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EXPLORING THE POTENTIAL
OF AN ECOSOCIAL APPROACH
FOR AFRICAN SOCIAL
WORK EDUCATION

James Kutu Obeng and Michael Emru Tadesse

Abstract: English

As the global environmental crisis continues to threaten the wellbeing and livelihood of people in
marginalised communities like those in Africa, the social work profession is urged to expand its
curriculum to include natural environmental concerns. This would enable social work to under-
stand and respond to the interactive and interdependent concerns of social, economic, political,
and environmental factors. This chapter centres an ecosocial approach in African social work edu-
cation to decolonise professional knowledge, promote indigenous wisdom about human-nature
relatedness, and facilitate environmental sustainability in Africa. An important empirical starting
point is to examine how African universities have conceptualised and operationalised the ‘envi-
ronment’ within the social work curriculum. We reviewed the undergraduate social work curricula
of 12 African universities based in Ethiopia, Ghana, Nigeria, and South Africa to determine to
what extent the concepts of the ecosocial approach and its key components like ecology and
the natural environment are addressed in African social work curricula. The results show that
the Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) programmes/curricula of the different universities do not
adequately capture the content of an ecosocial approach (or the significance of the natural envi-
ronment for human wellbeing). We recommend that BSW programmes in Africa should consider
a mandatory module/course in an ecosocial approach, emphasise transdisciplinarity; and use field
practicum to promote an ecosocial approach.

Abstract: Amharic

PAATR Ab& PANNMN, $@N N+IAe TMUNZANT N PA APFT RUTITT AT dO+8RLP7T
RRJ AR APMA 2784 NHU IC N+LPH PTIUNLR Né- (PAAA PCH) AP PATTRUS S NIFTT
PALARANE SHFFT NACY+H-FIRUCH BN AT8.PNTT M APHLLIANT 154 £UT &L
PAUNGR NG > P@m P+ANG MUNGR T PMLYNFR T 7AtNR AT NI1TPUSLE $@NTT
NASINM 278,485 TPAR ATRNAD PATFAPA 1A £300FA: PHU FPO0L& AATIT® PNITPUSLB-
MUNER (AN-NAQA) &N AN AREZN PTIUNER Né FIRUCT PADT ATRP APTD ATRAPT
100 YT MELF NAGLN PTIUNER N TP O@-T7 NPT AIHF ATIAPPT PAML AT+ D
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@7+ INCT NTLMANT ATC NPA ADPFTT ATIIANT AT HA® PP PHLMEC mNPT ATIN
2484 NAY ATIRTAT: BUTYIR AATH ATRANT AT8/87F ATLODYR 'PA&sN PARUNLP N
NCY+-FIRUCT 9oY PUA NIIRUBCTY AT NITPUSLR-TRUNLP &N AANT PORaRAN+ BHETY
ANEA? PIRA AMPAL 192799 ANYLTA: LUTIIR 99927a) PR/9)1M- NAM G AT Ph&ZN
RLACALPF @NM NARTTF PAREAR/ P 814 PARUNLP N NCYH-FIRUCT AOHONT AL 0=
ATHU RLACAPF NATCXPT NJTT NTLELP AT NLM A&Zh PAUTT §FM-= PoI9RTMM-
MMt ATLMPAPE NRLACALPE ®ND NM7F PARER/P 891/ PMUNLP Nd NCY+-
FIRUCH AOHANF N N192USCT AT NITRUBLP-TUNEP &N AANT PARMAR+E EHPT
NN Ui ARTHIR: NHU NARYAT Payn+AtT JRRLYANT NAGZN ATRTT PAREAR/P 89/
PMUNLP Né PHIRUCT RCYINCT ACCAMT ATDEAY: ATLET PHIRUCT dRCYaINCHE
ANT8E PUT NI9PUSBLR-TUNLR &IN AANT PR+t PORUNLP Ne- PHIRUCT hCh mege
B A NPCE AT NPNTIG ATAAT: A+TET ABCY INCE +TLPFFOT ML +INCP AJRIR L
AN NIIRUBLP-TUNEP &0 AANT NITRF AT8 LA ATTRALAT:

