory, and prophetic justice. Ultimately, the paper contends that
these movements, if critically renewed, retain powerful resources for reimagining inclusive,
dignified, and ethically grounded futures. It proposes that a return to their foundational ethical
commitments—relational solidarity in Pan-Africanism and dialogical community in Zionism—
can help address crises of praxis and guide struggles for justice, belonging, and epistemic
plurality in the 21st century.
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Introduction

The conditions of the modern world—marked by ruptures, displacement, and the relentless
quest for belonging—have given rise to enduring philosophical responses to historical
dislocation and epistemic marginalization. Among these, Pan-Africanism and Zionism stand
out as two significant ideological projects, both emerging as responses to historical trauma:
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transatlantic slavery, colonization, and racialization in the African context; and anti-Semitism,
exile, and cultural erasure in the Jewish experience. Each movement represents a concerted
effort to reclaim dignity, agency, and a coherent communal identity in the aftermath of
historical injustice. Although Pan-Africanism and Zionism originate from different historical
and geopolitical realities, they are united by a fundamental aspiration: to construct ethical
communities grounded in recognition, cultural affirmation, and collective self-determination.
Pan-Africanism, as Gyekye (1997) notes, is “an expression of a belief in a common historical
destiny forged by colonial domination and racial subjugation” (p. 83). It posits that the
liberation of African peoples—both on the continent and in the diaspora—depends on
reclaiming a fractured ontological dignity through ethical reconstruction, cultural revival, and
political solidarity.

Similarly, Zionism arose from centuries of persecution and marginalization, asserting that
Jewish identity is not only religious but also national and ontological in nature. Buber (1983)
emphasized that Zionism must transcend “mere territorial nationalism” and instead signify a
“return to the spiritual centre,” entailing the ethical and communal rebirth of Jewish life (p.
109). Zionism, in this sense, is as much a metaphysical yearning for justice and continuity as it
is a political project. This paper undertakes a comparative philosophical analysis of Pan-
Africanism and Zionism as liberatory frameworks. It addresses the central question: How do
Pan-Africanism and Zionism articulate visions of ethical community and self-determination in
the 21st-century African context? In answering this, the paper resists framing their differences
in terms of simplistic binaries of success and failure. Instead, it argues that both movements are
animated by a deeper ethical and epistemological tension—a gap between vision and
realization, between philosophical imagination and historical materiality. This tension is not
merely a limitation but, following Ramose (1999), an invitation to re-examine and reanimate
their foundational values, as “freedom cannot be reduced to technical or instrumental
processes; it demands ontological reorientation” (p. 34).

Drawing on decolonial theory, the study situates both movements as critiques of Western
hegemony and as counter-epistemologies that seek to reclaim suppressed ways of being and
knowing. According to Mignolo (2011), decolonial projects must involve “radical delinking”
from Eurocentric modernity and an embrace of “pluriversality”—a world in which multiple
epistemologies coexist and flourish (p. 45). In this light, Pan-Africanism is approached as an
ontological project grounded in Ubuntu, Negritude, and African socialism, while Zionism is
examined through the lenses of covenantal community, Jewish cultural memory, and prophetic
justice. Notably, the two movements diverged significantly in their historical trajectories.
Zionism achieved institutional actualization through the establishment of the Israeli state in
1948, albeit at the cost of moral paradoxes, including the displacement of Palestinian
communities. Meanwhile, Pan-Africanism has remained largely an aspirational ideal, beset by
internal fragmentation, postcolonial state failure, and the erosion of ideological cohesion
among African elites (Ugwuanyi, 2017). Nevertheless, the paper contends that both Zionism
and Pan-Africanism represent unfinished ethical projects, which can still serve as vital
frameworks for imagining inclusive and morally grounded futures in an increasingly fractured
world.

The structure of the paper unfolds as follows: the next section explores the philosophical
foundations of each movement, examining their ontological and ethical commitments. This is
followed by a discussion of Pan-Africanism as a decolonial epistemology, emphasizing its
resistance to colonial knowledge systems. We then examine Zionism’s vision of cultural self-
determination, particularly its emphasis on memory, peoplehood, and sovereignty. The
subsequent section explores the crisis of philosophical praxis—the disconnect between moral
ideals and political reality—in both movements. Finally, the paper considers how Ubuntu and
Negritude, as philosophical resources, can reorient Pan-Africanism toward a more coherent
emancipatory praxis. Ultimately, this comparative philosophical inquiry affirms the enduring
relevance of both Pan-Africanism and Zionism. It suggests that their ethical renewal—attuned
to gender justice, ecological interconnectedness, and epistemic plurality—can offer meaningful
contributions to contemporary struggles for justice and identity across Africa and beyond.
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Philosophical Foundations of Pan-Africanism and Zionism

