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What does  
it mean to be  
an “African” 
business school? 
Piet Naudé describes how a rethink of African business  
schools could impact global business education
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A business school that happens to be 
located in Africa has to ask a few tough 
questions to unpack its “adjective” status. 

To call a business school “African” can mean quite 
a number of things. 

The sometimes hidden assumption underlying 
discussions of “African” business schools is that  
the “default” business school idea (without the 
geographical description) serves as the norm. One 
would rarely hear Harvard being called an “American” 
business school nor would IMD market itself as a 
“Swiss” school. They are simply “business schools”. 

Both from a historical and globalisation perspective, 
schools in the West act as the actual benchmark. 
The status associated with the FT rankings ensures 
they remain the idealised “model” to which others 
(should?) strive. 

This creates a typical centre-periphery constellation 
where those in the centre – without specific intent 
– serve as a normative ideal and those on the 
periphery aspire to become “like the centre”. 

It also guarantees a dominant status to academic 
work done in the West due to asymmetrical power 
relations embedded in journals, publishers and 
conferences. 

At a first level, speaking of an “African” business 
school could then simply refer to geographical 
(continental) location but not much more. This 
would imply that such schools are the same as 
business schools elsewhere and they attempt to 
do what dominant schools do by “copying” it in  
a different location. 

The opening up of Western branches or education 
sites of business schools in Africa may stand in this 
tradition. A key marketing advantage is 
communicated: “You can get the best from 
America or Europe right here in Africa”, building on 
the assumption that “you will get exactly the same 
content and quality as in the home country – at a 
better price”. For a colonised mind, this works well. 

At a second level, an African business school might 
say: “We are sensitive to our specific context. We 
therefore take the management and leadership 
theories developed in the West or elsewhere and 
interpret them in and for Africa”. 

The textbooks, case studies and intellectual basis 
of such a school therefore lie outside of Africa and 
are translated for the African context. Creative 
applications are sometimes found and – because 
the canonical names and sources are cited – African 
scholars find that there is international interest in 
what they do and publish. 
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There are only 3 
EQUIS-accredited 
schools in Africa  
two in South Africa 
and one in Egypt

One would rarely hear Harvard 
being called an “American” business 
school nor would IMD market itself  
as a “Swiss” school. They are simply 
“business schools”
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In this model, African business school academics 
are often invited to conferences to participate in 
the “African” or “emerging market” tracks. They 
are praised “for taking existing knowledge into 
new contextual applications”. The plenaries are, 
however, mostly reserved for “global” topics. 

The difficult path for academic recognition from 
Africa lies in the triple interpretation and explanation 
that is required.

•  One first has to study and understand one’s 
own context because contextual awareness is a 
given when you live on the academic periphery 

•  Then one has to study and understand – in 
English – the dominant literature and rich 
tradition of disciplinary knowledge in the West 

•  Finally one has to engage in a fusion of the  
two horizons, where the dominant knowledge 
is interpreted and applied in local contexts 

Because of the gravitational pull toward the centre, 
the problem for many African academics is – 
surprisingly – not to talk with and like the centre 
but to honour our own context. This problem is 
created because of two reasons: 

•  The lack of local knowledge implies that the 
context is always already interpreted via foreign 
spectacles with the good-quality, ready-made 
knowledge produced elsewhere. There is simply 
not a de novo interpretation possible 

•  Second, seeking such context-specific insights are 
seen as “peculiarities” not to be taken seriously if 
we wish to advance our academic careers, and are 
often – in an ironic twist - done better by outsiders 
who then go home with this “exotic” knowledge 

My guess is that this is the level at which  
most African (and perhaps also Indian and 
Latin-American?) business schools operate. 

There is, I would suggest, a third level possible, 
though its realisation is quite unlikely in the  
near future. 

In this case a business school might say: “We are 
not satisfied with mere interpretation or application 
of existing knowledge and the paradigms in which 
they function. Our task is to develop new, original 
knowledge emanating from a different paradigm”. 

Because of the current “adjective” culture, this 
kind of knowledge – if produced – will probably 
be called “indigenous” knowledge like “African 
management” on the assumption that American 
and European thinkers develop “global” knowledge. 

But this view is an improvement on the read-
and-apply approach and recognises that Africa 
has a long history of cultural achievement going 
back at least 5,500 years. I suppose there was  
a time when Egypt or the School of Alexandria 
produced “global” knowledge because they were 
at that point seen as the centre of civilization. 

Part of this critical approach (in the positive sense 
of the word) would be to question the very 
paradigm of business schools as we have seen 
them develop over the last 80 or 100 years. 

The idea that business knowledge is aimed at 
securing and further enhancing the position of 
the societal elite in the context of a predominant 
utilitarian approach to increase the private good 
of students might have to be challenged. 

And, yes, it could in probability only be challenged 
by those not steeped (or trapped?) too deeply  
in this specific knowledge production culture. 

Perhaps “African” schools could draw on the 
philosophy of Ubuntu the belief in a universal 
bond of sharing that connects all humanity,  
often expressed in the saying: “I am, because  
we are”. Based on this philosophy, one could  
ask serious questions about who has access  
to business schools, who benefits and whose 
interests are served? 

Instead of the relentless race to the top – measuring 
the success of schools inter alia by the increased 
earnings of its graduates - African schools might 
want to ask how business schools can facilitate 
access to their impressive fountain of knowledge by 
those previously or currently excluded on both social 
and financial grounds. 

“African” schools could draw on  
the philosophy of Ubuntu the belief 
in a universal bond of sharing that 
connects all humanity. Based on this 
philosophy, one could ask serious 
questions about who has access  
to business schools, who benefits  
and whose interests are served? 



EFMD Global Focus: Volume 09 Issue 03  |  2015   23What does it mean to be an “African” business school? by Piet Naudé 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Professor Piet Naudé is Director of the University of Stellenbosch 
Business School (USB) in South Africa.

Public schools in Africa will have to create a 
more inclusive model of business education – 
addressing basic business skills and fostering an 
entrepreneurial culture – while at the same time 
maintaining the higher-end education associated 
with an MBA and PhD.

African business schools might also lead the way 
in explicitly building into their very planning and 
execution the advancement of a broader public 
good (beyond the narrow claim that successful 
students pay higher taxes and thus indirectly 
serve the public good). 

It is heartening to see that accreditation bodies –  
all based outside of Africa – have in recent years 
moved to give specific credence to “societal impact” 
beyond merely increased financial earnings and are 
actually assisting African schools towards achieving 
local missions.

But perhaps the biggest contribution African – 
and other “adjective” schools in India, China and 
Latin-America – can make is to engage with our 
colleagues in the West in moving us as a global 
business school community beyond the adjectival 
stereotypes of the past. 

We must open up debates and slowly progress 
toward acknowledging the rich contextuality of all of 
our work, understanding that truly global knowledge 
can only be constructed if all localities and wisdoms 
are given honour and space. 

The crisis of capitalism, the questions around 
ecological sustainability, the enduring problem  
of morally unacceptable levels of inequality, the 
role of business in diplomacy and peace-building 
are but some of the challenges we face. 

And it would be worth it to muster our collective 
knowledge by creating liminal spaces of interaction 
that overcome the dualities of centre-periphery-
driven thinking as set out above. 

Is it not so that these problems exactly arose from 
the current dominant paradigm to which we all 
openly or quietly aspire?
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