Abstract: Akan

Oyene a ewo abodee mu nneema a atwa yen ho ahyia mu de ohaw aba nnipa asetena mu ankanka
won a w’asetena mu ye den a wofiri Abibiman mu. Wei de asedee foforo abre adwumakuo a
wohwe nnipa asetena mu nsem s09, s€¢ wobe tretre won ahyee mu de abodee mu nneema a atwa yen
ho ahyia mu nsem beka w’adesua ne asedee ho. Ne saa beboa ama adwumakuo a wohwe nnipa
asetena mu nsem soo anya nteasee, atumi de ntotoee papa aba nnipa nkitahodie a efa w’asetena
mu, wonsikasem, w’amammuosem ho, ne abodee mu nneema a atwa yen ho ahyia ho nsem mu.
Krataa fa yi si no pi se, adesua a efa nkabom ho wo nnipa asetena mu ne abodee mu nneema a
atwa yen ho ahyia hia ma adwumakuo a wohwe nnipa asetena mu nsem sod wo Abibiman mu.
Saa adesua yi beboa ama adwumakuo a wohwe nnipa asetena mu nsem soo atumi apaw nimdee
a ne fapem gyina abrofo-nyansa ne nkoasom s0o, ama nimdee a efiri kuro mma ne nananom ho a
efa nnipa ne abodee ho abusuabo akoso, na aboa Abibiman anamontuo a ede kanko beba abodee
mu nneema a atwa yen ho ahyia na atena ho daadaa. €dikan no, na ebehia se yehwehwe nwoma a
sukuupon a wowo Abibiman mu ahyehye de ama sukuufoo a w’ahye w’adesua ase efa asetena mu
dwumadie mu nsem so. Yenhwehwemuu no kogyinaa sukuupon dummienu a wowo aman a edidi
s0o yi: Ethiopia, Ghana, Nigeria, ne South Africa. Yehwee mpenpensoo a sukuupon ahodoo no de
adesua a efa nkabom wo nnipa asetena mu nsem ne abodee mu nneema a atwa yen ho ahyia mu
nsem de aka asetena mu dwumadie nwoma mu. Nea efiri nhwehwemu no puee kyere se nwoma a
sukuupon ahodoo no ahyehye de ama sukuufoo a w’ahye w’adesua ase efa asetena mu dwumadie
s00 no enni adesuadee a efa nkabom wo nnipa asetena mu nsem ne ’abodee mu nneema a atwa
yen ho ahyia’ nsem so. Ne saa enti, ye krataa yi rekamfo de ama sukuupon a wowo Abibiman mu
se wobehyehye nwoma afa nkabom wo nnipa asetena mu nsem ne abodee mu nneema a atwa yen
ho ahyia mu nsem. Afei nso ebehia se sukuupon ahodoo no ne afoforo a wonim de wo abodee mu
nneema a atwa yen ho ahyia mu nsem ne ankorankoran a won dwumadie efa abodee mu nneema
a atwa yen ho ahyia mu nsem, ne yen kuro mpaninfoo ne nananom nyansa fa asaase so nsem ho
nyinaa beka abom ahyehye nwoma no de akyere adesua papa yi.

Introduction

Since the industrial revolution started in the 18th century, climate change, biodiversity loss, natural
disasters, environmental degradation, waste, and pollution have been increasing globally. These
crises largely result from the capitalist/neoliberal system that thrives on market economy growth
while externalising social and environmental costs (Raworth, 2017).
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Global recognition of environmental crises has been increasing and the need for humans to
live in more sustainable ways without impairing the wellbeing of all lifeforms in the present
and the future has become more pronounced. Evidence shows that environmental crises dispro-
portionately affect the poorest countries of the world, and in these countries, people with low
incomes, women, children, and marginalised ethnic groups are impacted more (Dominelli, 2012;
Muzingili, 2016). Similarly, in rich countries people with low incomes and those with ethnic
minority backgrounds suffer the gravest effects of environmental crises (Nesmith and Smyth,
2015).