Pan-Africanism and Zionism, though distinct in their historical origins, share a foundational
commitment to reclaiming human dignity through philosophical and ontological renewal. Both
emerged as responses to systematic displacement, racial and cultural denigration, and the
erasure of collective identity. Their ethical and metaphysical orientations are crucial for
understanding their continued relevance and limitations in contemporary times. Pan-Africanism
is fundamentally a philosophical worldview grounded in the belief that the liberation of African
peoples—both on the continent and in the diaspora—requires a restoration of their ontological
dignity. This position, as Gyekye (1997) explains, stems from “a sense of shared history and
common destiny” (p. 45). Pan-African thought is not merely political or economic; it is deeply
rooted in moral, cultural, and metaphysical ideas about African personhood, solidarity, and the
ethical dimensions of community. One of the most prominent ethical-philosophical foundations
of Pan-Africanism is Ubuntu, an indigenous African moral ontology that emphasizes
interconnectedness and relational personhood. Mbiti (1990) encapsulates this ethic in the oft-
quoted phrase: “I am because we are; and since we are, therefore I am” (p. 106). Ubuntu is not
simply a call for mutual aid; it represents a deeper metaphysical claim that human beings are
constituted through relationships. As Ramose (1999) argues, Ubuntu resists Cartesian
individualism and instead posits “a being-with-others as the foundation of personhood” (p. 52).
In this vision, ethical life involves nurturing communal bonds, reciprocal care, and
interdependence.

Ubuntu also underpins Pan-Africanism’s opposition to exploitative structures. The ethic of
mutual recognition challenges both colonial subjugation and postcolonial authoritarianism. As
Ramose (2002) notes, “Ubuntu affirms that one’s humanity is mutually recognized and
enhanced through others, thereby rejecting domination and alienation” (pp. 231-234). Thus,
Pan-African political and philosophical visions, from the African Union’s rhetoric to grassroots
calls for diaspora solidarity, often draw explicitly or implicitly on Ubuntu’s principles.
Complementing Ubuntu is Negritude, a philosophical and literary movement that affirms Black
identity, culture, and subjectivity. Conceived by Aimé Césaire and Léopold Sédar Senghor,
Negritude arose as a resistance to colonial denigration of African and diasporic being. Senghor
(1964) described Negritude as “the sum total of the values of civilization of the Black world”
(p. 72), emphasizing its ontological and epistemological depth. Far from being merely poetic or
nostalgic, Negritude functions as a defiant affirmation of African personhood, emotionality,
rhythm, and memory. Irele (1990) interprets Negritude as “a revolt against historical amnesia,”
a refusal to accept the Eurocentric suppression of African contributions to human civilization
(pp. 130-147). It draws on African oral traditions, music, and spirituality to construct an
identity that is not defined by resistance alone, but by creative self-affirmation. Negritude,
when joined with Ubuntu, offers Pan-Africanism a powerful dual resource: -ethical
interdependence and cultural depth.

The philosophical foundations of Pan-Africanism also found concrete political expression in
African socialism, notably in the works and governance strategies of leaders like Kwame
Nkrumah and Julius Nyerere. These leaders attempted to translate indigenous communal values
into socio-political structures that resisted Western capitalism and colonial legacies. Nkrumah’s
(1964) Consciencism was an attempt to synthesize traditional African values with scientific
socialism and anti-imperialism. He argued that “African society has always been based on a
spirit of humanism,” and that postcolonial reconstruction should not mimic European capitalist
frameworks but should draw from communal traditions (p. 78). Similarly, Nyerere (1968)
proposed Ujamaa, a form of socialism rooted in extended family structures, mutual assistance,
and egalitarianism. He believed that “true development must be people-centred,” rejecting
material accumulation in favour of collective welfare (p. 34). These visions reinforced the
ethical orientation of Pan-Africanism toward solidarity, self-determination, and epistemic
sovereignty. Yet they also underscored the challenges of translating philosophy into durable
institutions—a tension that will be discussed later under the crisis of praxis.



59
Eneji J. Eneji and Ejike D. Umenwaka

Zionism, like Pan-Africanism, emerged as a response to centuries of marginalization and
ontological negation. It represents a collective yearning among Jewish communities—scattered
across diasporas and subjected to waves of anti-Semitism—for cultural restoration, national
self-definition, and spiritual continuity. At its heart, Zionism is both a political and a
metaphysical project. It posits that Jewish identity is not solely religious, but national and
ontological. This is captured in the thought of Martin Buber, who argued that Zionism should
not be reduced to territorial nationalism but must embody a “return to the spiritual centre”
(Buber, 1983, p. 109). For Buber, the essence of Zionism lay in ethical community and
prophetic justice—an “I-Thou” relationship extended not only to fellow Jews but to all others,
including Palestinians. Ahad Ha’am, another influential Zionist thinker, similarly emphasized
cultural renewal over political sovereignty. He saw the creation of a Jewish homeland as a
means of reviving Hebrew culture, ethical values, and intellectual life. According to Hertzberg
(1959), these early Zionist visions were attempts to establish “a moral, not merely material”
rebirth of Jewish life (p. 132). Zionism, in this philosophical register, can be read as a response
to ontological exile—not just geographic displacement but the erasure of Jewish voice,
narrative, and dignity. As Raz-Krakotzkin (2007) notes, Zionism attempted to “reverse the
ontological disappearance” of Jews in modern Europe by asserting a coherent, sovereign
identity (p. 127).

From a decolonial perspective, both Pan-Africanism and Zionism represent acts of epistemic
disobedience. They contest the Western monopoly on knowledge, modernity, and legitimacy.
Mignolo (2011) describes decoloniality as a project that challenges the “colonial matrix of
power” and calls for the recovery of silenced knowledges and plural ways of being (p. 80). In
this light, Zionism’s emphasis on Hebrew revival and Jewish historiography mirrors Pan-
Africanism’s focus on reclaiming African languages, oral traditions, and ancestral memory. As
Ngitigi wa Thiong’o (1986) observed, “the domination of a people’s language and history is the
first step in mental colonization” (p. 16). Both movements sought to resist this domination by
rebuilding ontologies rooted in their own cosmologies, not in Eurocentric universals. Yet the
philosophical expressions of Zionism and Pan-Africanism diverge at the institutional level.
Zionism achieved a coherent national narrative and a political state, while Pan-Africanism
remains plural and dispersed. This does not negate Pan-Africanism’s philosophical power but
signals the complexities of implementing inclusive, ethical frameworks in a world shaped by
colonial borders and neoliberal realpolitik.

