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Background: Anthropogenic Global Warming (AGW) poses a critical challenge 
necessitating effective global climate change mitigation efforts. However, the 
pervasive influence of scientism in AGW discourse often marginalizes Indigenous 
perspectives crucial for addressing climate impacts, particularly in Africa where 
adaptive capacity is limited.

Objective: This study, rooted in Transformative Learning Theory and Ubuntu 
philosophy, employs critical qualitative research methods to examine how 
scientism shapes AGW discourse epistemologically and ethically. It explores 
the hindrances posed by climate change denialism and ecomodernism due to 
scientism while advocating the integration of African Indigenous Knowledge 
Systems (AIKs) into climate response strategies, particularly within the African 
education landscape.

Methods: Drawing on the theoretical frameworks of Transformative Learning and 
Ubuntu philosophy, and informed by critical qualitative research methodology, 
this research analyzes the role of scientism in AGW discourse. It investigates 
its implications for Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) and discusses 
arguments for the inclusion of AIK in educational and policy frameworks.

Results: The study reveals that scientism perpetuates epistemological biases that 
undervalue AIK, thereby impeding comprehensive climate response strategies. 
Pathways are proposed that promote AIK integration and mainstreaming, 
thereby decolonizing climate response efforts and enhancing ESD within 
Africa’s educational institutions.

Conclusion: Integrating insights from AIK, construed in terms of ‘exemplary 
ethical communities’ (EEC), into climate change responses is pivotal for fostering 
inclusive and effective strategies. This approach not only addresses the ethical 
imperatives of decolonization but also enhances resilience and sustainability in 
climate-vulnerable regions.

Significance: This study contributes to scholarship by highlighting the urgent 
need to diversify climate response strategies through the inclusion of AIK. By 
advocating for the integration of wisdom from EECs, it advances discussions on 
decoloniality within climate change discourse, emphasizing the importance of 
Indigenous knowledge in global sustainability efforts.

KEYWORDS

anthropogenic global warming, scientism, African indigenous knowledge, 
decoloniality, education for sustainable development (ESD), exemplary ethical 
communities (EEC)

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY

Tim Forsyth,  
London School of Economics and Political 
Science, United Kingdom

REVIEWED BY

Helen Avery,  
Lund University, Sweden
Lizana Oberholzer,  
University of Wolverhampton, 
United Kingdom

*CORRESPONDENCE

James Ojochenemi David  
 ojochenemidavid@gmail.com;  
 davidjo@unisa.ac.za

RECEIVED 29 June 2024
ACCEPTED 06 November 2024
PUBLISHED 20 November 2024

CITATION

David JO (2024) Decolonizing climate change 
response: African indigenous knowledge and 
sustainable development.
Front. Sociol. 9:1456871.
doi: 10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871

COPYRIGHT

© 2024 David. This is an open-access article 
distributed under the terms of the Creative 
Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The 
use, distribution or reproduction in other 
forums is permitted, provided the original 
author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are 
credited and that the original publication in 
this journal is cited, in accordance with 
accepted academic practice. No use, 
distribution or reproduction is permitted 
which does not comply with these terms.

TYPE Original Research
PUBLISHED 20 November 2024
DOI 10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-11-20
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871/full
mailto:ojochenemidavid@gmail.com
mailto:davidjo@unisa.ac.za
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871


David 10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871

Frontiers in Sociology 02 frontiersin.org

1 Introduction

The debate surrounding Anthropogenic Global Warming (AGW) 
reflects both scientific consensus and ideological resistance. AGW 
refers to the human-induced increase in greenhouse gases like carbon 
dioxide (CO₂) that accelerates the greenhouse effect, driving climate 
change (Okoliko, 2018). At the heart of this debate is scientism—the 
belief that science is the most authoritative form of knowledge for 
policymaking (Blue, 2018). While science strongly supports the need 
for urgent climate action (Hamilton, 2016), two influential 
perspectives—denialism and ecomodernism—seek to maintain 
business-as-usual practices through technological solutions (Ruser 
and Machin, 2016). Climate change denialists argue that the 
connection between human activities and global warming if it exists 
at all, is minimal. They point to the lack of unanimity among scientists 
(Milfont et al., 2021; Parks, 2020). Disputing the conclusions of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), deniers contend 
that AGW proponents’ assertions lack merit (Parks, 2020). Some do 
this by invoking the influence of solar irradiance and atmosphere–
ocean interactions, both of which, in their view, have warming effects 
at least as significant as those attributed to CO2-driven mechanisms, 
all based on well-established scientific principles (Idso et al., 2015). On 
the other hand, ecomodernism acknowledges climate change but 
advocates for the use of technology and innovation to decouple 
human well-being from environmental impacts, suggesting that 
modernity and economic growth can coexist with ecological 
sustainability. Unlike traditional environmentalism, ecomodernists 
emphasize the potential of technological solutions, such as renewable 
energy and nuclear power, or geoengineering to address climate 
change (Hällmark, 2023; Adelman, 2017). Although with different 
emphasis, the ecomodernism perspective, like denialism, tends to 
promote the business-as-usual capitalist framework, rather than 
reducing consumption and altering societal structures to achieve 
sustainability. Thus, as Norgaard (2019: 439) has observed, “Emotions 
of fear and cultures of cognition regarding the end of the modern 
capitalist system or ‘life as we know it’ have generated climate denial 
of the far right and a combination of green capitalist technological 
fixes and climate apathy on the left.”

Both camps, despite their differences, rely on a belief that 
technology alone can solve climate challenges without addressing the 
deeper structural changes required in societal values, ethics, and 
power relationships (Hällmark, 2023; Escobar, 2015). This 
technocentric focus reflects a legacy of colonial and epistemic 
domination of the West over the rest, which continues to shape 
climate policies and global power dynamics (Okoliko and David, 
2021; Kreeft, 2007), paying little attention to the limits of technology 
(Ruser and Machin, 2016). The colonial legacy persists in how 
certain forms of knowledge are privileged over others, sidelining 
Indigenous epistemologies and their potential to contribute 
meaningfully to sustainable development (Seehawer, 2018). By 
avoiding critical conversations about who controls knowledge, 
whose knowledge matters, and how responsibility is distributed 
globally, these approaches perpetuate inequalities (Manthalu and 
Waghid, 2019). Industrialized nations, such as the U.S. and China, 
dominate climate policy agendas while poorer regions like Africa—
despite contributing the least to global emissions—suffer 
disproportionately from climate impacts (Hill et al., 2020; Okoliko 
and David, 2021).

In Africa, climate change manifests through erratic rainfall, 
droughts, floods, and rising health challenges (Camfield et al., 2020; 
Zhai et al., 2021). These impacts threaten food security and livelihoods, 
exposing the region’s low adaptive capacity, which has been shaped in 
part by the marginalization of Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) 
through colonial education structures (Mandikonza, 2019). Despite 
growing calls to integrate African Indigenous Knowledge (AIK) with 
Western science (Apraku et al., 2018; McKinley, 2019), efforts often 
focus on extracting ‘useful’ elements of Indigenous knowledge, 
reinforcing a neocolonial dynamic that undermines epistemic 
diversity (Thompson et al., 2020).

The Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) agenda 
promoted by UNESCO (2020a) recognizes the importance of diverse 
knowledge systems, but the challenge lies in creating genuine synergies 
between Indigenous and Western epistemologies without assimilating 
or subordinating one to the other. Scholars argue for climate education 
and research that honour indigenous methodologies, worldviews, and 
practices (Shava, 2013) to disrupt the colonial legacy embedded in 
formal education. This shift is essential for improving Africa’s 
resilience and advancing global climate action that is equitable, 
inclusive, and just. Accordingly, this study argues that overcoming the 
limitations of denialist and ecomodernist approaches requires a shift 
away from purely technological fixes toward ethically grounded, 
epistemically diverse climate solutions. Addressing climate change 
effectively demands an acknowledgment of the colonial legacies in 
knowledge systems and a commitment to equity and justice in climate 
governance—ensuring that local, context-specific knowledge systems 
play a vital role in adaptation and mitigation efforts.

Hence, this study critically engages the scientism that often shapes 
climate science to demonstrate how the former undermines the 
contribution of AIK for optimal outcomes in climate change response. 
It highlights the inherent epistemological flaws and the resultant 
ethical implication of the political inaction that scientism promotes, 
by contributing to the scholarly views on the danger of over-relying 
on technical arguments vis-à-vis the scientific facts on climate change, 
which risks undermining the promptness and efficiency of response 
(Beale, 2019; Okoliko, 2018). It will here be argued that this scientistic 
approach is exclusionary of other epistemic traditions and essentially 
undermines education for sustainable development (ESD) in Africa. 
An AIK-informed response embedded in a holistic appreciation of the 
human-environment relationship is shaped by an eco-reverence (Van 
Norren, 2022; van Norren, 2020; Ramose, 2015). This approach allows 
for the acknowledgement of uncertainty and a deep appreciation of 
the inherent limits of human knowledge. It paves the way for essential 
attitudinal shifts, which, in turn, necessitate a paradigmatic 
transformation in the epistemological approach to sustainability 
education within African higher education institutions. Such a shift 
can therefore be instrumental in mitigating the adverse impacts of 
scientism in climate change response, ultimately contributing to more 
effective policy resolutions within the broader context of the 
pursuit of ESD.

The following section offers a concise review of global warming, 
the ongoing debates surrounding AGW and its consequences, 
emphasizing the challenges presented by scientism. In the subsequent 
part, the methodological approach, and the underlying frameworks, 
notably the Transformative Learning Theory and the Ubuntu 
paradigm, are elucidated to foreground their relevance to climate 
action and ESD. Finally, the last section delves into the applicability of 
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an AIK-informed approach in comprehending an Afro-centric 
transformation of the AGW debate. This in-depth exploration 
provides the foundation for engaging with UNESCO’s 
recommendation that ESD incorporate “indigenous knowledge and 
practices” (UNESCO, 2020a, p. 20), specifically from the perspective 
of African Indigenous Knowledge (AIK) and more particularly, the 
Ubuntu philosophy.

2 Making sense of the anthropogenic 
global warming debate

Global warming is defined as an increase in global mean surface 
temperature (GMST) over a 30-year period, expressed relative to 
pre-industrial levels (IPCC, 2019). Light energy from the sun is partly 
transformed in the Earth’s atmosphere into infrared radiation, which 
is absorbed and re-emitted by greenhouse gases. This greenhouse 
effect plays a crucial role in maintaining life on Earth by regulating 
surface temperatures (Okoliko, 2018). However, the introduction of 
greater quantities of greenhouse gases—such as carbon dioxide (CO₂), 
methane (CH₄), and nitrous oxide (N₂O)—from human activities has 
disrupted this balance, causing a steady rise in global temperatures 
around which scholarship on climate change revolves (Letcher, 2021).

Technological progress, from the so-called First Industrial 
Revolution to the current Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR), has 
transformed global economies, and improved production efficiency, 
enhancing the quality of life. These advances have, however, come at 
a steep environmental cost. Recent studies show that human activities 
caused 0.9 to 1.3°C of warming between 1850–1900 and 2010–2019 
(Gillett et al., 2021). Crucially, two-thirds of the 1°C warming over the 
past century occurred after 1975, driven by the rapid exploitation of 
natural resources (UNESCO, 2020b). The IPCC (2018) warns that the 
effects of past and current anthropogenic emissions will persist for 
centuries, causing long-term impacts such as sea-level rise and 
ecosystem changes, with warming of 1.5°C expected as early as 2040. 
According to the IPCC (2023) report, the global surface temperature 
has risen by about 1.09°C since the late 19th century, primarily due to 
human activities such as fossil fuel combustion and deforestation. This 
increase in temperature is linked to more frequent and intense 
heatwaves, droughts, and heavy precipitation events, which disrupt 
ecosystems and human systems. Projections indicate a significant 
likelihood of surpassing the 1.5°C threshold within the next few 
decades, or sooner, leading to severe and potentially irreversible 
impacts on climate systems and biodiversity. Additionally, the annual 
global extraction of both renewable and non-renewable resources has 
doubled since 1980 (UNESCO, 2020b).