At the very least, social work is concerned with the most disadvantaged populations and com-
munities, who face social and environmental injustices resulting from environmental crises.
Therefore, social work is called upon to ameliorate these effects on lives and livelihoods (Jones,
2012). Notably, social work professionals have been involved in the evacuation and resettlement
of people who suffer the effects of natural disasters like flooding, landslides, storms, and droughts
in many countries around the world (Dominelli, 2012). Yet, social work has been criticised as
being a pawn in a chess game for, amongst other things, contributing to the sustenance of capitalist
hegemony (Boetto, 2016); being a grand colonial pacifist atoning for the colonial wrongs of the
West through charity (Mtetwa and Muchacha, 2020); and being too slow to take a political stand
against the destructive economic and political structures affecting sustainability. This shows that
social work must do more than ameliorate the consequences of environmental crises; it should
holistically pursue environmental sustainability as being interlinked with social and economic
sustainability and join the global movement that seeks to steer people towards a more sustainable
future (Jones, 2012).

Social work must therefore shift from its human-centeredness to an ecosocial-centred approach,
to facilitate sustainability (Boetto, 2016). To do so, social work must solve its major paradox by
attaining congruence among its ontological (being), epistemological (thinking), and methodologi-
cal (doing) dimensions, based on holism and interdependence (Boetto, 2016).

Social work education is a medium through which an ecosocial transition can be achieved, that
is, by expanding the social work curriculum to include environmental perspectives (Jones, 2012;
Muzingili, 2016; Nesmith and Smyth, 2015). An ecosocial work content in social work curricula
will help to shape social work professional knowledge and values (epistemology) needed to pro-
mote its identity as being interconnected with nature (ontology) and social work practice (method-
ology) with historically oppressed people, like those in Africa.

Africa happens to be one of the most massively affected continents when it comes to unsustain-
able global practices having a toll on the continent’s development. The continent has historically
suffered social, economic, and environmental injustices like colonisation, slavery, racism, poverty,
food insecurity, war, and natural resource exploitation, and it is in urgent need of sustainabil-
ity transformation. Moreover, the continent is exceptionally vulnerable to the impacts of climate
change. The 2021 State of the Climate Africa report shows that Ethiopia experienced severe dry
conditions and prolonged drought; Ghana experienced a short rainy season; Nigeria experienced
dust storms, dry spells, and flooding that led to a cholera outbreak; and South Africa experienced
rainfall deficits and rising sea levels (World Meteorological Organization (WMO), 2022). Also,
the effect of climate change and human pressure on water has led to the shrinkage of Lake Chad,
which borders Chad, Cameroon, Nigeria, and Niger.

Even though these environmental miseries prominently feature as key contemporary challenges
jeopardising the living conditions of African people, they are sometimes overlooked in social work
(Spitzer, 2019). While environmental crises in Africa do not only concern social work, social work
is better positioned in terms of understanding the interactive effects of environmental crises on the
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livelihoods of (vulnerable) people and ways to effectively intervene in their lives. In this chapter,
we discuss the need for an ecosocial work course/module in African social work education with
the hope that this can improve practitioners’ knowledge and skills to effectively intervene in the
lives of Africans whose challenges are interlinked in environmental, social, and economic dimen-
sions.

Self-Reflection: Connections to Ecosocial Worldview

In this section, we embrace an ecosocial worldview by recounting our lived experiences of how
nature is embedded in our lives and our social work education, and how we became more mindful
of our connections with nature.

Kutu: I trace my connection to the natural environment first to my ethnic identity where my
clan is aligned to a totemic animal and my early childhood beginnings in a nature-abundant town
in Ghana. Due to nature’s propinquity to me while growing up, I remember I frequently went into
nature to fetch ground water, search for food, play with friends, and engage in many other activi-
ties. I also witnessed first-hand how natural hazards like storms, flooding, and bushfires destroyed
people’s livelihoods. Looking back, I did not place much premium on how nature directly affected
my wellbeing. Also, my social work education (bachelor’s and master’s degrees), received in
Ghana, Portugal, Norway, and Sweden, was limited to humans and our social environment, while
concerns about the natural environment were largely relegated to the background.

