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Race and ethnicity remain among the most powerful forces shaping
political authority, social hierarchy, and patterns of inclusion and
exclusion across Africa. While race is often framed as a colonial
imposition and ethnicity as an indigenous cultural identity, this
distinction obscures their shared function as socially constructed
ontological categories embedded in relations of power. This article
advances a comprehensive philosophical and comparative analysis of
race and ethnicity in Africa, integrating social ontology, postcolonial
theory, critical race theory, and African normative philosophy. Drawing
on case studies from Rwanda, Nigeria, Kenya, Sudan, Ghana, and
South Africa, the paper demonstrates how identity categories are
historically produced, institutionally embedded, and ethically
consequential. It develops a conceptual model linking power, ontology,
and injustice, and argues that meaningful justice and transformation in
Africa require not only institutional reform but ontological
reconstruction grounded in recognition, relationality, and shared
humanity.
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1. Introduction
Race and ethnicity continue to structure social
life, political authority, and economic
opportunity across Africa. Despite the formal
end of colonial rule, identity-based exclusion,
conflict, and inequality remain persistent
features of many African societies. Electoral
competition often follows ethnic lines, racial
hierarchies continue to shape Africa’s position
within global political and economic systems,
and citizenship is frequently mediated through
inherited identity categories rather than universal
political equality. Scholars have consistently
observed that identity remains one of the most
powerful determinants of access to resources,
political representation, and social recognition
on the continent (Mamdani, 1996; Mbembe,
2001; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013).
The salience of race and ethnicity in Africa is not
merely a residue of precolonial cultural diversity
but a product of historical processes in which
power, knowledge, and governance intersected.
Colonial rule fundamentally transformed African
societies by introducing new systems of
classification that reordered social relations and
political authority. Fanon (1967) famously
argued that colonialism operated through
racialization, producing both material
exploitation and psychological alienation. Race,
in this sense, was not simply a descriptor but a
structuring principle of domination. Even after
independence, the effects of racial ordering
persisted, shaping Africa’s marginalization
within the global system and influencing internal
social hierarchies.
Ethnicity, often treated as a more benign or
culturally authentic category, has been equally
implicated in systems of power. Mamdani (1996)
demonstrates that colonial administrations
institutionalized ethnicity through indirect rule,
transforming flexible social identities into rigid
political categories tied to territory and authority.
This process redefined belonging and citizenship,
laying the groundwork for postcolonial ethnic
politics. As a result, ethnicity in Africa cannot be
understood as a purely indigenous phenomenon
but must be analyzed as a historically produced
category shaped by colonial governance and
postcolonial state formation.
Academic discourse has long treated race and
ethnicity as analytically distinct. Race is
commonly understood as an externally imposed
colonial construct rooted in European modernity,
while ethnicity is framed as an indigenous
cultural identity grounded in shared language,

history, or tradition (Eze, 1997; Appiah, 1992).
While this distinction has historical relevance, it
risks obscuring the deeper ontological and
political functions of both categories. By
focusing on their origins rather than their
operations, scholarship sometimes fails to
account for how race and ethnicity continue to
structure social reality in similar ways.
Recent work in social ontology and critical race
theory challenges this dichotomy by
emphasizing the constructed yet materially
consequential nature of social categories.
Haslanger (2012) argues that categories such as
race exist not because of biological essence but
because they organize social relations and
distribute power and disadvantage. Mills (1997)
similarly contends that racial categories are
sustained through implicit social contracts that
normalize inequality while presenting
themselves as natural or inevitable. These
insights are particularly relevant for African
contexts, where both race and ethnicity function
as organizing principles of political life,
determining who belongs and who is excluded.
In practice, race and ethnicity in Africa operate
as social ontologies, categories that define who
counts, who belongs, and who may legitimately
exercise power. They shape institutional
arrangements, public discourse, and everyday
interactions, often becoming embedded in law,
governance, and economic structures. Mbembe
(2001) highlights how postcolonial power in
Africa continues to produce subjectivities and
social hierarchies through inherited colonial
categories, even as states formally reject racial or
ethnic discrimination. Identity, therefore, is not
merely symbolic; it is ontologically constitutive
of social reality.
The persistence of identity-based injustice has
significant normative implications. Conflicts in
Rwanda, Sudan, Nigeria, and Kenya, as well as
enduring racial inequality in South Africa,
demonstrate that identity categories can become
sites of extreme violence and structural
exclusion. Fraser (2009) argues that injustice is
not only a matter of maldistribution but also of
misrecognition—being denied equal moral and
social standing. In African societies, where
identity often mediates access to citizenship and
rights, misrecognition becomes a central
dimension of injustice.
African philosophy offers critical resources for
addressing these challenges. Wiredu (1996)
emphasizes the importance of conceptual
decolonization, arguing that African societies
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must critically examine inherited categories of
thought that structure political life. Ramose
(2002), drawing on the ethic of Ubuntu,
conceptualizes personhood as fundamentally
relational, grounded in mutual recognition and
shared humanity. From this perspective, injustice
arises when social structures deny individuals or
groups full participation in communal life on the
basis of essentialized identity.
However, African ethical thought has not always
been fully integrated into contemporary debates
on race, ethnicity, and justice. Too often,
discussions of identity politics in Africa remain
descriptive or policy-oriented, focusing on
governance reforms without interrogating the
underlying ontological assumptions about
identity and belonging. Young (2011) cautions
that without addressing structural and relational
dimensions of injustice, reforms risk reproducing
the very hierarchies they seek to dismantle.
This article argues that race and ethnicity in
Africa cannot be adequately addressed without
interrogating their ontological foundations and
normative implications. Justice and
transformation require more than policy reforms
or economic redistribution; they demand a
reconfiguration of how identity, recognition, and
belonging are socially constituted. By treating
race and ethnicity as social ontologies rather than
fixed cultural facts, it becomes possible to
critically assess their role in sustaining inequality
and exclusion.
By integrating philosophical analysis with
comparative African case studies, this paper
advances a normative framework for justice
grounded in African ethical thought and critical
social theory. It seeks to show that meaningful
transformation in Africa requires not only
institutional change but also ontological
reconstruction, a reimagining of identity
categories in ways that affirm shared humanity,
moral equality, and inclusive citizenship. In
doing so, the article contributes to broader
debates on race, ethnicity, and justice while
foregrounding African experiences and
philosophical resources.