The modern discourse on climate change is shaped by a long 
history of environmental awareness and calls for sustainable 
development. The 1987 Brundtland Report emphasized that global 
resources are limited, and unsustainable development must be curbed. 
This led to Agenda 21, a call for action that essentially highlights the 
following key ideas, namely: (a) Developing countries cannot pursue 
the same growth model as industrialized nations without further 
environmental degradation; (b) Unsustainable consumption and 
production patterns need to change to safeguard the environment; (c) 
Developed nations must bear most of the cost of climate mitigation 
due to their historical responsibility; (d) Despite challenges, 
sustainable development is achievable if strategies are implemented 

globally (UNCED, 1992). Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD) arose from these calls for action to promote sustainable 
practices, knowledge, and ethics.

In response to these initiatives, the fossil fuel industry launched a 
counter-narrative that cast doubt on climate science and created 
confusion around the urgency of action (Brulle, 2023; Beder, 2014). 
This deliberate disinformation campaign continues to shape political 
debates and stall climate action, particularly in nations reliant on fossil 
fuel economies. In this context, Norgaard (2019) has argued that 
climate change denialists often view climate science as part of a 
political strategy rather than an objective pursuit of knowledge, 
believing that the data is influenced by the motives of scientists and 
institutions they distrust. They reject climate studies based on the 
perceived social-political dynamics that generate them, seeing climate 
science as a threat to their values and way of life, resulting in a 
dismissal of the urgency of climate change.

Another response to the 1992 UNCED call for action has been 
ecomodernist solutions and the technological optimism that dominate 
many mainstream climate strategies, emphasizing “techno-fixes” like 
geoengineering and automation to address climate challenges (Ruser 
and Machin, 2016; Adelman, 2017). This approach unlike the denialist 
acknowledges climate change and seeks sustainability through 
technological solutions. However, as Hällmark (2023) has pointed out, 
the ecomodernist responses, despite being initially critical of the 
nature-society dualism that perpetuates ecological degradation, 
display a tendency to depoliticize environmental issues by presenting 
technology as a neutral solution. Indeed, as highlighted by Blue (2018, 
p.  546) “With roots in statistical modelling, dominant techno-
scientific representations of climate change facilitate technical 
solutions that can displace important social, cultural and ethical 
considerations.” Such approaches essentially diminish the significance 
of public engagement and accountability in climate politics. 
Fundamentally, they separate nature from society, overlooking the 
complex interdependencies between human actions and 
environmental impacts, leading to a simplistic understanding of 
sustainability (Hällmark, 2023). Furthermore, by emphasizing 
technological progress without addressing the underlying socio-
economic structures, ecomodernism risks perpetuating existing 
inequalities and environmental degradation, rather than fostering 
genuine ecological responsibility and transformative change. Hence, 
both denialism and ecomodernist approaches have been criticized for 
promoting business-as-usual practices without addressing deeper 
issues of ethics, values, and systemic inequalities (Escobar, 2015; 
Hällmark, 2023).

The emphasis on technological solutions mirrors a colonial legacy, 
where knowledge systems from the Global South, including 
Indigenous ecological knowledge, are marginalized or co-opted into 
Western frameworks (Claar, 2022). This epistemic inequality not only 
limits climate resilience but also perpetuates dependency on 
industrialized nations. Efforts to limit global warming through fossil 
fuel reduction are not just scientific imperatives but also reflect moral 
and political responsibilities. As also underlined in Agenda 21 
(UNCED, 1992), countries in the Global North bear the brunt of 
responsibility for emissions, and climate justice therefore requires that 
they support vulnerable regions like Africa in building adaptive 
capacities (Hill et al., 2020; Beder, 2014). The climate crisis cannot 
be effectively addressed without acknowledging and dismantling the 
unequal global power structures that shape access to resources and 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org


David 10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871

Frontiers in Sociology 04 frontiersin.org

influence policymaking (IPCC, 2023; Kemp et al., 2022). It will here 
be argued that achieving this shift in global power structures requires 
paying close attention to the influences of scientism in climate change 
action, especially on the side of denialism.

While proponents of AGW emphasize the significant impact of 
human activities, with various studies also confirming an 
overwhelming scientific consensus (Powell, 2017; IPCC, 2018), public 
awareness and understanding of this consensus remain limited, 
leading to two influential attitudes: outright denial or downplaying the 
significance of human activities in global warming (Hamilton, 2016; 
Parks, 2020). In the US, an estimated 15% do not believe in climate 
change (Gounaridis and Newell, 2024). These individuals often point 
to the complexities and nuances in climate science as a basis for their 
scepticism. Some climate change deniers go as far as labelling the 
entire global warming theory as a “cruel hoax” that will result in 
deprivation and starvation for many (Fowler, 2012). Others argue that 
the best policy response should be determined solely by objective and 
indisputable scientific facts (Van der Sluijs et al., 2010). Until such 
‘irrefutable scientific’ evidence is presented, these sceptics are 
unwilling to consider climate policy responses, particularly concerning 
carbon emission reductions (Fischer, 2019). This stance among 
climate change deniers is rooted in what could be characterized as 
scientism (Blue, 2018; Mizrahi, 2017), while at the same time using 
the uncertainties inherent in scientific investigation as a pretext to 
delay climate action.

Although climate denialism has heavily influenced policy over the 
past decades and hindered meaningful action, these attitudes are not 
a global phenomenon. Evidence suggests substantial public support 
for climate initiatives. For example, a comprehensive global survey 
conducted through the Gallup World Poll, involving 129,902 
participants aged 15 and above across 125 countries, explored financial 
willingness and perceptions surrounding climate action. The survey 
revealed that 69% of respondents are willing to allocate 1% of their 
monthly household income to combat global warming, reflecting 
widespread readiness to support mitigation efforts. Furthermore, 86% 
endorsed pro-climate social norms, highlighting a strong collective 
commitment to environmental responsibility and signalling that 
public sentiment is aligned with urgent global climate goals (Andre 
et al., 2024). This is indeed encouraging.

Nevertheless, climate denialists should not be ignored because 
their arguments often reflect deeper socio-cultural concerns and 
mistrust of established institutions, which can provide insights into 
public sentiment and political dynamics. Engaging with their 
perspectives can also foster a more comprehensive understanding of 
the societal implications of climate science and the political strategies 
surrounding it. Moreover, addressing their concerns may help bridge 
divides and promote more constructive global dialogue on climate 
change (Norgaard, 2019). In particular, it is important to understand 
the scientism inherent in denialist climate science. For the denialist, 
“science is viewed as the sole legitimate means of attaining true 
knowledge”, even by those who aren’t necessarily scientists themselves 
(Mizrahi, 2017; Blue, 2018), while at the same time downplaying the 
cultural norms and economic interests that underpin their arguments. 
Also, scientism often links reality exclusively to tangible matter and 
sensory experiences, seemingly disregarding the inherent limitations 
of human knowledge and the effectiveness of other valid forms of 
understanding, including philosophical, religious, poetic, and artistic 
modes of knowledge (Okoliko, 2018).

This science-policy interface vis-à-vis climate change uses 
arguments that primarily hinge on the (over) emphasis on science-
based objectivity and certainty (Miller, 2012). By overemphasizing the 
“deep disagreement among scientists on scientific issues that must 
be resolved before the man-made (sic) global warming hypothesis can 
be  validated,” contrarians have over the past decades argued that 
policy response must be only based on the attainment of scientific 
consensus and certainty regarding AGW (Idso et al., 2015, p. xi). This 
approach aligns with the “predictive paradigm, “which encompasses 
both epistemological and ethical dimensions (Okoliko, 2018; 
Charlesworth and Okereke, 2010). The underlying assumptions of this 
model encompass the need to eliminate “uncertainty” as a prerequisite 
for effective policy, coupled with faith in human capacity, especially 
that of “experts”, to accomplish this objective (Van der Sluijs et al., 
2010). This epistemological and ideological stance also rests on the 
belief that humans should extract maximum material benefit from the 
Earth System within legal and ecological limits, and the reliance on 
economic cost–benefit analysis to underpin this principle (Okoliko, 
2018). Paradoxically, this scientism-based approach, which can 
be viewed as an “unscientific belief,” (Sutter, 2015) has served as a 
constraint on progress in climate change policy globally, due to the 
disproportionate influence of major geopolitical and economic 
interest groups.

2.1 Limitation in scientism for AGW

The concept of Anthropogenic Global Warming (AGW) is closely 
intertwined with a prevailing attitude of ‘development-at-all-costs’ 
driven by technology. Climate deniers often downplay the negative 
environmental consequences of this reality, subscribing to the “wait-
and-see” implications of scientism (Okoliko, 2018). As previously 
discussed, the industrialized society maintains a predominant human 
perspective towards the Earth, marked by a subject-object relationship, 
largely disregarding the evident harmful consequences (Charlesworth 
and Okereke, 2010). This perspective mirrors the scientific-
mechanistic worldview of the early Modern Era (1500–1800), which 
laid the foundation for the industrial revolution. Thinkers like 
Descartes, Newton, and Bacon played a role in promoting this 
anthropocentric mindset (Capra, 1982). During this age of reason, 
technical knowledge often overshadowed practical wisdom. Even in 
contemporary times, knowledge that leads to invention is often highly 
prized over wisdom. However, the conquest of nature through 
technology seemed to have led to the conquest of people, who 
employed nature as a tool (Kreeft, 2007).

This techno-progress discourse, influenced by the powerful forces 
of globalization, has also made inroads into traditional societies, 
including those in Sub-Saharan Africa. Consequently, the profound 
reverence for nature that underlies the traditional worldviews of many 
African communities is gradually giving way to a modernist 
perspective that sees nature primarily as a resource to be exploited to 
human ends (Ruffin et al., 2016). As Goulet (1997, p. 1163) aptly 
questioned: “Should nature be  viewed solely as raw material for 
Promethean exploitation by humans, or as the larger womb of life in 
which humans exist, move, and have their being, and whose rhythms 
and laws they must respect?.” Addressing these ethical concerns 
requires challenging several of the assumptions that underlie Western 
approaches to climate change issues, including the stance that 
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advocates for greater certainty of AGW knowledge before practical 
policy responses. In this regard, Miller (2012, p. 220) has pointed to 
some of the weaknesses underpinning how science has been used in 
debates on AGW:

(1) an emphasis on “facts” and demand for “proof ”; (2) a view of 
theories that equates them with unsubstantiated guesses; (3) a 
strong discomfort with uncertainty and unresolved questions; (4) 
a failure to recognise the importance of scale and context in 
recognizing trends and formulating explanations; and (5) a 
rejection of scientific consensus because it is perceived as 
politically or philosophically motivated.

However, not only denialist discourses but several aspects of the 
prevalent linear model that governs the interface between science and 
policy are also affected by similar conceptions, leaving little room for 
embracing uncertainty. Approaches that assume that uncertainty must 
be  eliminated before taking any action overlook the fundamental 
limits of human knowledge and the nature of science itself (Okoliko, 
2018). Furthermore, such approaches oversimplify the intricacies of 
the Earth System. Indeed, while the empirical approach to science has 
been instrumental in advancing technological development, the 
relentless pursuit of scientific consensus has been shown to impede 
policy responses to global warming (Chinn et  al., 2018; Okoliko, 
2018). Ultimately, such approaches thus neglect the reality that human 
knowledge is not entirely amenable to the strained notions of absolute 
objectivity and certainty (Mehta et  al., 2001), downplaying the 
complexities and unpredictability of Earth systems and failing to 
acknowledge the vested interests, cultural bias, and diverging values 
that underpin any knowledge system.