Tadesse: Until very recently, I had not paid enough attention to the natural environment and
concepts such as the ecosocial approach. First, I was born and raised in an Ethiopian city where
there was not much emphasis on the natural environment. Urbanisation and ‘modernisation’ were
much more valued than the natural environment, especially by young people. Furthermore, even
though my family sometimes raised domestic animals such as chickens and grew vegetables, I did
not appreciate it. As a child, I even considered such practices backward. My university degrees
and teaching experiences in sociology and social work in Ethiopia and Germany also did not help
much when it came to truly understanding and appreciating the natural environment and concepts
such as the ecosocial approach. My tendency as a university student and lecturer was to leave such
issues to the ‘professionals,’ i.e., ecologists and other natural scientists.

But as ‘the world has a way of guiding your steps’ (Kimmerer, 2013), we had our epiphany
moment for the natural environment and ecosocial work while applying for our doctoral study
in the same project: Applying Sustainability Transition Research in Social Work Tackling Major
Societal Challenge of Social Inclusion (ASTRA). The project applies transdisciplinary sustain-
ability transition research in social work and underlines the interconnectivity of ecological, social,
and economic drivers of (un)sustainability.

We duly acknowledge our background and positionality as Black Africans who have received
social work education both in Africa and in Europe. We thus author this chapter as insiders
with strong connections to our roots and not purporting to import Western concepts that may be
contrary to our cherished traditions. Rather, we carefully and respectfully relate the ecosocial
approach to Africa’s own philosophy, such as Ubuntu, by highlighting the ways through which
African traditions emphasise human-nature relationships and the need for social work education
to adopt these thoughts. We pay homage and show due cognizance to our ancestors and elders
who have paved the way for us, who are the custodians of our cherished traditions that enjoin
us to revere nature, and who have through generations passed this knowledge onto our parents
and us. Also, we appreciate the earlier works of literature by scholars, both Africans and non-
Africans (Chigangaidze, 2022a; Le Grange, 2012; van Breda, 2019), who have contributed to

40



Exploring the Potential of an Ecosocial Approach

shaping our understanding of the Ubuntu philosophy and how it relates to environmental con-
cepts in Africa.

Ecosocial Approach and African Ubuntu Philosophy

The ecosocial approach contributes to expanding the person-in-environment perspective in social
work to include the natural environment. It admonishes social work to take a holistic approach
to sustainability by challenging dominant global structures like capitalism and neoliberalism that
cause environmental destruction, inequalities, and injustices around the world and by combining
social and ecological perspectives (Boetto, 2016; Narhi and Matthies, 2016).

The ecosocial approach is consistent with the true mission of social work in Africa, which is
committed to the pursuit of social justice, human rights, and collective responsibility through
indigenous knowledge (Lombard and Twikirize, 2014; Mtetwa and Muchacha, 2020). Social jus-
tice and human rights can be realised only within a healthy biophysical environment that pro-
vides our air, water, food, and living spaces (Lombard and Twikirize, 2014; Schmitz et al., 2012).
Relying on case studies from Africa, Lombard and Twikirize (2014) argued that developmental
social work on the continent must recognise and respond to the interconnections among social,
economic, and environmental development. Social work education about human-nature embed-
dedness and environmental justice is critical to effecting this change (Nesmith and Smyth, 2015).
More so, it is important for this education to reflect local examples and indigenous wisdom.

African social workers who seek to incorporate local and indigenous examples have often
referred to the Ubuntu philosophy (van Breda, 2019). We, therefore, argue that the ecosocial
approach is implicit in the Ubuntu philosophy and Africa’s traditional belief systems. And, as the
ecosocial approach encourages indigenous wisdom and Global South perspectives (Boetto, 2016),
Ubuntu provides a good philosophical background for the realisation of an ecosocial transition
in African social work education and practice. The Ubuntu philosophy has notably gained recent
traction as an alternative for sustainable community development around the world. It became the
first theme of the new Global Agenda for Social Work and Social Development for 2020-2030
and was one of the main values at the 2022 People’s Summit for a new ecosocial world, which was
co-facilitated by the International Federation of Social Workers and the United Nations Research
Institute for Social Development. Ubuntu is an African philosophy themed as ‘I am because we
are’ and expressed in different African languages and proverbs across the continent. For instance,
it is represented with: ‘biako ye” among Akan speakers in Ghana; ‘mutunchi’, ‘iwa’, ‘agwa’, and
‘omwayaonyamo’ in various languages in Nigeria; and proverbs such as ‘&C N.2NC ATNA PHC°,
which translates as ‘when webs of a spider join together, they can trap a lion’ in Ethiopia. Ubuntu
emphasises that human beings derive our very existence from the larger and more significant
interactive and reciprocal relations with other human beings, communities, nature, and the spir-
itual world. This imposes a collective and shared responsibility for the wellbeing of one another
and nature. Ubuntu concretely expresses the ecosocial approach in social work by connecting the
self, society, and nature (Le Grange, 2012) and by promoting systemic interlinkage among social,
economic, and environmental sustainability (Mayaka and Truell, 2021).

