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Abstract

Community engagement initiatives, which include ideas of social change and collaboration, seek to value and use stu-
dents’knowledge in real-world situations. However, a lack of connection between academic learning and the community
environment may result in disengagement on the part of students. The article argues that, by including the philosophy
and practice of moderate communitarianism in CEl, it is possible to balance individual rights with community obliga-
tions, in this way bridging the existing divide between the two. Based on Kwame Gyekye's thoughts, this article presents
a conceptual framework that highlights the importance of humanity in the African sense (Ubuntu), interdependence,
communalism, and respect and dignity concerning CEl. | argue that these four aspects have the potential to provide a
harmonious relationship between individual autonomy and society’s requirements and, in so doing, to improve educa-
tional outcomes and, in turn, the advancement of social equality.

1 Introduction

University students have come to be generally expected by their university educators to learn by doing rather than pas-
sively absorbing knowledge. While practical learning would include university educators and students together using
discursive resources to analyse distinct practices in authentic learning environments, university educators expect stu-
dents to learn about specific and/or their immediate contexts. Authentic learning has been shown to enhance student’s
learning experiences and, in particular, their employability skills, their ability to communicate, think critically, and engage
in problem-solving [1]. Such learning is said to challenge students to take ownership of their learning engagements in
ways that cultivate their capacity to link practice to theory [2]. Through such learning, | contend, students would be more
adept at understanding society’s complex and distinct nature and the nuances associated with diverse challenges facing
marginalised communities, such as social and economic inequities, than they would be through passively absorbing
knowledge.

Community engagement initiatives (CEl) embody the principles of situational and practice learning, as they align
with the foundational principles and values of community-university engagement. These include social change,
collaboration, and identified community needs [3], all of which are significant for students since the acquisition of
these is seen to have increased their potential to apply their acquired knowledge and competencies to authentic
rather than abstract or theoretical situations. However, a disconnect between such forms of learning through CEl
presents several challenges. If one accepts the argument of education scholars such as Laurillard [4], learning is
context-dependent and thus any learning experience which is unrelated to students’ real-life contexts may appear
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abstract and disconnected from real-life situations, in particular from their particular social and cultural contexts.
This in turn leads to a lack of engagement and interest on the part of students as they may not see the relevance or
value of curriculum content to their lived experiences.

In addition, while university educators may undertake to familiarise themselves with their students’immediate
social and cultural contexts, ascertaining their students’ understanding of global issues stands to inhibit their capacity
to develop empathy and understanding of diverse cultures and communities, including the particular 21st-century
challenges faced by various global communities. Thus, the ‘lived curriculum) which, according to (Aoki [5]: 261),
embodies “the more poetic, phenomenological and hermeneutic discourse in which life is embodied in the very
stories and languages people speak and live", becomes more significant, particularly within the context of CEI.

CEl's strong emphasis on communitarianism shares similarities with the ideals of the African philosophy of Ubuntu,
which is premised on communal values, developing mutual respect, and advocating for social justice. While there is
an interconnectedness between the principles of Ubuntu and the notion of CEl, there are certain differences. Draw-
ing on the seminal thought of Kwame Gyekye [6], this article is guided by the following question:

e How can the implementation of moderate communitarianism contribute to the enhancement of the impact of CEI on
student learning and social justice outcomes?

2 Challenges of integrating ubuntu philosophy into CEI

Archer-Kuhn and Grant [7] highlight the importance of contextual factors, such as power dynamics and conflicts
among stakeholders, in influencing the efficacy of university-community connections. Their findings are consistent
with the perspectives of Clifford and Petrescu [8], who emphasise the need to take into account internal, external,
and personal factors in order to sustain engagement between the university and the community. This encompasses
the task of addressing and rectifying power inequalities and promoting a shared feeling of belonging, together
with collective identity within a community. Nkoana and Dichaba [9] highlight the need for strong conceptual and
analytic frameworks to assess and execute university-community engagement, particularly within the context of a
South African unequal society. These studies emphasise the need for implementing a holistic strategy for commu-
nity engagement, one that takes into account power dynamics, strengthens community capabilities and is based on
clearly defined conceptual frameworks.

While Ubuntu originates from African philosophy, there may be significant challenges in incorporating it into CEl in
non-African contexts. One of the most significant challenges is how to adequately communicate the complex aspects
of African culture in diverse environments where the underlying principles may not be easily understood and valued
by those unfamiliar with these principles. CEl has a particular focus on communitarianism in African environments, in
contrast to Western contexts that historically prioritise individual achievement and personal advancement. Thus, any
expectation of a seamless integration of communal and personal principles should be based on an understanding of
the complexity of such a process.

