"I Am Because We Are" — African Ethics, Ubuntu, and the Human-Centric Future
of 4R

Inaugural Lecture of Prof Tshilidzi Eric Nenzhelele

27 March 2026



Distinguished Guests, Esteemed Elders, Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen,

Ndi madekwana, Sanibonani. Dumelang. Jambo.

| welcome everyone to my inaugural lecture entitle "I Am Because We Are" — African
Ethics, Ubuntu, and the Human-Centric Future of 4IR.

| battled with myself, asking, how do | start my inaugural lecture? Finally, a voice
whispered into my ears, Radie. | immediately remembered my late friend and
colleague, Prof Nkoana Simon Radipere. Let me start my inaugural lecture by paying

tribute to Prof Nkoana Simon Radipere. A moment of silent please.

| am highly convinced that if he was still alive, Prof Radipere would have been in
attendance of my inaugural lecture this evening. Prof Radipere and | shared an office
when | was appointed as a lecture back in 2006. We became friends from that moment
onwards. Before he collapsed at the entrance of the then AJH Van Der Walt building,
now known as Nkoana Simon Radipere Building, he championed a course for
entrepreneurship. It is the same course we are championing on his behalf in the
College of Economic and Management Science and Unisa at large. Continue to rest

in peace my friend Prof Radie. “| am today a full professor because of you.”

| am because of, first, the village that gave birth to me, Tshitavha village which is led
by my uncle, Prof Fhatuwani James Mundalamo. As the saying goes, “It takes a village
to raise a child”, | was raised by the community of Tshitavha village. It is in that village
where | learned, “to love my neighbour as myself’. It is that same village that taught
me to share the little | have with others. The community of Tshitavha taught me, “Muthu
ndi muthu nga vhathu”. A person is a person because of other persons. It is this village
that taught me to respect elders. In that village, | learned not to steal, lie, and plot evil
against others. In this village, | learned that “Vhutulu ho la mufhomi”, interpreted, he
that put a tranquilizer on an arrow, will be killed by it. | owe my professorship to my
village. Since | became a professor, | have concluded that my fellow villagers may not
understand what it means to be a doctor or professor. Furthermore, they will not eat
or dress my titles but they can benefit from the initiatives that | may bring to the village.
Hence, the establishment of Tshitavha Community Development Trust which | am a

trustee of.



‘I am because of my parents.” This day would not have been possible without my
parents, Fhulufhedzani and Mukondeleli, wo raised me to be the person | am today.
They taught me how to count money at an early age. Hence, | have become fond of
the minister of finance of Uganda, Mr Matai Kasaija. “Money will come, money is here,
| told you money.” My parents taught me farming — so that | don’t die of hunger.
Moreover, they made me a shepherd. Looking after animals, taught me patience and
calmness. Ms Masekgoa Lizzy Maluleka, my calmness which you trust so much,
comes from being a shepherd. | needed to be calm to look after goats, cows, and

donkeys. Otherwise, | would have gone mad.

‘I am because of Sambandou Primary School.” My journey of education started at
Sambandou Primary School, at Tshitavha villa under the leadership of Mr Malelelo. It
is at this school where | learned discipline. | learned to arrive at school on time because
failure to do so had heavy consequences. My bums are witnesses of consequences
of late coming to school. It is this school where | learned how it feels to be number 1
in the classroom. My classmates fought to become second, third etc because they

new number 1 was already taken.

‘I am because of Tombolagole Secondary School.” The educational journey continued
at Tombolagole Secondary School at Tshitavha village under the leadership of Mr
Mulaudzi. It is in this school where | learned how to speak in front of people. | was
trusted by the principal to represent the school in many educational events. That made
me believe in myself. It elevated my confidence. | continued to be number 1 in class.
My classmate ate dust. | appreciate all my teachers and classmates who helped me

become who | am today.

