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ABSTRACT

Any meaningful discussion about the interface between leadership and cultural diversity in South Africa 

will have to take into account both the historical context that shaped current mainstream practices 

as well as the attempts to innovatively mould diverse value systems. Providing leadership in a multi-

cultural context requires managers to appreciate that people joining teams bring expertise, beliefs, 

customs and cultural experiences to the team. These factors enhance professional experience if 

properly managed or impede growth and learning if not mediated accordingly. Companies increasingly 

contend internally with a culturally diverse workforce as well as an even more complex external 

environment of clients, partners and suppliers. All these dynamics operate within the legislative and 

policy regime of which they are legally expected to harmoniously comply with. This paper exploits 

this opportune moment for leadership and management practitioners and scholars alike to reflect 

on current practices and theories towards a more organically evolving but systematically useful 

framework. The paper will contribute to the discussion on leadership and management practice 

by reflecting on the interface between leadership and cultural diversity in South Africa within the 

constitutional framework. The paper does not to offer a ‘to do list’ of acceptable leadership practices 

that advance cultural diversity in a project context. it will be argued in this paper that the human rights 

framework implied in our Constitution is that of ‘work in progress’ rather than a prescriptive ‘one size 

fits all’ formula. The paper relies primarily on an interdisciplinary set of secondary literature in the 

fields of development studies, human rights, project management, business studies and cultural 

studies. 

1 INTRODUCTION

The primary question posited by the conference sub-theme under discussion here can be 

addressed in different ways. From a pure humanities or social sciences perspective, one possible 

point of departure could be to first dissect the philosophical foundation of the very ‘problematique’ 

raised by the sub-theme. For example, one could argue this case from a ‘post colonial’ or ‘post 

development’ perspective thereby questioning the very economic and political logic of the market 

economy and its historical genesis. Since this is primarily a management sciences conference, 
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i am choosing rather to accept the philosophical and theoretical assumptions possibly implied in 

the sub-theme from such a perspective and then navigate ‘inside out’ to argue that in a capitalist 

and culturally plural society like ours, there needs to be a continuous dialogue and an iterative 

consensus on an appropriate leadership framework within industry and that such a framework 

must primarily be embedded within and biased towards a social rather than an economic realm 

and discourse.

South Africa’s transition from apartheid to a political system that extended full human rights 

to every citizen and person within the Republic has among other things, unleashed a strong 

impetus for recognition and acknowledgement of cultural and racial diversity. Pursuant to the 

latter objective as well as other democratic ideals enshrined in the Constitution of the Republic 

of South Africa (Act 108 of 1996), the Bill of Rights in Chapter 2 of same outlines the basic 

principles and values that need to be adhered to in building a foundation for and in protecting such 

rights. This paper will explore the interface between leadership and cultural diversity in the South 

African context. More specifically, the paper will interrogate the challenge of mediating tensions 

emanating from cultural differences in the workplace. The paper departs from a simple yet often 

overlooked premise, i.e. that the founding principles and values in the Constitution and more 

specifically its Bill of Rights are but a starting point in pursuing a national dialogue and consensus 

on the content and character of human rights as the country negotiates its way into a democratic 

and human rights centred future. it also therefore suffices to argue that the Bill of Rights does not 

prescribe such rights as commonly assumed.

As Mamphele Ramphele argues in her book ‘Laying Ghosts to Rest’ (2008) and further as the 

very title of the book suggests, any meaningful discussion about the interface between leadership 

and cultural diversity in South Africa must take into account both the historical context that has 

shaped current mainstream practices as well as current attempts to innovatively mould diverse 

cultural value systems into a coherent, systematically useful and organically evolving leadership 

framework. At a very basic level, providing leadership in a multi-cultural context requires managers 

to appreciate that people who join teams do not simply bring expertise with them but also beliefs, 

customs and cultural experiences which could either enhance their professional experience if 

properly managed or serve as an impediment to growth and learning (Luhabe, 2002). Equally, 

companies themselves must increasingly contend internally with a culturally diverse workforce 

as well as an even more complex external environment of clients, partners, suppliers and the 

legislative and policy regime.