2. Problem Statement
Despite political independence, many African
states continue to experience persistent forms of
identity-based injustice, ranging from structural
inequality and political exclusion to large-scale
violence and social fragmentation. Cases such as
Rwanda’s 1994 genocide, Nigeria’s recurring
ethno-religious conflicts, Sudan’s racialized civil

wars, and South Africa’s enduring racial
inequality demonstrate that race and ethnicity
remain central to the organization of power and
belonging. These phenomena raise fundamental
questions about how race and ethnicity function
within African societies and why they continue
to generate exclusion and injustice.
Existing scholarly and policy-oriented
explanations tend to interpret these challenges
primarily as failures of governance, institutional
design, or economic development (Collier, 2007;
Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012). While these
accounts illuminate important structural
conditions, they do not adequately explain how
race and ethnicity themselves operate as social
categories that shape political authority and
social recognition. This limitation points directly
to the first research question concerning how
race and ethnicity function as social ontological
categories in Africa.
A deeper problem lies in the historical
construction and persistence of identity
categories through relations of power. Colonial
administrations racialized African populations
and institutionalized ethnicity through systems of
indirect rule, transforming flexible social
identities into rigid political classifications
(Mamdani, 1996; Fanon, 1967). Postcolonial
states largely inherited these identity regimes,
reproducing them through law, governance, and
resource distribution. This continuity
underscores the importance of examining the
role of power in the construction and endurance
of racial and ethnic identities, directly aligning
with the second research question.
Furthermore, the persistence of identity-based
injustice suggests that race and ethnicity are not
merely descriptive categories but are
institutionally embedded in political and social
structures. Concepts such as indigeneity,
citizenship, and national belonging continue to
be mediated through racial and ethnic
frameworks in many African states (Mbembe,
2001; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013). This reality
necessitates a comparative examination of how
different African societies institutionalize
identity, corresponding to the third research
question regarding variation across contexts.
The ethical implications of these institutionalized
identities are often insufficiently addressed.
When race and ethnicity are treated as natural,
primordial, or culturally inevitable, they become
insulated from moral critique and political
transformation. Scholars such as Appiah (1992)
and Haslanger (2012) argue that this essentialism
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obscures the constructed nature of identity
categories and enables domination, exclusion,
and violence. This ethical deficit points to the
need for a normative inquiry into what forms of
justice are appropriate in contexts structured by
racial and ethnic ontology, aligning with the
fourth research question.
Finally, existing reform efforts, whether
constitutional, economic, or administrative,
frequently fail to dismantle identity-based
injustice because they leave underlying
ontological assumptions intact. As Young (2011)
and Fraser (2009) argue, justice requires not only
redistribution and institutional reform but also
recognition and structural transformation. In
African contexts, this implies the necessity of
ontological reconstruction: rethinking how
identity and belonging are socially constituted.
This challenge directly informs the fifth research
question concerning what ontological
reconstruction would entail in practice.
In sum, the problem confronting African
societies is not merely one of governance or
development but one of identity ontology.
Without critically examining how race and
ethnicity are constructed, institutionalized, and
morally evaluated, efforts toward justice and
transformation remain partial and unstable. This
study addresses these interrelated problems by
systematically linking social ontology, power,
and normative theory to the lived realities of race
and ethnicity in Africa.

3. Research Aim
The primary aim of this study is to examine race
and ethnicity in Africa as socially constructed
ontological categories shaped by historical and
contemporary power relations and to develop a
normative framework for justice and
transformation grounded in African philosophy
and comparative analysis. This aim responds to
the recognition that race and ethnicity in Africa
are not simply descriptive or cultural phenomena,
but actively produced social realities with
profound political, economic, and ethical
consequences (Fanon, 1967; Mamdani, 1996;
Mbembe, 2001). By investigating the historical
and institutional processes through which
identity categories are constructed, this study
seeks to illuminate the mechanisms that sustain
social exclusion, inequality, and violence across
African societies.
In particular, the study aims to conceptually
integrate social ontology with African normative
thought, drawing on philosophical frameworks

such as Ubuntu (Ramose, 2002; Wiredu, 1996)
to articulate a model of justice that emphasizes
relationality, recognition, and communal
belonging. Ubuntu, as an ethical and social
philosophy, provides a counterpoint to
essentialist understandings of identity,
foregrounding the interconnectedness of
individuals and communities in African contexts.
By combining this normative lens with critical
insights from social ontology (Haslanger, 2012)
and critical race theory (Mills, 1997), the study
situates African experiences of race and ethnicity
within both local and global frameworks of
power and injustice.
Finally, the aim of the study is also comparative
and practical. By analyzing diverse African
contexts, including Rwanda, Nigeria, Kenya,
Sudan, Ghana, and South Africa, the research
seeks to uncover patterns and variations in how
identity categories are constructed,
institutionalized, and mobilized for political and
social ends (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013; Mamdani,
2001). This comparative approach not only
advances theoretical understanding but also
informs practical strategies for justice and
transformation, emphasizing that meaningful
reform must address both the structural and
ontological dimensions of identity. In doing so,
the study aspires to offer a robust framework that
links historical, institutional, and ethical
perspectives, providing actionable insights for
policymakers, scholars, and civil society actors
seeking to reduce identity-based injustice in
Africa.

