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From the Editors 
 

It is with great pleasure that we present to you the June/July 2011 

issue of Africana.   

 
We are all concerned with the ongoing developmental challenges 

facing the African continent, yet opinions on what can or ought to be 

done vary considerably.  The post-colonial era has left us with a 

legacy of developmental failures and, as a result, many are 

understandably critical of the international ‚poverty industry‛ that 

seems to continue without end.  Are we to conclude that Africa will 

be, now and forever, impoverished?  Or should we still have faith in 

the intentions of external actors? 

 
With the Cold War over, many developmental gurus suggest 

that the time has finally come for African growth and development to 

take off.  In a Wall Street Journal opinion piece, Daniel Yohannes and 

Mo Ibrahim tell us, for example, that ‚six of the 10 fastest-growing 

economies of the last decade were in sub-Saharan Africa< And over 

the next five years, the average African economy will outpace its 

Asian counterpart."  (WSJ, June 27, 2011).  The suggestion is that free-

trade policies are now finally taking hold in Africa due, not only to 

the end of cold war politics, but to the promotion of free-trade 

arrangements.  British proponents of free-trade policies, such as The 

Economist, are only too eager to provide data to back up these claims; 

as we have seen, the American Wall Street Journal is doing much the 

same.  For American policy-makers the emphasis tends to be on, 

notably, the African Growth & Opportunity Act (AGOA) and their 

financial support of new developmental initiatives via USAID and the 

Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC).   

 
Of course, perspectives on the same topic of development, 

from within Africa, tend to be much more critical of these policies and 

initiatives.  In this issue of Africana we see this criticism, for example, 

in a piece by Ezeibe Christian Chukwuebuka entitled ‚African 

Growth and Opportunity Act: Myth and Reality.‛  Using the core-
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periphery model, as Chukwuebuka does, has been a common 

academic response to circumstances of underdevelopment as the late 

Latin-American academic André Günder-Frank termed it.  

Understandably, any patience in grand economic theory (or ‚neo-

liberal ideology‛ as Chukwuebuka says) is limited when generation 

after generation continues to live in circumstances of dire poverty.  

Without improved global support for technological advance and 

capital exchange, Chukwuebuka argues, circumstances are unlikely to 

improve. 

 
Well-intentioned or not, international actors are now under 

more pressure than ever to get it right.  And perhaps now more than 

ever within industrially-developed governments, African 

development is now viewed as being intricately linked to matters of 

security.   In May 2010 US President Obama suggested that ‚long-

term security will come not from our ability to instill fear in other 

peoples, but through our capacity to speak to their hopes.‛ (NSS, May 

2010)  Similar views were being expressed in the latter years of the 

second Bush Administration and now it seems clear: development is 

not only an issue of concern in remote locations dotted around the 

globe. In today’s smaller, globalizing world, it is a matter that affects 

us all.  In some ways this could be good news for Africa: the 

industrially-developed world now has a real and practical reason to 

care!  Real effective policy change could be on its way—but will it be 

too late?  Dambisa Moyo, the Zambian critic of foreign aid, has 

written that Africans are more than tired and impatient.  ‚What 

would happen,‛ she asks, if that entire ‚aid industry‛ were just taken 

away? 

 
Would many more millions in Africa die from 

poverty and hunger?  Probably not – the reality is that 

Africa’s poverty-stricken don’t see aid flows anyway.  

Would there be more wars, more coups, more 

despots?  Doubtful – without aid, you are taking 
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away a big incentive for conflict.  Would roads, 

schools and hospitals case being built?  Unlikely< 

 
Too many African countries have already hit rock 

bottom – ungoverned, poverty-stricken, and lagging 

further and further behind the rest of the world each 

day; there is nowhere further down to go.  (Moyo, 

2009, 144) 

 
Without doubt, patience is wearing thin.  And it is not only Africans 

who are critical of the aid industry: free-marketeers have long argued 

that any form of aid to Africa is little more than market distortion, i.e. 

aid only feeds corruption and delays development. 

 
In the literature of African politics, much of the attention has 

been on the seemingly unique form of the African state that, due to 

colonial history and influence, has become little more than a corrupt 

resource for locals to ‚latch on to‛ if they have the chance.  In other 

words, the colonial administrator built his palace and developed 

institutional norms to benefit himself, and not the colony within 

which he resided.  And it is that set of norms and expectations which 

the African leader inherited at independence.  The notion that the 

State ought to serve the Public was essentially an alien concept and, 

despite any good intentions of the optimistic generation of Africa’s 

independence, the old colonial norms eventually distorted 

development, leaving African states and their citizens where they are 

today. 

 
Given the corrupt reputation of African politics writ large, it 

should come as no surprise that there is external critique of the 

African State.  Some do for largely ideological, pro-free-trade reasons; 

others because they remember—hypocritically, some would say!—the 

corrupt leadership of the Cold War era.  Free scholarship from within 

Africa has been hampered, in many ways, by the corrupt conditions of 
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African politics for decades.  Still, to this day, open critiques of certain 

African politicians and policies can be challenging.  And yet the 

reality of Africa’s crisis has pushed many brave academics to push 

forward and help identify African State problems and alternative 

solutions to development when they can be found.  The challenge 

seems to be so daunting that remembering what may have occurred, 

in terms of trade and development, prior to the establishment of 

today’s governing norms, might seem impossible. 

 
In that vein, Patience Kabamba of the University of 

Johannesburg, South Africa, reminds us of the developmental 

practices of the Nande who have proven to be quite successful 

without involvement of the state.  In many ways, Kabamba’s message 

is very supportive of the notion that wealth can be generated through 

trade networks, i.e. the same message that promoters of improved 

global trade have argued.  Yet again, many are understandably leery 

of any state involvement in private, entrepreneurial affairs.  What we 

normally hear are the pro-free-trade, neo-liberal reasons for removing 

the state (for reasons of corruption or bloated inefficient 

bureaucracies).  In this article, however, Kabamba provides us with an 

example of thriving trade absent state involvement, with a decidedly 

less ideological take on the matter.  With great care, Kabamba 

introduces us to the notion that trust is what is essential to successful 

entrepreneurial activity.  She suggests that the majority of Africans 

take part in informal social-economic activities, and trust networks are 

often nurtured by other, non-state, local actors such as the Catholic 

Church.  

 
Dr. Irene Pogoson, of the University of Ibadan, has provided 

us with an insightful article on the rapidly changing forms and 

structure of global diplomacy.  While her overarching concern is 

undoubtedly the well-being of Nigeria in these rapidly changing 

circumstances, her overarching message is that the traditional forms 

of state-to-state diplomacy which focused on politics are now 
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challenged, and perhaps being replaced, by new forms of economic 

diplomacy.  Moreover, she argues that state politics are increasingly 

influenced by ‚civilizational‛ shifts with growing numbers of non-

state actors.  It is a wonderful, potentially paradigm-challenging piece 

that truly takes us to the heart of many of today’s diplomatic 

challenges.  Ironically, like Kabamba and so many others, Pogoson 

ultimately challenges the continued prominence of the central 

government in African contexts or what she terms the ‚<relative 

decline of the role of the national governments.‛ 

 
Akeem Ayofe Akinwale, of Nigeria’s Covenant University, 

also brings us ‚down to Earth‛ in his discussion of imposed colonial 

languages as a barrier to development. , Akinwale essentially suggests 

that much is lost in translation into the colonizer’s language(s) and 

that many of the traditional values that helped to keep African 

societies together are tied to indigenous languages. Ergo, contrary the 

wisdom of speaking fewer languages, the maintenance and support of 

indigenous languages would actually help to improve developmental 

prospects for Africa’s future generations.  Akinwale looks at a range 

of classic Western literature to explain why the imposition of a lingua 

franca has become the norm in Africa and counters that indigenous 

languages better address local social norms and possible conflicts 

among indigenous peoples.  Moreover, Akinwale argues that African 

organizations such as the AU, ECOWAS and NEPAD should consider 

integrating indigenous languages and ideas in order to achieve 

improved relevance and local effectiveness. 

 
This is followed by a thought-provoking piece by Erasmus 

Masitera of Great Zimbabwe University.  Like Akinwale, Masitera 

suggests that the prospects for African development can be improved 

through indigenous input, in this case the local philosophies such as 

Ubuntu.  But Masitera also considers the ideas of philosophers 

elsewhere, including those of the world-renowned Amartya Sen.  

After a careful survey of Hobbesian political philosophy, Masitera 



Africana                                                                                                   June/July 2011 

 

 

Vol. 5, No. 2                                                                                                              x 

 

suggests that a neo-Hobbesian condition exists in African political 

contexts where politicians act with impunity.  Absent accountability 

and any sense of social responsibility, it should come as no wonder 

that many politicians continue as before.  Masitera suggests that 

correcting this will require a more thoughtful consideration of 

philosophical ideas that promote more holistic and socially 

responsible views.  A ‚humanizing philosophy‛ is required, he says, 

for us to truly achieve sustainable development. 

 
It is hard not to be moved by the next piece submitted to us 

by Munamato Chemhuru & Dennis Masaka which considers the 

abolition of the death penalty in Zimbabwe.  The authors survey the 

history of the issue in the Zimbabwean context, its current legal basis, 

and ultimately conclude that Zimbabwe should follow the lead of 

progressive nations around the world that have abolished the death 

penalty for many reasons.  Chemhuru and Masaka survey some of the 

philosophical reasons why repealing this policy would be more 

humane and suggest that the volatile political conditions in states like 

Zimbabwe could, understandably, lead to political abuse of this 

current law. 

 
Another widely debated issue on African state policy is 

HIV/AIDS and we recognize the importance of the disease to all 

matters of development in African contexts.  Too many African area 

experts wrongly draw conclusions on African development without 

addressing this proverbial ‚elephant in the room.‛  Here, Dr. 

Koblowe Obono writes of the disturbing trend in media of neglecting 

the important role of providing what she terms information about 

HIV/AIDS.  Undoubtedly, she suggests, the media plays a crucial role 

at keeping the public informed on such important issues, and yet they 

seem to be skirting this responsibility.  Reading this piece from 

outside of Nigeria, one can only wonder at the precise reasons why 

this is the case.  We concur with Obono that by ignoring the problem 

the HIV/AIDS epidemic can only be expected to continue; revealing 
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the realities, dangers, and options, as other African nations have 

discovered, is the best way to improve this public health crisis.  To the 

extent that Nigerian politicians and media owners are keeping their 

heads in the sand over this crucial public health issue, they are failing 

as public leaders.  Moreover, as Obono argues, access to media varies 

considerably due to the diverse nature of so many African contexts.  A 

successful campaign will therefore require a comprehensive public 

health strategy by enlightened leadership.  In this effort, we at 

Africana wish them Godspeed! 

 
Nelson Okorie’s contribution demonstrates similar 

challenges in that could also well be addressed by a better informed 

public and, ultimately, a better informed public leadership.  Okorie’s 

concern – violence against women – affects all of Africa as well.  And 

as Okorie describes, the issue has received world-wide attention.  

With our theme of African development in this issue, we could not 

ignore this important reminder of a widespread social problem in 

African (and so many other world) contexts.  Again, we at Africana 

recognize the urgency of this and sincerely hope that researchers will 

be inspired by Okorie’s words. 

 
In a tragic sense, the next piece by Francis Machingura brings 

the aforementioned issues together in a discussion of polygamy in 

religious sects in Zimbabwe, like that of Johane Marange.  The 

systematic abuse of women and the prevalence of HIV/AIDS that 

Machingura reveals are nothing short of shocking.  Although one 

could argue that the popular media should play a role at informing 

the wider global public of such human tragedies, as argued in several 

of the preceding pieces, we concur with Machingura that 

circumstances of this kind also require careful scholarly attention.  

What conditions, we ask, are necessary for such diabolical 

circumstances to take hold and persist?  The problem he describes is 

at least partly due to the desperate developmental circumstances of so 

many Zimbabweans; sociological factors – notably ignorance, poverty, 
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and the lack of life options – undoubtedly contribute to the 

involvement of so many.  But are there other, deeply rooted, historical 

reasons?  Machingura’s research provides interesting insights.  

 
We conclude this issue of Africana with a piece by Segun 

Oshewolo entitled ‚Poverty Reduction and the Attainment of the 

MDGs in Nigeria: Problems and Prospects.‛  By doing so, we return 

to our central theme for this issue: development.  We began this note 

by saying that many free-trade proponents are now ready to make 

remarkably optimistic claims about African development: 

contributors to The Economist, the Wall Street Journal, and other like 

publications now argue that development is taking-off throughout 

sub-Saharan Africa.  But from the perspective of many—and we can 

include Oshewelo—the process is painfully slow.  The word 

‚doldrums‛ is used by Oshewelo and so many others to describe the 

lack of movement on developmental matters; ‚slower than a snail’s 

pace‛ Oshewelo adds.  All the while poverty continues to rise.  And 

when it comes to the trends of poverty on the African continent, the 

descriptions change; here Oshewelo tells us that it is ‚galloping‛ and, 

without doubt, getting worse.   

 
Who then, we ask, is telling us the truth?  Is African 

development improving or getting worse?  While finding answers to 

such complicated questions is never easy, it seems clear that, today, it 

depends on whom you ask.  For many human beings living the 

experience of poverty, disease, and social strife, the optimistic data of 

free-trade economists matters little.  It should then not surprise us that 

when pressed for a description of what development gurus are up to 

in African contexts, the local (African) answer often employs the 

terms ‚ideology‛ or ‚neo-liberalism.‛  As we all know, proponents of 

any ideology in history – whether it be communism or fascism or 

other – believed that their solutions were best; their common mistake 

was to forget the human cost of pursuing their respective policies.  Let 

us all hope that in the pursuit of any policy for, or within, African 
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contexts, the makers of those policies remember the potential down-

sides of hell-bent ideology.  Yes, the growth data might look better, 

yet alongside that form of development is the rising impoverishment 

of the masses.  Simply put: when it comes to Africa, it may be that the 

rich are getting richer as the poor are getting poorer.  Whatever the 

case, we hope this issue of Africana will promote further thinking 

about developmental issues in Africa. 
 

A. Curtis Burton 

Editor-in-Chief 

Washington, D.C. 

USA 
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Economic Empowerment without the State: 

Lesson from the Nandei 
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Abstract  
This paper argues that the notion that a strong state is the necessary 

condition for development is misleading and disproved by Nande 

traders. The latter supply the equivalent of state institutions and 

provide relative prosperity in the pre-industrial and stateless context 

of eastern region of the Democratic Republic of the Congo.  
 

 

Introduction 

The association of weak states with economic regression or poor 

economic performance is a recurrent theme in economic development 

literature. Besley and Persson (2009) recently recall the link between 

state capacity and weak states in the following: ‚the absence of state 

capacities to raise revenue and to support markets is a key factor in 

explaining the persistence of weak state‛ (2009:1) 

 

The present paper shows that trust driving activities of Nande traders 

in North Kivu region of Democratic Republic of the Congo present a 

counterexample to the standard doctrine of development according to 

which strong states are necessary and sufficient conditions for 

development. I will address the necessity claim as contradicted by 

                                                 
1 Patience Kabamba, Ph.D. is Senior Lecturer, Department of Anthropology and 

Development Studies at the University of Johannesburg, South Africa. Her e-mail 

address ispkabamba@uj.ac.za.  
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Nande trading networks. The sufficient claim is also in doubt as 

demonstrated by the South African Black Economic Empowerment 

(BEE) cronyism and parasitism. But, the late is outside the scope of 

this article. Indeed the target of my refutation is the traditional 

necessity claim. I will also deal with evidence of my theoretical claim 

as far as the provision of education, security and economic well-being 

in the Nande region are concerned. How do the Nande do it? Trust is 

a basis of Nande organization. I will finally deal with the conceptual 

or definitional understanding of the new social arrangement the 

Nande are producing: Is it a State? 

 

 

I. Development theories 

Development doctrine was long centered on ‘national capitalism’ 

where state plays the central role in managing market and 

accumulation (Hart 2010).  State plays a critical role in understanding 

and explaining development or the absence of it. ‚Developmental 

state‛ is one of the ideal types that dominate the literature on 

development. Development state enables a conducive environment 

for industrialization, it enforces stability in important macroeconomic 

parameters, provides public goods such as roads, power supply, 

security, skilled based education. For this doctrine only the state could 

lead an economy towards development and growth (Hart 2010, 

Brautigam 1997, Amsden 1989, Wade 1990, Evans 1979, Weiss 1988, 

Putnam 1993).  

 

The state-centered development theory had many fates throughout 

the history. While in the 1970s ‘national capitalism’ was the main 

paradigm of what was still a welfare state, in the 1980s the accents 

moved towards an understanding of development and economic 

growth as a rational response to the market incentives. Growth 

became the illusory supply response to the structural adjustment 

program of economic liberalization and deregulation. The market was 

then the only engine of growth (Hart 2010, Brautigam 1997).  
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The failure of market oriented development in Africa and the 

1997 Asian crisis brought back emphasis on the state but under the 

concept of institutional economics. In fact, by focusing on price 

incentives on behavior, neo-liberal approaches are based on the 

assumption that access to market information is perfect, as are 

enforcement of contracts and protection of property rights. As 

Brautigam puts it ‚The new institutional economics differs from 

neoclassical economics in its explicit recognition that economic 

production and exchange do not happen with the smoothness of the 

curves drawn in textbooks; rather they are characterized by frictions 

that standard frameworks assume away‛ (1997: 1072) 

 

To the question why some countries upgrade and develop but 

others fail to do so, Doner (2009) evokes the question of institutional 

capacities to address major problems of collective actions pertaining 

to development activities. Contrary to the new institutional 

dogmatism according to which institutions emerge and evolve for 

pure market reasons - as a result of choices by private parties to 

enhance mutual welfare in response to shifts in factor price -, Doner 

(2009) contends that political leaders are crucial to the creation of 

institutional capacities. And, ‚the availability of institutional 

capacities depends on the ways in which resource claims and resource 

availability influence the calculus of national political elites and the 

concentration of political authority through which elite operate‛ 

(Doner 2009: 19).  