Expanding African Social Work Curricula to Include Ecosocial Content

Globally, calls have been made to expand the focus of the social work profession to include envi-
ronmental issues across the curriculum (Nesmith and Smyth, 2015; Rambaree, 2020). We there-
fore sought to examine social work curricula in Africa as one way to understand how social work
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education is engaging with the emerging environmental agenda (Jones, 2012). Accordingly, we
examined the extent to which (to determine if) the concepts of the ecosocial approach and its key
components, like ecology and natural environment, are addressed in African social work curricula.
To do so, we reviewed the curricula of selected (based on convenience) Bachelor of Social Work
(BSW) programmes among 12 African universities based in Ethiopia, Ghana, Nigeria, and South
Africa. We conducted text searches of the curricula, course breakdowns, and course catalogues of
the BSW programmes using key terms like ‘ecosocial’, ‘ecology’, and ‘environment’.

We implemented two approaches to collect data: (i) retrieving curricula, course breakdown/
catalogues from the official websites of the various universities and/or (ii) contacting colleagues
or academic staff in the various universities for curricula and course breakdown/catalogues. In
the case of Ethiopia, we reviewed the old and new harmonised curriculum used by all BSW
programmes, along with reviews of another five universities: Addis Ababa University, Bahir
Dar University, Mizan-Tepi University, Wollo University, and the University of Gondar. Our
review was also based on the BSW curricula in the following countries and institutions: Ghana:
University of Ghana and Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology; Nigeria:
University of Nigeria; South Africa: University of Pretoria, South African College of Applied
Science (SACAP), University of South Africa (UNISA), and the University of Johannesburg.
In all cases, we highlighted the main patterns we found in the search we conducted regarding
the presence or absence of the key terms we were looking for, i.e., ecosocial approach, (natural)
environment, and ecology. As a specific example, we used the Ethiopian case more frequently
since it has a newly harmonised curriculum. Doing so helped to see if the new developments in
social work education in relation to the ecosocial approach were exhibited. We also added some
examples from the other countries.

The results of the review showed that the BSW programmes/curricula of the different universi-
ties are bereft of concepts such as the natural environment, ecosocial approach, and ecology. Such
concepts are either absent or almost non-existent or used in other ways (as metaphors, etc.). For
instance, there were no specific modules/courses teaching the ecosocial approach, environmental
social work, ecological social work, or green social work. Furthermore, the term ‘ecosocial’ was
not found in all the curricula. The term ‘environment’ was used in the curricula mostly to refer to
the social and cultural environment as well as the built environment. There was very little mention
of the natural environment. Also, the term ‘ecology’ was used just as a metaphor in relation to the
ecological framework/perspective and systems theory to show the relationship of a client with
his/her/their social environment (e.g., the person-in-environment perspective). In addition to the
ecological framework, the curricula, for example in Ethiopia, focused on the biopsychosocial and
spiritual model while not emphasising the natural environment. A good example, in this case, is
the course ‘Theories of Human Behavior and the Social Environment’, which focused both on the
biopsychosocial and on the spiritual model and the ecological perspective (ecology used as a meta-
phor). For example, a course in theories of Human Behavior and the Social Environment refers to
the environment as * systems of various sizes including groups, family, institutions, community,
and society.” Thus, the lack of environmental perspectives in social work curricula corroborates
our personal experiences of social work education. Similarly, other social workers in Africa have
lamented the lack of education in environmental theories and approaches in social work curricula
(Marlow and Van Rooyen, 2001; Muzingili, 2016).