Pan-Africanism as a Project of Decolonial Epistemology

Pan-Africanism is often treated as a political or cultural project aimed at uniting the peoples of
Africa and its diaspora. However, it is more profoundly understood as a decolonial
epistemology—a philosophical challenge to the Eurocentric order that imposed itself as
universal during and after colonial domination. In this sense, Pan-Africanism is not only about
political sovereignty or racial solidarity but also a rebellion against the epistemic colonization
of African consciousness, memory, and identity. At its core, decolonial epistemology refers to
the effort to dismantle the hegemony of Western ways of knowing and to recover indigenous
African modes of thought, language, and being. As Ngiligi wa Thiong’o (1986) argued,
colonialism did not begin with guns and flags, but with the conquest of memory and language:
“The bullet was the means of physical subjugation. Language was the means of spiritual
subjugation” (p. 9). In this framework, the imposition of European languages, historical
narratives, and philosophical categories rendered African traditions epistemically inferior, even
invisible. Pan-Africanism, then, seeks to restore African subjectivity by reactivating ancestral
vocabularies of meaning, healing, and identity. It affirms that African ways of knowing are not
simply cultural artefacts, but fully legitimate modes of philosophical inquiry. The work of
Walter Mignolo (2011) reinforces this idea: “Epistemic disobedience is the beginning of
decolonial thinking. It is the breaking away from the illusion that Western epistemology is the
only way of knowing” (p. 45). Pan-Africanism embodies this disobedience, insisting on the
validity of African cosmologies, moral frameworks, and intellectual traditions.
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One of the central battlegrounds for Pan-African decolonial epistemology is language. Ngiligi
(1986) emphasized that reclaiming African languages is not just a literary act but a political and
philosophical one: “Language, any language, has a dual character: it is both a means of
communication and a carrier of culture” (p. 13). When African languages are marginalized, the
cultural values they embody are also silenced. Pan-African thinkers argue that revitalizing
African languages is essential for epistemic sovereignty—the right to define reality on one’s
own terms. For instance, Swabhili, Yoruba, Zulu, and Ambharic are not merely tools of
expression but repositories of indigenous metaphysics, ethics, and social structures. The Pan-
African project, in its deeper sense, thus involves restoring the symbolic systems that encode
African worldviews, rather than replacing them with imported Western concepts. Furthermore,
memory becomes a site of philosophical resistance. The retrieval of oral histories, ancestral
genealogies, and spiritual cosmologies acts as a counter-narrative to colonial historiography,
which often portrayed Africa as a continent without history, structure, or thought. As Mudimbe
(1988) notes, colonialism sought to “invent” Africa through categories that made it dependent,
backward, or mystical—while disqualifying its own intellectual traditions (pp. 60—65). Pan-
Africanism reverses this script by affirming that African peoples have always been thinkers,
creators, and interpreters of the world.

The philosophical aim of Pan-Africanism aligns closely with what Mignolo (2011) calls
“pluriversality”—the recognition of multiple legitimate epistemologies. Western modernity,
built on Enlightenment rationality, posited one form of reason, science, and political order as
universally valid. This monocultural assumption erased non-Western forms of knowing, such
as African divination systems, moral cosmologies, communal epistemologies, and spiritual
ecologies. Pan-Africanism insists that there is no singular path to truth or progress. Its appeal to
Ubuntu, for example, reveals a relational epistemology where truth is not merely discovered by
detached individuals but co-constructed through dialogue and lived experience. As Ramose
(1999) contends, “Ubuntu is epistemologically dialogical and socially embedded. It recognizes
that knowledge is always situated within a community of beings” (p. 58). In this regard, Pan-
Africanism offers a counter-modernity—an alternative to the hyper-individualism,
extractivism, and instrumental rationality that dominate Western thought. African
epistemologies rooted in interconnectedness, rhythm, myth, and spirituality reconfigure what it
means to be human, to know, and to belong. This has implications not only for identity politics
but for rethinking development, education, justice, and governance.

Pan-Africanism should thus be seen as an intellectual insurgency. It resists being defined by
Western categories—tribe, race, underdevelopment—and instead asserts African identity as a
philosophical and moral position. The concept of Negritude plays an important role here,
functioning as a form of poetic resistance and ontological self-affirmation. By celebrating
African emotionality, sensuality, and spirituality, Negritude challenges Enlightenment values
of dispassion, logic, and abstraction. As Senghor (1964) observed, “Emotion is entirely
African, as reason is Greek” (p. 74). While this may sound essentialist, it was intended as a
reversal of colonial binaries that deemed African cultures irrational or primitive. Negritude’s
radical move was to revalue what had been devalued, asserting that African modes of being—
rooted in music, dance, oral storytelling, and communal rituals—were not only valid but
essential to a fuller human experience. Pan-Africanism’s decolonial strategy also involves
reframing African political thought. Leaders like Nyerere and Nkrumah envisioned
postcolonial Africa not as a copy of Western liberalism or Marxism, but as a distinct moral-
political order rooted in indigenous values. Their theories—Ujamaa and Consciencism—
reflected a commitment to ethical socialism, egalitarianism, and cultural integrity. However,
these efforts were often derailed by Cold War geopolitics, economic dependency, and internal
contradictions—issues that will be explored in the section on the crisis of praxis.