 

Doner brings us back to the role of political leader – non-

market institutions - in the emergence of institutional capacities 

adequate to respond to the questions of development. As Bates puts it, 

‚Property rights, contract law, the power to regulate production and 

exchange of commodities – these and other economic institutions are 

created by the state‛ (Bates quoted by Doner 2009: 19).   
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Before coming back to the role of institutional capacities it is 

important to notice that nationalist capitalism - market-oriented 

paradigm of development - as well as the institutional economics rest 

on some assumptions. One of them is that all aspects relevant to 

issues of development including cultural elements, genealogies of 

power, complexities of local discourse and histories  are differed or 

homogenized and assumed to be alike everywhere. The instance of 

dynamic entrepreneurship among the Nande could not be explained 

by responses to price incentive or purpose state actions. Nande trust 

networks manage to create a dynamic and prosperous transnational 

trading enterprise and fill the gap left by the failure of the market in a 

stateless context by relying on cultural features encouraging business 

and trust related networks. Nande traders emerge as important 

economic or even political players thanks to their quality of 

integration within the Nande society. Nande traders maintain their 

internal social legitimacy and cohesion by embedding their economic 

activities in the web of existing social relations. But who are the 

Nande? 

 

 

II. Who are the Nande entrepreneurs? 

The Nande commercial elite seem to defend an uncanny position 

regarding the DRC’s power dynamic. They want the state, but they 

want it to be as weak as possible.  On the highest hill of Kambali 

stands a newly built mayor’s office. The largest in the country, the 

office, a three story rectangular building, is an imposing romanesque 

structure resting on a concrete platform. It is on the top of the hill 

oriented lengthwise, from east to west, with two main entrances, one 

facing north, the other south. It took three years to build – three years 

during which the rest of the country was being devastated by the civil 

war. In 2006 its exterior was freshly painted brown and tall windows 

and doors lining each floor were newly equipped with plate glass. Its 

roof is peaked and colored in deep brick red. If one stands before the 

southern entrance, one may gaze out upon what used to be the 
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country’s vegetable reserve – fertile lands around Mont Ruwenzori. 

These lands were at the origin of Nande trading activities in the 1950s 

and 1960s. Beans, carrots, tomatoes, onions, and other vegetables were 

produced and shipped regularly to Kampala, (in Uganda) when 

Kisangani was racked with the violence of the Mulele rebellion in 

1964 and to Kisangani, when Kampala was in the throes of Uganda’s 

war of independence in late 1960s. Through the northern doors one 

sees elegant villas owned by traders who are now the new occupants 

of the site of the former MGL (Minerais des Grands Lacs), the colonial 

company in charge of the exploitation of diamonds and gold in north 

Kivu.  

 

This building is one of the most distinguished mayor’s offices 

in the whole country. It was built by the association of Nande traders 

from Butembo. One would think that this governmental building 

symbolizes the attachment of the Nande people to the large state 

structure. This would be a false impression. The Nande have never 

had good relations with the Congo’s central government, and since 

Independence have constantly worked outside the state structure. 

MacGaffey explains: 

 
‚The Nande found themselves underrepresented in the national 

political scene and unable to participate in national decision making 

(<) their region was neglected by the government in all 

development programmes and allocation of resources. After 

independence, when foreign exchange was allocated by quotas, the 

east was passed by. However, this distance from the central 

government also meant that Nande were to some extent beyond its 

control. It gave them a certain degree of autonomy, making it easier 

to organize their own affairs in response to government neglect‛ 

(MacGaffey 1987: 146) 

 

If the Nande aren’t State friendly, why did they build the 

mayor’s office? 
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My hypothesis is that the Nande were preempting objections 

against the idea of moving the capital city of North Kivu province 

from Goma to Butembo.  In 2004, a lobbying group of Nande traders 

wanted the capital city of the province to move to Butembo, but the 

bid was rejected for lack of infrastructure in Butembo. With the capital 

city of the province relocated in Butembo, the Nande could achieve a 

complete autonomy of their region in terms of resource exploitation 

and cross-border trade. It would have also extended and officially 

recognized the social and political hegemony of the Nande 

"bourgeoisie," already legitimated by the Catholic Church officialdom, 

the figurehead mayor, and other customary figures of Nande 

authority, and premised upon not one but several relatively mobile 

forms of violence that supply the ultimate resources of coercion and, 

thus, hierarchical social order.  

 

The physical infrastructure that was presumed inadequate in 

Butembo was then summarily supplied (even to excess). However, 

Butembo did not become the official capital. The major actors in this 

shadow capital are a group of import-export traders with different 

geographical origins and who constitute to top commercial hierarchy 

in Butembo and its hinterland. It is this group that imports the 

containers from East Africa, South Asia, and South East Asia. The 

merchandise is later divided between different market shops. This 

group gradually acquired respectability in the entire community and 

a central position in local politics.  

 

This group qualifies as a ‚trust‛ network exactly because of 

high levels of internal cohesion and trust between members. Their 

wealth and the management method make them a special, external 

network compared to the norm of the community. At the same time, 

they remain embedded in different webs of relations in the 

community. Thus, they engage with other actors of civil society, 

especially the Catholic Church, into construction of development 

infrastructure such as mending roads, building schools, health 
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centers. Even though there remain many cases of poverty in and 

around Butembo, the impact of the Nande trading ‚bourgeoisie‛ has 

had a wide and positive impact in the community. Among the Nande 

the question of shifting to local mechanized production is recurrent. 

Traders have sent people in China, especially in Guangzhou to learn 

how the manufacture industry works. The current generation of 

traders is the second one. There is a sense of transmission of the 

business mentality to the next generation who has been educated in 

Moscow, London and New York. The biggest stumbling block is 

indeed the security issues. How does one protect one’s business in a 

stateless situation? The question of the role of conflict in constructing 

new forms of accumulations and the possibility of local mechanized 

production were at the center of research I undertook during my very 

recent trip in Butembo in June and July 2010.  

 

III. Evidence of the Theoretical claim: Nande 

Before moving any further, let us recall that this paper argues that the 

idea that African regimes can generally develop by building stronger 

state is at best misleading, disproved by Nande prosperity. As 

evidence of my theoretical claim, I will elaborate how the Nande 

network performs function of a state in absence of state. I’ll focus on 

education, security and general economic well-being. 

 

A. Catholic University of Graben 

This institution of higher education in Butembo was created ten years 

ago by the Roman Catholic bishop of Butembo, Monsignor Kataliko 

with the help of Nande traders. The Catholic University of Graben 

(UCG) is among the best institutions of higher education in the 

Congo. Despite the trouble which has characterized the Congo from 

1996 to this day UCG has continue to function with its four faculties of 

law, civil engineering, medicine and political sciences. Most of the 

auditoria were built with the help of traders. To equip the university 

library, the bishop provided a list of 100 books to each trader to buy 

for the library. Each trader was proud to provide the 100 books asked 
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by the bishop. Many of the books come from the collaboration 

between UCG and the University of Grenoble in France. The 

university also contains a nutritional center and medical school 

student practice at the Matanda hospital run by the Catholic Church. 

Medicine for the nutritional center and Matanda hospital is imported 

by Nande traders. To solve the problem of personnel, the university 

flies professors from all over DRC and many Nande professors who 

live in Europe come regularly back to Butembo to teach at UCG 

without compensation. UCG has solved the problem of higher 

education in the region because before the creation of the Catholic 

University students have to travel to Kisangani in Oriental Province 

or to Kinshasa to pursue their higher education. The rector of the 

UCG, Abbe Malu-Malu was selected to organize the 2006 general 

elections in the DRC which has never had a democratic election for 40 

years. The university is involved in the search for the city’s 

electrification and traders are employing engineers from the UCG. 

 

i. Island of peace in the middle of chaos 

Located in the territory of Lubero in North Kivu Province, the 

population of Butembo is 90% from Nande ethnic group. 

Catholicism is very important among the Nande even though 

most traders are Baptists. Nande are mainly agriculturalists 

and pastoralist, but since 1980s and 1990s, they have been 

extremely dynamic in transnational trade (Raeymaekers 

2007). Today Butembo is like a warehouse for merchandise 

going as far as Dubai, Taipei, Hong Kong, Jakarta, and 

Gouazoug (Mirembe, 2004). In August 2005, an unexpected 

atmosphere of peace and security existed on the axis Lubero-

Beni, which includes the city of Butembo. To the north of this 

axis is the Ituri Region with its well documented troubles and 

massacresii. To the south are the remaining territories of 

North Kivu province, including Masisi, Walikali and Rutsuru. 

These three territories are home to many armed groups. 

Dissident General Nkunda Batware is based in Masisi with 



Africana                                                                                                   June/July 2011 

 

 

Vol. 5, No. 2                                                                                                              9 

 

2,000 armed militiamen, Rutsuru is dominated by the 

presence of FDLRiiiand Walikali still hosts ethnic tensions 

between the Hunde and occupants of Rwandan origin. 

Amidst the troubled north Kivu region and Ituri, Butembo 

really was a safe haven.  This impression of general security in 

Butembo was reinforced by the apparent security for 

commodity trading; Butembo is essentially a warehouse 

where hundreds of tons of merchandise are stored.  

 

This may be surprising, given that the war in the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo has had devastating effects 

on the population. From a humanitarian point of view, the 

Congolese conflict has caused levels of suffering unparalleled 

in any recent war: as of 2006, out of a population of 58 million 

Congolese, up to four million have died. iv 

 

But, despite the high overall level of violence, there 

are stark differences between various local communities in 

the DRC.  Some groups continue to suffer, but others, 

especially the Nande in northeastern Congo, managed not 

only to insulate themselves from violence nearby, but also to 

prosper in their transnational economic enterprises. 

 

Explaining Nande-based security requires explaining 

some economic background. In the Nande region much of the 

financial resources for development have come from 

indigenous resources: traders who are members of the 

communities. (Vwakyanakazi 1982, MacGaffey 1987) 

According to Mbogha (1975) and MacGaffey (1987) Nande 

traders’ successes stem from their having been marginalizedv, 

separated and taught a puritanical life. With the positions 

requiring state-credentialed education closed to them after 

independence, many Nande looked to commerce as their road 

to advancement. To this should be added an ethos that 
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developed particularly among Nande people during the 

colonial period as they strived, against considerable colonial 

restrictions, to cash up and have a place in a broader society. 

Greater proletarianization among the Nande also contributed 

to their seeking more upward mobility within the capitalist 

system.  

 

In 1983 when the Mobutu regime liberalized the 

mineral exploitation in the entire country, many Nande 

traders acquired gold mines they exploit in artisanal way. So, 

to protect these mines traders employ militiamen they equip 

regularly with weapons, mostly AK47s. In fact Butembo 

maintains a sort of social cohesion thanks to the alliance 

between traders, who are in charge of economic production, 

the Catholic Church in charge of development sector and the 

militia responsible of the coercive powervi. Militias are in fact 

junior partners to traders. The question of security is indeed 

paramount as traders have to evolve in a stateless context.  

 

ii. The Congo Wars 

Causes of wars: Land and Nationality 

A close look at the origins of the Congo wars leads inevitably 

to a consideration of two phenomena: the first is the question 

of land ownership; second is the political manipulation of 

citizenship, where the citizenship of the Congolese of 

Rwandan origin has been switched on and off as expediency 

dictated (Jackson 2007).  Land and citizenship are of 

paramount importance because traditionally both have been 

basis for social stratification. Historically, ethnic affiliation 

automatically conferred rights to the land. At the same time, 

the possession of land defined one’s status with a community. 

Thus, the so-called ‚non-indigenous‛ communities were 

excluded from equal access to land. The Zairian land reform 

(in effect from the late 1960s) laid the foundation for endemic 
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political competition, particularly in the Kivus. Restrictions on 

citizenship eligibility for Congolese of Rwandan and 

Burundian heritage (including the Banyamulengevii) were 

directly related to the land question. Over more than 40 years 

since independence, the citizenship of these ‚Rwandophone‛ 

minorities has been switched on and off as expediency 

dictated by the political claims of so-called ‚autochthons‛ for 

land allocation and other vital entitlements. 

 

iii. The land question as cause of conflict 

The moment the Zairian state proclaimed that all land 

belonged to the state in the proclamation of the famous 

Bakajika law in 1973, land lost its customary identity and, 

paradoxically, become commodifiable.  Since the land, 

according to the new law, belonged to the state, all customary 

transactions regarding land became illegal. As Vlassenroot 

(2003) puts it, the Bakajika law was indeed a political 

instrument in the hands of the rural capitalist elite because 

they were able to buy land from the government 

administration and expropriate the landless farmers. Here, we 

have an instance of something resembling Marx’s ‚primitive 

accumulation,‛ facilitated by the state but without the 

compensatory phase of proletarianization.  Johan Pottier 

(2003) argues that there is a clear link between conflict in the 

DRC and the land question.  Access to land was the reason of 

the first outburst of violence in the Masisi region and has 

remained the driving force ever since behind the Congolese 

conflict.  Indeed, land was traditionally a common good in the 

sense that it was regulated by customary law based on 

communal territorial ownership. The 1993 land reform 

completely disrupted the traditional modes of social 

stratification of various communities in the Kivus.  The 

wealthy in the region bought land, putting hundreds of 

landless farmers on the street.  The latter became easy targets 
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for recruitment by local ‚strongmen‛ who, along with 

thousands of unemployed youth and children, formed the 

ranks of the first turmoil that erupted from the early 1990s 

onward. During his military campaign in 1996 toward 

Kinshasa, the then rebel leader, Laurent Kabila, relied upon 

the ‚kadogo‛ (the smaller ones, children) and landless farmers.  

 

The large scale expropriation of land made possible 

by the Bakajika law had the effect of benefiting those of the 

rural capitalist class who were able to utilize connections to 

the public administration. Many Nande traders similarly 

bought property titles during this period, further shirking the 

land available for use by peasants and farmers. During the 

1980s and the 90s, according to Raeymaekers (2007) vacant 

lands were extensively bought by traders with the complicity 

of corrupt administrators or customary chiefs. These deals 

were possible because of an incessant ‚reinterpretation‛ of the 

existing legislative conventions through bribery. The main 

consequence was the shift of ownership from the communal 

peasantry to the rural capitalists, but also a complete 

reconfiguration of the existing relations of production. 

 

In 2000, Mr. Mbanga, a trader in Butembo, acquired a 

large portion of fertile land at Masereka through dubious 

practices, by corrupting the administrative authorities in 

Goma. Mr. Mbanga is from the same region, and he knows 

that people had been using this land for at least three decades. 

Despite the fact that he acquired the land title and is therefore 

the legal owner, he did not have the courage to chase people 

off of his land. It was only in 2006 that his elder son finally 

initiated action through the justice department of the 

province, to evict all the occupants of his land. The eviction 

was resisted in the beginning, but in the end, police burned 

villages and people were put off the land they had cultivated 
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for decades. During an interview with the son, who is still a 

student of business management in London, he told me that 

his father was unable to execute the eviction order because he 

has many roots in this community. Since the son did not grow 

up in the area, he could carry out the eviction order. To the 

question of what he thinks of the relationship that bound his 

family to the community which is now landless, he replied 

that he was not concerned about it. This eviction, carried out 

with the heavy hand of armed violence, has created a big 

tension between the evicted community and the family of this 

trader. As a result, many young men from this community 

have joined militia groups affiliated with other traders in 

Butembo and the surrounding area.  

 

As Raeymarkers puts it,   
 

‚rather than contributing to a peasant uprising, the Bakajika 

land reform precipitated a rapid transformation of 

customary property right systems to the advantage of rural 

‘capitalists’, who used their connections to the state and 

non-state institutions to secure their accumulated property 

and transform it into capital, eventually‛ (Raeymaekers 

2007: 98).   

 

Yet, as I have suggested, the land question is 

intimately connected to the emergence of large number of 

restless unemployed youth, ready to join militia groups.  

 

The Bakajika law did not wipe away completely the 

customary land legislation that maintained its relevance as a 

signifier of ethnic belonging, however. Instead, it created a 

kind of ‚dual‛ system of land property. Peasants were 

confused and the dominant economic elites took advantage of 

this confusion to appropriate land from one system or the 

other, according to whatever suited them.  In this period 
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originates the emergence of the class of rural entrepreneurs.  

In the region of Luoto, according to Tsongo (1994), three 

quarters of the land ‚liberated‛ by the state was then bought 

by local entrepreneurs.  

 

In the Nande region, agricultural surplus produced 

on the acquired land was used to impel developing trade 

enterprises; value-added from land was invested in transport, 

trade and construction rather than in pastoral investment, as 

in Masisi  or Ituri (Vlassenroot 2002, Vlassenroot and 

Raeymaekers 2004). 

 

In Masisi in particular, competition over land turned 

into a question of citizenship because land was related to 

ethnic belonging and immigrants from neighboring countries 

like Rwanda, and to a lesser extent Burundi, were excluded 

from land ownership. But, with the Bakajika law that 

liberated land from the customary legislation to ostensibly 

make it state property, many immigrants, especially the 

Banyamulenge (the Congolese Tutsi of Rwandan heritage) 

managed to buy and occupy large portions of land. In the 

1990s, for example, 90 percent of land in the Masisi and the 

Rutsuru area was occupied respectively by Banyamulenge 

(Vlassenroot 2003) and the Banyarwandaviii. 