It is also important to note that the natural environment and ecology were addressed to some
extent in very few common courses that were mandatory for all first-year students irrespective of
study programmes and delivered by other departments. For example, in Ethiopia, one such com-
mon course is ‘Population Studies’ which has a sub-section on ‘Ecology and Population.” Another

42



Exploring the Potential of an Ecosocial Approach

course named ‘Global Trends’ has a subsection on ‘Global Environmental Issues’. However, nei-
ther course provided an ecosocial or environmental model.

Similarly, at the University of Ghana, all first-year BSW students are required to enroll in a
course titled ‘Science and Technology in Our Lives’, which has six sub-modules that specifi-
cally address environmental concerns — ‘Everyday Physics’, ‘Animals as Friends of Humans’,
‘Earth Resources’, ‘Geohazards’, ‘Food and Nutrition in Everyday Life’, and ‘Chemistry and
Life’.

The first author recalls his experience in enrolling in one required/common course, ‘Geohazards’,
during his BSW education, which included lessons about the causes and effects of environmental
hazards. This course provided a relevant understanding of issues about the natural environment that
are usually outside the traditional domain of social work education. This interdisciplinary mode
of learning about the natural environment by social work students is commendable; however, the
limitation is that these required/common courses hardly address the connections between social
and environmental issues from a justice and/or rights-based perspective and fail to highlight the
predicament of the vulnerable masses. This is why an ecosocial approach is needed to address the
interconnectivity between social and environmental justice issues concerning vulnerable people.

The foregoing shows that incorporating ecosocial content in social work curricula is in its
infancy in Africa. However, the lack of environmental perspectives in social work curricula is
not exclusive to only Africa because social work students from other parts of the world con-
tinue to graduate into professional life without receiving education about ecosocial work (Jones,
2012; Nesmith and Smyth, 2015). For example, despite producing some of the pioneer scholars
in the ecosocial approach, it is only just recently that the ecosocial approach was introduced as a
university course in Finland at the University of Jyvéskyld. On the other hand, previous studies
have reported ecosocial content in social work education in countries like Australia (Jones, 2012),
Canada (Drolet et al., 2015), Sweden (Rambaree, 2020), and the USA (Nesmith and Smyth, 2015).

In the subsequent sections, we discuss two arguments that underpin our call for introducing
ecosocial content into African social work curricula: (i) ecosocial approach promotes the decolo-
nisation and indigenisation of social work education, and (ii) ecosocial approach will enhance
Africa’s drive towards (environmental) sustainability. We end the section by outlining some rec-
ommendations on how social work curricula can incorporate ecosocial content.

Decolonising and Indigenising Social Work Education in Africa

In the quest for sustainability, industrialised countries have been admonished to transition from
neoliberal principles like individualism, overconsumption, and constant growth and to embrace
collective living (wellbeing). This makes it essential to reconsider these very neoliberal ideals upon
which the social work profession was introduced into Africa. The practice of what has become
social work in Africa today started before Westerners invaded African lands. From a welfarist
perspective, Africans were already providing for each other’s welfare needs through the family,
clan system, and community during precolonial times (Shawky, 1972; Umoren, 2016). This was
gradually replaced by a Western approach following the invasion of Africa by missionaries and
colonialists; resulting in the establishment of professional social work around the 1960s (Spitzer,
2019; Umoren, 2016). Here it is important to note that, unlike the other countries used as cases in
this chapter, Ethiopia has not been colonised. Yet, like other African countries, Ethiopia has been
impacted by neocolonialism and cultural invasion perpetrated by the West.

Social work in Africa was modelled around the welfare programmes of the dominant colonial
countries like Great Britain, France, and Portugal (Lombard and Twikirize, 2014; Shawky, 1972;
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Umoren, 2016). The colonialists were interested in training social workers who would serve their
parochial administrative interests and not necessarily the interests of the people, especially those
in need and the rural dwellers. Shawky (1972) identified that social work in Africa was challenged
by the wholesale importation of social welfare programmes from the West, which were originally
designed to address their urban challenges that were unsuited to the local context of Africa. It
seems not much has changed today as the profession remains remedialist and urbanistic in many
parts of Africa (Lombard and Twikirize, 2014; Spitzer, 2019; Umoren, 2016). To develop social
work education and practice that is suited to Africans, the focus must be on rediscovering indig-
enous wisdom, like Ubuntu, and creating a synthesis with Western theories, like the ecosocial
approach, based on Afrocentric values (Nyahunda and Tirivangasi, 2021).