4. Research Objectives
Building on the aim of this study, the research
objectives are designed to systematically
investigate the social ontology of race and
ethnicity in Africa and to develop a normative
framework for justice and transformation. Each
objective aligns with a specific research question
and incorporates insights from existing
scholarship.

1.To conceptualize race and ethnicity as
socially constructed ontological categories
in African contexts.
This objective responds to the first research
question: How do race and ethnicity function
as social ontological categories in Africa?
By examining identity categories as socially
and historically produced rather than
naturally given, the study highlights their
ontological significance in shaping social
reality. This objective draws on Fanon
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(1967), who emphasizes the psychological
and social production of racialized identities
under colonial rule, and Haslanger (2012),
who articulates how social categories persist
because they structure relations of power and
resource distribution.

2.To analyze the historical and
contemporary role of power in shaping
racial and ethnic identities.
Aligned with the second research question:
What role does power play in the historical
construction and persistence of racial and
ethnic categories? This objective investigates
the ways colonial and postcolonial state
structures institutionalized identity
hierarchies. Scholars such as Mamdani
(1996) and Mbembe (2001) argue that
colonial governance, through indirect rule
and racialized administrative practices,
embedded identity categories in law and
political institutions, producing enduring
patterns of exclusion and domination.

3.To examine how race and ethnicity are
institutionalized and operationalized in
different African societies.
Addressing the third research question: How
do different African societies institutionalize
identity? This objective involves
comparative analysis of case studies
including Rwanda, Nigeria, Kenya, Sudan,
Ghana, and South Africa. This analysis
builds on Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2013), who
demonstrates the persistence of coloniality in
African governance, and Mamdani (2001),
who highlights the varying institutional
mechanisms that embed ethnic and racial
categories in the state.

4.To evaluate the normative implications
of racial and ethnic ontologies for justice,
inclusion, and social transformation.
Linked to the fourth research question, what
normative resources can guide justice and
transformation? This objective explores how
essentialized identities contribute to
misrecognition, structural inequality, and
moral exclusion. Fraser (2009) emphasizes
that justice requires both redistribution and
recognition, while Wiredu (1996) and
Ramose (2002) provide African ethical
frameworks, particularly Ubuntu, which
prioritize relationality, dignity, and shared
humanity.

5.To propose strategies for ontological
reconstruction as a foundation for
sustainable justice and transformation in
African societies.
In response to the fifth research question,
what would ontological reconstruction entail
in practice? This objective aims to develop
actionable frameworks that reconfigure the
social constitution of identity. Drawing on
Young (2011), the objective emphasizes
structural and relational dimensions of
justice, while Ubuntu philosophy (Ramose,
2002) provides practical guidance for
fostering inclusive, relational citizenship that
challenges the naturalization of race and
ethnicity.

5. Research Questions
Building on the problem statement, research aim,
and objectives, this study is guided by five
interrelated research questions. Each question is
designed to interrogate a critical dimension of
race and ethnicity in Africa, linking conceptual,
historical, institutional, and normative analysis.

1.How do race and ethnicity function as
social ontological categories in Africa?
This question addresses the conceptual and
theoretical foundation of the study, directly
corresponding to Research Objective 1. It
seeks to understand how racial and ethnic
identities are socially constituted, rather than
naturally given, and how they structure
everyday social and political life. Fanon
(1967) demonstrates how colonial regimes
produced racialized subjectivities, while
Haslanger (2012) provides a framework for
understanding social categories as relational
and power-laden. By investigating
ontological dimensions, this question
examines the mechanisms through which
identity categories define who counts as a
legitimate member of society.

2.What role does power play in the
historical construction and persistence of
racial and ethnic categories in African
societies?
Aligned with Research Objective 2, this
question investigates the ways in which both
colonial and postcolonial power relations
have shaped racial and ethnic identities.
Mamdani (1996) argues that colonial
governance transformed flexible social
identities into rigid administrative categories,
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creating enduring hierarchies, while
Mbembe (2001) highlights how postcolonial
power structures continue to reproduce these
hierarchies. This question situates identity
within broader structural and institutional
processes, allowing for an analysis of
domination, exclusion, and inequality.

3.How are racial and ethnic identities
institutionalized and operationalized
across different African states?
This comparative question corresponds to
Research Objective 3 and examines how
states embed identity categories in law,
governance, and public policy. It focuses on
specific African contexts, including Rwanda,
Nigeria, Kenya, Sudan, Ghana, and South
Africa, to understand the variation in
institutional practices and outcomes.
Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2013) emphasizes the
persistence of coloniality across African
states, showing how identity categories
remain operationalized in state institutions.
This question allows the study to move from
theoretical analysis to empirical
investigation.

4.What are the normative implications of
racial and ethnic ontologies for justice,
inclusion, and social transformation?
Corresponding to Research Objective 4, this

question explores the ethical dimensions of
identity-based exclusion. Fraser (2009)
argues that justice involves both
redistribution and recognition, while Young
(2011) emphasizes structural and relational
injustices. African ethical frameworks,
particularly Ubuntu (Ramose, 2002; Wiredu,
1996), provide alternative normative
perspectives, highlighting relationality,
communal responsibility, and dignity. This
question examines how essentialized
identities impede social justice and what
moral resources can guide transformative
strategies.