The ethical implications are equally significant. The intensified 
pursuit of certainty through increased research not only hinders the 
formulation of effective policy responses but also perpetuates or 
exacerbates the activities responsible for climate change. Many 
growth-oriented economies, driven by the pursuit of economic 
expansion, tend to overlook the detrimental global consequences of 
their actions (Petersen et al., 2019; Okoliko, 2018). In this regard, the 
concept of the Capitalocene, introduced by Moore (2013), explains the 
concentration of anthropogenic agency in modern growth-based 
market economies that have intensified resource extraction and 
consumption, often ‘externalising the costs onto nonhuman species 
and environments’ (Brightman and Lewis, 2017). It is within this 
framework that climate change and environmental degradation have 
accelerated, thereby necessitating a re-evaluation human-environment 
relationship (Bold, 2019). The ethical concern here revolves around 
determining the moral permissibility of human actions.

The ‘scientistic’ worldview that prioritizes utility over morality 
thus necessitates an ethical re-examination, especially when 
considering climate change education in the African context. 
Specifically, within Africa’s educational institutions, sufficient 
epistemic democracy is yet to fully take place due to the historical 
marginalization of indigenous knowledge (Smith et al., 2018; Lotz-
Sisitka et al., 2017). This marginalization has largely been attributed to 
the dissemination of scientific racism and the promotion of cultural 
homogenization during colonial expansion (Manthalu and Waghid, 
2019). As Blue (2018) argues concerning scientism, “a normative 
stance that grants implicit authority to scientific and technical experts 
to define the meaning of public issues, limits the democratic potential 

of such efforts.” Unless this flawed approach to climate change science 
is rectified, the world faces additional preventable climate change 
risks, disproportionately affecting the most vulnerable populations, 
regardless of their minimal contribution to the problem. As the 
existing scientific records indicate, global warming, while influenced 
by some natural factors, is fundamentally driven by human activities 
(Milfont et  al., 2021). To catalyze necessary climate action, the 
plurality of worldviews and issues of global justice cannot continue to 
be disregarded.

Hence, among the numerous arenas where change is called for, is 
the pressing need for transformation in the realm of Education for 
Sustainable Development (ESD). As Barma et  al. (2015) have 
highlighted, the inherent uncertainties within climate science pose 
challenges for the comprehensive inclusion of climate change in 
formal science education. They propose a need for pedagogical, 
epistemological, and cultural shifts to better address the essence and 
breadth of climate science. This proposition underscores a recognition 
of the risks associated with imposing only a Western epistemological 
framework on other knowledge paradigms, which is a tendency 
observed even in formal educational institutions in Africa 
(Heleta, 2016).

3 Methodology and theoretical 
framework

In pursuit of the overarching research objective, which aims to 
provide insights into the ongoing academic and policy discussions 
regarding the intersections of AGW and ESD, this study embraces a 
Critical Qualitative Research Method (CQRM). This approach 
amalgamates critical theory with qualitative research methods and 
finds common use in the social sciences and humanities, facilitating 
the examination of social phenomena, power dynamics, and the 
foundational ideologies that shape human experiences (Cannella and 
Lincoln, 2017). CQRM seeks to address fundamental questions, 
including the portrayal of specific groups within various discourses, 
practices, and societal structures, the scrutiny of suppressed or erased 
forms of knowledge within research contexts, the incorporation of 
narratives and perspectives from research communities into the 
knowledge generation process, the identification of instances where 
oppression and exclusion might be concealed as equity within various 
discourses, and the examination of how elite groups from diverse 
social backgrounds define values, constructs, and rhetoric, thereby 
reinforcing existing power structures (Cannella and Lincoln, 2017). 
The CQRM is, among other things, especially oriented towards social 
justice and societal transformation (Cannella and Lincoln, 2017). 
Accordingly, this methodological stance is suitable for critically 
engaging with the ethical, epistemic, and power dynamics that have 
continued to influence response AGW discourse, as well as for 
fostering the reflexivity among researchers necessary to facilitate a 
meaningful focus on emancipatory ESD in the African context 
(O'Donoghue, 2007; Lotz-Sisitka et al., 2017).

The study draws upon an array of diverse data sources, 
encompassing pertinent official documents and policy statements, 
scholarly publications offering academic and theoretical insights into 
AGW and its ramifications for ESD, as well as news articles that 
mirror public perspectives and media coverage of AGW-related 
debates. Noteworthy examples of such official documents include the 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org


David 10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871

Frontiers in Sociology 06 frontiersin.org

United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 
and reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC). The research endeavours to critically probe and distil 
meaningful insights from this multifaceted corpus of sources, which 
represent a number of key stances in the ongoing discourse on AGW, 
as well as the role of AIK and possible ESD strategies in the African 
context. Thus, this study primarily engages in a theoretical discussion, 
synthesizing insights from diverse scholarly sources to construct a 
comprehensive understanding of the topic at hand.

3.1 Theoretical framework

This research draws from a synthesis of two potentially 
complementary paradigms, namely, Transformative Learning Theories 
(TLT) and the Ubuntu philosophy, to underscore the contribution of 
African Indigenous Knowledge (AIK) in addressing and reshaping the 
challenges posed by Anthropogenic Global Warming (AGW). While 
Mezirow’s framework for transformational learning primarily centres 
on the individual, the integration with Ubuntu in this context aims to 
shift the focus towards the “we-paradigm” that characterizes the 
African worldview (Seehawer et al., 2022). This study takes its point 
of departure in a broad acknowledgement that Indigenous 
communities around the world offer valuable insights into humanity’s 
relationship with the environment, all of which need to be brought 
into respectful dialogue to transform environmental-related 
challenges. As in traditional African communities, many indigenous 
communities acknowledge their coexistence with spirits and other 
species in their landscapes, viewing them as integral to their 
subsistence (Brightman and Lewis, 2017). This perspective challenges 
the separation of human culture from nature, which characterizes the 
Anthropocene’s alienation of humans from their environments.

Transformative Learning Theory (TLT), when coupled with 
Ubuntu and other indigenous worldviews, accentuates the capacity for 
introspection and critical dialogue, offering the potential to engender 
profound shifts in individuals’ values and perspectives, particularly 
regarding their relationships with the environment (Diduck et al., 
2012). TLT underscores the significance of third-order learning, a 
profound restructuring of fundamental beliefs, emotions, and 
behaviours, resulting in a shift in consciousness and a transformation 
of one’s way of engaging with the world. Additionally, TLT underscores 
the imperative for epistemological and perceptual evolution, fostering 
a transpersonal ethical orientation and participatory sensibility 
(Seehawer et al., 2022; O'Sullivan et al., 2016). In applying the TLT 
within the framework of AIK, this research endeavours to provide a 
more meaningful and contextually relevant response to the discourse 
surrounding AGW. This approach is designed to counter the 
continued marginalization of indigenous perspectives within the 
African educational system, even amid ongoing efforts to decolonize 
education, resulting from colonialism and Westernization (Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, 2015). In this particular context, decoloniality, functioning 
as both a critical intellectual theory and a political project, aspires to 
disentangle formerly colonized regions from the persisting impacts of 
coloniality across its multifaceted manifestations (Smith et al., 2018; 
Opoku and James, 2021). This endeavour holds the potential to 
enhance the socio-cultural resonance and relevance of climate change 
education within the African milieu, where indigenous knowledge has 

often been inadequately integrated into educational curricula and 
processes (Risiro, 2019; McKinley, 2019).

Hence, an Ubuntu-inspired transformative learning approach 
serves to emphasize the frequently overlooked significance of African-
inspired contributions in discussions surrounding responsibility and 
responsiveness to ESD. This helps to underscore the capability for self-
reflexivity and engagement in critical discourse, with culturally 
relevant inputs from an African perspective (Seehawer et al., 2022; 
Diduck et  al., 2012; Mezirow, 2003). These capabilities have 
transformative potentials on values and perspectives through which 
the individual worldviews including the relationship with the 
environment are shaped (Diduck et al., 2012). Such transformation is 
arguably beneficial, in terms of ethical and epistemological approach, 
toward the environment, with implications for AGW and climate 
change challenges (Braun et al., 2018). For instance, TLT highlights 
the presence of meaning structures that are shaped by specific beliefs, 
attitudes, and emotional responses, which are deeply influenced by 
one’s context and cultural background. These factors play a critical role 
in determining how individuals engage with and behave towards their 
environment (Romina, 2014).

Advocates of the TLT emphasize the significance of “third-order 
learning” or “epistemic learning” due to its potential to bring about a 
profound shift in one’s worldview. Third-order learning represents a 
transformative process that involves a fundamental reconfiguration of 
beliefs, emotions, and behaviours, resulting in a lasting and substantial 
transformation in how individuals perceive themselves, their position 
in the world, and their interactions with both other people and the 
natural world (Lange, 2019; O'Sullivan et al., 2016). This accents on 
“epistemological and perceptual change, and a transpersonal ethical 
and participative sensibility” (Loeber et  al., 2007, p.  72) provide 
insights on how to build the necessary response to the AGW discourse, 
especially if applied within an African indigenous knowledge 
worldview (Tanyanyiwa, 2019). Hence, this study highlights the 
profound intricacies, implicit biases, and power dynamics that 
underlie the discourse on AGW, particularly in its implications for 
ESD within the African context.

4 Discussions: African indigenous 
transformation of AGW

Latour (2017) has asserted that climate change is the ‘revenge of 
Gaia’ against the modern view that strips nature of agency and reduces 
it to an object for human manipulation. Latour argues that to escape 
this modern trap, we  must rethink our relationship with the 
environment and consider alternative cosmological standpoints, such 
as those held by Indigenous communities. Conversi (2021, p. 3) has 
also underlined that more attention to such “social organisations and 
human communities that are best qualified to act as ethical signposts 
and reference points for the preservation of life on Earth and the 
protection of future generations,” with the view to learn from them 
and transform our response to environmental challenges. The Ubuntu 
worldview, which espouses core principles of reciprocity, harmony, 
and solidarity among Indigenous societies within and beyond Africa, 
provides a transformative pathway to rethink and respond to the 
climate change crises.

The TLT framework, as explored in this study through the 
Ubuntu perspective, aims to accent deeper reflection on both our 
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interrelatedness with all beings but also our ethical responsibility 
toward these beings (Ramose, 2015; Seehawer et al., 2022), reduce 
the tendency to view nature merely as an object, which has been a 
significant contributor to environmental degradation, and 
encourage active engagement with AGW. In its pursuit of ESD, this 
framework’s focus on human dignity and equality is valuable in 
rejuvenating a respectful exchange of knowledge that has often been 
overshadowed by Western intellectual dominance (Seehawer 
et al., 2022).

The incorporation of African Indigenous Knowledge (AIK) can 
reshape the objectives of UNESCO’s ESD by highlighting the essential 
role of culture. In the face of the influence of scientism in the African 
education system, there is a prevalent misunderstanding of AIK, with 
a tendency to validate Indigenous knowledge only through 
conventional scientific methods (Matolino and Kwindingwi, 2013; 
Shava, 2013). Such an approach restricts its applicability and 
effectiveness in the AGW discourse often framed in the technical 
language of Western science, neglecting values and spirituality central 
to ethical responsibility toward environmental sustainability (Okoliko, 
2018; Braun et al., 2018). Thus, adopting a decolonial approach to 
AGW, informed by AIK, especially when rooted in Ubuntu, is 
justifiable both on epistemological and ethical grounds if the pursuit 
of climate change action is to be  contextually relevant within the 
African education system. For instance, Ubuntu, as an example of 
epistemic and ethical worldviews, along with other related Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge (TEK), can offer an African-inspired 
perspective to ESD. This approach acknowledges the existence of other 
exemplary ethical communities (EEC), defined as “human 
communities with a proven track record of sustainability related to 
forms of traditional knowledge and the capacity to survive, sometimes 
thrive, outside the capitalist market and the nation-state system” 
(Conversi, 2021, p.  1). Now, let us further engage how Ubuntu, 
particularly in conjunction with the EEC model, can serve as a source 
of inspiration for ESD.