The ecosocial approach encourages the decolonisation of social work and shows that indigenous
worldviews are rich in human-nature relatedness and environmental management. This is evident in
Ubuntu and African traditional beliefs that teach us about environmental conservation and sustain-
ability for present and future generations. Among many Africans, the natural environment is seen as
a living thing possessing supernatural powers (Chigangaidze, 2022b); therefore, human activities
in the environment must be guided else we face repercussions of disease, famine, drought, or even
death. Africans are related to the environment, plants, and animals in sacred ways as their source of
life, healing, food, water, and energy (Chigangaidze, 2022a; Le Grange, 2012; van Breda, 2019).
There are several totemic animals that symbolize people’s clans, and these animals are protected
through taboos that prohibit their killing or destruction of their habitats (Kideghesho, 2009). Some
tree species like the Okpagha and Ogriki in Nigeria, Mululwe and Mubanga in Zambia, Odum and
Mahogany in Ghana, and Mvumo and Ntamanwa in Tanzania are revered as sacred trees together
with the forests where they are located (Boaten, 1998; Kanene, 2016; Kideghesho, 2009; Rim-
Rukeh et al., 2013). Also, water bodies are regarded as inhabiting spirits and therefore must be used
sustainably (Rim-Rukeh et al., 2013). This sacred relatedness with nature among Africans promotes
biodiversity and environmental sustainability. However, they have been eroded over the years due
to many years of Western colonisation and capitalism, which held indigenous land management
practices in contempt (Boaten, 1998; Le Grange, 2012). Unfortunately, social work education in
many parts of Aftrica is deeply rooted in Western theories that tend to suppress indigenous wisdom.
Therefore, African social work curricula must revisit African knowledge systems that emphasise
human-nature relatedness to adequately prepare students for the environments of their future prac-
tice (Mtetwa and Muchacha, 2020; Spitzer, 2019). While we highlight the importance of African
indigenous worldviews in an ecosocial content, we do not advocate for the wholesale importation
of these ideas as some African traditional environmental methods, like the bush fallow system, may
be obsolete today due to the growing population (Boaten, 1998).

Facilitating Africa’s Drive towards Environmental Sustainability

Some critical questions have been raised about prioritising environmental sustainability over other
pressing issues. Some people are skeptical that Western conception of sustainability is yet another
form of (eco)imperialism that seeks to stunt the growth of developing countries like African ones.
It is true that the economic growth of industrialised societies has been on the back of environ-
mental degradation. For instance, even when the European Union is seen to be championing an
ecosocial transition on the one hand, its main agenda remains to promote economic growth and
trade (Matthies, 2016).

There have been calls for global equity; regarding who stresses the climate more, who bears
the biggest brunt of the climate change consequences, and ultimately who should accept (more)
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responsibility for environmental sustainability (see, Gough, 2017; Raworth, 2017). Global South
scholars have also outlined specific actions to be taken by the West in the form of climate and
ecological reparations to tackle eco(imperialism) (Tadesse & Obeng, 2023). What now remains
is a consensus that sustaining the environment automatically sustains the very foundations of
lives and livelihoods and it is better not to repeat the same mistakes of other countries. Africa has
a significantly large population of young people who are also primary victims of unsustainability
(WMO, 2022). This reminds us that we need to start thinking about the idea of intergenerational
justice. The actions we take now to bring about development should follow a sustainable path so
that the wellbeing of future generations will not be endangered.