Perhaps it need to be stated upfront that the main contribution of this paper will not be to offer a 

‘to do list’ of acceptable leadership practices that accommodates or advances cultural diversity 

in a project or workplace context. in a transforming society like South Africa where diverse and 

often competing cultural, ethnic and religious interests are at play, it will be important that we 

continuously use the opportunity presented by the transition phase (almost twenty years now) to 

formulate and then revisit, adapt, readapt and if necessary reformulate our value systems and 

attendant business and social etiquette in concert with the principles enshrined in our Constitution. 

it is almost self-evident that in the South African context an effective leadership framework will 

have to content with both the internal organisational cultural dynamics as well as the national 

transformation agenda. Maybe one should also hasten to point out that it may sometimes be an 
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unwritten expectation in a conference of this nature (i.e. management and business sciences), 

that the emphasis should be biased towards delineating specific and implementable solutions to 

the subject or challenge at hand. it is my submission to this conference that perhaps it may also 

be important that we also afford some space to humanities in discussions of this nature.

in the final analysis, the changing political and social landscape in South Africa in the last twenty 

years (and much earlier in other African states) demands of us to continuously reflect on the kind 

of leadership that will move the country and continent forward. Pragmatic change management 

in the workplace or project environments in a culturally diverse environment like ours can only 

succeed if we allow an iterative dialogue between and amongst all of us. The point of departure 

for such a dialogue in South Africa should be the Bill of Rights.

2. THE CONTEXT OF LEADERSHIP AND CULTURAL DIVERSITY IN 
SOUTH AFRICA

The transition from apartheid to democracy in South Africa is well documented. The intent and 

object of this transition project and its multifaceted altruist and philanthropic discourses is also 

well captured in the Bill of Rights of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa. However, 

the actual fabric and content of the transition and its specificities has remained a ‘blind spot’ for 

the better part of the last twenty years of political, social and economic transition in South Africa. 

The contours of the transition project and its terms of reference on how South Africans should 

conduct themselves and their business, with regard to leadership and management principles 

for examples, is not easily delineable from the statutes and legislative framework offered by the 

Constitution. What the latter has meant is that the post apartheid South African society had to 

navigate this delicate landscape with only the Constitution as a point of reference. it did not help 

therefore that the very Constitution does not necessarily offer concrete answers to the unfolding 

social fabric deficit but that it merely created some broad guidelines to be adhered to in such a 

discourse.

it is critical that we explore the challenge of leadership in a culturally plural South Africa by 

beginning at the very conception of our specific brand of democracy and political settlement. 

The period leading to, during and immediately after the dawn of democracy is important for us in 

understanding the problems and opportunities that confronts us today. in scanning that period, 

Marais (2011) points out that the forging of a new consensus and hegemony [in Gramscian terms] 

embodied by the political settlement had to be built along dramatically new and inclusive lines. 

Put differently, the negotiated political settlement at the time meant that each of the sides on the 

table had to endure a lot of sacrifices and risks without any guarantee and most unlikely that the 

other side has a mutual interest to bargain fairly. One has to also consider the deep rootedness 

of the conflicts being mediated in that process as well as political collateral damages suffered 

until then by each of the parties involved. it takes a certain level of appreciation of the difficult 

challenges and dynamics at the time to understand and draw lessons on how to successfully and 

positively manage diversity. Perhaps hence South Africa’s negotiations and subsequent political 

settlement has often been referred to as a ‘miracle’. 
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By looking at the foundation of our young democracy and the difficult leadership decisions that 

had to be taken at the time, it is argued in this paper that the lessons thereof are essentially a 

good start for us to grapple with how to manage and provide leadership in a culturally diverse 

environment such as is the case in South Africa today. Ramphele (2008) argues that leadership 

in the transformation process must itself be transformative; it must embody the vision, values 

and principles of the society we aspire to become. She further argues that South Africa’s 

transformation requires an understanding of the deep structure of the legacy of apartheid and 

an even more profound understanding of the foundations of our envisaged society. Given this 

context therefore, efforts to nurture a transformative leadership framework that affirms South 

Africa’s cultural diversity should informed by the rationale based on the country’s history and the 

ideals pursuit within our Constitutional framework.

3. HUMAN RIGHTS FRAMEWORK AS ‘WORK IN PROGRESS’

At this stage it will suffice to remind this forum of the significance of the symbolism of human 

rights in the South African context. it is a fact that our newfound democracy was predicated 

by a very delicate and sensitive process of negotiations between the former apartheid regime 

and the liberation movements, particularly the ANC. This history is important for two reasons. 