 

 

B. Provision of Security 

To understand the current security issue, it is important to understand 

first the ways Nande traders have created the equivalent of political 

institutions to defend their commerce while the Congolese state has 

effectively vanished and numerous armed rebel groups have 

contended for territorial control. The primary aim is to understand 

how Nande traders reacted to the political disruption characterized by 

the fragmentation of violence in the DRC. 
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i. Nande and the AFDL 

The Simba from Manguredjipa, the Bahandule from the 

Rwenzori and Kasindiens from Kasindi - all Nande militia 

groups - were mobilized by Nande traditional chiefs to fight 

against Kinyarwanda speaking pastoralist groups in the 

Masisi area in early 1993. The purported reason for this 

conflict was to ‚defend‛ the Nande against the alleged 

expansionist ambitions of Congolese Tutsi, who were 

beginning to acquire land in the Nande frontier region of 

Lubero. These militia, also known as May May or self-defense 

movements, played the role of hardening the Nande ethnic 

frontier, and thus helped to draw a clear line of division 

between them and the AFDL rebellion (Reaymaekers 2007). 

Because of the strong presence of Congolese Tutsi in the 

AFDL, the Nande remained outside of Kabila’s campaign 

(Marar 1998). Beginning in February 1998, when local May 

May, at the instigation of Nande traders, proclaimed the 

autonomy of Butembo vis-à-vis the Tutsi dominated AFDL 

movement, Kabila sent in troops which brutally repressed the 

May May and burned houses in Butembo and its 

surroundings.  Predictably, this repression escalated the 

situation; the Catholic Church, traders, and other members of 

Nande civil society in Butembo became increasingly and 

visibly supportive of the May May fighting against the 

‚Tutsi‛ elements within the AFDL government.  As a result of 

this tension, Nande ethnic boundaries became more and more 

hermetic vis-à-vis the neighboring communities, especially 

the Kinyarwanda speakers. As in the rest of eastern Congo, 

the May May (largely comprised of youth who used the wars 

in order to pursue social and economic gain) were thus 

considered ‚liberators‛, and guardians of ‚tradition‛ against 

the Tutsi occupying oppressors (Jackson 2001, Raeymaekers 

2007).  As the conflict escalated in eastern Congo, this 

mythology flourished even as the Nande entrepreneurs and 
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their junior partners, the militias, continued to take advantage 

of the local peasantry.  

 

ii. The second War 

Various promises that had been made to different 

stakeholders in the anti-Mobutu campaign of 1996 were 

rapidly supplanted by the autocratic and eccentric style of 

government under Kabila, reminiscent of the old days of 

Mobutu. As Moore (2001) puts it, the neo-Mobutist 

dictatorship of Laurent Kabila transformed the world’s most 

attractive mineral market into a buccaneer industry, enriching 

himself and his family network at the expense of the 

Congolese people. Thus, many Congolese were deeply 

dissatisfied by the pace and extent of the government’s 

promised economic and political reforms. Further, Kabila’s 

relations with his foreign allies – Rwandans and Ugandans – 

were also decisive.  Because he did not have a significant base 

of support in the Congo, Kabila had to rely on a continued 

Rwandan and Ugandan military presence. He was readily 

portrayed as a Rwandan and Ugandan puppet. In the end, 

Kabila was forced to distance himself from his allies. Thus, in 

August 2, 1998, the Rally for Congolese Democracy (RCD), a 

rebel group created by the Rwandans, launched an offensive 

against the Kabila government with the aim of occupying 

Kinshasa and removing Kabila from power.  

 

The Southern African Development Community 

(SADC), an organization the DRC joined in 1997, sent troops 

to defend the Kabila regime. Thus, Zimbabwe and Angola 

entered the war on August 20, 1998 and defeated the rebel 

forces and the Rwandan Patriotic Army (RPA) troops 

advancing on Kinshasa (Nest 2006). However, from their 

strongholds in the eastern DRC, Rwandan and Ugandan 

forces advanced westward toward the diamond fields of East 
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Kasai and South toward the copper mines of Katanga.  At the 

same time, a new rebel movement – Mouvement pour la 

Liberation du Congo (MLC) – advanced west and south along 

the Congo River toward Kinshasa from its strongholds in the 

Equator Province. Headed by Mobutu’s son in-law, Jean-

Pierre Bemba, the MLC was a creation of the Ugandan 

government, and was run by wealthy private entrepreneurs 

and some former high-ranking figures from the Mobutu era.  

 

Many neighboring countries joined the war on both 

sides. On one side, troops from Zimbabwe, Angola, Namibia, 

Chad, Eritrea, and Sudan came to the aid of the Kabila 

government’s troops. Two Burundian rebel groups fighting 

the Tutsi-dominated regime in Burundi also allied themselves 

with the Congolese government. The Nande May May, in 

addition to the Hutu Interhamwe and ex-FAR forces, joined 

the Force Democratic de Liberation du Rwanda (FDLR), 

which was formed by the exiled Rwandans in 2000 with the 

objective of overthrowing the Tutsi-dominated Rwandan 

government, and they also rallied to the side of the Kabila 

government against the Rwandan army.    

 

On the rebel side, the main Congolese groups were 

the RCD and the MLC. Both groups sought a share of state 

power. These rebel groups were militarily and 

organizationally linked to Rwanda and Uganda. As 

Lemarchand (2001) puts it, with the RCD rebellion, the 

question of the Kivus seemed to return ‚with a vengeance‛ on 

Congo’s political scene; not in the form of any political 

participation by its population, but through the rapid 

proliferation of several armed bands with various origins and 

sources of support. As alliances changed hands, and 

yesterday’s friends became tomorrow’s enemies (Willame 

1999), the war brought about a complex and highly 
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unpredictable climate in which the use of violence for political 

and economical gain expanded dramatically. Relations within 

rebel groups, between them and their foreign backers, were 

constantly fractious. In 1999, fighting broke out between the 

Rwandan and Ugandan armies over who should lead the 

RDC, resulting in the group splitting into two factions: RCD-

Goma and RCD-ML (Movement of liberation).  

 

iii. Nande Traders and the Rebellions 

When the war started in August 1998, many Nande traders 

left Butembo in order to secure their business. Their decision 

to return was motivated by the invitation of the rebels. As 

Ndivito, the president of FEC puts it, ‚the combination of 

economic crisis and political insecurity left us little choice but 

to collaborate directly with the rebellion to ensure local 

security.‛ But, as we will see, Nande traders did not only co-

operate with the rebel movements, but they turned out to 

play a vital role as creditors and clients of the rebels. Since 

most of the rebel movements had big financial needs, they 

sought to borrow money from the traders. These debts were 

paid back through tax exoneration and suppression of 

customs services for goods transported across borders. At the 

beginning, this practice was said to be exceptional by rebel 

leaders, but it ended up becoming generalized. Eventually, 

traders themselves started to propose pre-financing rebel 

movements. The traders were the big winners, as they 

imposed interest rates up to 50 per cent.  Since the rebels 

could never pay back their loans, traders were simply allowed 

to transport their merchandise in and out of the country free 

of charge.  

 

In a memorandum from the rebel movement, 

Congolese Rally for Democracy (RCD), dated September 22, 

1998, one reads: ‚To meet the urgent priority of the army, the 
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authorities in charge of finance have asked any trader in the 

region an amount of $ 900,000. This amount is an equivalent 

of the customs service fees of 50 containers of clothes. The 

money has to be given in US dollars‛ (Kambale Mirembe, 

2004).  As is evident, the strategy of the traders was to co-

operate with rebel movements in order to secure their 

business. In a letter of July 2, 2001, the president of the 

Federation of Entrepreneurs of Congo in Butembo (FEC) 

wrote: ‚Despite a very difficult environment, traders from 

Butembo have responded positively to many solicitations 

from the new political power by pre-financing its activities.‛ 

(Kambale Mirembe, 2004).Thus, some Nande traders plainly 

took advantage of rebellions in North Kivu to increase their 

productivity by over-billing rebel leaders who granted them 

tax and customs service exoneration. Nonetheless, in general 

terms, insecurity had a very bad effect on trade in the region.  

Some traders had to discontinue their business in other 

regions of the country such as Kisangani, Isiro, Ituri, etc., 

simply to protect their lives. Similarly, clients from other parts 

of the country could not make the trip to Butembo. The 

general populace saw a severe decline in their purchasing 

power, due to insecurity. Moreover, uncontrolled May May 

groups pillaged some farms.   

 

Despite the fact that traders in Butembo were 

sufficiently savvy to protect their business against the political 

disruption and made tremendous gains from the 

opportunities that war offered to them, it remains true that 

the environment of generalized insecurity created by the 

violence made it very difficult for them to carry on their 

business inside the country.    

 

This, indeed, poses the general question of how 

business is protected in a stateless situation. Even in 2006, 



Africana                                                                                                   June/July 2011 

 

 

Vol. 5, No. 2                                                                                                              20 

 

state power remained really non-existent in Butembo. There is 

a figurehead Mayor whose role has been reduced to publicly 

conveying messages from the Roman Catholic bishop or from 

the Confederation of traders (FEC) to the general population. 

Everybody in Butembo knows that the real decision makers in 

the city are the traders and to a lesser extent, also the Roman 

Catholic hierarchy. Many projects in Butembo have been 

realised through the initiative of the Church and the traders, 

with very minimal involvement or intervention from the 

official representatives of the state. Traders could use the May 

May militia to intimidate a foreign contractor. There indeed 

seems to be a viable de facto local state, run in this manner by 

the traders and the Church, with only a nominal role 

relegated to the representative of the official state. 

 

According to Charles Tilly’s account of the origins of 

the European system, coercion and capital go hand in hand. 

Tilly maintains that, historically, the ‚capitalized coercion 

mode,‛ of government which involved elements of both 

‚coercion-intensive‛ and ‚capital-intensive‛ modes, proved 

most effective in war and therefore provided a compelling 

model ‚which European states soon followed (Tilly 1992:30). 

In the absence of a powerful state, merchants draw protection 

for their merchandise and their enterprises from militias, 

while militias gain access to military means from merchants’ 

support. The formation and continued existence of a state 

implies a constant process of separating off certain aspects of 

social relations and defining them as ‚political‛, and hence, as 

separate from the ‚economic‛ (Holloway 1994). Civil wars 

tend to involve a blurring of these reified divisions. 
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C. Economic well-being in a State without State 

When I arrived in Butembo, my goal was to observe the Nande’s 

trading networks and their Dubai and Hong Kong connexions. I was 

interested not only in the Nande’s trading networks and economic 

success but also the interconnection between their prosperity, their 

relative security, and the effectiveness of their strategies at insulating 

themselves from violence nearby. I retained a certain measure of 

optimism about the presumably innocuous character of what might 

be called the Nande ‚model‛ or strategy, which could conceivably be 

generalized to the rest of the country or to other African contexts. 

After almost ten months in Butembo trying to figure out how Nande 

society is being reconfigured and reconstructed in this context of 

violence and transnational trade relations, I came to recognize that 

there is indeed a de facto local state run by the traders, in concert with 

the Catholic Church officialdom. After a long period of participant 

observation, moreover, I concluded that there has been a profound 

complicity of Nande commercial success and regional prosperity with 

the surrounding civil war and the perpetuation of violence. Indeed, 

some Nande traders were direct beneficiaries and also direct 

financiers of various militias and also entangled with the so-called 

autochthonist movement, not only against the Rwandan invaders but 

also the Congolese ‚Rwandans‛, as described by Stephen Jackson 

(2004). Thus, it seems that the real third leg of the triumvirate is 

plainly not the weak central state officials but rather the organized 

violence and coercive capacity of the militias. It is known in Butembo 

that if you want to reach the rebel leaders, you must borrow the 

bishop’s car, which they easily recognize. In fact, the bulk of the local 

militias’ membership is comprised of former choir members, altar 

boys, and scouts. The Catholic Church has an indubitable persuasive 

power over the militias. 

 

Traders, especially members of the G8, are each owners of 

gold mines in the region (especially at Mangurugipa, 60 miles north of 

Butembo). They acquired them in the 1980s when the Mobutu regime 
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liberalized the mining sector in Zaire. To protect these mines against 

rivals or other contenders, traders have contracted militias as 

permanent private security forces often led by members of their own 

extended families. They provide weapons for them in exchange for 

security services. During the war, as we have seen, militias were used 

to protect the region against a probable invasion by Rwandan forces 

or Kinyarwanda-speaking rebels. The militias exuded a sense of 

relative independence vis-a-vis their bosses during that period. Lots 

of cows belonging to traders were slaughtered for food, and some 

farms were decimated by the same militias whose groups has indeed 

been rather complex. But, as I have already indicated, these relations 

are significantly based on kinship and ethnic solidarity. Militia were 

sometimes used to intimidate competitors or other people whom the 

traders considered dangerous for their business. A South African 

contractor who helped the traders to build the hydro-electric dam, for 

instance, was kidnapped by the militias after he strongly disagreed 

with the terms of negotiation that the traders were proposing.  

 

In fact, many of the decisive contemporary features of global 

capital accumulation converge in this apparently remote geographical 

borderland, where ruthless plunder and genocidal civil war are the 

complements to spectacularly prosperous networks of transnational 

trade. 

 

i. Question of energy  

Paradoxically, this is also the major obstacle to expand, 

industrialize and increase the local value added. Security is 

indeed the major obstacle to industrialization as insisted one 

of the interviewers in Butembo. In the context of ‚cold war‛ 

or something in between war and peace, it is very difficult to 

think of a long term investment a mechanized production 

requires. No serious business person would open an 

important factory or a firm in this paradoxical context of 

‚neither war nor peace‛ (Raeymaekers 2004). Transnational 
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trade boom seems to be the highest forms of capital 

accumulation that this situation could allow.  

 

If security is the major obstacle, the immediate 

obstacle to any effort of industrialization for the time being is 

the lack of energy. The problem of electric power is 

paramount because no mechanization of production is 

possible without an important production of electricity.  

 

ii. The problem of energy 

The case of electrification of Butembo is even more 

interesting. The corporation of traders wanted to electrify 

Butembo. A French firm estimated the construction of the 

dam and the distribution of electricity in the city at 8 million 

US dollars. Traders considered the price to be too high.  Then, 

John De Bruyn, a South African engineer, offered to do the job 

at half of the price proposed by the French company. The 

traders granted the contract to Clakson Power, Mr. De 

Bruyn’s company. The contract was of 3 million US dollars. 

Traders had to finance at the level of 10% and the project 

would finance itself with the commercialization of electricity. 

After many months of work, the electrical dam was 

constructed, and SENOKI (Societe d’Electicite du Nord Kivu) 

was put in charge of the distribution of the electric power in 

Butembo.  Unfortunately, Clakson Power was able to generate 

only a very few kilowatts per month.  It was a complete fiasco 

because the company was able to distribute electricity only 

once a month, and this, according to local engineers, was only 

experimental.   

 

I attended a meeting of SENOKI consumers in 

October 2005. It turned out that the meeting was attended by 

many local intellectuals who chastised traders for not having 

consulted with them at the inception of the project.  Some 
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even went so far as to rejoice about the failure of the hydro-

electric project. If one reads between the lines, one sees that 

these indictments underscore the struggle between the two 

sorts of elite in Butembo, the commercial elite and intellectual 

elite. The latter are blatantly disregarded by the former in 

matters of general interests, such as building an airport, 

mending roads or constructing an electrical dam. The 

commercial elite, most of them uneducated, are accustomed 

to doing things according to their own prerogatives and by 

their own protocols. It is only when the third group, which is 

the Catholic Church  (the religious elite), intervenes that there 

is any coordination of activities, such as constructing the 

university auditoriums for students of the Catholic University 

of Graben or giving donations for the construction of the 

University of Great Lakes, the Protestant university.  

 

According to an interviewer SENOKI contract was 

not well understood by the Nande traders. Thirty six months 

after the contract was signed nothing concrete was seen. At 

that point the contract should have been cancelled. But, M. 

Bruyn’s strategy was to deal directly with traders rather than 

with the company’s board. According to some educated elites, 

traders had a complex of a white man. That is the reason why 

they couldn’t conceal the contract.  