A crucial aspect of Pan-African epistemology is its transnational and diasporic nature. African
descendants across the Caribbean, the Americas, and Europe have played essential roles in
theorizing Pan-African ideals, often through interactions between African traditional
knowledge and diasporic experiences of racism and survival. Thinkers like W.E.B. Du Bois,
Frantz Fanon, and Sylvia Wynter have contributed significantly to the epistemic corpus of Pan-
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Africanism, even though their work is often situated in Western academic contexts. This
diasporic dimension is not a limitation but a strength. It allows Pan-Africanism to function as a
networked epistemology—a fluid, multi-sited intellectual tradition that bridges oral and textual
knowledge, ritual and reason, continent and diaspora. As Irele (1990) notes, Pan-Africanism's
strength lies in “its capacity to synthesize multiple experiences of blackness into a coherent, yet
plural, vision of emancipation” (p. 128). However, this pluralism also creates tensions. The
diasporic roots of Pan-Africanism often prioritize grand narratives of unity and liberation,
sometimes at the expense of localized, vernacular, or gendered experiences. Critics such as
Ugwuanyi (2017) caution that Pan-African intellectualism can become elitist, male-dominated,
or disconnected from grassroots struggles unless it remains grounded in everyday African
realities (p. 66).

Pan-Africanism as decolonial epistemology is not merely a theory of knowledge—it is also a
call to transform institutions, pedagogy, governance, and interpersonal relationships. Its
emphasis on communal ontology, relational justice, and epistemic humility stands in stark
contrast to colonial legacies that dehumanized African peoples. By reclaiming language,
memory, and cultural thought systems, Pan-Africanism challenges Africans to redefine their
present and future on their own terms. In the words of Mignolo (2011), “decolonial thinking is
not about replacing one universal with another, but about affirming the right to think and exist
differently” (p. 93). Pan-Africanism, in its decolonial register, affirms this right by reviving the
ancestral, envisioning the communal, and enacting the ethical.

Zionism and the Right to Cultural Self-Determination

Zionism, while often framed in political terms as a movement for the creation of a Jewish
homeland, is more fundamentally a philosophical assertion of cultural and ontological self-
determination. It arose in the late 19th century not merely in response to antisemitic violence
and exclusion but also as a critique of Enlightenment universalism, which, despite its rhetoric
of emancipation, failed to fully integrate Jews as equal subjects. In this light, Zionism may be
understood as a multidimensional response to Jewish historical trauma, aspiring not only to
territorial security but to spiritual and ethical renewal. The intellectual roots of Zionism lie in
both Jewish theological tradition and the lived experience of diaspora and marginalization. For
centuries, Jewish identity was maintained through religious practice, cultural memory, and
communal life. However, with the rise of modern nationalism and the decline of religious
tolerance in Europe, many Jews found themselves trapped between assimilation and
persecution. Ahad Ha’am, one of the earliest Zionist thinkers, argued that the Jewish question
could not be solved through mere physical relocation or state-building. Instead, he envisioned a
cultural centre in Palestine where Jewish life could flourish morally and spiritually, renewing
its values and intellectual traditions. As Hertzberg (1959) summarized, Ha’am believed that “a
Jewish homeland must serve first as a moral and spiritual sanctuary, not merely a political
refuge” (p. 102). Martin Buber, perhaps the most explicitly philosophical of the Zionists,
similarly argued that Zionism should not imitate European nationalism. In his view, Zionism
must be guided by ethical and dialogical principles, exemplified in his interpretation of the /-
Thou relationship. Buber (1950) insisted that the return to Zion must involve a renewal of
Jewish ethical life, not just a territorial claim: “The real task is not the possession of land, but
the sanctification of life” (p. 65). For Buber, the land of Israel was not sacred for its own sake
but for its potential to host a community rooted in prophetic justice and moral reciprocity.

Zionism may thus be viewed as an effort at ontological reclamation—a reintegration of Jewish
being into the stream of world history, after centuries of exclusion and marginalization.
According to Raz-Krakotzkin (2007), the central ambition of Zionism was to reverse “the
ontological disappearance of the Jew in modern Europe,” restoring a visible, coherent, and
dignified subjectivity (p. 131). This included not just political sovereignty but cultural memory,
language revival, and a shared ethical narrative. The revival of Hebrew was emblematic of this
ontological renewal. More than a linguistic choice, it symbolized a return to Jewish roots, an
act of reclaiming voice and interpretive power. As Benbassa (2010) puts it, the revival of
Hebrew was a form of “cultural self-assertion” that enabled Jews to narrate their own story,
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grounded in their traditions and aspirations (pp. 104—-106). Zionism, in this sense, was not
simply a national project, but a civilizational one—an attempt to affirm Jewish identity on the
basis of history, memory, and moral vision.