4.1 Ubuntu and sustainable development

The Ubuntu worldview, as expressed in its diverse forms, 
fundamentally embodies the concept of ‘humanness’ in its profound 
sense, deeply rooted in various cultures throughout sub-Saharan 
Africa (Ramose, 2015; Okoliko and David, 2021). This idea is 
articulated through linguistic variations such as umundu in Kikuyu 
(Kenya), bumuntu in kiSukuma (Tanzania), gimuntu in kiKongo 
(DRC), botho in Sotho (South Africa), hunhu in Shona (Zimbabwe), 
and more (Kamwangamalu, 1999). These variations share common 
organizing principles, including a sense of ‘groupness,’ unity, and 
shared identity, emphasizing the interconnectedness and mutual 
reliance of all beings (Samuel and Fayemi, 2019). Ubuntu, frequently 
encapsulated in the phrase “I am because we are,” underscores the idea 
that individuals are intrinsically linked within a communal context 
(Mbiti, 1990, p.  106). This view of the fundamental connections 
between individuals, communities and the environment reflects core 
values that are widespread across the African continent. References to 
sayings such as “It takes a village to raise a child” underscore the 
concept of communal responsibility and the cultural interdependence 
that characterizes this moral worldview (Mugumbate and Nyanguru, 
2013, p. 95).

This African perspective of ‘humanness’ emphasizes that “a person 
is not just a passive ‘exister’ or existent but one who consciously 
initiates actions of effect towards beings other than the self, and by this 
means enhances the self ” (David, 2020, p.  172). Impliedly, this 
worldview sees human persons as responsible for the preservation of 
the universe since their existence is intrinsically bound up as a 
dependent part of the whole (universe) (Samuel and Fayemi, 2019). It 
also emphasizes the interdependence between human beings as well 
as between humans and the physical world (Seehawer et al., 2022). 
Ubuntu’s communitarian outlook situates human-environmental 
relationships and respect for human dignity within an overarching 
oneness of all beings or “one community of life” (Van Norren, 2022). 
Accordingly, communities that espouse Ubuntu would qualify as 
exemplary ethical communities due to Ubuntu’s profound emphasis 
on interconnectedness, promotion of compassion and solidarity 
community-centeredness, alignment with sustainability, human 
dignity, ethical decision-making, restorative justice, and respect for 
nature (Ramose, 2015; Murove, 2009; Van Norren, 2022). These 
virtues encourage individuals to recognize their inherent connection 
with others, fostering a deep respect for human dignity and a 
commitment to making ethical choices that benefit the community. 
For instance, Ubuntu’s focus on restorative justice prioritizes healing 
and reconciliation over punitive measures, reinforcing its dedication 
to the well-being of the community (Van Norren, 2022; Seehawer 
et  al., 2022; Moyo, 2021a). The community-centred perspective 
encourages empathy, solidarity, and a shared sense of responsibility 
among its members, while its ecological awareness underscores the 
importance of sustainability and respectful coexistence with the 
natural world, making Ubuntu a powerful example of an ethical 
community with holistic values that resonate with ethical and 
sustainable living.

The Ubuntu worldview, while holding a central place in many 
communities across the continent, has sadly faced a systematic process 
of marginalization, devaluation, suppression, and relegation within 
the colonial formal education system in Africa over the years, despite 
its acknowledged merits and practical applications (Okoliko and 
David, 2021). This has led to critical debates about its continued 
relevance in modern African societies (Koenane and Olatunji, 2017; 
Matolino and Kwindingwi, 2013). However, in line with the objectives 
of TLT inspired by Ubuntu in this study, persistently marginalizing 
such a crucial worldview not only undermines the call for inclusivity 
and epistemological diversity necessary for ESD policymakers and 
academics but also perpetuates the suppression of African-inspired 
wisdom in shaping global agendas (Inusah, 2023). This, in turn, 
reinforces the existing power imbalances in global North–South 
relations across various domains by denying Africans the 
representation they need (Connell et  al., 2017). Hence, a 
transformative approach to ESD, one that is culturally sensitive to the 
African realities would do well to find innovative ways of reviving the 
positive elements of Ubuntu, despite the challenges of adaptability to 
modern realities pointed out by Matolino and Kwindingwi (2013). The 
advocacy for its contribution to sustainability discourses in extant 
studies goes beyond presenting Ubuntu as merely a ‘narrative of 
return’ as purported by Matolino and Kwindingwi (2013). A positive 
disposition toward Ubuntu as an ethic of becoming would be to rather 
highlight the required attitude for building the necessary harmony 
among all beings (Koenane and Olatunji, 2017). Accordingly, Ubuntu’s 
spirituality has the potential to tackle the climate change challenges 
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resulting from unethical technological progress. In the words of 
Steve Biko,

Western society seems to be very concerned with producing their 
technological know-how while losing out on their spiritual 
dimension. We  believe that in the long run, the special 
contribution to the world by Africa will be in this field of human 
relationships. The great powers of the world may have done 
wonders in giving the world an industrial and military look, but 
the great gift has to come from Africa—giving the world a more 
human face (Biko, 1978, p. 46).

Although the Ubuntu philosophy has been somewhat subdued in 
modern-day African societies due to various internal and external 
factors and influences, it still offers a valuable contribution that 
warrants deeper engagement among scholars and policymakers, as 
reminiscent of its deployment in various disciplines (Seehawer et al., 
2022; Moyo, 2021b). According to this worldview, everything, from 
human beings to the trees of the forest and the stones, is inhabited by 
spirits or life forces, often referred to as vital forces (Tempels, 1959). 
For example, traditional Africans not only acknowledge but also seek 
approval from the spirits inhabiting trees in the forest before cutting 
them down if necessary. This concept of the interconnectedness of all 
things, inherent in Ubuntu, rejects egocentric or anthropocentric 
attitudes that tend to drive AGW. Mkabela (2015, p. 287) argues that 
this interconnectedness must be understood “in a holistic manner; 
physically, socially, and spiritually. It also focuses on the development 
of the whole person; physical, mental, spiritual, and social.” 
Consequently, its significance in the global initiative to address 
universal challenges, such as climate change, arises from its emphasis 
on a universal interconnectedness that underpins the core ethical 
values present in all value systems. This includes a strong commitment 
to the well-being of all, encompassing both humans and the 
environment, and a commitment to maintaining integrity (Prozesky 
and Morove, 2009).

Senghor contends that African reasoning is intuitive and 
participatory, in which the subject and objects of observation, the 
natural and supernatural, the mundane and the divine, the material 
and spiritual, are all united in an inseparable oneness (cited in Murove, 
2009). This perspective embodies a profound appreciation for living 
in harmony with the environment, as it reflects the belief that an 
individual’s well-being is intricately tied to their ability to coexist in 
unity with all elements of existence (Ramose, 2015). Nature is likened 
to a “spider web of which no strand can be made to vibrate without 
affecting the entire web” (Tempels, 1959, p. 61). If one part of the web 
is disturbed, every other part feels the consequences. Therefore, the 
preservation of humanity strongly relies on the preservation of the 
planet. Attitudes that underestimate the role of any component of our 
global system undermine the principle of interconnectedness and 
interdependency that sustains nature. In agreement, Murove (2009) 
observes that the African concept of personal well-being is intricately 
linked to the preservation of the cosmos.

Recent scientific developments continue to transform our 
understanding of environmental relationships, resonating with 
Ubuntu’s principles of interconnectedness. For example, the discovery 
that most DNA in the human body is microbial emphasizes that 
humans are not isolated entities, but complex ecosystems intricately 
connected to the environment (Moore, 2017). This redefinition of the 

environment—from the molecular to the biome level—challenges 
reductionist worldviews that separate humans from nature. Similarly, 
natural sciences illustrate interdependence through ecosystems, where 
living components—microbes, plants, animals, and fungi—interact 
with non-living elements like climate and nutrients (Okoliko and 
David, 2021). The food chain and energy flow demonstrate this 
interconnectedness: plants convert solar energy into chemical energy, 
animals consume plants, and fungi decompose organic matter, 
returning nutrients to the soil in a continuous cycle of interdependence. 
This dynamic reinforces that human activities are inseparable from 
ecological systems, aligning with Ubuntu’s worldview that well-being 
emerges from interconnected relationships. This resonates with 
several key elements of ESD and TLT (Table 1).

The above table indicates how Ubuntu, ESD, and TLT converge in 
fostering environmental sustainability by challenging dualistic 
thinking that separates humans from nature and promoting 
interconnectedness. Ubuntu’s ethical foundation emphasizes 
responsibility for the environment, aligning with ESD’s goal of 
sustainable practices through education. Meanwhile, Transformative 
Learning Theory helps foster the individual mindset shifts necessary 
for meaningful engagement with sustainability efforts. Together, these 
frameworks suggest that sustainable solutions require both collective 
and individual transformation, grounded in the understanding that 
people, ecosystems, and economies are interdependent. TLT 
complements both by encouraging critical reflection to reimagine 
human-nature relationships (O'Sullivan et al., 2016). This concept of 
interrelatedness presents a valid critique of the tendency to objectify 
nature as an entity to be thoroughly examined and comprehended 
with absolute certainty before any actions are undertaken towards its 
preservation. This study argues that recognizing these relationships is 
essential for fostering a sense of human responsibility and agency in 
promoting sustainability within the framework of Education for 
Sustainable Development (ESD). As the foregoing suggests, modern 
epistemologies, which often impose artificial boundaries between 
humans and nature, foster exploitative ideologies that treat the 
environment as a separate, disposable resource (Escobar, 2015). ESD 
however challenges these frameworks by promoting holistic thinking 
and mutual responsibility, encouraging learners to see beyond rigid 
categories and appreciate the relational dependencies that sustain life 
(UNESCO, 2020a). As scientific and Indigenous perspectives converge 
on the idea of interdependence, it becomes evident that fostering 
sustainable behaviours requires a shift towards relational 
epistemologies—whether through Ubuntu or modern science—that 
embrace interconnectedness and shared responsibility.

4.2 Implication for climate response

African Indigenous Knowledge (AIK) represents a form of science 
deeply rooted in African culture and experiences, much like how 
Western science reflects Western culture and experiences. It is thus 
essential to recognize that the term “Western” primarily pertains to a 
specific approach to knowledge rather than the entirety of science 
itself. This understanding should pave the way for necessary 
democratizing the knowledge system in Africa, both in advocating for 
epistemic justice and in promoting an ethics-based approach to the 
natural environment. Ethical responsibility plays a pivotal role here 
and distinguishes between knowledge-driven care for the Earth and 
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respect-driven care for the Earth. Without undermining the former, 
AIK aligns well with the latter, emphasizing the acknowledgement that 
individuals cannot exist independently of the environment, nor can 
they achieve absolute certainty in their knowledge. In contrast, a 
narrow focus on scientism in climate change policy tends to exacerbate 
rather than resolve the governance challenges associated with climate 
change due to the overemphasis on certainty as the basis for action.