 

In other words, one key dimension of the power 

struggle between elites in Butembo is defined by the 

antagonisms between an intellectual elite, who are generally 

leading a miserable life because the government does not 

function properly and cannot pay them, and an uneducated 

commercial elite, whose businesses are flourishing and who 

are in the position of imposing order on the conduct of 

municipal affairs on their own terms. The traders, whose 

influence has tremendously increased over the last ten years 
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with the disintegration of the Congo, are indeed the new 

power brokers, and they show it sometimes by bullying or 

marginalizing non-commercial elites, with the exception of 

the officials at the Catholic Church.  The question of energy 

unifies all the groups, traders and non-traders, educated and 

non-educated. Today Butembo is electrified by small 

generators of 5 KVA imported from Japan. However, there 

are a small dozen of small hydro-electrical dams in Butembo 

and its hinterland: Katwa, Mutshanga, Luwoto, UCG, 

Butuwe, Maseka, Lukanga, and Kyondo. These micro hydro-

electrical centrals produce a maximum of 35 KVA each. This 

is very far from 400 KVA a productive firm would required 

according engineer Murembe. However, traders, the catholic 

hierarchy, and interested people are thinking of ways of 

producing electricity for the city of Butembo. Three 

possibilities were being seriously contemplated: 

 

a. Semuliki 

The possibility of building a hydro-electric dam on Semuliki 

river which could provide electricity to the whole region. A 

dam in Semuliki River would be the ideal solution to produce 

the needed power for mechanized production in Butembo 

and its hinterland. However the major obstacle is that 

Semuliki River is part of the rivers which feed the Nile. And 

Egypt and Sudan who use 87% of the Nile flow have the legal 

right on this lion’s share of Nile River water and all the rivers 

falling into the Nile. Despite demands from other countries 

who share the Nile Basin – Ethiopia, Tanzania, Uganda, 

Kenya, DRC, Rwanda, and Burundi – Egypt and to a less 

extent Sudan are refusing to relinquish a drop of their legal 

right the lion’s share of Nile river water.  Egypt has 

repeatedly cited its ‚historical‛ right on the river which 

provides the country of 80 million people with 90% of its 

water needs (African News, New Vision 11 June 2010). Egypt 
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is hanging on the agreement signed in 1959 with Sudan - 

following Sudan’s independence in 1956 – which allocated 

55.5 billion cubic meters of the Nile to Egypt, and 18.5 billion 

to Sudan, a combined total of 87% of the Nile flow. 

Furthermore, Egypt claims that its water needs are expected 

to exceed its supply by 2017 (Egyptian government report 

2009).  

 

It seemed that it is out of question to build a dam on 

Semuliki because the Egypt would put its veto power it was 

given by a 1929 colonial era treaty with Britain. Egypt is 

exerting efforts with leaders of the upstream countries 

including the DRC to persuade it not to put any obstacle to 

the flow of Nile water. Unless the DRC government 

negotiates with Egyptian authority, it will be difficult to build 

a hydro-electric dam on Semuliki river to electrify Beni and 

Butembo.  

 

b. Kasindi 

The second possibility of the electrification of Butembo is to 

connect the cities of Beni and Butembo with the power from 

Uganda. The Kasindi border city of Uganda and DRC receive 

electricity from Uganda, It would be possible to connect Beni 

and Butembo. Electricity from Uganda to Beni and Butembo 

sounds realistic but poses a political problem of dependency 

toward a neighbouring country, namely Uganda. Moreover, 

Uganda and the DRC had a contentious at the International 

court about the destruction following Ugandan and Rwandan 

confrontations in Kisangani in 2003 and 2004. Uganda was 

condemned at The Hague to a fine of 4 billion US dollar as 

compensation to the DRC for the destruction of the city of 

Kisangani. Uganda has accepted to pay the fine to the DRC. 

Uganda is proposing to supply the electricity to the DRC 

cities of Beni and Butembo in exchange for the fine of the 4 
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billion US dollar; fine The Hague had condemned Uganda to 

pay to the DRC.  

 

The Congo has refused that Uganda should pay its fine by 

providing electricity to the city of Beni and Butembo. The 

Congolese government would prefer Uganda to honour his 

fine of 4 billion US dollar first and it will negotiate separately 

the supply of power to the two cities of Beni and Butembo. 

This possibility is excluded for the time being.  

 

c. SENOKI 

The third possibility is to revive SENOKI by a multinational 

or a national company. In fact SENOKI is ready to keep only 

10% of its action if there is a company which accepts step in. 

The new company could build on the pre-existing electricity 

cables network installed by SENOKI. Some interviewers think 

that an individual trader could buy the licence of producing 

electricity from SENOKI. Kamungele, the wealthiest trader in 

Butembo thought about it once, but he lacks the courage to 

realize his project. For the Bishop of Butembo, reviving 

SENOKI is the most realistic solution to the problem of 

electricity in Butembo. The New ambassador of the Czech 

Republic in DRC has promised to send experts to study the 

possibility of producing electricity for city dwellers from 

SENOKI dam. During the last elections of 2006, president 

Kabila offered a generator to produce electricity for the city, 

but it consumes too much gasoline and it was just abandoned. 

In fact, some traders who import mini generator from Japan 

worked on the failure of the president’s gift. If SENOKI 

remains one of the most realistic possibilities of providing 

electricity in Butembo in the near future, there is also many 

small rivers in and around Butembo where hydro-electric 

dams could be built. There are for example half dozen of 
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rivers which could potentially offer electricity to Butembo: 

Kisalala, Ivuwa, Kakova, Kyondo, Taliha, Visiki, and Kainan.  

 

The lack of electricity is the major stumbling block to 

the industrialization of Butembo which could lead to a 

mechanized production of some items imported from Dubai, 

Gouazhoug or Jakarta. When the Nande will solve their 

energy problem, they would be able to generate enough 

revenue and improve further the standard of economic well-

being, education and security in the region. But, how do the 

Nande has gone so far in such a chaotic situation? 

 

 

IV. How do the Nande do it? The Power of Trust and 

Diplomacy 

As I stated earlier, Nande traders qualify as trust Network. And 

according to Charles Tilly (2004) a trust is a property of interpersonal 

relations in which people take the risk of each other’s failure or 

betrayal. Trust networks organized around kinship, long-distance 

trade, or workers’ mutual aid rarely faces the threat of death or 

dispossession.  

 

The question is then, how members of a trust network 

maintain cohesion, control and trust when their members spread out 

into a world rich with other opportunities and commitment? The 

limited cases of isolated communes and religious communities are 

easy to understand because their very insulation from the world 

facilitates continuous monitoring, mutual aid, reciprocity, trust and 

barriers to exit. But geographically dispersed trust networks somehow 

managed to produce similar effects as isolated communities. 

Maintaining boundaries between ‚us‛ and ‚them‛ clearly plays an 

important part in trust networks’ continued operation (Tilly 2004c, 

2005). Nande traders constitute a trust network. They offer support 

and connections for those who are inside the network in their 
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transnational trading activities. Nande trust network is made of 

transnational ‚informal‛ economic entrepreneurs who supply the 

equivalent of state institutions in the absence of central regulatory 

framework.  Through their transnational contact, Nande traders were 

able to avoid two attempts of invasions; one from the South and the 

other from the north.  

 

The invasion by the Rwandan backed rebel group led by the 

dissident general of the Congolese army, Nkunda Batware, took place 

in June 2004. According to local explanation, this invasion by the 

Rwandan backed rebels was allowed by the Bush administration. The 

later was informed by the Rwandan government that Nande traders 

were trading uranium with member of Al-Qaida networks.  

 

Rwandans were aware that by claiming ‘uranium’ and ‘Al-

Qaida’ it was enough to attract the Bush administration attention. So, 

Rwandans were allowed to use its proxy to invade Butembo. Since the 

Nande militia could not stop Nkunda’s progression to Butembo. 

Nande traders decided to send the Catholic bishop Melchisedec 

Sikulu to the Vatican in Rome to explain that there is no uranium in 

Butembo. The Vatican accordingly sent a representative to the state 

department to explain that Nande trade gold and not uranium. The 

State Department sent an emissary to Butembo who had a meeting 

with traders, the bishop. Convinced that Butembo had no uranium 

and Nande never traded with Al-Qaida, the US envoy sent a report to 

Washington and the rebel progression was halted immediately.  

 

The second attempt by the rebel to invade Butembo came 

from the northern region of Bafwasende and was led by Jean Pierre 

Bemba. M. Bemba initiated the operation ‚Effacer le tableau‛ (clean 

the blackboard). This operation was meant to come from Bafwasende 

and move downward to Butembo and clean up along the way all 

resistance. Many pygmies were killed during the operation ‚effacer le 

tableau.‛  Nande militia could not resist and stop the Mbemba’s troop 
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progression. Once again Nande resorted to their bishop who 

mobilized all the international media including France International 

Radio (RFI), BBC and the Voice of America (VOA) and explained to 

the entire world that Bemba soldiers were not only killing pygmies, 

but they were also eating them in a kind of anthropophagic ritesix. The 

news was so sensational that Bemba had to stop his progression and 

even the ICC (International Criminal Court) sent an investigator to 

what was happening.  

 

My first observation was that there was indeed a de facto 

local state run by the Catholic Church, traders and very weak state 

representatives. However, after many months of observation, I found 

out that the real third piece of the trilogy was not the weak central 

state officials but rather the organized violence and coercion of the 

militias.  

 

Herald, it is instructive to recall Holloway's distinction 

between the(territorial, usually national) "state" and the social relation 

of "the political," which is not necessarily orchestrated through a state 

as such but does certainly require one or another deployment of 

organized coercion/violence.   

 

In this case, there seems to be a very clear social and political 

hegemony of the Nande "bourgeoisie," legitimated through the 

Church officialdom, the figurehead mayor, and perhaps other 

customary figures of Nande authority, premised upon not one but 

several relatively mobile formations of violence that supply the 

ultimate resources of coercion and thus social order. Outside of its 

central sphere of control, there is greater or lesser chaos and varying 

degrees of a reign of terror by the respective militias which even seem 

to act as de facto territorial states in their imposition of "taxes" and the 

collection of tariffs and customs duties through border policing 

practices, but the capitalists clearly seem to rely upon the availability 

of the militias' violence to secure their own ends, as needed, while 
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sustaining an uneasy kind of mutual dependency.  As long as the 

traders don't try to impose themselves (their rule or ‚law‛) too much 

on the militias' spheres of brutal extraction in the peripheries of the 

Nande center, and as long as the militias steer clear of that center and 

do not disrupt the Nande capitalists' prosperous sphere of control and 

stability, then there is a definite if somewhat elusive correspondence 

between the traders social and economic power, expressed as virtual 

political rule, and the militia's various reigns of terror in a kind of 

multiplicity of somewhat overlapping and intersecting spaces.  Seen 

economically, the militias then look like junior partners to the trader 

capitalists who ultimately have real production (not merely trade) as 

their base of accumulation, and the only economic resource the 

militias have is the sheer piracy of their arms.  It is much more 

sustaining and lucrative for them as well as the traders to maintain 

this compact. There is a kind of intersection of this kind of predatory 

violence with what has come to be known as Marx’s notion of 

‚primitive accumulation‛. All the features of global capital 

accumulation seem to converge in this remote geographical area, and 

relations of productions are reproduced and changed.  

 

 

V. Conceptual/Definitional claim: Is it a State? 

The research site shows that the state is never the unique and 

exclusive form of social relations, which are ‚always un-

predetermined, agonistic, and unresolved.‛ These ‚relations of 

struggle‛ entail a ‚full panoply of contests over objectification and 

fetishization of human productive powers as alien forces of 

domination‛ for which ‚the state tends< to be the hegemonic 

manifestation (De Genova 2007: 442; Holloway 1994).  The Nande 

region is one of the many places where the state is continually both 

experienced and undone through the illegibility of its own practices, 

documents, and words. Unlike in the rationalized world of Weberian 

abstractions, the DRC state, as seen from its margins, is inscrutable, 

incoherent, unpredictable, and unreliable. But to characterize these 
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features as ‚failure‛ is merely to retain and recapitulate a great many 

statist fantasies.   

 

In the tradition of political science, the state is taken as a basic, 

and largely unquestioned, category. Categories such as authority, 

rights or sovereignty are generally discussed in the tradition of 

political theory, but the state, as a category, is simply assumed. The 

theoretical challenges defined in this study are precisely to dissolve 

the state as a category in the Kantian sensex; it entails understanding 

the state not as a thing in itself, but as a social form, a form of social 

relations (Holloway 1994).  By defining the state as a social 

phenomenon, as a form of social relations, i.e. relations between 

people, the study recognizes the fluidity, the unpredictability and the 

instability of this category. Indeed, these relations have solidified 

certain forms that appear to have acquired their own autonomy, their 

own dynamic. By taking these forms (state, money, kinship or 

ethnicity) as given, some academic disciplines have indeed 

contributed to their apparent rigidity. The state, then, appears rigid, 

and the classic Weberian conception of the state treats that semblance 

of rigidity as a given and positive fact11xi. As the present study will 

show, after first displaying how the debate on the state has evolved 

within African scholarship, the notion that African states have failed 

or collapsed is part of the same movement to reify and fetishize the 

colonially imposed Weberian model of statehood.  

 

In Africa, the majority of the population lives from socio-

economic activities of the so-called ‚informal economy‛. During the 

colonial and post-colonial period, Nande people who felt 

marginalized from the central government (Macgaffey 1987), resorted 

to these activities to claim their social rights and to construct an 

alternative to the existing political and social project. Nande’s 

informal or parallel economic activities are deployed in local, regional 

and transnational markets. If international exchange is concerned 

with transactions between nation-states, then transnational trade goes 
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beyond state systems. Nande trade is organized in networks and 

some of its practices are ‚informal12xii‛. Their trading activities are 

deployed in local, regional and transnational markets. Nande traders 

never qualified their activity as being ‚illegal‛. They argue that 

‚legality‛ or ‚illegality‛ conjure the false impression of a state 

functioning ‚normally‛. The Zairian state failed its people, they 

reason, so the notion of ‚illegality‛ no longer applied because there 

was and still is no working state. For some traders, as long as value 

was being returned to the region, there was no reason to worry about 

‘illegality’ in a corrupted and predatory government (Marysse).  A. 

Mbembe (1992) points out, illegal networks are not only strategies for 

survival but also a space of resistance against the violence generated 

by the failure of the postcolonial modes of accumulation, state 

dictatorship and its distorted episteme of ‚leadership‛.  Indeed, 

‚illegality‛, as De Genova puts it, makes sense only within the 

framework of a nation-state which produces laws that legalize or 

illegalize particular practices (2002). As categories, illegality, 

informality or even ‚criminality‛ are forms of social relations in the 

course of being objectified, and subject to the dynamics of historical 

struggle over their composition, decomposition and recomposition 

(Holloway 1995, De Genova 2002, 2004, Kwansingan s.d.).  For some 

traders, likewise, it seems that new forms of social relations generated 

by new political and historical contexts constitute their particular 

space of ‚informality‛ or ‚illegality‛. It is indeed within these grey 

zones of ‚legality‛ and ‚illegality‛ that Nande trading activities 

reshape and re-invent the ‚state‛. 

 

 

Conclusion 

Nande traders are operating in the absence of a central state. They 

have, however, created their own version of a functional regional 

state. Nande traders have decided, for example, to fix and maintain 

the roads leading in and out of Butembo. Each trader has 40 miles of 

road to mend. They do organize tollgates where cars paid according 



Africana                                                                                                   June/July 2011 

 

 

Vol. 5, No. 2                                                                                                              34 

 

to their weight. Traders build bridges sometimes in agreement with 

the mayor. Traders pay militaries, feed them, house them and drive 

them. The federation of traders has its own court where disputes are 

resolves. Many disputes concerning succession, land ownership are 

resolved in traders’ court rather than the state court. Traders have 

distributed food, clothes and medicine to refugees from the trouble 

region of Ituri. Schools and health care centers are run by churches 

with donations from traders. In the absence of DRC government and 

in the presence of competing rebel groups for the control of the 

coercive power, Nande trading networks have managed to protect a 

self-sustaining and prosperous transnational enterprise. Like Italian 

and Dutch merchants in the 17th century, Nande traders have created 

their own access to defensive means in the presence of marauders, 

such as state predators and rebels. 

 

This study has examined the relationship between economic 

development and the existence of formal and centralized state. 

Indeed, development problems in the DRC are paramount, but one of 

the lessons the Nande case study teaches us is that amid the concern 

in Africa over strong or weak or fragile ‘state,’ economic 

empowerment may not be strong in so-called strong states or weak in 

weak states. The Nande traders’ example of economic governance 

outside the framework of the state is not simply the black market 

economy that runs against or alongside the neo-liberal order (Reno 

1995), but also the value-system of elite distinction as well as a 

functional economy that may provide a shadow governance, and even 

government.  
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i The title is indeed similar to Peter Little’s Somalia: Economy without state 

(2003). But the concept of economic empowerment goes beyond the concept of 

economy to include, as we will see, the provision of education, security and 

economic well being. 
 
 

 

ii Human Rights Watch  report 2005, and MONUC report on human rights 

abuse in Ituri, 2005. 
 
 

iii FDLR standing for Force Democratique pour la Liberation du Rwanda is a 

political organization representing Rwandan Hutu refugees in eastern Congo. 

It was created in 2000 in opposition to the Kagame regime and included many 

Rwandan refugees who had been present on Congolese territory since 1994. 

Propaganda of the current Rwandan government wants people to believe that 

FDLR is formed of  ‚ex-FAR/Interahamwes‛ suggesting that it is a criminal 

group of ‚genocidaires‛ (Auteserre, 2006) Actually, FDLR  is an inclusive 
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term regardless of affiliation to armed groups, innocent as well as guilty of 

the 1994 genocide. 
 

 
 

iv See www.theIRC.org   and Auteserre, S. unpublished doctoral thesis, on 

‚local violence, international indifference, 2006). 
 