Firstly, it allows us to appreciate the sensitivities and difficulties involved in hatching a political 

settlement that accommodated two fiercely contested political interests and secondly, that there 

may simply have been ‘too much anger and unfinished business’ to have assumed that mere 

conditions of democracy will resolve these challenges (the latter point is emphasised by former 

Commissioner of the South African Human Rights Commission Prof Leon Wessels in du Toit and 

Doxtader; 2010). Having been party to the negotiation process and drafting of the Constitution 

of the Republic, Prof Wessels (in du Toit and Doxtader; 2010) further argues that having faith in 

the miracle of 1994 is not enough, that the South African nation must sustain and continue the 

dialogue that was initiated then. 

it is arguable that as a nation South Africa has one of the most celebrated Constitutions in the 

world. The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, Act 108 of 1996, contains the Bill of Rights 

in Chapter 2, which it describes as the ‘cornerstone of democracy in the Republic’, and compels 

the state to ‘respect, protect, promote, and fulfill all sets of rights contained in this our Bill of 

Rights’. Everyday experience of ordinary South Africans suggests that the country is yet to reach 

an acceptable level as far as maintaining a culture of human rights and respect for civil liberties 

and human freedoms (Ramphele 2008). in as much as these rights and freedoms are excellently 

captured in the country’s policies and legislative statutes, the reality for the general populace 

often proves otherwise.

it may be useful for us to unpack and interrogate the human rights discourse much more deeply 

to understand and appreciate its significance in the South African context. Our understanding of 

what the human rights discourse entails and how this discourse is essentially a cornerstone and 

pillar of young democracy cannot be overemphasized. Beyond understanding these rights, i will 

argue that we may as well begin to locate the human rights language in the fiercely contested and 

highly volatile social and political landscape in South Africa’s transition narrative. it is clear from 
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the many reflections and analysis already provided in this paper that the consensus and political 

settlement that ushered our new democracy was in fact a product of politics of compromise. it 

may as well be that the underlying moral disagreements and contestations were left for future 

generations to grapple with. We are sitting here today still battling with how to reconcile and 

mediate cultural differences in the workplace and into an effective leadership framework. The 

easy way out is sometimes to ‘paint all cultures with one brush’ and ‘go on with our lives’.

in one of his recent publications, Cosmopolitanism – Ethics in a World of Strangers, Appiah (2006) 

goes at length through reflecting on his own personal journey of being raised in Ghana, educated 

at Clare College in Cambridge and then spending part of his adult life in the US to draw parallels 

between what he terms ‘moral disagreements’ and contestation between the competing cultural, 

racial and traditional identities in society today. By coining the myriad and complex intersection 

between these many identities Cosmopolitanism, Appiah argues that maybe the emphasis on 

universalism of values as implied or assumed in the mainstream human rights discourse is failing 

to recognize the nuances and peculiarities imbedded in each of the many culture that makes up 

society. He further points out that the key limitation in pursuing a ‘universalist’ approach to defining 

social values is that the underlying power differentials in society are often overlooked and further 

that any attempt to discuss or portray the possibility of some kind of universal values should take 

into account the fact that the very individuals driving these discussions are themselves products 

of specific cultural socialization. Consequently, their submissions are more than likely to be laced 

with subjective interpretations and possible personal bias.

To further expand on Appiah’s notion of cosmopolitanism, Odora Hoppers (2008) argues that if 

in a social context, the term diversity refers to the presence in one population of a wide variety 

of cultures, opinions, ethnic groups and socio economic backgrounds, then diversity should be 

manifested in the existence of many peoples contributing their unique experiences to humanity’s 

culture. She further argues that for its part, cultural tolerance should go beyond the collective 

and individual practice of not persecuting those who may believe, behave or act in ways that 

one may not personally approve. She argues that we should start by appreciating the positive 

aspects of those whose culture were are interrogating. in other words, we should not just tolerate 

other cultures but make an effort to reach out and learn these cultures. A more profound form 

of tolerance will emerge, she points out, when we develop respect, understanding and mutual 

recognition of others. Odora Hoppers (2008) also points out that the creation of a cultural context 

where it is acknowledged that the rights of others are supposed to be respected provides a 

framework for meaningful dialogue. Conversely, she continues, where there is no shared moral 

culture, the listening aspect so crucial to the realization of the other may fall flat. The key point 

driven by the latter assertion is that without listening, dialogue and mutuality cannot even begin 

because where one side does not understand the other, it cannot possibly agree with, appreciate 

or respect them.