By juxtaposing AGW-related dialogues with African Indigenous 
knowledge systems, such as Ubuntu, the research strives to shed light 
on its central tenet that ought to be  integrated into educational 
curricula and programs. This endeavour is not only pivotal for 
fostering inclusivity in collectively addressing the challenges posed by 
AGW and climate change but also for advancing the discourse on ESD 
in Africa. Consequently, the ensuing discussion illustrates how this 
framework can contribute to the decolonization of ESD by addressing 
the challenges associated with scientism within the climate change 
discourse. This is where the demand for a profound transformation in 
the way knowledge and ethics are approached in African educational 
environments becomes apparent in addressing these challenges. The 
necessity for these adjustments becomes evident when we acknowledge 
the historical neglect of indigenous viewpoints within the colonial 
education system, especially in the context of the ‘Third World,’ with 
a specific emphasis on Africa (Mubangizi and Kaya, 2015). Despite the 
growing emphasis on decolonizing education in Africa, there still 
exists a notable absence or inadequate recognition of indigenous 
viewpoints, even among Africans themselves, thereby undermining 
its contribution to sustainable development (Lotz-Sisitka, 2004; Van 
Norren, 2022; Teffo, 2019).

A decolonial approach to education holds significant promise in 
rendering climate change education more socially and culturally 
meaningful and relevant within the African educational system, which 
has traditionally featured minimal indigenous content and processes 
(Mubangizi and Kaya, 2015). AIK’s emphasis on relationality, as 

observable in Ubuntu, discourages an obsession with quantifying the 
finer details at the expense of commitment toward ecological 
responsibility based on a deep sense of the interconnectedness of all 
beings (Okoliko, 2018). It sidesteps the hesitance toward actions 
advocated by denialists based on the inconclusiveness of climate 
science. It is true that even as more research continues to roll out 
evidence, grey areas remain in climate science, and we see this as a 
necessary part of science. This underscores the significance of 
embracing a positive stance towards democratizing knowledge, as 
advocated in the TLT inspired by Ubuntu (Seehawer et al., 2022). An 
Africa-inspired epistemic contribution to climate debates driven by 
denialist stances is to underscore that ethical responses to preserve the 
planet are necessary regardless of any uncertainties in climate 
projections or attribution.

The consensus position presented already in the 2013 IPCC 
report, that “human influence has likely been the dominant cause of 
the observed warming since the mid-20th century could be perceived 
as still reserving a room for uncertainty regarding human culpability” 
(IPCC, 2013, p.  12). According to the IPCC confidence level 
evaluation, the term ‘likely’ stands for a confidence level of between 
66 and 100%, which is indeed a strong confidence level. Wording in 
IPCC reports reflects difficulties in achieving consensus, considering 
both the large number of authors in these reports, and the involvement 
of state representatives in formulating final drafts. It also reflects a 
stance typical of scientific reporting, where limitations and 
uncertainties to any conclusions need to be  explicitly stated. 
Nevertheless, the IPCC’s advocacy for action even amid uncertainty 
(IPCC, 2019) suggests an appreciation of the ethics of care required, 
which is very much consistent with what Ubuntu would advocate 
based on its intuitive appreciation of the principle of interrelatedness, 
which holds that all existence, including spirit beings, nature, the dead, 
the living, the unborn, etc., are intrinsically bounded in an interrelated 
and interdependent network (Murove, 2009; Samuel and Fayemi, 

TABLE 1 Key emphasis of Ubuntu, education for sustainable development (ESD), and transformative learning theory (TLT).

Key features Ubuntu ESD TLT

Core philosophy Interconnectedness, mutual care, and shared 

humanity—the principle of “I am because we are” 

(Mbiti, 1990: 106)

Integration of social, economic, and 

environmental dimensions is vital to 

sustainability (UNESCO, 2020a, 2020b).

Personal transformation through critical 

reflection, for worldview changes (Lange, 2019; 

Mezirow, 2003).

Perspective on 

Relationships

Highlights the interdependence of all Life forms Relational thinking between people, society, 

and the environment is key to fostering 

sustainable lifestyles

Encourages interconnectedness through 

transformative experiences and learning 

(O'Sullivan et al., 2016)

Nature vs. 

Humanity

Rejects the duality between humans and nature—

humans are part of a greater whole, responsible 

for nurturing all life (Ramose, 2002).

Acknowledges interdependence between 

humans and ecosystems to address 

environmental challenges (UNESCO, 2020a).

Encourages re-thinking human-nature 

relationships through reflection on 

environmental assumptions (Mezirow, 2003).

Epistemology and 

focus of learning

Values Indigenous knowledge systems and 

collective wisdom over individualism (Koenane 

and Olatunji, 2017).

Seeks to integrate Indigenous knowledge 

and alternative epistemologies into curricula 

(UNESCO, 2020a).

Focuses on challenging and reconstructing 

assumptions to develop new ways of thinking.

Goal of 

development

Seeks to promote communal harmony, balance, 

and environmental care (Murove, 2009).

It aims to create sustainable communities 

and responsible citizens through education.

Empowers individuals to adopt new values and 

act toward social and environmental change

Values and ethics Emphasis on ethics of care, compassion, and mutual 

respect for people and nature (Ramose, 2015).

Promotes ethical decision-making for 

sustainable living

Encourages self-awareness and value shifts 

through transformation.

Approach to 

change

Emphasizes collective responsibility and gradual 

shifts through community dialogue (Kyei-

Nuamah and Peng, 2024).

Seeks systemic change through education, 

policy, and social participation (UNESCO, 

2020a)

Focuses on individual transformation as a 

precursor to broader social change (Mezirow, 

2003).
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2019; Seehawer et al., 2022). Thus, an Ubuntu-inspired transformation 
highlights the contribution inherent in EEC as a response to 
contemporary environmental challenges.

The movement from agricultural to industrial society, from the 
divinely ordained certainties–uncertainties of the pre-modern age 
to the self-assured, proud, optimistic hubris of modernistic 
hegemony, is often conceived as a radical departure and watershed. 
It is customarily considered to be  the greatest shift since the 
agricultural revolution. Therefore, those communities that 
continue practices dating back to previous generations (antecedent 
to the current global anthropogenic changes) can come to our 
help in various ways (Conversi, 2021, p. 4).

As Ramose (2015) observed, human beings are truly, an intrinsic 
part of nature although possibly a privileged part. Caring for the 
physical world is not merely a luxury but an imperative, as its neglect 
carries dire consequences on a global scale. In recognition of the 
interconnectedness of ecosystems and the shared fate of all living 
beings, the concept of “survival cosmopolitanism” has emerged as a 
pertinent perspective in environmental discourse (Conversi, 2020). 
Survival cosmopolitanism challenges traditional notions of 
nationalism by advocating for a more comprehensive and inclusive 
approach to addressing environmental challenges. This perspective 
underscores the shared responsibility that individuals and nations 
bear in ensuring the well-being of the planet. As highlighted by 
Posocco and Watson (2022), survival cosmopolitanism urges a shift 
from isolationist tendencies toward cooperative efforts on an 
international scale. It emphasizes the ethical imperative of considering 
the impact of individual and collective actions on a global level, 
promoting sustainability, and acknowledging the interdependence of 
human societies and the natural world. In adopting survival 
cosmopolitanism, environmental discussions aim to transcend 
geographical boundaries and prioritize the health of the planet for the 
benefit of all living beings, emphasizing a holistic and collaborative 
approach to safeguarding the Earth’s future. Herein lie the positive 
contribution of the we-paradigm of Ubuntu in transforming 
nationalism for the above goal.

Considering the discussion above, the necessary ethical response 
must also confront the self-serving strategies of nation-states, which 
undermine the call for a geoethical framework in climate change 
response. This is because the escalating ecological crises disregard the 
artificial borders set by states, highlighting their transborder nature 
and affirming the interconnectedness of all entities, including the 
nation-states themselves (Okoliko and David, 2021). Sometimes, the 
ethical perspectives of these nation-states run counter to the essential 
geoethical outlook required for an effective response to AGW. As aptly 
noted by Conversi, “From a geoethical standpoint, the Earth should 
be the primary unit of analysis and the guiding tool for comprehending 
and navigating the realities of a global crisis” (Conversi, 2021, p. 5). 
This underscores the necessity for international collaboration driven 
by the awareness of the intrinsic interdependence among nation-states 
(Conversi, 2021; Okoliko and David, 2021). Accordingly, the 
incorporation of Ubuntu’s we-paradigm into the discourse of survival 
cosmopolitanism provides a positive and transformative avenue for 
reorienting nationalism toward collaborative environmental goals. By 
fostering a sense of interconnectedness and shared responsibility, 
Ubuntu contributes to a more inclusive and ethical approach to 

addressing global environmental challenges, and in a manner 
consistent with the EEC orientation (Okoliko and David, 2021).

Thus, an epistemological shift on the AGW issues toward 
embracing an African-inspired perspective of holism is more desirable 
than adhering to a more limited viewpoint that jeopardizes the 
commitment to safeguarding the planet. To this end, Olatunji (2010, 
p. 19) averred that “the object-subject and the ‘we versus them’ outlook 
of demarcationist epistemology associated with rationalism and 
empiricism need to be replaced with a spontaneous and integrative 
holism.” This perspective places significant emphasis on Ubuntu’s 
recognition of symbiotic relationships between humans and the 
environment, particularly its implications for the conservation of the 
natural world.

Drawing on Ubuntu philosophy in ESD does not merely concern 
the content, values and learners’ understanding of self, but also has 
implications for which forms of knowledge transmission are 
considered valid. Thus, according to Le Grange (2012), Africans have 
found folklore as a means of conveying moral instructions. Within 
traditional African folktales, the natural world assumes a central 
position, frequently featuring characters beyond human beings. These 
narratives often portray situations where an animal rescues a 
vulnerable human. These tales are laden with moral depth as they 
demonstrate the active involvement of nature in human affairs. They 
serve to remind us that humans are not entirely self-sustaining, despite 
their apparent privileged status within the hierarchical order. By 
infusing such narratives of mutual harmony between humans and 
animals, a significant reorientation of human agents towards ethical 
and responsive interactions with nature can be achieved, in line with 
the perspective of an Ubuntu-inspired TLT. For instance, in certain 
African stories, human protagonists are ready to humble themselves 
to be saved by small animals that have befriended them (Fortune, 
1974). On such folklore, Murove surmizes that the way small animals 
like tortoises can outsmart big ones like lions and elephants 
emphasizes how virtues such as humility, compassion, and solidarity, 
which are the basis of the notion of Ukama, are shown to exist in both 
muntu and the natural environment (Murove, 2009). By implication, 
this parallel shows the interdependence that exists between the two, 
the consciousness of which enables the muntu to draw the lesson from 
the natural world with greater flexibility and according to the moral 
requirements of the occasions.

4.3 Towards decolonized education for 
sustainable development

An obsession with getting the science right on the human-earth 
links vis-a-vis global warming before climate action has no basis in the 
indigenous worldview. The subordination of the African way of life 
within the education system has however restricted the potential 
contribution of African Indigenous knowledge in the AGW discourse. 
Hence, the thrust of the decolonial approach through the TLT 
espoused in this study involves promoting the interdependence and 
integration of diverse forms of knowledge and cultures in the drive 
toward ESD with the view to transform the means of achieving this 
end. The dominant orientation of the sustainable development Goals 
(SDGs) has been appositely criticised for its relative silence on the 
centrality of culture in development (Boogaard and van Norren, 
2021). It conceives development as merely “an autonomous process 
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whose end-product is delivered to people” (Ntibagirirwa, 2012, 
p. 218). This so-called ‘extroversion’ makes development merely an 
“expansion of people’s capability,” which partly explains why 
‘development’ as advocated within the education system influenced by 
colonialism often inadequately incorporates African values and 
spirituality, as these cannot easily be reduced to products. Extroversion 
so construed, consists of a lack of appreciation for one’s values, beliefs, 
and potentialities due to the adoption of a foreign values system. This 
has been understood as part of the colonial legacies that undermine 
Africans’ right to self-determination; hence, the relevance of 
decoloniality in seeking to transform this reality by reintroducing 
these values.