 
 

v The theory of marginalization has been disputed by some (see Raeymaekers, 

2007) because Nande people were in the Mobutu government in prominent 

positions. Pierre Pay Pay was the governor of the Central Bank, and another 

Nande was the governor of North Kivu. But the marginalization hypothesis is 

demonstrated by some documents such the letter of Bishop Kataliko in 1971 

titled ‚Aide-toi, le ciel t’aidera‛ where he called for self empowerment to 

develop the region. Another important document is a letter of a group of 

Nande politicians to the Kabila government in 1998 where they complained 

that even though the Nande made up 60% of the population of North Kivu 

Province, they were always underrepresented in the government of former 

president Kasa-Vubu and Mobutu. See Kasinia et al. 1998. and Willame 1999: 

152. 

 
vi At the Baptist mission of Katwa, on the outskirt of Butembo, Christians were 

separated from other members of the Nande community. They were in the 

parish with missionaries trying to live according to the Gospel’s 

recommendations ( see Jack Nelson 1982). 

 
vii The term Banyamulenge refers to Congolese of Tutsi descents who live in a 

mountain called Mulenge. 

 
viii Literally people of Rwanda. Indeed the nomenclature in this region is 

politicized, fluid and difficult: some scholars refer to the same collective 

population as Banyarwanda, other call them the Rwandophone or the 

Kinyarwanda speakers. In South Kivu they are referred to as Banyamulenge 

or Congolese Tutsi to distinguish them from Congolese Hutu. Banyarwanda 

is a generic term used to refer to both Congolese Hutu and Tutsi of Rwandan 

heritage. 

 
ix For more details on the accusation of cannibalism see Johan Pottier (2007). 
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x From a Hegelian perspective, Kantian categories are hard, rigid, absolutely 

separated from one another (Kant I.  [1781-1787], Critique of Pure reason, 

translated by Werner S. Pluhar; introduction by Patricia Kitcher; 

Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hachett Publishing Compagny, Inc., 1996; p.132: 

Categories. 

 
xi This appearance of rigidity, stability, and fixity is what Marx would 

characterize as fetishization, or in DeGenova’s gloss, reification. 

 
xii MacGaffey refers to the ‘real economy’ to signify that this is in fact what 

people live on. For William Johnson (2003), it is the ‚real market‛ to be 

introduced to the theory of international exchange. In contrast, working on 

Chad Basin, in Roitman (1990) sees in these activities as an extension of state 

regulatory mechanisms. 
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Introduction 

During most of the twentieth century, two world wars, the cold war, 

the rivalry of two super powers, the ideologization of international 

affairs and military confrontation, made diplomacy a subsidiary 

instrument of power politics and ideology. The end of the cold war 

radically changed the international political scene and today we are 

facing the shift of the ‘civilizational’ paradigm, which affects not only 

the major units of world polities - the States - but which also brings 

new actors into the forefront of international relations. The process of 

globalization, which strengthens the ''oneness" of the world is, at the 

same time, accompanied by the fragmentation and localization by the 

growing gap between rich and poor nations.  All these 

transformations bring new challenges for diplomacy on a global level. 

Thus while there are many facets of globalization, the economic 

aspects of it have been critical in the quest for the achievement of 

national development, and also the preservation of individual 

nation’s sovereignty.  

 

The challenge facing nations in the emergent era of 

globalization is how best to integrate into the World System, in such a 

manner that would not only preserve their sovereignty but also 

                                                 
2 Irene Pogoson, PhD is a Lecturer with the Department of Political Science at the 

University of Ibadan. She is also a member of the Advisory Council for the Mo 

Ibrahim Foundation. E-mail address: irenepogoson@yahoo.com  
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enhance their development. Consequently, the major political factor 

influencing diplomacy is the relative decline of the role of the national 

governments. Today governments are facing stern competition from 

other actors. Private sector, religious groups, immigrants, media and 

other entities of the civil society are demanding from the government 

that their interests be taken into consideration and that they have a 

say in making and implementing foreign policy.  

 

Economic diplomacy is gradually taking over the traditional 

politics-oriented diplomacy. With the phenomenal growth of 

transnational economic interactions, the world market has expanded 

dramatically, dramatically increased trade levels, ever-tightening 

economic interdependence between countries and the growing impact 

of international economics on domestic economics and so also has the 

number of economic actors. Governments everywhere are primarily 

concerned with maintaining the competitiveness of their economies. 

Accordingly, private economic decisions are now largely controlling 

political choices of the governments. 

 

Nigeria, as an actor in the international arena, has interests 

that extend beyond its borders and typically, it must possess the 

means to pursue and protect them. This paper focuses on major 

economic factors that influenced the course of the Obasanjo 

administration’s foreign policy since 1999 and investigates the extent 

to which the administration forged international economic policies 

that protected and expanded Nigeria’s position in the international 

community.  

 

 

UNDERSTANDING ECONOMIC DIPLOMACY 

In the traditional sense, diplomacy is political diplomacy. This means 

that diplomats are primarily engaged in political relations because 

close or strong political relations lead to other forms of relations – 

economic, cultural, etc. Empirical evidence suggests economic 
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relations are not initiated in any significant way in a political vacuum 

in which there is a lack of trust. There is, indeed, a growing realization 

that if economic relationships are strong, they have an impact on 

political relationship and whatever ripples occur in political relations, 

it gets sorted out because both countries have a stake in not losing out 

beneficial economic relationship.  

 

In today’s international relations, a new system seeking to 

curb the influence of states and individual economic players is 

gradually taking shape. Nations are losing more than ever, their 

national character and becoming increasingly global, thus turning the 

world into a transnational production system based on international 

division of labour.  (Ana, 2006)The most developed nations that base 

their power on economic superiority, military supremacy in the 

domain of production are progressively transferring their foreign 

priories to the economic sphere and linking them to that sphere. 

 

A switch over of foreign – policy priorities and those of 

economic diplomacy to different directions was engendered by the 

disintegration of the bipolar system of international relations  and a 

whole range of major political and economic consequences that 

followed. The end of the ideological struggle of the Cold War gave the 

economic dimension of international relations the necessary attention 

that it missed during the confrontation between the East and the 

West. However, despite this obvious trend in international political 

and economic relations, the role of states and diplomacies as tools for 

the promotion and protection of nations' interests remain highly 

relevant, in particular in the sphere of economic relations –called 

economic diplomacy. (See Rik Coolsaet, (1998); Lee, D., (1999). 

Diplomats and officials finally got the time to deal with economics 

which was considered to be of much direct relevance to the well –

being of the people. Also, globalization which opens up new 

perspectives for trade expansion and sharpens the competition in 

securing countries’ shares in world markets and in securing new ones, 
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is seen as a major reason for the prominent role governments play in 

export promotion today.  

 

Economic diplomacy was earlier known as Trade Diplomacy. 

Trade diplomacy came with the nationalization of industries in many 

countries from the 50s to the 70s. This resulted in gradual 

involvement of diplomats in trade matters that is to help sell products 

of nationalized industries. With time, political leaders realized that 

‚bread and butter‛ issues are the principal objectives for growth and 

prosperity of people and that leaders can win successive elections 

while strong economy exists. Economic diplomacy increasingly called 

for the prediction of outcomes of future trade regimes requires an 

understanding of market factors at work in a given global economic 

environment. This enables a country to fashion appropriate decisions 

in advancing economic interests. 

 

In some ways, nations have evolved back to the earliest 

recorded days of relations between kingdoms and principalities, 

when commerce was an important motivation for reaching out to 

other foreign entities. It led ancient civilizations to exchange spices, 

silks and other precious commodities with distant lands, thereby 

creating the norms and procedures within which the exchanges could 

be carried out. These were the first ‘international’ accords and treaties 

that were not only concerned with conquest and territory, but with 

mutually beneficial commercial dealings within a legal framework.  

 

The end of the ideological struggle of the Cold War gave the 

economic dimension of international relations the necessary attention 

that it missed due to the confrontation between the East and the West. 

Diplomats and officials finally got the time to deal with economics 

which was considered to be of much direct relevance to the well –

being of the people. Also, globalization which opens up new 

perspectives for trade expansion and sharpens the competition in 

securing countries’ shares in world markets and in securing new ones, 
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is seen as a major reason for the prominent role governments play in 

export promotion today.  

 

Interestingly, eeconomic globalization refers to the increasing 

integration of economies around the world through declining barriers 

to trade, migration, capital flows, ‘technology transfers’ and direct 

investment (Sanders, 1996). Daouas 2001) had also suggested that 

economic globalization is characterized by the intensification of cross-

border trade and increased financial and foreign direct investment 

flows prompted by rapid liberalization and advances in Information 

Technology. 

 

The contemporary system of international relations and the 

processes of globalization and integration impose the need for 

intensified activity of economic diplomacy aimed at the realization 

and protection of economic priorities and interests. (Sanders, 1996; 

Daouas, 2001) Developing countries and countries in transition are 

bound to follow the example of the most advanced countries in 

determining their priorities in the domain of foreign policy and these 

in the economic sphere. 

 

Economic globalization has increasingly made economic 

diplomacy a central element in foreign policy. Many of the Foreign 

Offices have merged with trade sections Economic progress and 

prosperity depend on beneficial relationship with other countries 

Every  country wants to penetrate into other countries with its goods, 

services, labour and investment. Diplomats of many countries make 

no secret of the fact that their prime task is to look after the 

commercial interests of the state they represent. Since the end of the 

Cold War, states, i.e. ministries of Foreign Affairs (together or in 

competition with other departments), have shown a remarkable 

aggressiveness with regard to bilateral commercial activities. The 

resultant effect of economic diplomacy is the creation of a global 
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market for goods and services that are largely indifferent to national 

borders.  

 

 

DOMESTIC ECONOMY AND FOREIGN POLICY IN NIGERIA 

Nigeria since independence has played a constructive role on the 

international stage befitting her status as the largest black nation in 

the world. Being a prominent member of the international 

community, Nigeria has continued to play an active role in global 

governance in different international organizations and bodies and 

remains a major military and economic force in the West African sub-

region. With its large reserves of human and natural resources, 

Nigeria has the potential to build a prosperous economy, reduce 

poverty significantly, and provide the health, education, and 

infrastructure services its population needs.  

 

However, by the early 1980s with the downturn in the 

country’s economy, Nigeria began to experience problems in the 

international arena.  The decline in oil revenue, caused by the collapse 

of oil prices, brought about a major socio-economic crisis in Nigeria 

that impacted negatively on her external image. Not only did the 

country default in the servicing of her external debts, but the resulting 

debt arrears constituted a problem in the country’s bilateral and 

multilateral relationships. This contributed significantly to Nigeria’s 

loss of respect in the international financial community and, worse, 

hampered foreign investment.  Also, as the economy worsened, the 

funding of social and economic infrastructure suffered a decline 

whilst unemployment increased and the quality of life declined. 

 

Successive leaders were unable to arrest the crisis in the 

economy and establish a basis for sustainable growth, and they failed 

also to grapple with the problem of creating a basis for democracy 

and a stable polity. Nigeria remained an under-developed country 

with very weak physical infrastructure and an outrageously low 
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human development index. Nigeria is currently among the poorest 

and least developed countries in the world. This situation further 

deteriorated the economy which was dependent, disarticulated and 

peripherally integrated into the world economy.  

 

The concept of economic diplomacy was first introduced into the 

nation's foreign policy by the Ibrahim Babangida administration. 

Although the Babangida regime was given a lethal blow to Nigeria’s 

image abroad and its foreign policy in particular, for the first time, 

Nigeria tied her economic and political interests to the country's 

foreign policy. Economic diplomacy in the 1990’s involved negotiating 

trade concessions, attracting foreign investors, and rescheduling debt 

repayment to Western creditors. The aim was to ‚make foreign policy 

serve the country’s goal of economic development‛   The effect of this 

was that the regime was able to ‚<accomplish the much needed but 

near impossible debt-rescheduling, <revitalize a prostrate economy, 

<achieved a higher visibility for Nigeria in international 

organizations, and succeeded in projecting the nation’s image as the 

primus inter pares on the continent of Africa‛ (Fawole 2003). In a 

globalized world where growing interdependence underlines 

economic issues, economic diplomacy emerged as the most efficient 

instrument of foreign policy. 

 

The Babangida administration further sought to address 

Nigeria’s galaxies of economic challenges by adopting several 

economic policies like Structural Adjustment Programme.  

 

However, the introduction of the Structural Adjustment 

Programme as one of the means actualizing the goals of its economic 

brought untold economic hardships, political unrest in the country. 

The lack of growth in the domestic economy evidently had a 

profound effect on all sectors of national life.  
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The Obasanjo administration also employed the instrument of 

economic diplomacy, with attendant political and economic reforms. 

Thus, the present democratic administration has also employed the 

instrument of economic diplomacy, with attendant political and 

economic reforms.   

 

ECONOMIC DIPLOMACY, 1999-2007 

Following the democratic changes that have occurred in Nigeria since 

1999, the general consensus was that political and economic changes 

are essential for the return to, or renewal of, Nigeria’s stand in the 

international community. The employment of economic diplomacy 

became indispensable and the thrust of Nigeria’s foreign policy was 

‚to regain respectability and relevance in the international community‛ and 

convert ‚foreign policy activities into concrete achievements which are of 

direct benefit to Nigeria. The main objective is ‚peace, security and 

prosperity through friendship‛ (Mohammed 2001). Economic Diplomacy 

in this regard would mean the use of various economic techniques to 

implement foreign policy through peaceful means and the 

employment of official representative at various levels. 

 

As the country became democratic, its international standing 

increased and positive and negative sides to Nigeria’s external image 

emerged. Nigeria is a leading player in the African Union, 

Commonwealth, in the New Partnership for Africa’s Development 

(NEPAD), and in the Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS).  Between 1999 and 2007 Nigeria made vital strides in 

economic reforms and the fight against corruption. The economic 

reform efforts showed positive results which as noted by the Central 

Bank included a reduction in inflation which fell below 10 percent in 

2006 from a range of 14 to 18 percent during 2001-2005, international 

reserves which reached about US$41.9 billion as of March, 2007; 

implementation of a bank consolidation program which strengthened 

the financial sector and enhanced its ability to provide credit to the 

private sector. Other positive signs of the reform efforts were a re-
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confirmation of Nigeria’s credit rating (BB-) from Fitch and Standard 

and Poor’s February 2007; liberalization of Nigeria’s import protection 

regime and the adoption of the Common External Tariff which 

lowered the average tariff from about 29 percent to 12 percent; and 

Nigeria’s successful negotiation of its foreign debt with both the Paris 

and London Clubs.  

 

In terms of the debt overhang, in 1999, when the Obasanjo 

administration came into office, Nigeria owed N537.5 billion domestic 

debt and N633.1billion external public debt. These domestic and 

external debts were owed, in spite of the rise in Nigeria’s crude oil 

prices from $16.5 per barrel in 1999 to $70.2 per barrel in 2005. The 

total stock of Nigeria’s external debt totaled $35.9 million as the end of 

December 2004.  Nigeria was paying about $3.2 billion annually to 

service its official domestic and external debt (i.e.: excluding domestic 

expenditure arrears).  This compared with a combined health and 

education spending of the federal and state governments in 2004 of 

$2.4 billion. It also illustrates the scale of the debt burden and the huge 

diversion of resources away from much needed social expenditure for 

one of the poorest populations in the world. (Central Bank of Nigeria: 

(2004) 

 

For much of the 1990s, crisis of leadership and governance, 

gross human rights violations and pervasive economic 

mismanagement, as well as a confrontationist diplomatic stance, 

prevented Nigeria from engaging in any meaningful discussions with 

the international community on its debt problem. With the restoration 

of democracy and human rights in 1999, a window of opportunity 

emerged for re-engagement with the international community on a 

positive and constructive basis to address the debt issue Emphasizing 

the crucial linkages between debt, poverty, development and the 

survival of Nigeria's budding democracy, the Obasanjo 

administration attached priority to obtaining rapid and substantial 

external debt reduction, as a crucial component of its development 
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strategy. The major planks of Nigeria's strategy included 

regularization of relations with the international financial community 

to pave the way for constructive engagement; negotiating favorable 

terms for debt rescheduling and restructuring under "traditional" debt 

relief mechanisms in the short term; and, building on that in the 

medium term, to secure deeper and more substantive debt reduction.  

 

Nigeria also adopted in the tool of economic diplomacy with 

its attendant political and economic reforms to achieve her foreign 

policy goals. The emphasis on economic diplomacy emanated from 

the perceived failure of past foreign policy endeavours to deliver in 

economic terms. In charting this foreign policy direction in Nigeria,   

Akinterinwa (2004; 247) maintained that emphasis was to be placed 

on ‚‘the Nigerian’ as the ultimate beneficiary of Nigeria foreign policy 

endeavors, the articulation of Nigeria’s national interests in the 

existing identified concentric circles and on further making the 

Nigeria environment more conducive to the development of national 

capacity to meet the challenges of the current international 

conditions.‛ 

 

Despite these achievements, Nigeria continued to manifest a 

high degree of corruption, manifest in  graft and inflation of contracts;  

advance fee fraud, notoriously known in Nigeria as ‘419’ and  drug 

trafficking. Other negative perceptions of Nigeria pertain to the lack 

of good governance, lack of transparency and accountability at all 

levels of government, high-risk business environment; high incidence 

of crime and a general insecurity of life and property; and inability to 

service her external debt or honour other obligations as and when 

due. The image of Nigeria in the foreign media was hardly positive. 

 

Moreover, Government completely imbibed the imposition of 

the ‚Washington Consensus‛, propagated by the World Bank and the 

International Monetary Fund in seeming oblivion of the 

understanding that no universal economic model like the Washington 
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Consensus should be imposed on a country desirous of rapid 

economic growth. It offers very little or no support as a sufficient 

economic policy directive for serious people-oriented policies. It does 

not promote equitable income distribution, rapid economic growth or 

a decent economic and social environment.  

 

Other factors which have made it difficult to establish a basis 

for economic growth and attract foreign direct investment include: 

over dependence on the oil sector;  an import-dependent 

manufacturing base and the absence of export-oriented industries;  a 

poor technological base and the absence of research and development 

in major economic sectors;   grossly inadequate policies and strategies 

for exports; the arbitrary and unilateral abrogation of international 

business contracts; inconsistent and inadequate implementation of 

economic policies;  inadequate and unreliable infrastructure and 

public utilities; and the shortage of skilled manpower.  