It is crucial to recognise that both Ubuntu and CEl may not consistently address structural inequities in a clear-cut
and explicit way. Mwipikeni [10] contends that the existing global institutional system, which prioritises the interests of
global capital, restricts the applicability of the Ubuntu-CEl notion and undermines the economic interests of poor black
Africans. Proponents of individualism may subject Ubuntu to further scrutiny, arguing that its implementation would
need comprehensive strategies to address systemic issues, such as racism, economic inequalities, and social injustices.
Furthermore, whereas the evaluation of CEl usually depends on measurable outcomes, critics of Ubuntu may argue that
its focus on intangible principles such as empathy, reciprocity, and human dignity cannot be measured. While there
may be unanimous agreement that Ubuntu is essential as a guiding principle for decolonising educational practices,
particularly in a country like South Africa [11], a central challenge remains. Although Ubuntu and CEl strive to address
and dismantle unequal power dynamics within communities, there is a possible risk of perpetuating current power
dynamics in the process. Failing to adequately analyse these dynamics could hinder the development of truly beneficial
relationships between the university and the community.
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3 Integrating moderate communitarianism into community engagement initiatives

With reference to the question: How can the implementation of moderate communitarianism contribute to a benefi-
cial impact of CEl on student learning and social justice outcomes?, | present a conceptual framework for CEl, in which
moderate communitarianism emphasises four key elements: humanity towards others (Ubuntu), interdependence,
communalism, and respect and dignity.

First, regarding Ubuntu, Gyekye [6] argued in the 1990s for a form of moderate communitarianism, whose aims
are to harmonise individual rights with communal responsibilities. For (Gyekye [6]: 40), moderate communitarianism
emphasises individuals’ significance and dignity, highlighting their uniqueness and commitment as ‘social beings
by nature’ This implies that the individual cannot develop outside the framework of the community and, similarly,
the community cannot dispense with the talents and initiatives of the individual [6]. According to this argument
and definition, any curriculum designer or policymaker attempting to develop CEl needs to consider the balance
between communal and individual values, goals, and aspirations. This balance should reflect the interdependence
of individual success and communal progress, which is premised on individual growth alongside communities with
equal moral standing. Clarifying individual rights and communal obligations would have the benefit of alleviating
possible disputes and could bridge and harmonise differing expectations through the implementation of CEl.

Concerning potential resistance from students who are accustomed to individualistic cultures, it is crucial for uni-
versity educators need to integrate case studies of CEl that reflect diverse cultural perspectives. These case studies
should showcase both individual and communal efforts in addressing social ills, thereby underscoring the significance
of understanding and valuing unique cultural viewpoints.

Second, in the education context, concerning the interdependence of, and balance between, communal and
individual values through such CEls, we should encourage students to take active roles in such initiatives, at the
same time providing a space for personal agency and decision-making within the community. Such an approach
could foster a sense of student ownership and responsibility, in the process enhancing the CEl's beneficial effect at
both individual and communal levels. For CEls to be authentic, spaces need to be created where students may be
more inclined towards addressing social injustices within communities, a space that would extend beyond curricula
or course requirements. | argue for the necessity of this kind of approach in university education to foster a sense of
ownership and responsibility among students, allowing for personal agency and decision-making in the process of
realising individual and communal aims. Concerning the potential resistance from students who are accustomed to
individualistic cultures, it is vital for university educators to promote open dialogue between university students and
the community. Such dialogue would encourage students to share their individual experiences while also learning
from the communal experiences of others.

Third, according to (Gyekye [6]: 66), “[t]he communitarian ethic acknowledges the importance of individual rights,
but it does not do so to the detriment of responsibilities that individual members have or ought to have toward the
community or other members of the community”. Gyekye [6] argued that moderate communitarianism is an ethical
stance that is firmly established and prioritises the dignity and respect of every individual. It guarantees that any
collective actions taken are consistently evaluated in light of moral integrity and fairness. By incorporating ethical
considerations into the process of establishing and implementing CEls, which are founded upon principles of respect,
dignity, and equity for all participants, it may be possible to prevent these initiatives from unintentionally prioritising
community needs over individual rights or vice versa. Concerning the potential resistance to CEl which may be per-
ceived as top-down in communities where there is a history of racial segregation or economic inequality, it is crucial
for university educators to include students and communities in the co-design and implementation of CEl. Adopting
such a participatory approach is essential in ensuring that CEl is relevant to the cultural contexts of communities.

Lastly, concerning respect and dignity, Gyekye's [6] philosophical position on moderate communitarianism can be
attributed to its adaptability to diverse cultural contexts, particularly non-African contexts. His balanced approach
acknowledges the necessity of adjusting to, and using, beneficial and humane practices from diverse cultures without
compromising the fundamental principles of the societies into which one integrates. Given the ethical considera-
tions embedded within moderate communitarianism, it is essential for CEl to consistently adopt a significant degree
of moral responsibility to foster mutual respect and mutual understanding among diverse cultures. In this instance,
those engaged in the process of CEl would be able to strengthen its ability to foster a learning and exchange pro-
cess that has the potential to reduce cultural disputes and promote mutual enrichment by encouraging dialogical
engagement between diverse cultures. Although Gyekye [6], almost three decades ago, did not explicitly address the
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tangible outcomes associated with moderate communitarianism in the manner in which CEls function, it is essential
to evaluate the effectiveness of such initiatives, an evaluation based, not only on tangible outcomes, but also on the
adoption of a comprehensive approach that takes into consideration the intangible impacts of community cohe-
sion and individual empowerment, and their symbiosis. University educators, in particular, need to re-evaluate the
effectiveness of CEl, drawing on critical feedback from both students and the community. Such reflective practice
can assist in identifying areas of resistance and adapting appropriate strategies.
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