THE LESSON
The death of Len Bias was the first of
a number of setbacks inflicted on the
Boston Celtics – their dominance of the
NBA ended and would not return until the
advent of – ‘Ubuntu.’ This African word
was introduced to the Celtics head
coach Doc Rivers. Doc, who coached
the Orlando Magic for four seasons,
took over as head coach of the Celtics in 2004. He discovered the concept
of ‘ubuntu’ in, of all places, Milwaukee,
Wisconsin. A graduate of Milwaukee’s
Marquette University, Doc now serves
on Marquette’s board – and that is how
he stumbled onto the concept.
“I was in a board meeting at Marquette,”
he explained, “and another board member had just been to South Africa. She
asked me if I knew the word…I did not.
So she told me about it and sent some
information. I loved it. Talk about being
at the right place in the right time.
It was perfect.”
‘Ubuntu’ is a traditional African
concept, rich in meaning, that has no
simple equivalent in the English language.
Derived from the Bantu language,
‘ubuntu’ is more than just a word;
it’s an entire philosophy regarding how
people should relate to one another.
The closest approximation of the word in
English would be “I am, because we are.”
People with ‘ubuntu’ know they belong
to a greater whole. They believe they
themselves are directly diminished if
another person is suffering or in need.
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Did you help someone else succeed?

THE EXERCISE
The concept of ‘ubuntu’ emphasizes humility and
unselfishness, encouragement and empowerment of
others, a sense of connectedness with the team, and
a recognition that the individual succeeds only when
the whole team succeeds. To practice ‘ubuntu’ is to
think TEAM at all times. ‘Ubuntu’ enables a team of
diverse personalities and diversified skills to unite
around a common goal and shared values.
Doc Rivers gives much of the credit for the Celtics’ NBA
Championship to the spirit of ‘ubuntu’ that his players
practiced throughout the season. As Celtics shooting
guard Ray Allen puts it, ‘ubuntu’ is a way of learning
how to “think as a group. You don’t think as
individuals.”
• How can you practice ubuntu as a member
of your team?
• Can this strengthen your team?
• What did it do for the Celtics?
THE ABOVE QUESTIONS may be used as a guide to promote
dialogue amongst your team regarding The Lesson.

SHARE the information contained under
The Lesson with your students prior to
conducting The Exercise.
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