‘I am because of Unisa.” The University of South Africa. The University of the land.
The only university that carries the name of our beloved country, South Africa. | joined
Unisa as a student. After finishing my junior degree in record time of three years in
Business Informatics, | was appointed as a postgraduate assistant in the School of
Computing. It is here where | met computer scientist such as Prof Ruth De Villiers, the
mother of Jonathan De Villier, the late Prof Van der Poll, Prof Venter to name a few. It
is this school where | learned the “what ifs” in Delfi Programming. Even today, before

| make decisions, | first have so many “what ifs”. This helps me to make accurate,



ethical and sound decisions. Unisa paid for my honours degree in Business
Informatics. With my honours, | applied for vacant lecturers positions in the
Department of Business Management. At the interview, | was grilled by the likes of
Prof Tertia Botha, and Prof Raphel Mpofu. However, after all the grilling, they found
me appointed and suitable to lecture Information Management. | joined the
Department of Business Management under the leadership of Prof Tertia Botha.
Whenever something did not go as planned, you would receive a call from Prof Botha,
“Eric, come to my office now.” Then, you knew you were in trouble. But on my way to
her office, | would device ways of sweet talking my way out of trouble. “But Prof, it's

not a train smash, we can work it out.” “Ok, be extra careful next time.”

It is in the Department of Business Management where | learned the word “Snazzy”. |
used to dressed up in suits and looking all formal. This was summarized by Prof
Annemarie Davis as “snazzy”. | stopped dressing up in suits when | learned that the
world is in turmoil and crisis because of people in suits. | now wear simple, casual and
relaxed. | even sit at the back seats — because this were real people who talk real stuff
sit at. | am even a friend to people that everyone ignores — this is where | get pals of

wisdom and intelligence.

It at the Department of Business Management and the College of Economic and
Management Sciences where | learned strategy 101. | learned how to be in the future
now — | can see 100 years from now. | can tell you what the consequences of your
actions will be right now. Again, “what if” is a very important part of decision making. |
grew from being a lecturer to full professor in the College of Economic and
Management Sciences and reported to many line managers such as Prof Rene
Pellissier who supervised my master’s to Cum Laude, Prof Watson Ladzani, Dr Lisebo
Ntiso, Prof Athea Amadi-Echendu, Prof Marcia Mkansi, Prof Goonasagree Naidoo,
Prof Thomas Mogale, Prof Maelekanyo Mulaudzi, and now Dr Mantepu MaseTshaba.
It was not an easy journey. It required sacrifices, dedication, perseverance, never die
spirit, and very important, action, “Nyito”. | must say, the colleagues | met since joining
Unisa has been very friendly and very supportive. Prof KG Boya, | won’t mentioned
what you did to stay awake when | was driving the car to the hotel in Cape Town. We
had lots of fun with colleagues. We would go to Sun City, Emperor’s Palace and many

other places under the leadership Prof Raphel Mpofu. All those moments made



academia enjoyable. | will forever be grateful to Unisa. It is this University that paid for
my qualifications from Honours to doctorate. In fact, | am a product of Unisa as a
student and an employee. | know the systems of Unisa as a student and employee.
Unisa, thank you. Throughout my career here at Unisa, | worked under the leadership
of three Vice Chancellors and Principals, namely, Prof Barney Pityana, Prof Mandla
Makhanya, and now Prof Puleng LenkaBula. | am a very loyal member of Unisa. |
have served this University for over two decades. When | finished my doctorate, | hard
a question that kept bothering, “so what now?”. The answer came weeks later, “be
human”. It is this answer that helped me in my tenure as a chair of Department of
Operations Management. We became a family. When | became a full professor, the
same question came back, “So what now?”. The answer did come, “Serve your
community, have practical, tangible, and visible impact. People don’t eat your

qualifications, titles and positions.” That is because, “| am because we are.”

| would like to appreciate:

The former president of South Africa, and current chancellor of Unisa, His Excellency
Dr Thabo Mbeki.

The Chairperson of Unisa Council Dr Dan Mosia.