Moreover, Africa’s vulnerability to climate change is highlighted in the latest WMO (2022)
report. Despite contributing less stress to the global climate, natural hazards like drought, flood,
and storms are common in Africa. When these hazards occur, people become displaced from their
traditional homes, get afflicted with diseases, lose their lives, and farmlands and properties become
destroyed, among other things. Since social workers require knowledge to be able to intervene in
these situations, social work curricula in Africa must incorporate specific teachings about these
environmental issues. Such knowledge would further enable social work to draw attention to the
role of humans in climate change and promote humans’ relatedness with nature. This is what
ecosocial content will do.

Way Forward

With African social work already grappling with several challenges, including the lack of recogni-
tion in many African countries, it might seem redundant to call for an expansion of the curricula.
However, incorporating ecosocial content in social work curricula could help to address some of
the pressing challenges of social work in Africa, for example, by creating new employment oppor-
tunities for social work graduates and training practitioners who will help address environmental
problems of vulnerable local people, thereby making the profession meaningful to local communi-
ties and increasing its visibility.

Also, incorporating ecosocial content in social work curricula will be challenging for social
work educators and practitioners as some may argue that the curriculum is already full or that
social workers are non-experts when it comes to environmental issues (Dominelli, 2012).
However, African social work education can incorporate ecosocial content through transdiscipli-
nary teaching and learning. That is, social work must collaborate with other academic departments
that are knowledgeable in environmental perspectives as well as non-academic partners, such as
organisations implementing ecosocial projects and community members like elders and chiefs
who possess indigenous wisdom. This is important because environmental and social problems
are complex (wicked problems) and interconnected, making it impossible to address them from
the epistemic and ontological assumptions of single disciplines; either the social or the natural
sciences (Nyahunda and Tirivangasi, 2021). While social work teachers, practitioners, and field
instructors do not necessarily have to become environmental experts to implement ecosocial con-
tent, a decent understanding of the climate crisis, Africa’s positionality in the crisis, and how social
justice issues intersect with environmental justice is recommended. Thus, workshops and training
can be organised for social work lecturers to enhance their knowledge of these aspects.

Another way to incorporate ecosocial content is through field practicum. A glance at the litera-
ture shows that little attention has been given to social work field practicum as a means of educat-
ing social work students about ecosocial approaches (Muzingili, 2016). Here also the principle of
transdisciplinarity can be applied by expanding the focus of field practicum to address environ-
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mental justice issues and not only social justice. Social work students doing their field practicum
can be placed at community projects addressing environmental, social, and economic concerns.
Such ecosocial projects are increasing in Africa, for example, the Balekane Earth programme
in Botswana implementing wilderness/forest-based interventions for orphaned children, and the
Future Families’ Plant Propagation Nursery Programme in South Africa implementing horticul-
tural activities for vulnerable children and their families.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have explored the potential of an ecosocial approach in African social work
education. Based on reflections from our social work education and our assessment of the BSW
curricula of 12 universities based in Ethiopia, Ghana, Nigeria, and South Africa, we noted that
ecosocial and environmental perspectives are missing in African social work education. The
absence of such perspectives hampers social work’s efforts to effectively intervene in the lives of
vulnerable Africans, who are the most severely affected by the environmental crises. Consistent
with the Ubuntu African philosophy, we argued that an ecosocial approach will help to decolonise
and indigenise social work education in Africa and facilitate Africa’s drive to sustainability. Social
work departments in African universities are encouraged to develop ecosocial work modules/
courses for students; (i) through collaborating with other departments, such as natural sciences,
economics, etc., and non-academic partners, such as elders, chiefs, etc.; and (ii) through field
placement with projects that utilise ecosocial dimensions.

Recommendations

1. University departments and schools of social work must endeavour to incorporate environ-
mental perspectives in social work education by adopting ecosocial content. The ecosocial
content must reflect sustainable African indigenous environmental and social practices.

2. Social work field placements could be conducted at community-based and nature-based
projects that incorporate both social and environmental concerns. For example, social
cooperatives, social or care farms, school/community gardening groups, and communal
labour organisations for environmental management. Social work educators responsible
for field placements must collaborate with these ecosocial projects, organise workshops,
and undertake training between them and students to acquaint each other with the ecosocial
goals.

3. African social work education must be very focused on critiquing the structural capitalist/
neoliberal market economy as a major driver of unsustainability and inequality. As an alter-
native, social work education must amplify examples of local/community economies.
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