The two authors discussed above points to the limitation of going the ‘easy route’ in grappling 

with the tension from and efforts to mediate cultural tension in the workplace. This ‘easy route’ 

will be to paint all cultures with one brush as argued earlier, thereby trying to formulate leadership 

and management solutions to cultural diversity which are simplistic and conceptually uncritical. 

The challenge with using the Constitutional dispensation as a ‘given’ and a ‘one size fits all’ 
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framework is that it thus purports or take the form of ‘universalism’. Universalism of values implies 

a common set of values and principles that each and every culture could easily subscribe and 

adapt to. Further expanded, the notion of universalism suggests that it is possible to build one 

common ‘super culture’ that incorporates all other cultures in society. This is rather too simplistic 

an analogy of the concept but for purposes of this discussion it will suffices to make the point that 

embodies Appiah’s notion of the difference between cosmopolitanism and universalism.

The lesson and implications from the discussion above for this conference is that in seeking to 

develop an effective leadership framework within our culturally diverse context, we should resist 

the temptation of going the easier route, i.e. using a universalist cultural framework, appealing as 

they may be. Much as it is difficult to listen to each and every cultural group or narrative, it does 

assist in the final analysis to at least have a leadership vocabulary that could get the best out 

of each team member. in the long run, such an approach can be iteratively productive in that a 

solid foundation will be built upon which further dialogue could be pursuit. The conception of the 

current human rights framework as ‘work in progress’ is therefore a critical precondition for future 

discourse.

4. GUIDELINES FOR A LEADERSHIP FRAMEWORK THAT ADVANCES 
CULTURAL DIVERSITY

in exploring the psychology of South Africa’s transition and the many possible options available to 

those who crafted the settlement package, Manganyi (2004) foregrounds the analysis on a series 

of critical questions:

• Does the transition provide a migration to known outcomes based on the choices that were 

made?

• Since choices were made and continue to be made, what are some of the practical 

consequences of such choices?

• Does the transition have a beginning and an end or is it, as it seems likely, still in progress?

Building on these questions by Manganyi and within the context of what has been described earlier 

by Ramphele (2008) as ‘transformative leadership’, this paper will then provides some pointers and 

guidelines on mediating cultural diversity in a project context. A few examples of leadership and 

management practices that can enhance diversity in the workplace are discussed below:

4.1. THE CROSS-CULTURAL LEADERSHIP

For Shonhiwa (2006) the post independent political trajectory in the African continent in the last 

sixty years or so has created a new challenge for management practitioners. The new conditions 

in post colonial Africa have necessitated a revision of management and leadership theory and 

practice. The main thrust of this period has been an emphasis on transformation both in the social 

and economic spheres. Shonhiwa (2006) further argues that the political winds of change in Africa 

has meant that an conscious bridge had to be built between ‘Eurocentric’ and ‘Afrocentric’ frame 

of references in the field of management.
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in arguing the case for cross-cultural management skills, Shonhiwa (2006) paints this picture:

‘it is important to clarify the essence of cross-culturalism. Culture is a distinctive way of living 

guided by a common value system, which distinguishes a group of people as a collective. Africa 

is a complex cultural kaleidoscope as a result of its ethnic, racial and tribal distinctions... An 

effective manager in such a complex environment must therefore understand any significant 

cultural nuances to be able to pre-empt conflict or channel it into a constructive direction’ (p8).

Shonhiwa (2006) further argues that these cultural nuances may reflect a lot about team members 

in a project setting or workplace environment. These will include people’s work ethic, social 

preferences and business integrity. An effective manager in the current context will therefore have 

sufficient vocabulary and cross-cultural skills to be able to function effectively.

4.2 SERVANT LEADERSHIP

The concept of ‘servant leadership’ has gained prominence in the last two or three decades within 

management sciences. The notion of servant leadership primarily denotes the leader as a servant 

on the project i.e. as primarily geared to serve. 

Dierendonck and Patterson (2010) distinguishes between two key elements in servant leadership. 

They argue that firstly, compared to other views on leadership where the ultimate goal is the 

wellbeing of the organisation, a servant leader is genuinely concerned with serving followers. it is 

therefore further argued that this ‘person-oriented’ and ‘follower-focused’ attitude paves way for 

safe and strong relationships within the organisation. Secondly, the leader in this context does not 

only rely on their power to get things but rather persuade their staff with the power of service, i.e. 

followers are given extraordinary freedom to excel.