Though not often framed as such, Zionism can also be interpreted through a decolonial lens. In
the same way that Pan-Africanism resists the epistemic and cultural erasure imposed by
European colonialism, Zionism resists the Enlightenment’s failure to include Jews within the
universal human subject. As Mignolo (2011) has noted, decoloniality involves “the affirmation
of difference without being subordinated by universality” (p. 87). Zionism, in its early idealistic
form, asserted the right of a historically excluded people to define themselves on their own
terms. Butler (2012) highlights this emancipatory element of Zionism in her discussion of
Jewish critique and self-determination. For Butler, Zionism emerges out of a tension between
Jewish ethical traditions and the failures of Western liberalism to protect Jewish life. She
writes: “Zionism was born out of the need to preserve a people whose lives were rendered
precarious in the modern state system” (p. 58). Yet, Butler also raises an important critique—
Zionism’s ethical promise is compromised when it forgets its own commitment to justice and
repeats the logic of exclusion it once resisted.

Despite its profound ethical and spiritual aspirations, the actual realization of Zionism in the
form of the modern state of Israel has been marked by deep moral contradictions. The
establishment of Israel in 1948 resulted in the displacement of hundreds of thousands of
Palestinian Arabs, an event known as the Nakba (catastrophe). For many critics, this marked
the point at which Zionism’s prophetic humanism was overtaken by ethnonationalist statecratft.
As Shlaim (2008) notes, early Zionist leaders such as Ben-Gurion were aware of the
implications of statehood but prioritized territorial consolidation and security over coexistence.
He writes: “The vision of a moral Jewish state coexisting peacefully with its Arab neighbours
was ultimately sacrificed to the imperatives of sovereignty and survival” (p. 112). This strategic
realism led to militarization, occupation, and the ongoing statelessness of Palestinian
communities—developments that stand in sharp contrast to Buber’s vision of dialogical
community. The contradiction is not merely political but philosophical. A movement that
sought liberation and dignity for one people became implicated in the marginalization of
another. As Plevan (2024) reflects on Buber’s legacy: “He warned that Zionism as statehood,
without an ethic of relational justice, would betray its prophetic origins and perpetuate a cycle
of domination” (para. 4).

At the heart of this tension is a conceptual ambiguity: is Zionism about cultural self-
determination or about national exclusivity? If it is the former, then its ethical horizon must
include the rights and dignities of non-Jewish inhabitants of the land. If it is the latter, then it
risks reproducing the very forms of exclusion it sought to overcome. Gyekye (1997) provides a
helpful framework here, arguing that any philosophy of identity must be able to “reconcile
particularity with universality” (p. 36). Zionism’s early cultural vision managed this
reconciliation, but its later political expression has often emphasized demography, borders, and
exclusion. The challenge for Zionism today is to return to its prophetic roots, grounding
statehood not just in security and memory, but in ethical inclusion.

Zionism, as originally conceived by thinkers like Buber and Ha’am, was a bold attempt to
reclaim Jewish dignity, community, and self-expression in a world that had persistently denied
these. Its philosophical significance lies in its emphasis on memory, culture, language, and
ethical rebirth—not merely in statehood. Yet, the realization of Zionism has produced ethical
dilemmas that cannot be ignored. The dispossession of Palestinians, the entrenchment of
occupation, and the hardening of nationalist identity have raised profound questions about
whether Zionism can fulfill its moral mission. The answer, perhaps, lies in a renewed
engagement with its foundational values—dialogue, justice, and shared humanity. As the 21st
century unfolds, Zionism’s continued relevance will depend not on its geopolitical dominance
but on its ability to remain self-critical, open to pluralism, and committed to a just peace. Only
then can it be a model not only of national survival, but of ethical flourishing.
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Pan-Africanism and Zionism: A Crisis of Philosophical Praxis

Although Pan-Africanism and Zionism were conceived as emancipatory responses to profound
historical injustices, both have struggled with the realization of their philosophical ideals in
concrete political contexts. Each movement exhibits a crisis of praxis—a disjunction between
visionary thought and material realization, between ethical aspiration and the compromises of
institutional power. As Rodney (1969) emphasized, the true test of liberation movements lies in
whether they can align praxis with ideals, resisting the pull of co-optation, authoritarianism, or
exclusivist politics (p. 22). Pan-Africanism began as a transnational philosophical and political
project calling for African unity, cultural reawakening, and ontological reclamation. At its
peak, figures like Kwame Nkrumah, Julius Nyerere, and Patrice Lumumba envisioned a
postcolonial Africa that would reject neocolonial domination and embody the principles of
Ubuntu, Negritude, and socialist humanism. Yet, in the decades following decolonization, Pan-
Africanism increasingly stagnated into rhetorical idealism, disconnected from the lived realities
of many African states. Nkrumah’s philosophy of Consciencism (1964) proposed a synthesis of
traditional African values, scientific socialism, and anti-imperialism. He envisioned a morally
grounded postcolonial order rooted in egalitarian solidarity. Yet after his ousting in 1966,
Ghana and other African nations veered toward authoritarianism, patronage systems, and
neoliberal economic dependency. As Ugwuanyi (2017) notes, the radical ideals of Pan-
Africanism were replaced by technocratic nationalism and elite-driven governance, which
marginalized grassroots communities and indigenous knowledge systems (p. 63).