The backwards-looking and corrective sense of decoloniality “is 
fundamentally a normative principle grounded in human equality and 
respect for human dignity” (Manthalu and Waghid, 2019). Such 
respect for human equality and dignity is still lacking in climate 
change discourse and governance as relevant bodies such as the IPCC 
and the academic community continue to privilege Western voices 
despite admitting the relevance of Indigenous and local knowledge. 
The recent World ranking of 1,000 top climate scientists in the 
so-called Reuters Hotlist is reminiscent of such biases against 
indigenous voices (Hunter et al., 2022: n p), and has generated some 
debate on the continued delegitimization of indigenous voices through 
subtle under-representation of non-western worldview. Hunter et al. 
(2022) observed that “While over three-quarters of the global 
population lives in Asia and Africa, over three-quarters of the 
scientists on the list are located in Europe and North America. Only 
five are listed for Africa.” The criteria that underpin the noticeably 
skewed list in favour of scientists from the Global North reveal not 
only the inequality produced by various metric-based validations of 
what counts as climate science but also bring to the fore the politics of 
knowledge production that privileges the West over the rest. It 
suggests an underappreciation of the positive influence of “local 
researchers, drawing on contextualized and decolonized global 
knowledge,” on policymakers and practitioners affecting climate 
change solutions, for instance, in the context of South Africa (Hunter 
et al., 2022). The decolonized and contextually rooted contributions 
play a significant role in advancing the essential goal of epistemic 
democratization, particularly in promoting the African worldview 
within the discourse on AGW (Hunter et al., 2022).

While advocating for an understanding of the African perspective, 
this normative principle of decoloniality also possesses a “forward-
looking” dimension as it challenges any uncritical form of essentialism 
in the sense of decoloniality that looks backwards and aims to correct 
historical imbalances. This normative dimension avoids the tendency 
to equate “decoloniality with an Africanization” in a manner that 
excludes other perspectives (Manthalu and Waghid, 2019). 
Maintaining human equality and respect for human dignity is hardly 
feasible while simultaneously marginalizing the African perspective 
in education at large, including its contribution to ESD discourses. 
Within the African educational context, decoloniality necessitates an 
“intellectual and ultimately structural re-examination of the enduring 
and self-perpetuating harmful imperialist histories of the world today” 
(Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2015, p. 485).

Scholars have drawn upon the wealth of insights from the African 
philosophy of education to assess the general approach to knowledge 
production and dissemination in African education, including higher 
education (Msila, 2009; Etieyibo, 2017). Recognizing the myriad 

challenges in African universities, these scholars rightly argue for an 
expansion of epistemology that bridges the gap between Western and 
African philosophies, addressing their respective shortcomings. This 
approach aligns with the idea of ‘universal knowledge systems,’ 
understood as a knowledge system that focuses on the unity of 
knowledge rather than the promotion of one form of knowledge over 
another (Moll, 2002, p. 10). The required epistemic democratization 
is one that critically deconstructs both the suppression of local or 
Indigenous knowledge and the universalization of Western knowledge 
in education systems across Africa.

Accordingly, we  emphasize some of the elements of Ubuntu, 
which qualify it as an EEC because it provides a valuable model for 
ethical living and community well-being. In acquiescence with 
Seehawer et  al. (2022), I  argue in this study that turning to the 
principles of Ubuntu can be considered a transformative approach to 
sustainability education within the EEC model. Conversi’s observation 
regarding the need for recourse to ECC suggests that the above 
principles “can no longer be seen as anachronisms or as utopian and 
romantic ideals,” especially considering the limitations of 
Westernization (Conversi, 2021, p. 4). These limitations encompass 
the recognition, as highlighted by Zeng et  al. (2020), of the 
insufficiency of the United Nations’ sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) in safeguarding the Earth. Indeed, “In these liminal times, the 
Earth needs to be reconceived as a plural-cultural space in which 
distinct types of human communities engage in different levels of 
ethical responsibility to allow the survival of life by transferring Earth-
system knowledge to coming generations” (Conversi, 2021, p. 1). To 
this end, Conversi argued that “the protection and maintenance of 
these EECs can become the crucible in the struggle for the survival of 
humankind and other forms of life” (2021, p. 1).

In the African context, the rapid erosion of Indigenous values, 
particularly in the domains of epistemology and ethics, due to 
colonialism, underscores the need for more effective approaches to the 
decolonization efforts needed to preserve Indigenous values and 
spirituality. Hence, the forward-looking perspective of decoloniality 
provides the necessary space and a point of departure for the 
transformational learning theory concerning the goal. It promotes a 
level of responsiveness on the part of the agent of education/learning 
toward the AGW discourse in a social and culturally relevant manner. 
Advocating for the need for a healthy hybridity of perspectives, 
Manthalu and Waghid (2019, p. x) argue that “ideal decoloniality calls 
for a critical study of all perspectives as legitimate equal objects of 
knowledge without unduly privileging and prejudicing 
some perspectives.”

The leadership and policymakers in African education systems 
must foster the requisite transformation that will make ESD more 
relevant and responsive to the demands of climate change mitigation 
and adaptation. The achievement of such a goal demands concerted 
effort in the Africanization of the processes and outcomes of 
education. In the context of transformative learning theory and its 
relationship with Ubuntu, the aim is to render climate change 
education culturally meaningful for Indigenous and local learners. 
Achieving this objective demands not only a deeper understanding of 
the African Indigenous perspective on ESD but also a critical 
evaluation of the current position of this perspective within the 
educational system. The goal is to emphasize the necessity for 
individuals to reconnect with their cultural roots. I contend that this 
is crucial for shedding light on the subtle influence of scientism in 
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Africa’s higher education has created a barrier to the flourishing of 
Indigenous wisdom, which, in turn, may hinder culturally informed 
responses to global warming and climate change. In this context, 
Ubuntu-inspired transformative learning primarily seeks to empower 
African agencies, given the historical suppression of such agencies in 
mainstream educational settings. It aims to re-establish a sense of 
autonomy and cultural identity while simultaneously addressing 
global environmental challenges through a perspective that respects 
and draws from Indigenous wisdom and ethical principles, both 
within and beyond Africa.

Over the years, Eurocentric epistemological dominance in 
education has led to a devaluation of local and Indigenous knowledge 
to the extent that a concerted effort is required to revive Indigenous 
knowledge systems. This revival is transformative in that it intends to 
raise awareness among Africans of their right to balanced 
epistemological representation and their responsibility to bring about 
this reality through their agency. This calls for transformative action 
to combat climate change, highlighting the importance of reshaping 
sustainability discussions with a localized or Indigenous focus while 
drawing applicable insights from the EEC model.

In the realm of ESD, an Ubuntu-informed transformative learning 
approach offers valuable perspectives for this necessary transformation. 
It draws inspiration from Ubuntu and other Indigenous knowledge 
systems that align with the EEC framework. In situations where these 
valuable contributions to ESD have been marginalized, as is often the 
case in African education systems, “transformation and decoloniality 
involve re-centring perspectives, experiences, and epistemologies that 
have been unfairly marginalized in academic spaces” (Manthalu and 
Waghid, 2019, p.  66). This re-centring is critical for fostering a 
comprehensive understanding of decoloniality, one that acknowledges 
and prioritizes the significance of Africa’s Indigenous Knowledge (AIK) 
in addressing AGW and its consequences.

5 Conclusion

The profound repercussions of climate change on both humanity and 
the broader ecological community emphasize the urgent need for a shift 
in attitudes toward environmental sustainability. This necessary shift, 
however, has been slow to materialize, largely due to the predominant 
reliance on a ‘fact-driven-only’ approach championed by proponents of 
scientism within the discourse of AGW. This situation highlights a 
compelling argument against placing exclusive reliance on science-based 
facts as the sole foundation for our ethical commitments to ESD. In this 
study, I attempted to illustrate that scientism not only contains inherent 
self-contradictions, as its claims lack a scientific basis, but it also leads to 
ethically misguided responses to climate issues among its adherents—
many of whom are not necessarily scientists themselves.

An approach to ESD that fully embraces Indigenous wisdom 
alongside Western science has the potential to address the shortcomings 
of scientism in sustainability education. It cultivates a mindset enriched 
with values that hold the environment in high regard, a crucial aspect 
of genuinely decolonized sustainability education in Africa. This 
approach recognizes that our understanding of ecosystems ultimately 
shapes how we interact with the elements within them.

Hence, the response to AGW within mainstream education should 
not be exclusively grounded in the Western epistemic paradigm. Instead, 
it should incorporate Indigenous wisdom, which places paramount 

importance on the interconnectedness that exists among all elements of 
existence, including epistemic interconnectedness. This perspective 
consistently reminds us of the limitations of various forms of knowledge 
and the significance of showing reverence in our relationship with the 
environment. The approach aligns with the perspectives offered by 
Ubuntu-inspired transformative that incorporates spiritual or 
transcendental beliefs into African policymaking to address climate 
problems in its education system, potentially providing a balanced 
response to the climate change crisis by avoiding the extremes of 
denialism and ecomodernism. This entails not only the expansion of our 
knowledge boundaries but also acknowledges the essential role of 
African agency in this expansion, considering Ubuntu’s emphasis on 
responsibility towards one another. This agency is also relevant in the 
imperative to integrate AIK into the mainstream education system in 
Africa, thereby enhancing the effectiveness of sustainability education.

Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in 
the article/supplementary material, further inquiries can be directed 
to the corresponding author/s.

Author contributions

JD: Conceptualization, Data curation, Formal analysis, Funding 
acquisition, Investigation, Methodology, Project administration, 
Resources, Software, Supervision, Validation, Visualization, Writing 
– original draft, Writing – review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for 
the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Acknowledgments

I am  grateful to my reviewers for their insightful comments 
towards the improvement of this study.

Conflict of interest

The author declares that the research was conducted in the 
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could 
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and 
do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or 
those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that 
may be  evaluated in this article, or claim that may be  made by its 
manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org


David 10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871

Frontiers in Sociology 13 frontiersin.org

References
Adelman, S. (2017). Geoengineering: rights, risks and ethics. J. Hum. Rights Environ. 

8, 119–138. doi: 10.4337/jhre.2017.01.06

Andre, P., Boneva, T., Chopra, F., and Falk, A. (2024). Globally representative evidence 
on the actual and perceived support for climate action. Nat. Clim. Chang. 14, 253–259. 
doi: 10.1038/s41558-024-01925-3

Apraku, A., Akpan, W., and Moyo, P. (2018). Indigenous knowledge, global ignorance? 
Insights from an eastern cape climate change study. S. Afr. Rev. Sociol. 49, 1–21. doi: 
10.1080/21528586.2018.1532813

Barma, S., Lacasse, M., and Massé-Morneau, J. (2015). Engaging discussion about 
climate change in a Quebec secondary school: A challenge for science teachers. Learn. 
Cult. Soc. Interact. 4, 28–36. doi: 10.1016/j.lcsi.2014.07.004

Beale, J. (2019). Scientism and scientific imperialism. Int. J. Philos. Stud. 27, 73–102. 
doi: 10.1080/09672559.2019.1565316

Beder, S (2014). Lobbying, greenwash and deliberate confusion: how vested interests 
undermine climate change.

Biko, S. (1978). Steve Biko, 1946–77: I Write What I Like. London: Heinemann.

Blue, G. (2018). Scientism: a problem at the heart of formal public engagement with 
climate change. Acme 17, 544–560. doi: 10.14288/acme.v17i2.1554

Bold, R. (2019). “Introduction: creating a cosmopolitics of climate change” in 
Indigenous perceptions of the end of the world. Palgrave studies in anthropology of 
sustainability. ed. R. Bold (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan).

Boogaard, BK, and van Norren, DE (2021). “Development” perspectives from the 
global south.