 

Economic diplomacy is dynamic and has to adjust to the 

contemporary realities. Unfortunately; Nigeria’s foreign policy failed 

to re-align with the realities of a changing world order and has 

remained largely reactive rather than proactive conduct of foreign 

policy. Meanwhile, the international economy was becoming more 

and more competitive. With the rapid development of the Pacific Rim 

countries, and the opening to the outside world of the economies of 

such huge States as China and Russia, the world market has expanded 

dramatically, just as the number of economic actors.  

 

Against this backdrop, Economic Diplomacy would mean the 

use of various positive and negative economic techniques to 

implement foreign policy through peaceful means and the 

employment of official representative at various levels (Merre Muller 

2006). In this context, the commitment to a strong economic 

diplomacy is a necessity. The activities of the Nigerian government 

should be conducive to the rounding up of the economic and financial 
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environment necessary for an accelerated carrying out reforms and 

for economic development.  

 

 

CONCLUSION 

There is a different definition of success in the international arena. It is 

judged by interactions through economic diplomacy to enhance 

country’s economic gains in the globalized and competitive world. 

The external image of any country is therefore significantly reflected 

in the realities of that country’s domestic state of affairs. Nigeria is not 

an exception.  Nigeria has regional, continental and global 

commitments. Her foreign policy has to become more dynamic to take 

advantage of the changing international environment and emphasis 

has to shift to more aggressive economic diplomatic policies.  As 

observed by Gambari (2004) the formulation and execution of the 

country’s foreign policy ‚must be situated in its domestic political and 

socio-economic environment on the one hand and the external milieu 

on the other.‛ 

 

As discussed in the paper, the consequences of the situation 

under the Obasanjo administration were manifest in many forms; 

declining foreign direct investment, divestment from Nigeria and an 

increasing blockade of Nigeria’s access to international positions, 

among others. There is an urgent need to improve this situation, if 

Nigeria is to fully exploit the potentials of the external environment. 

 

The inclusion of developing countries and countries in 

transition into traditional international institutions (WTO) and 

various economic integrations and trade blocs (EU, NAFTA, ASEAN, 

AU, ECOWAS etc.) calls for a new model of approach and diplomatic 

activity with a view to better protecting Nigeria’s economic and 

political interests in the process of globalization of present-day 

economic relations. Creating an enabling environment for Nigeria to 

be competitive in attracting Foreign Direct and Portfolio Investments 
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therefore, becomes highly imperative same as identifying  and 

cultivating the friendship and co-operation of countries that are 

crucial to the attainment of the country’s national objectives especially 

in the fields of industrial development, investments, trade and 

technology . Nigeria’s foreign policy should encompass a clear 

strategy with the dynamic Asian economies on how best to boost their 

investment in Nigeria, how to make G7 governments encourage more 

foreign capital flows to the vital areas of our economy through a 

liberal foreign investment policy. 

 

Another matter that merits attention is that millions of people 

of Nigerian origin live abroad and what the country could do to make 

them contribute in their own way to the economic, scientific and 

technological development of the country.  One dimension of 

economic diplomacy has to be to encourage Nigerians living abroad 

to have closer relations with their motherland and get them involved 

in economic and commercial activities in the country  by 

disseminating information about investment climate. They can invest 

not only to earn profits but also help develop their home country on 

the road to economic development. 

 

If Nigeria’s foreign policy is to produce results for the country 

and the citizens, massive increase in investment to social 

infrastructure, such as health and education, and putting in place a 

policy framework that will enhance efficiency and effectiveness is 

critically required. Moreover, Government should also emphasize the 

development and promotion of capability and competence in 

industries where Nigeria has comparative advantage: these include 

oil and gas service industries and agriculture. In other to attain a virile 

foreign policy, Government must aggressively diversify the economic 

base from oil and gas by developing other economic sectors e.g. 

agriculture, solid minerals and manufacturing industry.  
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Global economic or trade issues are complex and it needs 

skilled persons to negotiate within a framework of a given 

international institution, say, World Trade Organization whilst 

globalization of economy has greatly increased the range and variety 

of economic diplomacy: the range of countries active in economic 

diplomacy has expanded and now spans the whole globe. To 

dynamically pursue economic diplomacy presupposes that there must 

be a pool of skilled persons in the government and private sectors to 

understand and negotiate key economic and trade issues from 

national perspective. Economic diplomacy will fail if there is dearth of 

skilled persons who are able to negotiate from position of 

understanding and strength.   The role and place of our embassies 

should be redefined. A dynamic and performance-oriented foreign 

policy leaves no room for amateurism. There is need to emphasize 

economic diplomacy by establishing economic desks in key 

diplomatic missions to facilitate acquisition of technology and 

promote trade and investment. 

 

As Nigeria continues to maintain, as a cornerstone of her 

foreign policy, traditional values of the international system like 

respect for sovereignties and territorial integrity of other states; as she 

continues to resolve disputes through the international legal 

framework and other global mechanisms, an expansion of the 

framework of Nigeria's international involvement to give it additional 

impetus that conforms to the challenge of the domestic environment is 

imperative. This framework as earlier discussed, should see the world 

as an international economic system and actively promote trade and 

other economic activities, not only between the formal state actors, but 

among citizens in the framework of bilateral or multilateral co-

operation. Government must ensure that the economic development 

and well-being of Nigeria is the anchor of the country's foreign policy 

whilst, domestic security should be radically enhanced to give 

complete meaning to the priority of economic diplomacy. In other 
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words, investors, both domestic and foreign would have a convenient 

environment to carry on their economic activities.  
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Abstract  
In this paper, we examined the African Growth Opportunity Act 

(AGOA) aimed at facilitating socio-economic growth and 

development in Africa in line with the neo-liberal ideology. We 

largely relied on centre – periphery model for our analysis and argued 

that African countries especially the Sub Saharan African countries 

expected to benefit from this US development policy would be unable 

to do so because they lack independent technological base, capital and 

manpower to permeate and compete in the American market. Again 

these states in Africa are in the periphery and US is a centre nation. 

While the later state expropriates the resources of the former because 

of this relative weakness of the periphery, the former designed AGOA 

as one of the strategies of intensification of US exploitation of Africa 

through trade. This paper calls for a global support for technology 

and capital exchange to enable African (Industries) to effectively 

compete in US markets.  

 

Introduction  

The socio-economic and political crisis of sub-Saharan African 

countries has long been announced. In fact, poverty rate, diseases 

(HIV, AIDS, Malaria), illiteracy and internal strives have more than 

increased. Hence SSA countries are said to be in development crisis. 

                                                 
3 Ezeibe Christian Chukwuebuka teaches at the Department of Political Science, 

University of Nigeria Nsukka. 
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However, the concept of development has been difficult to define. 

Issues of development and underdevelopment constitute one of the 

major areas in political economy in particular and political science in 

general. This is because every nation seeks development (Ezeibe, 2010: 

1-2). Since Rodney (1972:1) defined development at the level of the 

individual, as increased skill and capacity, greater freedom, creativity, 

self-discipline, responsibility and material well-being, the question 

has remained what is development.  However, some of these 

categories are virtually moral categories and are difficult to evaluate-

depending on the age in which one lives, one’s class origins, and one’s 

personal code of what is right and what is wrong. Meanwhile, what is 

indisputable is that the achievement of any of those aspects of 

personal development is very much tied in with the state of the 

society as a whole. Historically, man found it convenient and 

necessary to come together in groups to hunt and for the sake of 

survival. The relations that develop within any given social group are 

crucial to an understanding of the society as a whole. Freedom, 

responsibility, skill etc. have real meaning only in terms of the 

relations of men in society.  

 

On the other hand Rodney (1972) argued that, obviously, 

underdevelopment is not absence of development, because every 

people have developed in one way or another and to a greater or 

lesser extent. Underdevelopment makes sense only as a means of 

comparing levels of development. It is very much tied to the ‘act that 

human social development has been uneven and from a strictly 

economic view-point some human groups have advanced further by 

producing more and becoming wealthier. 

 

The moment that one group appears to be wealthier than 

others, some enquiry is bound to take place as to the reason for the 

difference. After Britain had begun to move ahead of the rest of 

Europe in the 18th century, the famous British economist Adam Smith 

felt it necessary to look into the causes behind the ‚Wealth of 
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Nations‛. At the same time, many Russians were very concerned 

about the fact that their country was ‘backward’ in comparison with 

England, France and Germany in the 18th century and subsequently in 

the 19th century. Today, our main pre-occupation is with the 

difference in wealth between on the one hand Europe and North 

America and on the other hand Africa, Asia and Latin America. In 

comparison with the first, the second group can be said to be 

backward or underdeveloped. At all times, therefore, one of the ideas 

behind underdevelopment is a comparative one. It is possible to 

compare the economic conditions at two different periods for the 

same country and determine whether or not it had developed; and 

(more importantly) it is possible to compare the economies of say two 

countries or sets of countries at any given period in time.  

 

A second and even more indispensable component of modern 

underdevelopment is that it expresses a particular relationship of 

exploitation: namely, the exploitation of one country by another. All of 

the countries named as ‘underdeveloped’ in the world are exploited 

by others; and the underdevelopment with which the world is now 

pre-occupied is a product of capitalist, imperialist and colonialist 

exploitation. African and Asian societies were developing 

independently until they were taken over directly or indirectly by the 

capitalist powers. In this paper we shall explore the theories of 

development and underdevelopment under the prismatic prisms of 

classical, modernization and radical theorist bearing in mind other 

intervening theories like the neo liberal theory of development and 

dependency theory of underdevelopment. 

 

The contentious question of development has led scholars and 

intellectuals to plunge into an in-depth study for an analytical 

explanation of the character and nature of development. This has 

helped in producing various theoretical explanations on development. 

As noted is was  noted by Wambugu (2002:10) the bone of contention 

in the views and meanings of the concept is seen in the agencies, 
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objectives, objects, and means of development‛. The difficulty 

associated with the definition of development has both theoretical’ 

and practical implications for development policies in the developing 

areas. Most studies see development as being concerned with 

improving people’s standards of living. Todaro (1977) defines 

development as a multidimensional process involving the 

reorganization and reorientation of entire economic and social 

systems. Similarly, Bryant and White, (1982:14) defined development 

as the ‚increasing the capacity of people to influence their future‛ (). 

Thus, development has socio-economic, cultural, political and 

psychological dimensions. Hence development is both immanent and 

intentional in nature though in this study we shall concentrate on the 

intentional development whereby the people embark on deliberate 

and planned project and programmes   aimed at addressing problems 

facing the society. Truly, the period from 1960 to present has 

witnessed development failure in most SSA countries. 

 

 As noted by UNDP, human development is a process of 

enlarging the range of people’s choice by increasing their 

opportunities for education, healthcare, income and employment and 

covering the full range of human choices from a sound physical 

environment to economic and political systems‛ (UNDP, 1992:2). 

Hence, the human development perspective, development should 

ensure that individuals in society have access to health services, 

education facilities, opportunities to earn income and access to other 

social welfare services (UNDP, 2003). Africa had lost over 30 years or 

three decades of development (World Bank, 1989). Hence, in the 1980s 

and the 1990s, the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF) prescribed Structural Adjustments Programs (SAPs) as one of 

the solution to African economic problem. This impromptu policy led 

to ‘devaluation of currency, reduced government spending in social 

service ministries such as the education and health sectors across the 

SSA countries (Mkandawire and Soludo, 1990). SAPs also led to 

liberalization and privatization of government enterprises. Notably 
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the implementation of SAPs in Africa did not result in economic 

recovery.  

 

 Often, AGOA is presented to African as the new path for 

Africa’s economic recovery. Thus AGOA is the United States’ trade 

Act that came into force in October 1, 2000. No doubt AGOA has both 

strengths and limitations in theory and produce. At conceptual level 

AGOA failed to involve her beneficiaries in the policy formulation 

process in contradistinction to UNDP human development approach. 

A decade after the launching of AGOA, it becomes pertinent to 

appraise the achievements and failures of the American designed 

policy for African economic development through trade. Thus this 

paper seeks to explore how the policy has been implemented with a 

view of determining the way forward for the SSA countries. 

 

 

Theoretical Framework of Analysis  

We adopted centre-periphery model to appraise the achievements and 

failures of the American designed AGOA for African economic 

development through trade.  The main proponent of this model of 

explanation is Johan Galtung in his work titled ‘A structural Theory of 

Imperialism’ published in 1971. Among other related writers who 

have contributed to the development of this model are Bodenneimer 

(1978), Frank (1960) Offiong (1980) and Santos (1972). 

 

This model purports to explain the division of the world into 

centre nations and periphery nations. The centre nations include 

Western European Countries, United States of America hence the 

members of the G8. They are the owners of the MNCs, the designers 

of AGOA, formulators of UN, IMF, World Bank and WTO with 

capitalism as its fulcrum. They are the colonialists and neo-colonialist. 

On the contrary periphery nations are those nations of Africa, Asia 

and Latin America, who were drawn to the global economy forcefully 

through colonialism to play a fiddle role and hence sentenced these 
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periphery notions to perpetual dependency on the centre or 

metropolitan nations.  

 

International economic relations favour the centre more than 

the periphery. Again these centre nations have open influence on the 

decisions of the existing international order. African states are 

structurally dependent on the centre state hence Africa remains 

underdeveloped due to structural linkages with the west. According 

to the theory, the relationship between the developing countries and 

developed countries has been that of exploitation. The developed 

countries exploited the raw materials of the developing countries 

making supernormal profits on the manufactured goods produced 

from the raw materials, while the developing countries made very 

low profits on materials exported. This trend still continues today. 

According to the proponents of the dependency theory, for countries 

from the developing countries to develop, they have to delink 

themselves from the international capitalist system. Samir (1972), for 

instance identifies dependency in neo-colonialism in West Africa in 

terms of colonial trade as a step backwards, export-oriented economic 

development, the creation of colonial enclave, and the presence of a 

bourgeois class. Given the shortcomings of both theories, the current 

thinking has moved away from global explanations, with the 

exception of neo-liberalist trade paradigms. Theories such as 

postmodernism and post structuralism, which focus on the 

relationship between actors and structures, free agency and systemic 

coercions, have been advanced. Postmodernism has been explained in 

terms of keeping with the idea of ‘post’ which means after modernity. 

It refers to the incipient or actual dissolution of those social forms 

associated with modernity (Sarup, 1993).  

 

AGOA was therefore designed to maintain the international 

economic structure which promotes internationalization of capitalism 

hence favours the west and continual impoverishment of the weaker 
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states which Africa and the rest of the Third World countries 

represent  

 

 

AGOA as neo-liberal Agenda 

Various neo-liberal theories seek to bring about economic 

development in Sub-Saharan Africa and other developing countries 

through trade, deregulation of capital markets, and less state 

involvement in socio-economic affairs, rather than through aid 

(Cambua, 1994). Trade liberalization is a process of systematically 

reducing and eventually eliminating tariff and non-tariff barriers 

between countries as trading partners. The liberalization policies aim 

at creating a level playing field on which economies at different levels 

of development can fairly compete. Its main foundation is the 

economic theory of the invisible hand of the free market enterprise 

and the notion that unrestrained markets will led to efficiency in the 

production and distribution of goods and services between African 

countries and the rest of the world.  

 

 Hence, liberalization of trade is based on the neo-liberal idea 

that successful development can only be achieved by adopting the 

policy of openness to global capital and competitive forces and closer 

integration with the global economy (World Bank, 1994). While this 

sounds quite plausible in theory, in practice it has also proved elusive. 

For example, McGrew (2000) noted that Structural Adjustment Policy 

(SAP) prescribed for developing countries by the IMF and the World 

Bank form part of the neo-liberal development agenda. As noted by 

the UNDP (2002:1) in 1960, the richest 20% of the world’s population 

had incomes 30 times greater than the poorest 20%. By 1990, the 

richest 20% were getting 60 times greater more. And this comparison 

is based on the distribution between rich and poor countries. Adding 

the misdistribution within countries, the richest 20% of the world’s 

people get at least 150 times more than the poorest 20%‛ (UNDP, 

2002:1). Developing countries enter the market as unequal partners 
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and leave with unequal rewards‛ (UNDP, 2002:1). The reason 

provided for world income disparities is that in areas where 

developing countries like those from SSA have a competitive 

advantage, such as in labour intensive manufacturing or trade, and 

the market rules are harsh on the SSA countries. 

 

 

The US and Africa’s Woes and Pride 

Notably, Africa is the second largest of the Earth’s seven continents, 

covering about 23 percent of the worlds total land area and containing 

13 percent of the world population. Africa straddles the equator and 

most of its area lies within the tropics.  

 

 Africa has diverse people with a wide range of culture, 

backgrounds and varieties of languages. The new nations that 

emerged after one form of reform or violent confrontation of their 

elsewhere colonial masters began to experience integration into the 

global political economy long before 1950’s and 1960s when most 

nations in the region attained independence. 

 

 The natural endowment of Africa is over whelming that 

sometimes the argument of African underdevelopments becomes self-

defeating. The large deposit of natural resources ranging from crude 

oil, platinum, Iron, Diamonds, gold, silver and agricultural outputs 

(palm oil, cocoa, rubber etc) attracts the rest of the world to Africa and 

Africa to the rest of the world.  