5.How can ontological reconstruction of
identity categories contribute to
sustainable justice and transformation in
African societies?
Linked to Research Objective 5, this
question seeks practical and normative
solutions. Drawing on Ubuntu philosophy
(Ramose, 2002) and insights from critical
social theory (Mills, 1997; Haslanger, 2012),
it examines how the social constitution of
identity can be reconfigured to promote
inclusive citizenship, reduce structural
inequality, and foster relational recognition.
This question bridges the theoretical and
practical dimensions of the study, providing
a foundation for actionable frameworks for
justice and transformation.

Integration of Research Questions with Objectives and Problem Statement

This alignment ensures that each research
question emerges logically from the problem

statement, maps directly to an objective, and is
grounded in both theory and scholarship. The set

Research Question Linked
Objective

Connection to Problem Statement

1. Ontology of race and
ethnicity Objective 1

Addresses the failure to conceptualize
identity as socially constructed (Fanon, 1967;

Haslanger, 2012)
2. Role of power

Objective 2
Explores how colonial and postcolonial
power reproduce racial/ethnic hierarchies

(Mamdani, 1996; Mbembe, 2001)
3. Institutionalization Objective 3

Investigates how states embed identity in law
and governance (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013)

4. Normative implications
Objective 4

Analyzes ethical consequences of
essentialized identities (Fraser, 2009;

Ramose, 2002)
5. Ontological
reconstruction

Objective 5 Guides practical frameworks for inclusive
justice (Mills, 1997; Ramose, 2002)
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of questions collectively enables a systematic
investigation from conceptual analysis → power
dynamics → institutional practices → normative
evaluation → transformative solutions.

6. Literature Review
The literature on race and ethnicity in Africa
spans multiple disciplines, including political
science, sociology, philosophy, and African
studies. This section critically examines existing
scholarship across four interrelated themes: (1)
the historical construction of racial and ethnic
identities, (2) the role of power in identity
formation, (3) institutionalization and
operationalization of identities, and (4)
normative and ethical approaches to justice and
transformation. This thematic structure aligns
with the study’s objectives and research
questions.

1. Historical Construction of Race and
Ethnicity
Scholars have long emphasized that race and
ethnicity in Africa are historically and socially
constructed, challenging notions of primordial or
fixed identities. Fanon (1967) demonstrates that
colonial regimes imposed racial categories as
instruments of domination, creating
psychological and structural inequalities that
persisted long after independence. Similarly,
Mamdani (1996) shows that colonial
administrations institutionalized ethnicity
through indirect rule, transforming flexible
precolonial social affiliations into rigid political
categories. Mbembe (2001) extends this analysis,
arguing that postcolonial states often reproduce
these colonial logics, embedding racial and
ethnic hierarchies in contemporary political and
social structures.
Other studies highlight the interplay between
indigenous social structures and colonial
interventions. Eze (1997) contends that while
ethnicity draws on shared culture, language, and
history, its political mobilization is often shaped
by external pressures, particularly during
colonial and early postcolonial state formation.
Appiah (1992) further warns against assuming
that cultural identity alone can explain political
behavior, noting that identity is continuously
negotiated through power relations and social
practices. Together, these works challenge
simplistic distinctions between race and ethnicity,
framing both as socially constructed categories
with material consequences.

2. The Role of Power in Identity Formation
Power is central to the construction and
persistence of racial and ethnic identities.
Mamdani (1996) argues that colonial states
engineered ethnic categories to facilitate control
and governance, embedding hierarchies that
continue to structure African politics. Mbembe
(2001) conceptualizes this process as “post
colony,” in which state power produces
subjectivities and social hierarchies that
normalize domination. Similarly, Ndlovu-
Gatsheni (2013) highlights the persistence of
“coloniality of power,” noting that race and
ethnicity continue to influence political authority,
citizenship, and social belonging.
Critical race theory provides additional insight
into the role of power in maintaining social
categories. Mills (1997) emphasizes that racial
hierarchies are sustained through social contracts
and institutional arrangements that render
inequality invisible or natural. Haslanger (2012)
frames categories such as race and ethnicity as
social constructs that structure power relations,
making them both durable and politically
consequential. In African contexts, these
analyses reveal that identity is not merely a
cultural marker but a site of contestation,
domination, and regulation.

3. Institutionalization and Operationalization
of Identities
The institutional embedding of racial and ethnic
categories has profound implications for
governance, citizenship, and social life. Ndlovu-
Gatsheni (2013) argues that postcolonial African
states have inherited colonial frameworks that
regulate inclusion and exclusion, often
reproducing inequality. Mamdani (2001)
similarly illustrates how the state in Africa acts
as both an arbiter and amplifier of ethnic
hierarchies, mediating access to resources,
political office, and legal recognition.
Comparative analyses highlight variation in how
identities are operationalized. Rwanda, for
example, experienced catastrophic consequences
from rigid ethnic classification, culminating in
genocide (Prunier, 1995). In Nigeria, ethno-
religious conflicts reveal how federal structures
and identity politics intersect to shape political
competition (Suberu, 2001). Kenya’s electoral
politics demonstrates the mobilization of ethnic
identity through patronage networks (Barkan,
2009), while Sudan’s racialized civil wars reflect
the intersection of Arabization policies and
ethnic marginalization (Young, 2005). Ghana, by
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contrast, illustrates a relatively stable
management of ethnic diversity through
constitutionalism and civic nationalism (Lentz,
2006). These cases show that institutional
arrangements, historical legacies, and elite
strategies co-produce the social significance of
identity categories.