The Principal and Vice Chancellor of Unisa, Prof Puleng LenkaBula
The acting VP:TLCESS, Dr Azwinndini Tshivhase

The acting Executive Dean of CEMS, Dr Mantupe MaseTshaba
The Deputy Executive Dean of CEMS, Prof Maelekanyo Mulaudzi
The Director of SMS, Prof Nthabiseng Moraka

The acting Director of SEFS, Prof Njabulo Mkhize

All chairs of departments in CEMS

All staff members of the CEMS

Parents

Sisters and brothers

Students

Friends and Family

Business partners

Ladies and gentlemen.



It is a profound honour to stand before you today. Standing here, | am not merely an
individual speaking to a crowd. | am a culmination of my community—my ancestors,
my mentors, my family, and this esteemed institution of Unisa. This, right here, is the
first principle of our gathering: Ubuntu. "Umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu", “Muthu ndi
muthu nga vhathu” — A person is a person through other persons.

| begin my tenure with a pledge to this philosophy, not as an abstract, archaic concept,
but as the foundational compass for our journey into the Fourth Industrial Revolution
(4IR) and beyond. We are living in a time where technology is breaking boundaries,

but we must ensure it does not break our human spirit.

Ladies and gentlemen, | am a professor of Operations Management with specialisation
in competitive intelligence, ethics, information ethics, artificial intelligence and
digitalization, entrepreneurship and small businesses. | have published articles and
presented papers in these fields. | have graduated master’s and doctoral students in
information ethics, information security, artificial intelligence, SMEs, corporate social
responsibility, work engagement, and change management. | initiated Research Focus
Areas (RFAs) in competitive intelligence during 4IR, 5IR, and beyond, and
cryptocurrencies portfolio management during 4IR, 5IR, and beyond. These RFAs are
aligned to the 4IR and digitalization catalytic niche area. Furthermore, | have initiated
Short Learning Programmes in Cryptocurrency Portfolio Management, and Atrtificial
Intelligence Management in Higher Education, which are led by Ms Zainab Aziz. In
addition, | have initiated the upcoming short learning programme in Air Traffic Control
which is going to be led by colleagues in Safety Management. This SLP is aligned to

the catalytic niche area in aviation.

The topic of my inaugural lecture was triggered by a question | asked at the conference
| attended last year in Namibia entitled International Conference of Finance and
Sustainable Business. It is at that conference where | asked the question, “Who’s
ethics are we following?” It is this question that led me to engage with my PhD student,
Mr Murembiwa Justice Mashau to embark on a project that looks into African ethics
and Ubuntu during the 4IR era and beyond. Hence, the topic of this inaugural lecture
is "I Am Because We Are" — African Ethics, Ubuntu, and the Human-Centric
Future of 4IR.



South Africa and Africa at large still battle with the digital divide while 4IR was fast
tracked by COVID-19. Post COVID-19, some people are still working from home
however with challenges of network access and availability. Load shedding in South
Africa posed challenges of digitalization and 4IR. How then do we say, “l am because
we are” when other people still find it difficult to connect and access the network?
Ubuntu becomes a far fetched dream in the era of 4IR and beyond. Hence, together
with my PhD student Mr Mashau, we embarked on a systematic literature review to
establish the influence of Ubuntu and African ethics on governance of Atrtificial
Intelligence, public sector leadership, and policy-making in Africa. The results of this
study will soon be published in a peer reviewed journal. To give you a sneak preview

of the paper, here is the summary of it:

The study was qualitative in nature and a systematic literature review conducted.
PRISMA model was followed. The study was limited to publications between 2021 to
2025. Only high-quality databases were used. To name a few, Science Direct,
Proquest, and Scopus. Keywords included “Ubuntu”, “African ethics”, “4IR and 5IR”.
Although 208 publications were found, quality assurance left the study with 90
publications to analyse. This study was guided by Responsible Innovation Theory
which emphasizes inclusion mechanism, reflection processes, anticipatory
governance, and responsiveness systems. According to this theoretical framework,
4IR is not aligned with Ubuntu and African ethics if it does not include everyone, not
ethical, not audited to observe inclusiveness, it negatively affect the wellbeing of

people, and does not evolve to cater for people’s needs.