 

 Meanwhile this African endowment appears to favour the 

advanced countries more than Africans themselves. This is because 

Africans lack the know how to exploit and appropriate these natural, 

resources. Hence African Action (2003:1) noted that:   
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The unprecedented challenges facing Africa and the U.S. at this 

moment are emblematic of the state of the world< while Africa is 

the poorest region containing the majority of the world’s poorest 

countries, the US is the richest. The relationship of U.S. to Africa 

graphically illustrates some of the most central questions of the 

present era-How much inequality is the world prepared to accept, 

and at what cost? How should be U.S. address the historic injustices 

that were the cornerstones of contemporary western wealth and 

power, and that now continue to define the pattern of global 

inequality? What should the U.S. relationship to Africa be?    

 

 Africa’s mineral resource such as oil, gold, diamond, and 

copper, is of great significance to the United States. In 2000 about 16.3 

billion or 69% of U.S crude oil imports was from Africa. Sub-Saharan 

Africa supplied 18% of U.S crude oil imports in 2000. Compared to 

Persian Gulf suppliers who provided 25% of U.S imports. Nigeria was 

the fifth largest oil supplier. It provided $10 billion of crude oil to the 

United States, 11% of total imports from Africa. Angola was the 

eighth leading suppliers, at $3.4 billion. Gabon $2.1 million, Congo-

Brazzaville $348 million, Congo-Kinshasa $168 million and Equatorial 

Ghana $107 million. These countries ranked among the United States’ 

top 25 suppliers of crude oil (U.S. Department of Trade, 2001:15-16) 

(See table 1 below).  

 

 Again, the main U.S. exports to Africa in 2000 included 

aircrafts and parts $780.2 millions, oil and gas field equipment $343 

million, wheat $309.8 million and motor vehicle and parts $257.5 

million. U.S. exports to Africa in total accounted for $2.6 billion (See 

table 2). The U.S. imports from Africa have remained highly 

concentrated among a small number of African countries. (Nigeria, 

South Africa, Angola and Gabon accounted for more than 87% of U.S 

Purchases from Africa in 2000). When compared to the European 

Union during the same time period, a significant difference was 

observed. For example South Africa, Nigeria, Cote D’Ivoire, 

Cameroon, Angola, and Ghana accounted for 70% of EU imports from 
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Africa (Office of the U.S. Trade, 2001). In fact Francophone West 

Africa perceives AGOA as a U.S. facility that would benefit more 

Anglophone countries than Francophone countries due to the 

traditional focus of U.S. policy and private sector operations (West 

Africa Trade Hub, 2003). Arguably, more than $500 million new 

investments and about 210,000 new jobs have come to Africa as a 

result of AGOA. The Lesotho apparel sector now employs more 

people than the government (Eme, 2009). Botswana, Malawi, 

Mozambique, Guinea, Rwanda and Tanzania have benefited from 

AGOA by their increased exportation since 2005(Eme, 2009:197).  
 

TABLE 1: US IMPORTS FROM AFRICA 
 

Commodity  Leading U.S. Imports from 
Africa ($Millions) 

Crude oil  16,289.8 

Platinum group metals 1,528.8 

Partially refined petroleum products  869.4 

Woven or Knit apparel  748.1 

Iron and Steel products  494.9 

Diamonds  433.4 

Ferro-and nonferrous ores  399.1 

Cocoa beans and products  311.0 

Total  21,174.5 

Source:  Office of the U.S. Trade (2001).  
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TABLE 2: U.S. EXPORT TO AFRICA 
 

Commodity  Leading U.S. Exports to Africa 
($Millions) 

Aircraft and parts  780.5 

Oil gas field equipment  343.0 

Wheat  309.8 

Motor vehicles and parts  257.5 

Industrial chemicals  231.9 

Computers, peripherals and software  219.3 

Construction machinery and parts  189.3 

Telecommunications equipment  139.5 

Agricultural machinery  68.5 

Used clothes and textiles  60.7 

Total  2,618.0 

Source:  Office of the U.S. Trade (2001).  

  

 While other regions are emphasizing on regional integration 

as a strategy for effective global competition, sub-Saharan Africa 

countries are further disintegrating into smaller units (ethnic states) as 

a strategy of solving the evil seed of hatred sown by the colonizers in 

the 19th and 20th centuries.  

 

The Content of AGOA 

The Trade and Development Act of 2000 containing the AGOA was 

passed by the U.S Congress and signed into law in May 2000. On the 

main objectives of AGOA, Fletcher (2003:1) noted that AGOA 

provides(s) preferential access to U.S. market to countries that 

liberalize trade, promote rule of law, and adopt free market policies. 

‚The U.S. official policy observed that AGOA was passed as an 

important law to ‚broaden and deepen U.S. relations with the country 

of sub-Saharan Africa‛ (Office of the United States Trade, 2001:1). The 

President of the United States in his submission report to the United 

States Congress noted that:  
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1. Achieving AGOA objectives would benefit the U.S. and 

sub-Saharan African countries by helping to create 

healthier more stable economies, stronger more 

democratic governments in Africa and expand markets 

for U.S. exports; 

 

2. AGOA was aimed at promoting economic development 

and political freedom and stability in the poorest regions 

of the world; 

 

3. AGOA would lead to interdependence of economies and 

make all parties involved to appreciate that global 

prosperity in the long-run will be more secure if broadly 

shared; and  

 

4. The need for U.S. policy towards Africa to be pursued in 

collaboration with African countries in a supportive and 

complementary manner.  

 

AGOA is an indication that African leaders have lost every sense of 

ownership of the future and how to achieve that vision. A number of 

leaders have taken news responsibility for moving their countries 

forward, acknowledging problems and challenges but realizing that 

they, Africans, could not. 

 

 Each time AGOA comes to mind of scientists and leaders the 

question of involvement and eligibility is raised. AGOA seeks to 

promote trade and economic cooperation between the U.S. and 

eligible sub-Saharan African countries. It involves trade in apparel 

and textile and in 1,835 products that have been added to the 

Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) programme. Office of the 

U.S. Trade Representative (2003:5-6) identifies the following keys 

elements of AGOA: 
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 Institutionalizes a process for strengthening U.S. relations 

with African countries and provides incentives for 

African countries to achieve political and economic 

reform and growth.  

 

 Offers eligible sub-Saharan African countries duty-free 

market and quota free U.S. market access for substantially 

all products. 

 

 Provides additional security for investors and traders in 

African countries by guaranteeing GSP benefits through 

2008. 

 

 Eliminates the GSP competitive need limitation for 

beneficiary sub-Saharan African countries. 

 

 Establishes a U.S. sub-Saharan African Trade and 

Economic Cooperation Forum to facilitate regular and 

investment policy discussions. 

 

 Promotes the use of technical assistance to strengthen 

economic reforms and development, including assistance 

to strengthen relationships between U.S. firms and firms 

in sub-Saharan Africa. 

 

AGOA Textile Benefits 

 Lifts existing quotas on eligible textiles and apparel 

articles from eligible sub-Saharan Africa countries.  

 

 Extends duty free and quota-free U.S. market access for 

sub-Saharan African apparel made in eligible sub-

Saharan countries from yarns and fabrics not produced in 

commercial quantities in the United States. 
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 Extends duty free and quota free treatment for apparel 

made in eligible sub-Saharan countries from U.S. yarn 

and fabric and for knit-to-shape sweaters made in the 

region from cashmere and some merino wools.  

 

 Extends duty-free and quota-free U.S. market access for 

apparel made in eligible sub-Saharan African countries 

with regional fabric and yarn. Such imports, however, are 

subject to an annual cap (limit). The original cap increased 

incrementally from 1.5 to 3.5 percent of the multibillion-

dollar U.S. apparel import market over an 8-year period. 

(The ceiling cap was increased to 7 percent under the 

provisions of AGOA II). 

 

 Provides an average 17.5% duty advantage on apparel 

imports in the U.S. market and promotes economic 

development and diversification in Africa’s poorest 

countries. Through a special provision in the cap which 

allows beneficiary sub-Saharan African countries with an 

annual GNP of under $1,500 (‚lesser developed 

beneficiary countries‛) to use third country fabric inputs 

for four years. This special investment incentive for the 

poorest African countries is aimed at providing a market 

stimulus to economic development for areas with existing 

industry.  

 

Although AGOA is perceived as a panacea to sub-Saharan 

Africa’s development dilemma, its examination becomes necessary in 

the face of continuing underdevelopment in the region. For instance, 

how many countries in Africa are benefiting from the policy? By 

January 2001, thirty-five countries were designated as AGOA 

beneficiary countries. By October 2003, only 19 states were eligible 

and also qualified to participate in the project. Some of the states that 

met the requirement to benefit from the AGOA textile project include: 
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Botswana, Cameroon, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Madagascar, 

Malawi, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, Rwanda, Senegal, South 

Africa Swaziland, Tanzania, Uganda and Zambia (Office of the United 

States Trade Representative, 2003). 

 

Whereas these nations benefit peripherally from the AGOA 

policy hence their level of dependency on US have increased. These 

countries now depend on US for both economic and political 

decisions and this detracts from sovereignty of SSA countries. 

Though, in the first two years of AGOA’s existence, the volume of 

foreign direct investment (FDI) inflows to sub-Saharan African 

doubled (Office of the United States Trade Representative, 2003), 

these FDI are in extractive sectors (see table 1) for example. The U.S. 

Department of Commerce reported that FDI inflows to Africa rose 

from US$6.2 billion in 2000 to US$12.4 billion in 2002; in the same 

year, AGOA imports increased by 10 percent to US$9 billion. This 

figure includes duty-free imports under both the pre-existing U.S. 

Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) and the expanded trade 

agreements under AGOA. On the importance of AGOA, it accounted 

for half of the U.S. total imports from Africa. 

 

Meanwhile, the trade between the U.S. and Africa only 

benefited a few countries. South Africa accounted for a large share of 

US-Africa trade.  South Africa received US$1.3 billion of flows under 

AGOA. The other African countries that recorded increased trade 

with the U.S. in 2002 included Gabon US$1.1 billion, Lesotho US$318 

million and Kenya with US$129.2 million. Thus, AGOA imports 

accounted for half of total merchandise imported to the U.S. from sub-

Saharan Africa in 2002. The period also witnessed a 13.2 percent 

decline in U.S. exports to Africa which now stands at US$6 billion 

(Mogusu, 2003).  

 

Again, the mono-cultural economy of SSA countries do not 

allow for full implementation of AGOA. For instance AGOA need 
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large quantity of cotton to produce garment and Nigeria for instance 

do not produce cotton. Industries for production of garment find it 

difficult to cope with such condition as their products are expected to 

be of US standard and must carry made in-Nigeria tag (Omoh 2007:2) 

Nigerians first shipment to US after the lunching of AGOA was in 

2008. This illustrates the level of infrastructural decay and 

dysfunctionality of the Standard Organization of Nigeria.  

 

Faced with competition from China, Asian Tigers, Brazil and 

other Latin American developing economies, goods from SSA 

countries - Nigeria included- are rather expensive and unattractive 

and this has led to the closure of many more industries and also 

increased the level of dependency of these SSA nations on US. The 

implementation of the Act has not benefited the entrepreneurs in SSA 

countries. This is because of lack of emphasis on African ownership of 

manufacturing, environmental control, and allocation of standard 

wage (United States International Trade commission, 2002). Fletcher 

(2003:1) noted that All forms of AGOA ignore the crucial fact that it 

prevents trade from being mutually beneficial. Given the $49 billion 

worth of agricultural subsidies that the United States gives to its 

farmers, attempts to aid African exports to the U.S. are undermined. 

In Mali, for example, structural adjustment policies implemented by 

the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank have dictated 

that growing cotton is their comparative advantage. However, AGOA 

requires that most African countries buy U.S. cotton; a surplus 

generated and engineered by the U.S. This situation has therefore 

affected negatively the domestic market which is mainly dependent 

on US for their political and economic survival.  

 

 

Conclusion  

The myth of AGOA as an instrument to benefits Africans through 

trade has met the reality of continual dependency of these countries 

on the global North especially the US through AGOA. While US 
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expropriate the resources of Africa because of this relative weakness 

of the later, the former designed AGOA as one of the strategies of 

intensification of US exploitation of Africa through trade. Significantly 

any development endeavour that fails to involve the people whose 

lives it aims to touch, is bound to crash. AGOA was developed and 

advance by the US to promote trade and investments in sub-Saharan 

Africa. Although, AGOA was not the first US Act or policy for African 

trade and investment development, it was peculiar for its apparent 

magnanimity to the African countries. Like the rest of the western 

propelled Acts, polices or Agenda, AGOA has its own strings which 

pools it as eligibility principle. This principle was similar to those of 

IMF/World Bank imposed conditionality for aid, grants and FDI in the 

1980s and 1990s. Eligibility talked would be beneficiaries in Africa. 

This does not consider the surplus benefit it accrues to the US 

economy to suggest any form of reform for US. While AGOA has 

some benefits to the African countries, this evaluation is timely to 

determine ways for improved US-African trade relation. We 

recommend in this paper that  African countries should declared state 

of emergency on re-construction of infrastructure, allow for free flow 

of knowledge, human beings, technology and capital. Again, without 

conducive environment in the SSA no knowledge, human being, 

capital or technology capable of transforming the manufacturing 

capacity of the African countries can be sustained.  

 

This should also involve massive investment in development 

of domestic man power of Africa. Again, African countries should 

diversity their economies and revisit their interest in agriculture with 

a view of feeding her population from domestic products. This will 

help to save and re-direct capital often spent on importation of food.  

 

Until these recommendations are considered, adopted and 

implemented the dependency of the African countries will worsen 

such that second colonization of Africa is looming. 
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Abstract 
Attempts to resist the marginalisation of African indigenous dialects 

remain inconclusive due to persistent dissensus in Africa. Thus, this 

paper examines language barrier as the bane of development in 

Africa. Data were derived from content analysis of relevant 

documents, while the discourse was anchored on Darwin’s Theory of 

Evolution. It is argued that hegemonies of popular languages in 

Africa have contributed to underdevelopment of the continent, as 

indigenous initiatives geared towards development remain largely 

locked in folklore. Africans lack access to the rich heritage of their 

indigenous languages as a result of the imposition of lingua francas 

such as Arabic, English, French, and Portuguese languages. It is 

recommended that solutions to the underdevelopment of Africa 

should be derived from useful traditional values embedded in African 

indigenous languages. Such languages should be rejuvenated and 

translated to reflect modern reality. Also, all relevant indigenous 

perspectives to development must be reactivated.    

 

 

Introduction 

Language is a universal phenomenon which necessitates propagation 

of cultures worldwide. Its divergence has however resulted in a 
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situation in which threats of extinction confront some languages 

especially in Africa. The imposition of one language over another 

became pronounced during the eras of slavery, colonialism and 

globalisation (Akeredolu-Ale 2007; Bamiro 2006; Adamo 2005; 

Adegbite 2003; Bhatt 2002). This situation resulted in instances where 

groups share a language but not the same culture (Otite 2000; Oke 

1984). Disconnections between language and culture in a society 

promote language barrier, which appears to mar efforts geared 

towards development. Language barrier refers to communication 

difficulties and misunderstanding among people, who speak in 

different tongues. Africans have been exposed to language barrier in 

light of over 2500 African indigenous languages and imposition of 

several foreign languages such as Arabic, English, French, and 

Portuguese languages (Ndhlovu 2008; Batibo 2005; Mazrui and 

Mazrui 1998; Bakindo, Omolewa and Maduakor, 1989).  

 

Experience in many African countries shows that some 

languages have dominated and some languages have been relegated. 

The subjugation of several indigenous languages in Africa has 

affected development of the continent especially as different groups 

co-exist with divergent linguistic orientations. Based on this situation, 

Africa has been divided into different zones: Anglophone Africa, 

Franchopone Africa, Lusophone Africa and Arabic Africa. As 

indicated by several crises across African sub-regions, endeavors to 

promote socio-economic development in Africa have not yielded 

desired results since the colonial era. The West appears to overpower 

Africa through their ability to control the production of knowledge. 

The fact that knowledge is derived and transmitted from language 

lends credence to the main focus of this paper, especially the 

consequences of language barrier for development or 

underdevelopment as the case may be in Africa. Next sections of the 

paper address the following issues: controversies on the evolution of 

languages, marginalisation of African languages, the dilemma of 
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language barrier in African development and influences of literacy in 

lingua francas on development efforts in Africa.    

 

Controversies on the origin of languages  

Attempts to explain the origin of language date from antiquity. 

Classical philosophers such as Epicurus and Lucretius devoted 

attention to explanation of the creation of names for identification and 

the development of accuracy in the use of language (Reinhardt, 2008). 

Also, contributions of Herodotus to the discourse on language origin 

were recalled by Thomas (2007: 37):    
 

Herodotus recounts the attempt of the pharaoh 

Psammetichus I to determine which among the peoples of 

the earth was the oldest. He isolated two children at birth, 

assuming that their spontaneous speech would reveal the 

identity of a primordial human language < The story was 

abundantly cited in 16th-century literature that 

conceptualized a first human language. It has also 

contributed to debate about the origin of language, especially 

during the mid–19th century.  

 

Darwin refined earlier scholarly explanations on the origin of 

language and popularised an assertion that mind–language co-

evolution occurred before the rise of distinct racial groups. This 

assertion differs from the views of August Schleicher, Ernst Haeckel, 

and Alfred Russel Wallace, who claimed that language originated 

after the dispersion of hominids (Alter, 2007). Controversies on the 

origin of language generate two perspectives, namely: mental 

monogenesis and mental polygenesis. The first perspective, which is 

led by Darwin, shed light on early development of language, while 

the second perspective, which belongs to British anthropologists such 

as August Schleicher, Alfred Russel Wallace and Hensleigh 

Wedgwood, argues for late development of language. The argument 

of the first perspective appears to be more plausible and is adopted in 
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this paper to situate the relevance of Africa in the discourse on 

language origin. Alter (2007: 575) noted that: 

 
< Darwin saw co-evolution taking place specifically in the 

context of racial monogenesis - that is, prior to racial 

diversification < Language, therefore, had to have begun in 

the earliest stage of humanity’s emergence in order for that 

emergence to have been possible in the first place < he 

formulated his theory of evolution by natural selection, 

along with his main ideas about human descent.   