4. Normative and Ethical Approaches to
Justice and Transformation
While descriptive and historical analyses
dominate the literature, scholars increasingly
emphasize the normative and ethical dimensions
of identity-based injustice. Fraser (2009) argues
that justice requires both redistribution and
recognition; exclusion based on race or ethnicity
constitutes both structural and symbolic injustice.
Young (2011) further highlights the relational
dimension of justice, emphasizing that social
structures systematically disadvantage certain
groups even without overt discrimination.
African philosophical perspectives provide
additional tools for normative inquiry. Wiredu
(1996) advocates for conceptual decolonization,
urging African societies to critically examine
inherited categories of thought and governance.
Ramose (2002) emphasizes Ubuntu as a
relational ethical framework that privileges
communal responsibility, shared humanity, and
inclusive recognition. Applied to racial and
ethnic ontologies, Ubuntu suggests that
meaningful transformation requires rethinking
identity not as a fixed, divisive category but as a
relational and morally accountable construct.
These perspectives underscore the study’s
argument that justice and transformation in
Africa must engage both institutional reform and
ontological reconstruction.

5. Gaps in the Literature
Despite extensive scholarship, key gaps remain.
Most studies either (1) focus on descriptive
accounts of ethnicity and race (e.g., Suberu,
2001; Barkan, 2009), (2) emphasize historical
legacies without addressing contemporary
normative implications (e.g., Mamdani, 1996;
Mbembe, 2001), or (3) provide normative
frameworks without integrating empirical
comparative analysis (e.g., Ramose, 2002;
Wiredu, 1996). Few studies systematically link
social ontology, historical power structures,
institutionalization, and African normative
theory, leaving a conceptual and practical gap in
understanding how identity-based injustice can
be addressed comprehensively. This study seeks

to fill this gap by combining philosophical
analysis with comparative African case studies
to develop a robust framework for justice and
transformation.

Summary
The literature establishes that race and ethnicity
in Africa are socially constructed, historically
rooted in power relations, institutionalized
through governance, and ethically consequential.
By critically reviewing these works, the study
situates its research questions within a rich
scholarly tradition while identifying the need for
integrated, ontologically informed, and
normatively grounded analysis. This literature
review thus provides the foundation for the
study’s theoretical framework, methodology, and
comparative case study design.

7. Theoretical and Ethical Framework
This study adopts a multi-theoretical and
ethically grounded framework to analyze race
and ethnicity in Africa, combining insights from
social ontology, critical race theory (CRT), and
African normative philosophy (Ubuntu).
Together, these perspectives provide conceptual,
analytical, and moral tools to understand how
identity is socially constructed, historically
embedded, institutionally operationalized, and
ethically evaluated.

1. Social Ontology of Race and Ethnicity
Social ontology focuses on the nature, existence,
and function of social categories. Haslanger
(2012) argues that social categories such as race
exist not because of inherent characteristics but
because they structure social relations, distribute
power, and produce material consequences.
Applied to Africa, social ontology allows for the
analysis of racial and ethnic categories as
constitutive elements of political and social
reality rather than neutral descriptors.
Fanon (1967) demonstrates that colonial racial
hierarchies shaped not only institutions but also
the consciousness and subjectivity of African
populations. Similarly, Mills (1997) highlights
the enduring social contracts that maintain racial
categories and hierarchies. By foregrounding the
ontological status of identity, this framework
enables a deeper understanding of why
institutional reforms often fail when identity
categories themselves remain unchallenged.

2. Critical Race Theory (CRT)
CRT complements social ontology by
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emphasizing structural, relational, and historical
dimensions of racialized power. CRT scholars
argue that racism and identity-based exclusion
are embedded in legal, political, and social
institutions, producing inequality that persists
even in the absence of explicit discrimination
(Mills, 1997; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).
In the African context, Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2013)
applies the concept of coloniality of power,
showing that postcolonial states reproduce
colonial hierarchies through governance,
citizenship policies, and resource distribution.
CRT provides analytical tools to identify and
critique these structural mechanisms,
emphasizing that justice requires both
recognition of social categories and
transformation of the systems that sustain
inequality.

3. Ubuntu Philosophy as a Normative
Framework
Ubuntu, a central African ethical and
philosophical tradition, offers a normative lens
for justice and transformation. Ramose (2002)
and Wiredu (1996) describe Ubuntu as
emphasizing relational personhood, communal
responsibility, and mutual recognition. From this
perspective, a person’s identity is not isolated or
purely individual but defined through
interactions with others in the community.

Applied to race and ethnicity, Ubuntu challenges
the essentialization of identity, advocating for
social arrangements that foster inclusion, moral
recognition, and shared humanity. It aligns with
Fraser’s (2009) dual emphasis on redistribution
and recognition while providing an African
philosophical grounding for ethical evaluation of
identity-based injustice.

4. Integrating Theoretical Perspectives
By combining social ontology, CRT, and Ubuntu,
this framework allows the study to:

1.Analyze identity categories as socially
constructed and historically embedded
(Fanon, 1967; Haslanger, 2012; Mamdani,
1996).
2.Examine how power structures
institutionalize and reproduce identity-based
hierarchies (Mills, 1997; Ndlovu-Gatsheni,
2013; Mbembe, 2001).
3.Assess the normative implications for
justice, inclusion, and transformation,
drawing on African ethical philosophy
(Ramose, 2002; Wiredu, 1996) and critical
theory (Fraser, 2009; Young, 2011).

This integrative approach ensures that the study
addresses both empirical and normative
dimensions of race and ethnicity, moving from
descriptive analysis to actionable frameworks for
justice.