Braun, T., Cottrell, R., and Dierkes, P. (2018). Fostering changes in attitude, knowledge 
and behavior: demographic variation in environmental education effects. Environ. Educ. 
Res. 24, 899–920. doi: 10.1080/13504622.2017.1343279

Brightman, M., and Lewis, J. (2017). Introduction: the anthropology of sustainability: 
beyond development and progress. In: Brightman M and Lewis J (eds) The Anthropology 
of Sustainability. London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan US. 1–34.

Brulle, R. J. (2023). Advocating inaction: a historical analysis of the global climate 
coalition. Environ. Polit. 32, 185–206. doi: 10.1080/09644016.2022.2058815

Camfield, L., Leavy, J., Endale, S., and Tefera, T. (2020). People who once had 40 cattle 
are left only with fences: coping with persistent drought in awash, Ethiopia. Eur. J. Dev. 
Res. 32, 889–905. doi: 10.1057/s41287-019-00245-z

Cannella, G. S., and Lincoln, Y. S. (2017). Deploying qualitative methods for critical 
social purposes. In Norman K. Denzin and Lincoln YS (eds) Qualitative Inquiry and 
Social Justice: Toward a Politics of Hope. New York: Taylor and Francis. 53–72.

Capra, F. (1982). The Toa of physics: An exploration of the parallels between modern 
physics and eastern mysticism. London: Flamingo.

Charlesworth, M., and Okereke, C. (2010). Policy responses to rapid climate change: 
an epistemological critique of dominant approaches. Glob. Environ. Chang. 20, 121–129. 
doi: 10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2009.09.001

Chinn, S, Lane, DS, and Hart, PS (2018). In consensus we trust? Persuasive effects of 
scientific consensus communication. Public Understanding of Science.

Claar, S. (2022). Green colonialism in the European green Deal: continuities of 
dependency and the relationship of forces between Europe and Africa. Cult. Pract. 
Europ. 7, 262–274. doi: 10.5771/2566-7742-2022-2-262

Connell, R., Pearse, R., Collyer, F., Maia, J. M., and Morrell, R. (2017). Negotiating with 
the north: how southern-tier intellectual workers deal with the global economy of 
knowledge. Sociol. Rev. 66, 41–57. doi: 10.1177/0038026117705038

Conversi, D. (2020). The ultimate challenge: nationalism and climate change. Nat. 
Papers 48, 625–636. doi: 10.1017/nps.2020.18

Conversi, D. (2021). Exemplary ethical communities. A new concept for a livable 
anthropocene. Sustain. For. 13:5582. doi: 10.3390/su13105582

David, J. O. (2020). “Optimising the contribution of science technology and 
innovation in Africa's development: reflection on energy, the social connection model 
and afro-communitarian ethics” in Thokozani Simelane. eds. L. R. Managa and M. 
Mammo (Poverty Alleviation Pathways for Achieving Sustainable Development Goals 
in Africa. Pretoria: Africa Institute of South Africa), 165–168.

Diduck, A., Sinclair, A. J., Hostetler, G., and Fitzpatrick, P. (2012). Transformative 
learning theory, public involvement, and natural resource and environmental 
management. J. Environ. Plan. Manag. 55, 1311–1330. doi: 10.1080/09640568.2011.645718

Escobar, A. (2015). Degrowth, postdevelopment, and transitions: a preliminary 
conversation. Sustain. Sci. 10, 451–462. doi: 10.1007/s11625-015-0297-5

Etieyibo, E. (2017). Moral education, Ubuntu and Ubuntu-inspired communities. S. 
Afr. J. Philos. 36, 311–325. doi: 10.1080/02580136.2017.1269995

Fischer, F. (2019). Knowledge politics and post-truth in climate denial: on the social 
construction of alternative facts. Crit. Policy Stud. 13, 133–152. doi: 
10.1080/19460171.2019.1602067

Fortune, G. (1974). Ngano. Harare: Mercury.

Fowler, T. B. (2012). The global warming conundrum: Modern Age, 40–61.

Gillett, N. P., Kirchmeier-Young, M., Ribes, A., Shiogama, H., Hegerl, G. C., Knutti, R., 
et al. (2021). Constraining human contributions to observed warming since the pre-
industrial period. Nat. Clim. Chang. 11, 207–212. doi: 10.1038/s41558-020-00965-9

Goulet, D. (1997). Development ethics: a new discipline. Int. J. Soc. Econ. 24, 
1160–1171. doi: 10.1108/03068299710193543

Gounaridis, D., and Newell, J. P. (2024). The social anatomy of climate change denial 
in the United States. Sci. Rep. 14:2097. doi: 10.1038/s41598-023-50591-6

Hällmark, K. (2023). Politicization after the ‘end of nature’: the prospect of 
ecomodernism. Eur. J. Soc. Theory 26, 48–66. doi: 10.1177/13684310221103759

Hamilton, L. C. (2016). Public awareness of the scientific consensus on climate. SAGE 
Open 6:215824401667629. doi: 10.1177/2158244016676296

Heleta, S. (2016). Decolonisation of higher education: dismantling epistemic violence 
and eurocentrism in South Africa. Trans. Higher Educ. 1, 1–8. doi: 10.4102/the.v1i1.9

Hill, R., Walsh, F. J., Davies, J., Sparrow, A., Mooney, M., Wise, R. M., et al. (2020). 
Knowledge co-production for indigenous adaptation pathways: transform post-colonial 
articulation complexes to empower local decision-making. Glob. Environ. Chang. 
65:102161. doi: 10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2020.102161

Hunter, N. N. B, Andrew Emmanuel, O., Debra, R., Marlies, H. C., Catherine, S., Rob, S., 
et al. (2022). Reuters’ hot list of climate scientists is geographically skewed: why this matters. 
Available at: https://theconversation.com/reuters-hot-list-of-climate-scientists-is-
geographically-skewed-why-this-matters-161614 (Accessed November, 2023).

Idso, CD, Carter, RM, and Singer, SF (2015). Why scientists disagree about global 
warming: The NIPCC report on scientific consensus.

Inusah, H. (2023). Epistemic decolonisation in African higher education: beyond 
current curricular and pedagogical reformation. Contemp. Dev. Ethics Afr. Persp. Selected 
Readings 27, 197–212. doi: 10.1007/978-3-031-32898-5_14

IPCC (2013). Climate change 2013: the physcial science basis: summary for policy 
makers. Reportno.

IPCC (2018). Global warming of 1.5°C - SR15—summary for policy makers.

IPCC (2019). Climate change and land an IPCC special report on climate change, 
desertification, land degradation, sustainable land management, food security, and 
greenhouse gas fluxes in terrestrial ecosystems.

IPCC (2023). “Summary for policymakers” in Climate change 2022: Impacts, 
Adaptation and Vulnerability. Contribution of Working Group II to the Sixth 
Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate. eds. H. Pörtner, D. 
Roberts and H. Adams et al. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Kamwangamalu, N. M. (1999). Ubuntu in South Africa: a sociolinguistic perspective 
to a pan-African concept. Crit. Arts 13, 24–41. doi: 10.1080/02560049985310111

Kemp, L., Xu, C., Depledge, J., Ebi, K. L., Gibbins, G., Kohler, T. A., et al. (2022). 
Climate endgame: exploring catastrophic climate change scenarios. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 
119:e2108146119. doi: 10.1073/pnas.2108146119

Koenane, M. L., and Olatunji, C. M. P. (2017). Is it the end or just the beginning of 
Ubuntu? Response to Matolino and Kwindingwi in view of Metz’s rebuttal. S. Afr. J. 
Philos. 36, 263–277. doi: 10.1080/02580136.2016.1225188

Kreeft, P. (2007). Socrates meets descartes: the father of philosophy analyses the father 
of modern philosophy’s discourse on method. San Francisco: Ignatius Press.

Kyei-Nuamah, D., and Peng, Z. (2024). Ubuntu philosophy for ecological education 
and environmental policy formulation. J. Philos. Educ. 58, 540–561. doi: 10.1093/
jopedu/qhae034

Lange, E. A. (2019). “Transformative learning for sustainability” in Encyclopedia of 
sustainability in higher education. ed. W. Leal Filho (Cham: Springer International 
Publishing), 1954–1966.

Latour, B (2017). Facing Gaia: eight lectures on the new climatic regime.

Le Grange, L. (2012). Ubuntu, ukama, environment and moral education. J. Moral 
Educ. 41, 329–340. doi: 10.1080/03057240.2012.691631

Letcher, T. M. (2021). Chapter 1 - Why discuss the impacts of climate change? In: 
Letcher TM (ed) The Impacts of Climate Change. Elsevier. 3–17.

Loeber, A., van Mierlo, B., Grin, J., Leeuwis, C., Wals, A. E. J., Sterling, S., et al. (2007). 
Social learning towards a sustainable world. Wageningen Academic Pub: Wageningen.

Lotz-Sisitka, H. (2004). Environmental education research and social change: southern 
African perspectives. Environ. Educ. Res. 10, 291–295. doi: 10.1080/1350462042000258143

Lotz-Sisitka, H, Shumba, O, Lupele, J, and Wilmot, D. (2017). Schooling for 
sustainable development in Africa. Cham, Switzerland: Springer Nature.

Mandikonza, C. (2019). Integrating indigenous knowledge practices as context and 
concepts for the learning of curriculum science: a methodological exploration. Southern 
Afr. J. Environ. Educ. 35, 1–16. doi: 10.4314/sajee.v35i1.13

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.4337/jhre.2017.01.06
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-024-01925-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/21528586.2018.1532813
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lcsi.2014.07.004
https://doi.org/10.1080/09672559.2019.1565316
https://doi.org/10.14288/acme.v17i2.1554
https://doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2017.1343279
https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2022.2058815
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41287-019-00245-z
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2009.09.001
https://doi.org/10.5771/2566-7742-2022-2-262
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026117705038
https://doi.org/10.1017/nps.2020.18
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13105582
https://doi.org/10.1080/09640568.2011.645718
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-015-0297-5
https://doi.org/10.1080/02580136.2017.1269995
https://doi.org/10.1080/19460171.2019.1602067
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-020-00965-9
https://doi.org/10.1108/03068299710193543
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-023-50591-6
https://doi.org/10.1177/13684310221103759
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244016676296
https://doi.org/10.4102/the.v1i1.9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2020.102161
https://theconversation.com/reuters-hot-list-of-climate-scientists-is-geographically-skewed-why-this-matters-161614
https://theconversation.com/reuters-hot-list-of-climate-scientists-is-geographically-skewed-why-this-matters-161614
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-32898-5_14
https://doi.org/10.1080/02560049985310111
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2108146119
https://doi.org/10.1080/02580136.2016.1225188
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopedu/qhae034
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopedu/qhae034
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057240.2012.691631
https://doi.org/10.1080/1350462042000258143
https://doi.org/10.4314/sajee.v35i1.13


David 10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871

Frontiers in Sociology 14 frontiersin.org

Manthalu, C. H., and Waghid, Y. (2019). Education for decoloniality and 
decolonisation in Africa. Cham: Springer International Publishing.

Matolino, B., and Kwindingwi, W. (2013). The end of Ubuntu. S. Afr. J. Philos. 32, 
197–205. doi: 10.1080/02580136.2013.817637

Mbiti, J. S. (1990). African religions & philosophy. London: Heinemann.

McKinley, EA (2019). Handbook of indigenous education.

Mehta, L., Leach, M., and Scoones, I. (2001). Editorial: environmental governance in 
an uncertain world. IDS Bull. 32, 1–9. doi: 10.1111/j.1759-5436.2001.mp32004001.x

Mezirow, J. (2003). Transformative learning as discourse. J. Transform. Educ. 1, 58–63. 
doi: 10.1177/1541344603252172

Milfont, T. L., Abrahamse, W., and MacDonald, E. A. (2021). Scepticism of 
anthropogenic climate change: additional evidence for the role of system-justifying 
ideologies. Personal. Individ. Differ. 168:110237. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2020.110237

Miller, K. B. (2012). The nature of science and the public debate over anthropogenic 
global warming. Persp. Sci. Christian Faith 64, 220–229.