The results revealed that publications on the topic of Ubuntu, African ethics, 4IR, and
5IR increased from 2021 to 2024 but dropped in 2025. The highest publication were
in 2024 with 27. The publications were spread across many journals, to name a few,
Africa Journal of Management, SA Journal of Human Resource Management, and
South African Journal of Business Management. Most frequent words were, to name
a few, Transparency and Accountability, Digital transformation and governance,
African Ethics and Ubuntu Philosophy, and Decolonization and Indigenous Knowledge
Systems. The themes of the study were:

1. Capacity-Building and Equitable Access



o &~ b

Data Sovereignty and Cultural Preservation
Inclusivity and Participation
Transparency and Accountability

Individualism Versus Communitarianism

The study had its limitations in that:

It used English publications only

Responsible Innovation Theory

It was limited to publications between 2021 and 2025

Only peer reviewed publications were used

The study was not empirical

The study concluded that:

Development and implementation of 4IR and 5IR should be informed by African
ethics and Ubuntu principles to be relevant for Africa.

Governance of 4IR and 5IR should be guided by African ethics and Ubuntu
principles to be easily embraced by Africans.

Ubuntu and African ethics should be at the centre of decolonization.
Educational transformation and decolonization is incomplete without African
ethics and Ubuntu.

4IR and 5IR will be more meaningful to Africa with the inclusion of African ethics
and Ubuntu.

Technologies are social activities where technologies are integrated into social

structures of values, which preserve the humanity.

This study made the following recommendations:

Africa must adapt to the 4IR and 5IR in a way that is consistent with African
ethics and principles of Ubuntu.
It is time to shift the focus from the technological development of Al to the ethical

development and appropriate use of Al.



+ The policy-making process of Al should be guided by the principles of ethics,
data protection and job distribution as espoused by the Responsible Innovation
Theory.

* Communities should be empowered to establish and manage community
spaces where they can share practices, co-create knowledge and innovative
solutions, and hence ensure that the 4th Industrial Revolution is people-centred

and culturally sensitive.

As | draw this inaugural lecture to close, | want to say it like Bonang Mathepa, whistle,
“‘Ke tsene, | am within.” | want to say it like Somizi Mohlongo, “I did what needed to be
dided.” | want to say to you, becoming a full professor is not for special few. It is for
those who want it more, work hard, sacrifice, selfless, and serve others. If | did it, you
too can do it. Now that | have become a full professor, | will help others to become
one. This is aligned with the principles of Ubuntu, “I am because we are.” Now that |
have achieved full professorship, | want to assure everyone present in my inaugural
lecture that, “the economy is now going to hhhhhhhhhhhh, whistle.” That's how

minister of finance of Uganda Mr Matai Kasaija puts it.

| would like to extend my heartfelt appreciation and gratitude to my mother,
Fhulufhedzani, my father, Mukondeleli Nenzhelele, and my uncle, Prof Fhatuwani
James Mundalamo, for being the cornerstone of my successes in education. Your
never-ending support made this day possible. | will forever be grateful. To my entire
family, your unwavering support did not go unnoticed. To my colleagues at CEMS and
Unisa at large, your smiles and support kept me going. | would also like to appreciate

the following professors who have inspired me to aspire to be a professor:

- Prof Rene Pellissier (my Master’s and doctoral supervisor)
- Prof Marcia Mkansi (my doctoral supervisor)
- Prof Fhatuwani James Mundalamo (my uncle)

You have inspired me to fall in love with professoriate.

| would like to acknowledge and thank my PhD student, Mr Murembiwa Justice

Mashau, with whom this study was done.



| would like to thank all the audiences to my inaugural lecture. You have put all

commitments aside to join me on my special occasion. You are all appreciated.

“Last, but not least, | want to thank me for believing in me. | want to thank me for doing
all the hard work. | want to thank me for having no days off. | want to thank me for
never quitting. | want to thank me for being a give and trying to give more than |

receive.” Calvin Broadus Jr.

Ndo livhuwa, Thank you, Siyabonga, Ke a leboha, Ndiyabulela.
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