5. Conceptual Model
The following conceptual model synthesizes the framework:

[Historical Power Structures]
│
▼

[Social Ontology of Identity]
│
▼

[Institutionalization & Operationalization]
│
▼

[Normative Evaluation & Ubuntu Ethics]
│
▼

[Justice, Inclusion, & Transformative Action]
Figure 1: Conceptual Model of Race and Ethnicity in Africa

Explanation:
 Historical Power Structures: Colonial

and postcolonial governance shape the
production of identity categories (Mamdani,
1996; Mbembe, 2001).

 Social Ontology: Identity categories are
socially constructed, relational, and
materially consequential (Haslanger, 2012;
Fanon, 1967).

 Institutionalization: States operationalize
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identity in law, governance, and policy
(Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013).

 Normative Evaluation: Ubuntu and
critical theory guide ethical assessment
(Ramose, 2002; Fraser, 2009).

 Transformative Action: Policies and
social interventions aim to achieve justice,
inclusion, and relational equality.

Summary
This theoretical and ethical framework provides
a multi-layered lens to understand race and
ethnicity in Africa. It allows the study to
connect historical processes, power relations,
institutional practices, and ethical imperatives
into a coherent analytical and normative
structure. By combining social ontology, CRT,
and Ubuntu, the framework ensures that the
study not only analyzes the construction and
consequences of racial and ethnic identities but
also develops practical, philosophically
grounded strategies for justice and
transformation.

8. Research Methodology
This study employs a qualitative, comparative
case study methodology to examine race and
ethnicity in Africa as socially constructed,
ontologically embedded categories and to
develop a normative framework for justice and
transformation. The methodology integrates
historical analysis, institutional study, and
normative evaluation, allowing for a multi-
dimensional exploration of identity in diverse
African contexts.

1. Research Design
A comparative case study design is used to
analyze how racial and ethnic identities are
constructed, institutionalized, and ethically
evaluated across different African states. This
design allows for in-depth exploration of
context-specific dynamics while identifying

patterns and variations that inform theory and
practice (Yin, 2018).
The study focuses on six African countries as
case studies: Rwanda, Nigeria, Kenya, Sudan,
Ghana, and South Africa. These countries were
selected based on their historical and
contemporary experiences with race and
ethnicity, including:
 Rwanda: Ethnic classification and

genocide (Prunier, 1995)
 Nigeria: Ethno-religious conflict and

federalism (Suberu, 2001)
 Kenya: Electoral politics and ethnic

mobilization (Barkan, 2009)
 Sudan: Racialized civil wars and

Arabization (Young, 2005)
 Ghana: Ethnic diversity and institutional

stability (Lentz, 2006)
 South Africa: Enduring racial inequality

and post-apartheid transformation
(Seekings & Nattrass, 2005)

This comparative design enables the study to
examine institutional variation, historical
legacies, and normative possibilities.

2. Research Approach
The study adopts a qualitative approach
combining:

1.Historical and archival analysis to trace the
construction of racial and ethnic categories
over time (Fanon, 1967; Mamdani, 1996).
2.Institutional analysis to examine laws,
policies, and governance structures that
operationalize identity (Ndlovu-Gatsheni,
2013).
3.Normative and ethical analysis to evaluate
justice, recognition, and transformation
using Ubuntu philosophy and critical theory
(Ramose, 2002; Fraser, 2009).

This approach aligns with the study’s theoretical
framework, allowing for integration of empirical
data with normative evaluation.
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3. Data Collection Methods
Data were collected using multiple sources of
evidence to ensure triangulation and validity
(Yin, 2018):

4. Data Analysis
Data analysis follows a three-pronged approach:

1.Thematic Analysis: Identify recurring
themes in historical records, policy
documents, and scholarly literature related to
identity, power, and justice (Braun & Clarke,
2006).
2.Comparative Analysis: Examine cross-
country differences and similarities in the
institutionalization and operationalization of
race and ethnicity. This addresses Research
Question 3 on how identities are
operationalized across contexts.
3.Normative Analysis: Evaluate findings
through the lens of Ubuntu philosophy and
critical social theory to derive implications
for justice, inclusion, and transformation
(Ramose, 2002; Fraser, 2009; Young, 2011).
The integration of these methods ensures
that the study addresses ontological,
structural, and ethical dimensions
simultaneously.

5. Reliability, Validity, and Ethical
Considerations
 Reliability: Triangulation across multiple

data sources ensures consistent and credible
findings (Yin, 2018).

 Validity: The comparative design and
use of multiple case studies allow internal
validity (understanding causal mechanisms

within cases) and external validity
(transferability of insights across contexts).

 Ethical Considerations: The study uses
publicly available data and secondary
sources, ensuring confidentiality and
ethical compliance. Analyses of sensitive
historical events, such as genocide or civil
war, are conducted with academic rigor and
ethical sensitivity, avoiding sensationalism.

6. Strengths and Limitations of the
Methodology
Strengths:
 Integrates historical, institutional, and

normative analysis.
 Allows for context-specific insights and

cross-country comparison.
 Provides a basis for developing

actionable, philosophically grounded
recommendations for justice.

Limitations:
 Reliance on secondary data may limit

access to primary experiences.
 Comparative design cannot capture all

African countries; findings are illustrative
rather than exhaustive.

 Normative evaluation is influenced by
interpretive frameworks (Ubuntu, critical
theory), which may not capture all ethical
perspectives.