Mizrahi, M. (2017). What’s so bad about scientism? Soc. Epistemol. 31, 351–367. doi: 
10.1080/02691728.2017.1297505

Mkabela, Q. N. (2015). Ubuntu as a foundation for researching African indigenous 
psychology. Indilinga Afr. J. Indigenous Knowl. Syst. 14, 284–291.

Moll, I. (2002). African psychology: Myth and reality, vol. 32: Bureau for Scientific 
Publications, 9–16.

Moore, J. W. (2013). Anthropocene, Capitalocene, and the myth of industrialization. 
Part I. World-Ecological Imaginations. Available at: https://jasonwmoore.wordpress.
com/2013/05/13/anthropocene-or-capitalocene. (Accessed June 4, 2023)

Moore, H. L. (2017). What Can Sustainability Do for Anthropology? In: Brightman\ 
M and Lewis J (eds) The Anthropology of Sustainability. London, UK: Palgrave 
Macmillan US. 67–80.

Moyo, O. N. (2021a). Africanity and Decolonizing Discourses: Ubuntu Emerging 
Perspectives. Africanity and Ubuntu as Decolonizing Discourse. Cham: Springer 
International Publishing. 191–222.

Moyo, O. N. (2021b). Unpacking public discourses of Ubuntu a Decoloniality 
approach in Africanity and Ubuntu as Decolonizing Discourse.

Msila, V. (2009). Africanisation of education and the search for relevance and context.  
Educational Research and Reviews. 4: 310–315.

Mubangizi, J., and Kaya, H. (2015). African indigenous knowledge systems and 
human rights: implications for higher education, based on the south African experience. 
Int. J. Afr. Renaissance Stud. Multi Inter Trans. 10, 125–142. doi: 
10.1080/18186874.2015.1107985

Mugumbate, J., and Nyanguru, A. (2013). Exploring African philosophy: the value of 
Ubuntu in social work. Afr. J. Soc. Work. 3, 82–100.

Murove, M. F. (2009). An African environmental ethic based on the concepts of 
Ukama and Ubuntu. Pietermaritzburg: University of Kwa-Zulu Natal Press.

Ndlovu-Gatsheni, S. J. (2015). Decoloniality as the future of Africa. Hist. Compass 13, 
485–496. doi: 10.1111/hic3.12264

Norgaard, K. M. (2019). Making sense of the spectrum of climate denial. Crit. Policy 
Stud. 13, 437–441. doi: 10.1080/19460171.2019.1671208

Ntibagirirwa, S (2012). Philosophical premises for African economic development: 
Sen's capability approach.

O'Donoghue, R. (2007). Environment and sustainability education in a changing 
South Africa: a critical historical analysis of outline schemes for defining and guiding 
learning interactions. Southern Afr. J. Environ. Educ. 24, 141–157.

Okoliko, D. A. (2018). “The gridlock anthropogenic global warming debate in light of 
‘uncertainty’: how African epistemic contribution can bypass the impasse” in Mutanga 
S. eds. T. Simelane and T. Gumboet al. (Africa Institute of South Africa: Pretoria), 77–96.

Okoliko, D. A., and David, J. O. (2021). Ubuntu and climate change governance: 
moving beyond conceptual conundrum. J. Public Aff. 21:2232. doi: 10.1002/pa.2232

Olatunji, C. M. P. (2010). Is primitivism indigenous to Africa? Inkanyiso J. Hum. Soc. 
Sci. 2, 121–123. doi: 10.4314/ijhss.v2i1.62117

Opoku, M. J., and James, A. (2021). Pedagogical model for decolonising, indigenising 
and transforming science education curricula: a case of South Africa. J. Balt. Sci. Educ. 
20, 93–107. doi: 10.33225/jbse/21.20.93

O'Sullivan, E., Morrell, A., and O'Connor, M. (2016). Expanding the boundaries of 
transformative learning: Essays on theory and praxis. NewYork: Springer.

Parks, P. (2020). Is climate change a crisis–and who says so? An analysis of climate 
characterization in major U.S. News Media. Environ. Commun. 14, 82–96. doi: 
10.1080/17524032.2019.1611614

Petersen, B., Stuart, D., and Gunderson, R. (2019). Reconceptualizing climate change 
denial: ideological denialism misdiagnoses climate change and limits effective action. 
Hum. Ecol. Rev. 25, 117–141. doi: 10.22459/HER.25.02.2019.08

Posocco, L., and Watson, I. (2022). Nationalism and environmentalism: the case of 
Vauban. Nat. Nat. 28, 1193–1211. doi: 10.1111/nana.12823

Powell, J. L. (2017). Scientists reach 100% consensus on anthropogenic global 
warming. Bull. Sci. Technol. Soc. 37, 183–184. doi: 10.1177/0270467619886266

Prozesky, M. H., and Morove, F. M. (2009) in Cinderella, survivor and saviour: African 
ethics and the quest for a global ethics. ed. F. M. Murove (Pietermaritzburg: University 
of Kwazulu-Natal Press), 3–13.

Ramose, M. B. (2002). African philosophy through Ubuntu. Harare: Mond Books.

Ramose, M. (2015). Ecology through ubuntu. In: Meinhold R (ed) Emerging from 
Cultures and Religions of the ASEAN Region. Bangkok: Assumption University of 
Thailand. 69–76.

Risiro, J. (2019). The challenges of integrating indigenous knowledge in the teaching 
of weather and climate in geography in Manicaland province of Zimbabwe. J. Geography 
Educ. Afr. 2, 30–46. doi: 10.46622/jogea.v2i1.2483

Romina, R. (2014). Social learning, natural resource management, and participatory 
activities: a reflection on construct development and testing. NJAS Wageningen J. Life 
Sci. 69, 15–22. doi: 10.1016/j.njas.2014.03.004

Ruffin, F. A., Teffo, L. J., and Kaya, H. O. (2016). African indigenous languages and 
environmental communication. J. Hum. Ecol. 53, 185–193. doi: 
10.1080/09709274.2016.11906971

Ruser, A., and Machin, A (2016). “Technology can save us, cant it? The emergence of 
the ‘Technofix’Narrative in climate politics.” in Proceedings of the international 
conference “technology+society=future”. pp. 437–447.

Samuel, O. S., and Fayemi, A. K. (2019). Afro-communal virtue ethic as a foundation 
for environmental sustainability in Africa and beyond. S. Afr. J. Philos. 38, 79–95. doi: 
10.1080/02580136.2019.1581393

Seehawer, M. (2018). South African science teachers' strategies for integrating 
indigenous and Western knowledges in their classes: practical lessons in decolonisation. 
Change 7, 91–110. doi: 10.17159/2221-4070/2018/v7i0a7

Seehawer, M., Nuntsu, S. N., Mashozhera, F., Ludwane, A., and Speckman, M. 
(2022). Creating a sense of belonging: enabling transformative learning through 
participatory action research in an Ubuntu paradigm In The Palgrave handbook of 
learning for transformation. eds. A. Nicolaides, S. Eschenbacher, P. T. Buergelt, Y. 
Gilpin-Jackson, M. Welch and M. Misawa, et al. (Cham: Springer International 
Publishing), 469–481.

Shava, S. (2013) The representation of indigenous knowledges. In: R. B. Stevenson, M. 
Brody, J. Dillon and A. E. J. Wals, et al., International  Handbook of Research on 
Environmental Education. London: Roughledge. 384–393.

Smith, L. T., Tuck, E., and  Yang, K. W. (2018). Indigenous And Decolonizing Studies 
In Education: Mapping The Long View. New York: Routledge.

Sutter, J. D. (2015). We can't ignore climate change skeptics -- even if we really, really 
want to: CNN. Available at: https://edition.cnn.com/2015/07/07/opinions/sutter-ignore-
climate-skeptic-two-degrees/index.html (Accessed August 2022).

Tanyanyiwa, V. I. (2019). Indigenous knowledge systems and the teaching of climate 
change in Zimbabwean secondary schools. SAGE Open 9:5149. doi: 
10.1177/2158244019885149

Teffo, L. (2019). Harnessing IKS and technologies in the quest for sustainable rural 
economic development. Indilinga Afr. J. Indigenous Knowl. Syst. 18, 245–256. doi: 
10.10520/EJC-1aaa6a34ce

Tempels, P. (1959). Bantu Philosophy. Paris: Presence Africaine.

Thompson, K. L., Lantz, T. C., and Ban, N. C. (2020). A review of indigenous 
knowledge and participation in environmental monitoring, 1–27.

UNCED (1992). AGENDA 21 Rio de Janerio. Brazil: United Nations.

UNESCO (2020a). Education for sustainable development: A roadmap. Paris: UNESCO.

UNESCO (2020b). United Nations world water development report 2020: Water and 
climate change. Paris: UNESCO.

Van der Sluijs, J. P., van Est, R., and Riphagen, M. (2010). Beyond consensus: 
reflections from a democratic perspective on the interaction between climate politics 
and science. Curr. Opin. Environ. Sustain. 2, 409–415. doi: 10.1016/j.cosust.2010.10.003

van Norren, D. E. (2020). The sustainable development goals viewed through gross 
National Happiness, Ubuntu, and Buen Vivir. Int. Environ. Agreem.: Politics Law Econ. 
20, 431–458. doi: 10.1007/s10784-020-09487-3

Van Norren, DE (2022). African Ubuntu and Sustainable Development Goals: seeking 
human mutual relations and service in development.

Zeng, Y, Maxwell, S, Runting, R. K., and Venter, O. (2020). Environmental destruction 
not avoided with the sustainable development goals. 3: 795–798. Available at: 
nature.com.

Zhai, R., Tao, F., Lall, U., and Elliott, J. (2021). Africa would need to import more 
maize in the future even under 1.5°C warming scenario. Earths Fut. 9:1574. doi: 
10.1029/2020EF001574

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1456871
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1080/02580136.2013.817637
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1759-5436.2001.mp32004001.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/1541344603252172
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2020.110237
https://doi.org/10.1080/02691728.2017.1297505
https://jasonwmoore.wordpress.com/2013/05/13/anthropocene-or-capitalocene
https://jasonwmoore.wordpress.com/2013/05/13/anthropocene-or-capitalocene
https://doi.org/10.1080/18186874.2015.1107985
https://doi.org/10.1111/hic3.12264
https://doi.org/10.1080/19460171.2019.1671208
https://doi.org/10.1002/pa.2232
https://doi.org/10.4314/ijhss.v2i1.62117
https://doi.org/10.33225/jbse/21.20.93
https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2019.1611614
https://doi.org/10.22459/HER.25.02.2019.08
https://doi.org/10.1111/nana.12823
https://doi.org/10.1177/0270467619886266
https://doi.org/10.46622/jogea.v2i1.2483
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.njas.2014.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1080/09709274.2016.11906971
https://doi.org/10.1080/02580136.2019.1581393
https://doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2018/v7i0a7
https://edition.cnn.com/2015/07/07/opinions/sutter-ignore-climate-skeptic-two-degrees/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2015/07/07/opinions/sutter-ignore-climate-skeptic-two-degrees/index.html
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244019885149
https://doi.org/10.10520/EJC-1aaa6a34ce
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2010.10.003
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10784-020-09487-3
http://nature.com
https://doi.org/10.1029/2020EF001574

	Decolonizing climate change response: African indigenous knowledge and sustainable development
	1 Introduction
	2 Making sense of the anthropogenic global warming debate
	2.1 Limitation in scientism for AGW

	3 Methodology and theoretical framework
	3.1 Theoretical framework

	4 Discussions: African indigenous transformation of AGW
	4.1 Ubuntu and sustainable development
	4.2 Implication for climate response
	4.3 Towards decolonized education for sustainable development

	5 Conclusion

	References