Similarly, Nyerere’s Ujamaa (1968), an effort to operationalize Ubuntu through rural
collectivization and community ownership, lost traction amid economic challenges and
international pressure. Though Ujamaa upheld ethical communalism, it struggled against
structural constraints like global capital, Cold War realpolitik, and internal bureaucratic
inefficiencies. According to Major and Mulvihill (2009), “Ujamaa failed not because of its
values, but because of the lack of sustained institutional support and the pressures of a world
system antagonistic to communal ethics” (p. 18). The ethical foundations of Pan-Africanism—
Ubuntu, solidarity, and Negritude—remain potent, but they have not been institutionally
embedded. Instead, Pan-Africanism has too often functioned as a ceremonial discourse,
invoked at summits and independence anniversaries while failing to inform policies on
economic justice, education, governance, or inter-African cooperation. As Ramose (1999)
laments, “Ubuntu has yet to move from the realm of symbolic rhetoric to the actual structuring
of statehood and law” (p. 60). This disconnect reveals a fundamental ontological crisis: Pan-
Africanism, born of relational ethics and decolonial aspirations, has been undermined by state-
centric nationalism, elite epistemologies, and the erasure of its foundational communal values.
The original vision—a relational, plural, and just African community—has become fragmented
by linguistic divisions, ethnic polarization, and economic inequality, largely inherited from
colonial cartography and compounded by neocolonial global systems.

Zionism, in contrast, succeeded in achieving statehood through the creation of Israel in 1948,
realizing a long-held goal of Jewish cultural and political self-determination. However, the
ethical paradoxes accompanying this success are stark. The displacement of Palestinian
communities during Israel’s founding, the entrenchment of military occupation, and ongoing
human rights concerns have drawn sharp criticism, both internally and globally. The early
ethical vision of Zionism, articulated by figures like Martin Buber and Ahad Ha’am,
emphasized a dialogical, pluralistic Jewish community grounded in justice, mutual respect, and
peaceful coexistence. Buber (1950) warned against a Zionism that would mirror the statist and
militarist logics of the very powers that had historically oppressed Jews. Instead, he envisioned
“a spiritual center” that would model prophetic ethics and humanistic values (p. 65). Yet, as
Butler (2012) and others have pointed out, this vision was largely eclipsed by the realities of
nation-building, territorial consolidation, and demographic control.

The political realization of Zionism involved the exclusion and disenfranchisement of others—
especially Palestinians—who were viewed as existential threats to the Jewish state. This
produced a profound moral contradiction: a liberation movement founded on historical
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suffering enacted a new form of marginalization. As Shlaim (2008) observes, “The ideals of
justice and coexistence gave way to a fortress state logic that subordinated ethics to national
security” (p. 112). Contemporary Israeli policies, including settlement expansion, identity laws,
and militarized borders, have prompted questions about whether Zionism can sustain its ethical
coherence in a plural and interconnected world. As Raz-Krakotzkin (2007) writes, the Zionist
project must grapple with whether the restoration of Jewish continuity necessarily entails the
interruption of Palestinian continuity—a dilemma that remains unresolved (p. 135).

Both Pan-Africanism and Zionism illustrate what Rodney (1969) termed a “crisis of
philosophical praxis”—the tendency for liberatory thought to become distorted once it
transitions into institutional or state power. In each case, pragmatic considerations, political
elites, and external pressures contributed to the dilution or reversal of ethical aims. Pan-
Africanism’s plural and inclusive moral framework struggled to compete with postcolonial
realpolitik and Western capitalist paradigms. Its vision of community was overshadowed by
clientelist states, structural adjustment programs, and inter-state rivalries. Meanwhile,
Zionism’s ethical promise faltered under the pressures of security, territoriality, and ethno-
national survival in a volatile region. In both cases, we find movements that risk becoming self-
justifying orders rather than self-critical ethical projects. This tension recalls Mignolo’s (2011)
warning that decolonial efforts must interrogate not just structures of power, but the values and
worldviews that guide them. If Pan-Africanism and Zionism are to retain relevance, they must
re-engage their ontological foundations—not as nostalgic references, but as living
commitments to dignity, justice, and relational accountability.

The crisis of praxis, while daunting, is not final. Rather, it opens a space for philosophical
renewal grounded in critical re-engagement with foundational ethics. In Pan-Africanism, this
means elevating Ubuntu and Negritude from symbolic gestures to practical frameworks for
education, governance, and inter-African solidarity. It requires building institutions that
embody communal interdependence, not just national self-interest. For Zionism, it requires a
return to Buber’s dialogical ethics and a recognition of the interconnectedness of Jewish and
Palestinian futures. As Butler (2012) argues, Zionism must critically reflect on the ways it has
mirrored the logics of domination it once sought to overcome. Only by embracing pluralism,
repentance, and ethical reimagining can it fulfil its prophetic roots. Both movements must also
expand their moral imagination to include neglected domains such as gender justice, ecological
sustainability, and epistemic humility. As current global crises—from climate change to
refugee displacement—demand more holistic ethical visions, Pan-Africanism and Zionism
must broaden their frameworks beyond sovereignty and survival to relational justice and
ecological belonging.

The philosophical crises of Pan-Africanism and Zionism are not merely political or
institutional—they are deeply ontological and moral. They reflect the challenge of translating
visionary ideals into concrete realities without losing the soul of the original project. As
Ramose (2002) reminds us, true freedom is not merely external emancipation but an
“ontological reorientation”—a way of being that affirms humanity in all its plural and relational
forms (pp. 230-234). To overcome these crises, both movements must reclaim praxis as the
unity of thought, being, and doing. This does not mean returning to the past, but critically
revisiting and re-animating their ethical cores for the challenges of the present. If Pan-
Africanism and Zionism are to remain philosophically relevant, they must embrace their
internal tensions not as failures, but as invitations to ethical becoming.