7. Linkage to Theoretical Framework and
Objectives
The methodology is explicitly linked to the
study’s theoretical and ethical framework:
 Social ontology guides the analysis of

Data Source Description Purpose
Archival documents Colonial and postcolonial

administrative records,
government policies

To analyze historical
construction of identity
categories

Policy documents Constitutions, citizenship
laws, electoral regulations

To study institutionalization
of race and ethnicity

Scholarly literature Peer-reviewed articles,
books, reports

To integrate existing
knowledge and theoretical
insights

Case-specific reports NGO, UN, and civil society
reports

To examine contemporary
social and political
consequences

Secondary datasets Census data, electoral
records, inequality indices

To provide empirical context
and comparative analysis
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how identities are constructed and
maintained.

 CRT informs the examination of power,
inequality, and institutionalized exclusion.

 Ubuntu philosophy guides normative
evaluation and transformative
recommendations.

Objective Methodological Approach
Conceptualize identity Thematic analysis of literature and historical texts

Analyze power Archival research and policy review
Examine institutionalization Comparative analysis of case studies and legal documents

Evaluate normative implications Ethical analysis using Ubuntu and CRT frameworks
Propose ontological reconstruction Integrative synthesis combining findings and normative

insights

This methodology ensures that the study’s
research questions, objectives, and theoretical
framework are fully integrated, providing a
robust, journal-ready foundation for the
subsequent discussion and findings sections.

Discussion and Findings
This section presents the analysis of race and
ethnicity in Africa through six case studies:
Rwanda, Nigeria, Kenya, Sudan, Ghana, and
South Africa. Findings are organized according
to the study’s research questions and structured
around three dimensions: ontological
construction of identity, institutionalization and
operationalization, and normative implications
for justice and transformation. Comparative
tables and conceptual figures illustrate patterns
and differences across cases.

1. Ontological Construction of Race and
Ethnicity

Across all six cases, race and ethnicity function
as socially constructed categories rather than
natural or fixed identities, consistent with the
social ontology framework (Haslanger, 2012;
Fanon, 1967). Colonial histories played a central
role in rigidifying identity categories:
 Rwanda: The Belgian colonial

administration codified Hutu and Tutsi
identities through identity cards, creating
rigid ethnic classifications that persisted
into the postcolonial era (Prunier, 1995).

 Nigeria: British colonial indirect rule

reinforced ethnic divisions, privileging
some groups over others for administrative
purposes (Suberu, 2001).

 Kenya: Colonial land policies and
postcolonial political mobilization
strengthened ethnic identities, particularly
in electoral contexts (Barkan, 2009).

 Sudan: Arabization policies
institutionalized racialized ethnic
hierarchies between northern and southern
populations (Young, 2005).

 Ghana: Colonial rule influenced regional
and ethnic divisions, but post-independence
governance emphasized civic nationalism
to moderate identity-based exclusion
(Lentz, 2006).

 South Africa: Apartheid codified race as
a legal and social hierarchy, producing
long-term structural inequality (Seekings &
Nattrass, 2005).

Key Insight: Identity categories are relational,
socially produced, and historically contingent,
confirming that ontological analysis is critical to
understanding power and exclusion.

2. Institutionalization and
Operationalization of Identities

Race and ethnicity are embedded in institutional
structures in all six countries, with varying
consequences for social inclusion and exclusion.
Table 1 summarizes the institutional mechanisms
across cases

Table 1: Institutionalization of Race and Ethnicity Across Case Studies

Country Institutional
Mechanism

Impact on
Social/Political
Life

Rwanda Ethnic ID cards,
quotas in
government

Heightened
polarization →
1994 genocide
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Key Insight: Institutional frameworks both
reflect and reinforce social ontologies of race
and ethnicity. Policies that fail to address
ontological assumptions of identity often
exacerbate inequality and conflict.

3. Normative Implications and Ethical
Evaluation
Using Ubuntu philosophy (Ramose, 2002) and
critical theory (Fraser, 2009; Young, 2011), the
study evaluates the ethical consequences of
identity-based institutionalization:
 Exclusion and misrecognition: Rwanda,

Nigeria, and Sudan illustrate how rigid
identity categories deny communal
recognition and moral agency to
marginalized groups.

 Structural inequality: South Africa
demonstrates the long-term effects of
legally codified racial hierarchies, despite
post-apartheid redistribution efforts.

 Relational justice: Ghana’s emphasis on
civic nationalism aligns with Ubuntu
principles, fostering inclusion and
relational recognition.

 Transformative potential: Kenya’s
electoral system and Nigeria’s federalism
highlight the challenges and opportunities
of institutional reform in ethnically diverse
societies.

┌────────────────────┐
│Exclusion & Violence│

└─────────┬──────────┘
│

┌────────▼─────────┐
│Institutionalization│
│ of Identity │

└────────┬──────────┘
│

┌─────────▼──────────┐
│Ubuntu-Based Justice │
│ Inclusion & Harmony│

└─────────┬─────────┘
│

┌────────▼──────────┐
│Transformative Action│
│ Structural Reform &│

Nigeria Federalism,
ethnic quotas in
public office

Ethno-religious
tensions and
political
competition

Kenya Electoral
constituency
allocation, land
tenure

Ethnic
mobilization in
elections;
patronage
networks

Sudan Arabization
policies, resource
allocation

Marginalization of
southern and non-
Arab populations

Ghana Regional
representation,
civic nationalism

Relative ethnic
harmony;
inclusive
governance

South
Africa

Apartheid legal
classification,
affirmative action

Persistent racial
inequality; post-
apartheid reforms
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│ Relational Ethics │
└───────────────────┘

Figure 2: Ethical Evaluation of Identity-Based Institutionalization Using Ubuntu Principles

Key Insight: Justice in African contexts requires addressing both the structural mechanisms of exclusion and the
ontological assumptions underlying identity, moving from recognition of social categories to relational and
transformative action.