Within the context of a culturally diverse workplace, servant leadership will therefore include an 

appreciation and accommodation of diversity as a starting point to excellence. Servant leaders 

need to be aware of and sensitive to cultural diversity and provide a sufficient platform for all team 

members to contribute to the attainment of project goals.

4.3 LEKGOTLA – THE ART OF LEADERSHIP THROUGH DIALOGUE

Willem de Liefde (2003), through his ground-breaking work captured in the book Lekgotla: The Art 

of Leadership Through Dialogue, argues that there is a new trend in management theory that seeks 

to embrace ‘tribal’ and a communal leadership style and move away from the classical Cartesian 

notion of the individual as a centre and epitome of knowledge. De Liefde (2003) contrast modern 

Western society and its continually advancing process of individualisation with the tribal world to 

argue that while modernity has been seen as the process that liberated the individual from the 

oppressive structures of traditional society, modernity itself has actually contributed to the increasing 

disconnection between the individual and society. 

Through illustrating the gradual evolution of management practice and leadership towards a 

communal framework in recent years, de Liefde argues that future management practice will rely 

much more solidly on the conception of the workplace or project environment as a tribal setting. 
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The argument is that the individual derives meaning and a sense of purpose through being part 

of a community and therefore that it is the community, and not the individual, that should shape 

leadership and management focus.

4.4 UBUNTU – THE SPIRIT OF AFRICAN TRANSFORMATION MANAGEMENT

Mbigi and Maree (2005) through reflecting on their own executive experiences in the corporate 

and public sectors, argue that ‘ubuntu’ as a leadership motive marks a departure from the 

confrontational approach in industrial relations to a more cooperative and competitive framework. 

Ubuntu is defined by Mbigi and Maree (2005) as a metaphor that describes the significance of 

group solidarity, on survival issues, that is so central to the survival of African communities, which 

as a result of poverty and deprivation, have to survive through brotherly group care and not 

individual self-reliance.

5. CONCLUSION

The organisers of the LAMiPiSA conference should be applauded for considering the interface 

between the humanities and management sciences as a sub-theme in this conference. The 

contribution of the humanities in management sciences is essential to create and maintain a 

fair balance of social fabric discourses in the formulation and conception of leadership and 

management practice framework. This paper has so far explored the transition context in South 

Africa and its influence towards leadership and management principles. The paper has then 

located the challenge to reconcile and mediate possible tension between different cultural values 

in the workplace within the realm of human rights and the broader Constitutional framework. it 

has been argued that the charge to formulate a leadership framework that embraces diversity 

in South Africa should depart from the foundation laid by the Bill of Rights in the Republic’s 

Constitution. The primary contribution of this paper has therefore been to outline the frame of 

reference and broad parameters for pursuing such a discourse. 

As it has been argued in this paper, the human rights framework implied in our Constitution 

should be understood as ‘work in progress’ rather than a prescriptive or generic ‘one size fits all’ 

formula. it therefore suffices to point out that the task of finding a meaningful set of management 

and leadership principles that builds on the rich and diverse cultural heritage in South Africa and 

should be undertaken with the understanding that:

• There are no ‘one size fits all’ principles when it comes to creating a positive energy 

between different cultural values and an effective and solid leadership framework

• Such principles will only emerge from consensus and an ongoing national as well as sector 

specific dialogue

• These principles and guidelines should be flexible enough to allow for an overlapping and 

iterative discourse in the ensuing conversation and possible contestations.

• Whilst productivity and efficiency remain the underlying ethos behind our resolve to find a 

winning management and leadership formula, cultural diversity should and can form a solid 

foundation for creativity and innovation in leadership and management practice
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• Rather than always borrowing heavily on leadership and management practices conceived 

in parts of the world where their social and political fabric is different from ours, we should 

try to blend such models with own research and innovative thinking as guided by our unique 

social and economic dictates

• A critical part of the task for management and leadership scholars in a country like South 

Africa is therefore to continuously explore and maybe also nourish the delicate interface 

between cultural values and economic imperatives such that the former is able to enhances 

productivity and business efficiency

• And lastly that it is not enough to wait for one of the many national holidays in our calendar, 

such as the National Heritage Day (24th of September) each year to embrace diversity in 

the workplace or even have a mere dialogue about such.
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