Ubuntu and Negritude as Ethical Frameworks

In the context of Pan-Africanism and Zionism, the traditions of Ubuntu and Negritude serve as
profound ethical resources for reimagining identity, community, and liberation. These
philosophical frameworks transcend political ideology, offering ontological insights into what
it means to live with dignity, recognize others, and construct communities based on relational
justice. In the face of crises of praxis, Ubuntu and Negritude illuminate paths forward by
rooting political action in moral and metaphysical depth. Ubuntu, a Southern African



65
Eneji J. Eneji and Ejike D. Umenwaka

philosophy encapsulated in the phrase “I am because we are,” lies at the heart of Pan-African
ethics. Far more than a cultural norm, Ubuntu articulates a metaphysical claim about the
relational nature of personhood. As Mbiti (1990) noted, “Whatever happens to the individual
happens to the whole group, and whatever happens to the whole group happens to the
individual” (p. 106). This framework resists Cartesian individualism and posits that human
beings are constituted through their relations with others. Ubuntu challenges political systems
that prioritize exclusion, accumulation, or identity defined by opposition. According to Ramose
(1999), Ubuntu affirms that “to be human is to affirm one’s humanity by recognizing the
humanity of others, and on that basis, establish respectful human relations” (p. 52). In this way,
Ubuntu critiques colonial logics of fragmentation and provides a philosophical basis for Pan-
African solidarity—not merely as a strategic alliance, but as a moral imperative rooted in
shared becoming.

The relevance of Ubuntu extends beyond Africa. In comparative terms, it offers a challenge to
Zionism’s ethnonational logic, particularly where it has prioritized statehood over coexistence.
Ubuntu’s vision of belonging does not rely on exclusivity or bounded identity; instead, it calls
for inclusion, care, and the ethical acknowledgment of the Other. As Gyekye (1997) asserts,
Ubuntu’s moral horizon “extends the field of obligation beyond tribe or nation to encompass
humanity as such” (p. 36). In this light, Pan-Africanism’s potential lies not in constructing a
hegemonic African identity, but in building an inclusive political ethic grounded in
interdependence. Ubuntu’s principle that “a person is a person through other persons” can
guide a more dialogical, justice-oriented Pan-African praxis—one that avoids the pitfalls of
both neoliberal individualism and ethnic nationalism.

If Ubuntu grounds Pan-Africanism in relational ethics, Negritude offers a complementary
affirmation of African identity, memory, and creative resistance. Born in the 1930s through the
work of Aimé Césaire and Léopold Sédar Senghor, Negritude was a response to colonial
modernity and its epistemic violence. It sought to reclaim the emotional, spiritual, and aesthetic
dimensions of Black life that were systematically denigrated by Western thought. Negritude’s
most radical contribution is its refusal to accept the terms of European universality. Senghor
(1964) insisted that Negritude was not about returning to a static past but was “a revalorization
of a way of being, of sensing, of creating, and of thinking in rhythm with African sensibilities”
(pp. 72-75). This affirmation was both poetic and political—it declared that African identity
was not a lack or deviation, but a distinct epistemic and cultural mode.

In this way, Negritude becomes a form of epistemic disobedience, echoing what Mignolo
(2011) calls “the right to think otherwise” (p. 93). By validating African metaphors, languages,
and histories, Negritude expands Pan-Africanism’s capacity to speak to diverse African and
diasporic experiences. It is not a quest for sameness but a celebration of multiplicity—a counter
to colonial attempts to homogenize and erase. Negritude also presents an instructive contrast
with Zionism’s approach to identity formation. While Zionism achieved a strong and coherent
national narrative rooted in historical continuity and linguistic revival, it has often prioritized
cohesion at the expense of inclusivity. As Benbassa (2010) observes, Zionism’s national myth
“fused cultural revival with territorial security,” but sometimes did so by marginalizing
dissenting voices and suppressing pluralism (pp. 104—106). Negritude, by contrast, insists that
identity is always in flux, shaped by memory, resistance, and the creative reimagining of self.
Irele (1990) describes it as “a revolt against historical amnesia, an affirmation of black being
not merely in resistance, but in expressive re-creation” (p. 135). Pan-Africanism, through
Negritude, avoids the trap of rigid essentialism by holding space for difference within unity—a
crucial asset in building coalitions across language, geography, and culture.

Together, Ubuntu and Negritude provide Pan-Africanism with a holistic ethical foundation that
bridges ontology and aesthetics, morality and memory, individual dignity and communal
belonging. Their synthesis fosters a plural, open-ended identity politics, grounded in African
thought but resonant across cultures. These frameworks also enable Pan-Africanism to engage
in self-critique, resisting elitism, patriarchy, or abstraction that may arise within the movement.
For instance, as Ugwuanyi (2017) points out, Pan-Africanism has at times privileged urban,
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male, Western-educated elites, side-lining rural voices and indigenous knowledges (p. 66).
Ubuntu’s egalitarianism and Negritude’s cultural inclusivity offer correctives, ensuring that
Pan-Africanism does not replicate internal hierarchies. They call for a Pan-Africanism that is
lived—mnot just theorized—and that reflects the realities of all African peoples, especially the
marginalized. Additionally, these philosophies offer a moral critique of exclusionary
nationalism, as seen in some interpretations of Zionism. While acknowledging Zionism’s
legitimate historical roots and existential motivations, Ubuntu and Negritude suggest
alternative ways of imagining community without exclusion. They ask: Can belonging be
structured without borders? Can security be pursued without dispossession?