4. Comparative Patterns Across Cases

Table 2: Comparative Analysis of Key Findings Across Case Studies

Analysis:
1.Countries with rigid colonial legacies and
exclusionary policies (Rwanda, Sudan,
South Africa) face higher structural
inequality and social conflict.
2.Countries emphasizing civic nationalism
and inclusive governance (Ghana) show
better alignment with Ubuntu ethics and
relational justice.
3.Comparative findings highlight the
interdependence of historical, institutional,
and normative dimensions of identity,
reinforcing the argument that ontological
reconstruction is central to justice.

5. Key Findings
1.Race and ethnicity are socially constructed
ontological categories shaped by historical
and political processes (Fanon, 1967;

Haslanger, 2012).
2.Institutional mechanisms reinforce or
mitigate identity-based exclusion, with
colonial legacies strongly influencing
contemporary outcomes (Mamdani, 1996;
Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013).
3.Normative evaluation through Ubuntu and
critical theory demonstrates that justice
requires both recognition and structural
reform (Ramose, 2002; Fraser, 2009; Young,
2011).
4.Comparative analysis reveals patterns and
exceptions, indicating that governance and
policy design can either exacerbate or
alleviate identity-based injustice.
5.Ontological reconstruction of identity is a
necessary precondition for sustainable
justice, requiring both philosophical insight
and practical institutional reform.

Dimensio
n

Rwanda Nigeria Kenya Sudan Ghana South
Africa

Historical
Constructi
on

Colonial
ethnic
codificatio
n

Indirect
rule;
ethnic
privileging

Land &
ethnic
mobilizati
on

Arabization
& racial
hierarchies

Colonial
regional
divisions

Apartheid
racial
classificatio
n

Institution
alization

Quotas,
ID cards

Federalism
, ethnic
quotas

Electoral
boundaries

Resource
allocation Civic

nationalism

Legal racial
hierarchy

Social
Conseque
nces

Genocide Conflict &
competitio
n

Electoral
tensions

Civil war &
marginalizati
on

Relative
stability

Persistent
inequality

Normativ
e
Implicatio
ns

Severe
misrecogn
ition

Partial
inclusion

Moderate
misrecogn
ition

Exclusion &
marginalizati
on

Recognition
& inclusion

Redistributi
on efforts
needed

Ubuntu-
Informed
Solutions

Reconcilia
tion &
communal
restoration

Inclusive
federal
reforms

Relational
electoral
reforms

Integrative
national
identity
policies

Maintain
civic
cohesion

Structural
transformati
on &
recognition
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Conclusions
This study examined race and ethnicity in Africa
through the lens of social ontology, critical race
theory, and Ubuntu philosophy, analyzing six
case studies: Rwanda, Nigeria, Kenya, Sudan,
Ghana, and South Africa. The findings
demonstrate that race and ethnicity are socially
constructed categories historically shaped by
colonial power, institutionalized in governance
structures, and ethically consequential for justice,
inclusion, and transformation.
Key conclusions include:

1.Ontological construction matters: Identity
categories in Africa are relational and
socially produced, not fixed or primordial.
Policies or reforms that fail to address the
social ontology of identity risk perpetuating
exclusion (Fanon, 1967; Haslanger, 2012).
2.Historical power shapes contemporary
outcomes: Colonial and postcolonial
governance embedded racial and ethnic
hierarchies, influencing contemporary
political authority, resource distribution, and
citizenship (Mamdani, 1996; Mbembe,
2001).
3.Institutionalization affects inclusion and
justice: States operationalize identity in ways
that either exacerbate or mitigate inequality.
Rwanda, Sudan, and South Africa illustrate
the consequences of rigid, exclusionary
frameworks, while Ghana demonstrates the
stabilizing potential of civic nationalism
(Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013; Lentz, 2006).
4.Normative reconstruction is essential:
Justice in African societies requires
addressing both structural inequality and
ethical recognition. Ubuntu philosophy
emphasizes relational personhood,
communal responsibility, and inclusion as
guiding principles for ethical and
transformative interventions (Ramose, 2002;
Wiredu, 1996).
5.Comparative insights inform
transformation: Cross-country analysis
highlights patterns of exclusion, institutional
variance, and pathways for normative
reconstruction. Countries that integrate
relational ethics and inclusive governance
demonstrate greater potential for sustainable
justice and social cohesion.

Recommendations
Based on these findings, the study provides
the following practical and normative

recommendations for policymakers, civil
society, and scholars:
1.Integrate ontological awareness into policy
design: African states should recognize that
race and ethnicity are socially constructed,
requiring policies that avoid essentializing
identity while promoting inclusion and
equality.
2.Reform institutional frameworks: Electoral,
legal, and citizenship structures should be
reviewed to mitigate identity-based
exclusion, drawing lessons from Ghana’s
civic nationalism and Kenya’s attempts at
relational electoral representation.
3.Promote Ubuntu-inspired social programs:
Initiatives that foster relational recognition,
reconciliation, and communal responsibility,
such as post-conflict reconciliation in
Rwanda, should be strengthened and scaled
across contexts.
4.Combine redistribution and recognition:
Following Fraser (2009), justice programs
should simultaneously address economic
inequality and social misrecognition,
ensuring that marginalized communities
have both material resources and moral
recognition.
5.Encourage comparative learning:
Policymakers and scholars should leverage
cross-country insights to adapt context-
specific strategies, acknowledging historical
legacies, institutional arrangements, and
cultural norms in crafting transformative
interventions.
6.Support interdisciplinary research: Future
scholarship should continue to integrate
historical, institutional, and normative
perspectives, providing actionable
frameworks for justice grounded in African
ethical thought and critical social theory.
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