Ubuntu and Negritude are not static traditions or relics of anticolonial resistance. They are
living philosophies, continuously evolving in dialogue with contemporary struggles for justice,
dignity, and ecological sustainability. In the face of global fragmentation, climate crisis, and
rising ethnonationalism, these frameworks challenge us to rethink freedom—mnot as autonomy,
but as ethical becoming. They also challenge Pan-Africanism and Zionism to recentre their
moral foundations. Pan-Africanism, guided by Ubuntu and Negritude, can renew its relevance
by embracing pluralism, decolonial ethics, and inclusive solidarity. Zionism, if it is to fulfil its
prophetic potential, must confront the exclusions built into its state-centred realization and
consider relational, post-statist alternatives grounded in justice and coexistence. Ultimately,
Ubuntu and Negritude remind us that identity is not merely inherited, but created through
ethical action. Emancipation is not only political sovereignty but the continual construction of
communities rooted in dignity, mutual recognition, and shared humanity.

Conclusion and Critical Reflections

Pan-Africanism and Zionism began as emancipatory projects, driven by a shared urgency to
reclaim dignity, community, and ontological presence in the face of historical trauma. While
they emerged from different geopolitical and cultural contexts, both movements sought to
respond to systemic exclusion—colonialism and racial subjugation in the African context, and
anti-Semitism and exile in the Jewish experience. This paper has argued that Pan-Africanism
and Zionism are not merely political ideologies but philosophical traditions grounded in
distinct yet overlapping ethical visions of liberation. Their philosophical resources—Ubuntu,
Negritude, and Jewish covenantal ethics—offer profound insights into communal life, cultural
affirmation, and moral responsibility. At their best, both movements provide robust critiques of
Western universalism and its hierarchies, while articulating alternative frameworks of justice
and belonging. They invite us to imagine communities grounded in memory, responsibility,
and relationality, rather than exclusion or domination.

However, both movements also face enduring philosophical contradictions in their practical
realization. While Zionism successfully institutionalized its vision in the form of the Israeli
state, this realization has involved the dispossession and exclusion of Palestinians, raising
critical ethical concerns. As Butler (2012) notes, the contradiction lies in the fact that “a
liberation movement turned to domination, securing one people’s freedom through the denial of
another’s” (p. 93). The foundational ideals of coexistence and prophetic justice, championed by
thinkers like Buber, have often been eclipsed by state logics prioritizing security and ethnic
homogeneity. Pan-Africanism, in contrast, remains a fragmented and largely aspirational
project. Its ideal of continental unity has struggled against the forces of postcolonial
fragmentation, elite capture, and ideological incoherence. As Rodney (1969) and Ugwuanyi
(2017) observe, Pan-Africanism has often been co-opted by nationalist or elite agendas,
distancing it from its grassroots moral vision. Yet, it retains enduring ethical force, especially
when grounded in Ubuntu’s ethic of interdependence and Negritude’s affirmation of black
identity and creativity.

In contemporary application, both movements require critical renewal. Pan-Africanism must be
reimagined beyond slogans and summit declarations to become an inclusive framework that
engages gender, ecology, and epistemic justice. As Major and Mulvihill (2009) point out,
projects like Ujamaa, though communitarian in theory, often neglected gender hierarchies and
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environmental interdependence (p. 20). A revived Pan-Africanism should embed Ubuntu and
Negritude into institutional practice, shaping education, governance, and international
solidarity. Zionism, too, must confront its internal paradoxes. While it responded to a legitimate
historical need for Jewish self-determination, it risks forfeiting its moral foundation if it
continues to justify domination under the guise of security. As Shlaim (2008) and Raz-
Krakotzkin (2007) suggest, any morally coherent Zionism must reckon with the narratives and
rights of the Palestinian Other. Without such a reckoning, it may solidify into an exclusivist
nationalism that undermines its own ethical roots.

Both movements must also move beyond anthropocentric paradigms, embracing a more
ecological consciousness. The environmental dimensions of justice, long marginalized in both
Zionist and Pan-African discourses, are now indispensable. Ubuntu, in particular, with its
holistic relationality, offers a way to understand land not just as resource or territory, but as a
moral subject entwined with human and communal wellbeing (Ramose, 2002). Finally, both
Pan-Africanism and Zionism must attend to voices historically excluded from their canonical
discourses—women, rural communities, queer identities, and the stateless. A truly ethical
future for either movement depends on their ability to decenter power, listen across differences,
and redefine solidarity in plural terms. As Negritude teaches, identity is not fixed, but an act of
creative resistance and continual reimagining (Irele, 1990, p. 135). If these movements are to
remain philosophically and ethically relevant in the 21st century, they must reframe
emancipation not as an endpoint, but as an ongoing process of ethical becoming. Liberation is
not merely the acquisition of sovereignty or institutional success—it is the cultivation of
communities grounded in dignity, interconnectedness, and justice. Ubuntu and Negritude,
together with prophetic Jewish ethics, provide tools for this task, inviting both traditions to
remember their roots and imagine their futures anew.
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