 

Africa has featured prominently in the discourse on human 

evolution and with Darwin’s recognition of co-evolution and racial 

monogenesis the relevance of African thought in language 

development should not be dismissed. The fact that all languages 

develop from simple forms implies that relegation of African 

languages is not appropriate. This calls for reexamination of 

marginalisation of indigenous dialects in Africa, a continent that is 

bedeviled by chronic cases of corruption, unemployment and poverty, 

among other debilitating conditions. For instance, socio-economic 

crises in African sub-regions show that sustainable development is 

urgently required in African. Promotion of indigenous languages can 

contribute to mutual understanding among diverse groups and 

entrenchment of sustainable development in Africa. Contrary to this, 

African languages have been largely marginalised with the adoption 

of several foreign languages, which Africans are yet to properly 

understand.  

 

 

Marginalisation of African languages  

Discourses on languages proliferation were derived from two major 

processes: cladogenesis and anagenesis; the former implies that an 

original language splits into newer languages during human 

dispersion across the globe, while the latter entails gradual 



Africana                                                                                                   June/July 2011 

 

 

Vol. 5, No. 2                                                                                                              80 

 

modifications of specific languages over a given period (Oke, 1984). 

The concept of anagenesis is analogous to modernisation particularly 

in the context of distinctions between an old and a new version of a 

language. Thus, every language undergoes modifications, thereby 

expanding the scope of language barriers across cultures. In spite of 

the fact that Africa is the cradle of human civilisation, several 

languages have emerged and competed with one another in the 

continent. Different forces such as slavery, colonialism and 

globalisation contributed to the domination and subordination of 

languages across cultures. Oke (1984: 88-89) provided a useful 

illustration:  
 

This is now happening to various forms of Yoruba and Ibo 

dialects and, as a result, we have what can be called the 

standard or central Yoruba (Oyo Yoruba). We can also talk 

of standard Ibo. (We are aware of the fact that the 

supremacy of ‘Oyo Yoruba’ over all other forms of Yoruba 

dialect has some historical, political or socio-economic 

connections - this is also true of Hausa language in the 

north of Nigeria and Ibo in the east.) Following this trend, it 

seems to us that there will develop a greater harmonisation 

of Nigerian and West African languages in general: most of 

the hundreds of languages in West Africa will eventually 

disappear as a result of greater contact and socio-

psychological factors, particularly in view of political and 

economic realities. Most of the minor languages will 

definitely give way to the major ones. One major language 

may even emerge for each country, or at least, one for each 

region: Yoruba has already emerged in the west of Nigeria, 

Hausa is predominant in the north and Ibo in the east of the 

country. This is the trend despite the lip-service paid to all 

of the languages, even when spoken by only a few hundred 

older people. We should also point out the factor of 

extensive borrowing in our discussion of language 

variation. The influence of the English language, for 

instance, is felt in every Nigerian language. An average 
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Nigerian youth could hardly speak a sentence without 

including an English word. Much has been written about 

pidgin English, a mixture of local language and English 

words and expressions. 

 

Similarly, Falola (1999:2) noted that:  

 
<a standard Yoruba language that everyone can 

understand emerged as a written language during the 

nineteenth century < Before the nineteenth century, the 

Yoruba lived for many years in separate autonomous 

kingdoms. In the central region there was a handful of 

centralized states, notably, Oyo, Owu, Ijebu, Ketu, Sabe, Ife, 

Ijesa, Ondo and Owo, with Oyo being the most powerful 

until its collapse during the nineteenth century. In other 

areas, political units tended to be smaller, as among the 

Akoko, Kabba, Ikale, and Ilaje. As powerful as the Oyo 

Empire was, it was unable to establish singular political 

control over the region < Changes during the nineteenth 

century were rapid, chaotic, and reformist. Many wars were 

fought among competing Yoruba states. New important 

centres of power, including Ibadan, Abeokuta, and Ijaye 

emerged in the first half of the century; there was also a 

major population shift from the savannah   in the north to 

the forest edge in the south and east. Also during the 

century, the circumstances that produced the new 

intelligentsia began to unfold with the abolition of the slave 

trade, the return of liberated slaves to the Yoruba 

homeland, evangelization by foreign missions, the British 

annexation of Lagos, and the subsequent imposition of 

colonial rule < The acceptance of Christianity and Western 

education since the mid-nineteenth century  rapidly 

transformed the Yoruba and created an educated elite that 

has played a leadership role in tropical Africa.  

 

The above illustrations provide some clues to inevitability of 

language barrier and extinction of some languages in Africa. 
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Emerging linguistic communities in eastern and southern Africa with 

Kiswahili and Afrikaans are instructive. It is believed that Kiswahili 

will contribute to integration of diverse communities of east Africa 

including Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Rwanda, and Burundi. Also, 

peoples of southern Africa are encouraged to speak Afrikaans and 

English as well as other indigenous languages such as Ndebele, Sotho, 

Swati, Tsonga, Tswana, Venda, Xhosa, and Zulu. Two diametrically 

opposed perspectives have emerged in relation to the presence of 

many languages in Africa. The first perspective links multilingualism 

with several problems including ethnic conflicts, political tensions, 

poverty and underdevelopment, while the second perspective 

promotes human right to the use of language. Zeleza (2006: 20) noted 

that: ‘the multiplicity of African languages is often seen as a bane of 

African unity, whether at the national, regional or continental level.’ 

Alternatively, the use of one national language is associated with 

economic prosperity and political stability. Scholars have debunked 

the argument for unilingualism (Ndhlovu, 2008; Batibo, 2005). It has 

been shown that:  

  
< plurilingualism in itself is not a cause of 

underdevelopment, but that it all depends on what people 

do with it. They may use it as a divisive means so that 

attention is focused on conflict rather than development. Or 

they may use plurilingualism to disadvantage minority 

language speakers so that their mental capabilities are 

inadequately developed and they are left behind in 

developmental efforts. (Batibo, 2005: 58): 

 

Multilingualism could be an asset rather than a costly obstacle 

to development. Mazrui and Mazrui (1998: 114) remarked that: ‘every 

language in a multilingual society has the right to exist and to be 

given equal opportunity to develop legal and other technological 

limbs to flourish.’ Obviously, some local and international languages 

constitute threats to some African indigenous languages. For instance, 
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the introduction of Arabic language into Africa has affected 

development of the continent since 11th century as many people in 

northern Africa placed emphasis on Arabic literacy and Islamic 

civilization at the expense of their hitherto indigenous initiatives. 

Also, European languages such as Portuguese, French and English 

languages spread to different parts of Africa since 15th century, 

particularly in the context of trades and missionary activities. These 

languages competed for recognition from Africans and interfered 

with idioms of their indigenous languages. Otite (2000: 3-4) noted 

that:  

 
By the 17th century, the Portuguese influence had been 

replaced by the Dutch who were also subsequently 

displaced by the French and the British. The latter became 

the dominant European power in that region of West 

Africa, and monopolized to a great extent, the booming 

trading transactions which involved slaves, pepper, ivory, 

coral beads, and European manufactured goods including 

weapons of war. British commercial interests became 

tactically legalized over indigenous polities in the region, 

principally through ‚contracts‛ and ‚treaties‛ forced upon 

indigenous rulers and politicians by competing large British 

companies operating in the geographical space which was 

to become Nigeria. In 1886, a charter was granted by the 

British Government to George Goldie’s group of companies 

which became known as the Royal Niger Company < the 

Royal Niger Company arranged and enforced new treaties. 

In this respect, they may be said to have laid the foundation 

for the future British Colonial Government system of 

indirect rule.  The company which successfully excluded 

the interests of other European powers such as France and 

Germany from the area, had its charter terminated by 1900 

when, through Proclamation No. 1 of that year, Nigeria 

became a protectorate. But it was not until January 1, 1914, 

that the northern and southern parts were amalgamated as 

one country, called Nigeria. The nomenclature, Nigeria, 
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was derived from the River Niger, and its controversial 

coinage in the 1890s has often been attributed to Miss Flora 

Shaw, a British journalist who later married Sir Frederick 

Lugard.   

  

As shown above, English language interfered with 

indigenous languages of peoples of Nigeria as it was used in 

protecting economic interests of few groups including local rulers and 

the British Government as well as multinational corporations. The fact 

that Nigeria was coined from English words (the River Niger) is an 

evidence of subjugation of indigenous languages in the country. None 

of the words in about 500 indigenous languages in Nigeria was used 

to describe the country. This situation attracts dire implications as 

shown in Ndhlovu’s (2008: 143) assertion:  

 
< when languages are marginalized and remain invisible 

in the development matrix, it is the accumulated wisdoms 

that die – wisdoms about politics, about philosophy, about 

ideology, about living on the planet earth and successfully 

doing so. Every ethnolinguistic polity is unique and has a 

different history from any other. How they interacted with 

the environment makes each African community a unique 

people with a unique language, a unique wisdom, a unique 

ideas and unique knowledge systems, which have the 

capacity to transform the socio-economic fortunes of the 

world for the better.  

 

Foreign languages have dominated in Nigeria for several 

centuries. English language is more effectively used in southern 

Nigeria due to massive adoption of western education with 

Christianity; whereas Arabic language and Islam have become 

popular in northern Nigeria. Bhatt (2002:74) considered the learning 

and teaching of English in post-colonial contexts as ‚two sites of 

ideological manipulation.‛ Adegbite (2003: 185) noted that:  
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From all indications, it seems that, although a greater 

number of the elite class still do not have favourable 

dispositions towards their indigenous languages as they do 

towards English, the seed of the positive realisation of the 

complementary roles of indigenous languages and English 

in national development has been sown among a few 

Nigerians. What remains is for these few people to water 

this seed so that it can germinate and spread among all 

Nigerians in order to enhance collective participation 

towards national developmental efforts.  

 

Beside the Nigerian experience, English language also dominates in 

other parts of Anglophone Africa. Adamo (2005: 21) argued that:     

 
the ‘imposition’ of the English language on the world, 

Africa, and in particular Nigeria (through the media, 

information technology, and other means of propaganda, 

and under the guise of globalization) is a form of linguistic 

terrorism < the continued use of English in all spheres of 

life will make the Nigerian state stagnant, if not indeed 

retrogressive, rendering growth and development elusive.  

 

The dominance of English on the Nigerian local languages 

has been established. Bamiro (2006: 23) predicted that: ‘<Nigeria's 

local dialects – except Hausa, Igbo, and Yoruba – face continuous 

decline and degeneration, if not possible death.’ Conversely, 

Akeredole-Ale (2007) argued that the death of Standard British 

English is imminent in Nigeria due to the peculiarities of the local 

variety of English. Like foreign languages, the above mentioned 

indigenous languages (Hausa, Yoruba and Ibo) have dominated other 

indigenous languages in Nigeria, creating a situation whereby many 

children cannot learn to speak their mother tongues but concentrate 

on attempting to speak dominant languages in their environment. The 

Nigerian situation is applicable to many African countries where an 

individual can speak at least two languages and claim membership of 
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different linguistic communities. Members of linguistic communities 

could be in a dilemma if one linguistic community claimed 

superiority over another. This is the case in Africa where foreign 

languages overpower African indigenous languages.  

 

Surprisingly, African Union (AU) has adopted a language 

policy which recommends English, French and Portuguese as official 

languages of the AU (Ndhlovu,  2008). These languages were used in 

mobilising Africans during the social movement against colonialism 

in Africa; their adoption by the AU indicates that they remain 

influential at the expense of African indigenous languages in the 

postcolonial discourses on African economic liberation and political 

integration. Besides, African languages have been marginalised by 

other African organizations including Economic Community of West 

African States (ECOWAS), South Africa’s Reconstruction and 

Development Programme (SARDP), the New Economic Partnership 

for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), the African Renaissance and the 

Native Club of South Africa (ARNCSA). Wolff (2003) observed that 

apart from the lip service on the need to protect and promote the 

indigenous languages, cultures and traditions, there is no explicit 

political commitment to the use of African official languages. A likely 

argument for the above development lies in diversity of African 

languages but this argument does not hold good as shown by Tonkin 

(2003: 6):  

 
The diversity of language is an asset: it helps build cohesion 

in small communities and sustains unique cultures, thereby 

bestowing distinctive identities on individuals and 

reducing alienation and homogenization. The rich variety 

of linguistic idioms carries with it an equally rich variety of 

cultural forms and ways of thought, and maintains for 

humankind a diversity of devices for coping with the 

uncertain challenges of human existence.  
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Also, the benefits of linguistic diversity were described in previous 

study by Wurm (2001: 13):  

 
Each language reflects a unique world-view and culture 

complex, mirroring the manner in which a speech 

community has resolved its problems in dealing with the 

world, and has formulated its thinking, its system of 

philosophy and understanding of the world around it. In 

this, each language is the means of expression of the 

intangible cultural heritage of peoples, and it remains a 

reflection of this culture for some time even after the culture 

which underlies it decays and crumbles < However, with 

the death and disappearance of such a language, an 

irreplaceable unit in our knowledge and understanding of 

human thought and world-view is lost forever.  

 

It has been argued that African languages are rich in cultural 

heritage and their systems of ethics and aesthetics make them suitable 

for knowledge production (Zeleza, 2006).  In fact, relegation of African 

languages is tantamount to violation of human rights in Africa.  In its 

Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity, UNESCO (2001) warned 

against linguistic homogenisation and canvassed support for cultural 

diversity for the benefit of present and future generations. It has been 

shown that:  

 
< African communities in the Diaspora constitute an 

integral part of how Africa continues to evolve and register 

its presence beyond the traditional confines of geographical 

boundaries. The advent of advanced information 

communication technologies is another important aspect 

that ensures African languages continue to find their place 

beyond the geographical frontiers of continental Africa. 

(Ndhlovu, 2008: 141) 

 

African languages remain marginal despite the proliferation of 

Africans across the world. This situation can be linked with the 
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continued underdevelopment of Africa in terms of high rate of social 

problems such as corruption, unemployment and poverty to name a 

few. These problems can be averted through traditional social control 

systems, which indigenous languages clearly embody.  

 

 

The dilemma of language barrier in African development  

Every society has practices and processes that constitute 

development, which can be described as positive changes with 

progress and self-reliance. Unfortunately, development has been 

couched to portray the ethos of the West and as such realities of non-

Western societies have been misconstrued in development debates 

(Munck, 1999). Development is understandable through the power of 

language of a society. In this context, Africans’ capacities for 

development have been misunderstood and ignored. Previous study 

by Ndhlovu (2008) showed that the contributions of African 

languages to Africa’s development have not been recognised in 

development discourses.  

 

Europeans lack adequate knowledge of African languages, 

hence several misconceptions that resulted in large scale colonisation 

of Africa. Unfortunately, African leaders that could have promoted 

indigenous languages became representatives of colonial 

administrators, thereby building a foundation for the imposition of 

some languages on diverse Africans. For instance, some community 

leaders who were made Warrant Chiefs in eastern Nigeria during the 

colonial era spearheaded objectives of colonial administrators. The 

emergence of Warrant Chiefs was due to a near absence of powerful 

leaders that could manage many communities in eastern Nigeria. In 

other parts of Africa where such leaders exist, colonial administrators 

collaborated with them for effective administration. This process 

resulted in modifications of African social structure including 

language and culture.  It is noteworthy that only one language was 

originally used in the world and as a result of this people achieved 
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remarkable progress in their endeavours as the Bible (Genesis 11.1-8) 

illustrates with the case of Babylon, an ancient beautiful city. The 

emergence of several languages followed by language barrier resulted 

in abandonment of development programmes in Babylon.  

 

Like the case of Babylonians, Africans’ pre-colonial histories 

of development have been interrupted especially with imposition of 

Western civilisation. The process of Western imposition was 

comprehensive and resulted in alterations of economic, political, 

military and cultural systems of Africans. An illustration of 

relationships between the West and Africa was given by Tucker’s 

(1999:8-13) as follows:  

 
Much of what is generally conceived as African ‘tradition’ is 

an invention of colonial powers and missionaries, in 

collaboration with African intellectuals. Considerable 

numbers of African ‘traditional’ customs, rituals and 

institutions, including the notion of ‘tribes’, were ‘not so 

much survivals from a pre-colonial past but rather largely 

creations by colonial officers and African intellectuals.’< 

Europe and North America have the lion’s share of 

universities and institutes and of the access to information 

and knowledge that goes with them < Scholars outside 

Europe and North America often find it difficult to keep up 

with and contribute to discussions within their disciplines 

< Some cultures and societies find themselves over 

determined by Western representations to the point that 

they can no longer recognize themselves in the discourses 

that claim to portray them. They are saturated with 

imposed meanings, ambitions and projects. In this process 

of identity construction there is little dialogue, little 

exchange of views, little mutual recognition and respect.  

 

The above illustration provides evidence of language barrier 

and misunderstanding of cultures between Africa and the West. 

Language barrier and misunderstanding of cultures have fuelled 
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development crises in Africa. The case of ‘Boko Haram’ saga in 

Nigeria is a recent example of fallout of language barrier. Once the 

language of a society is sidelined, the development of the society 

would be affected; this was a major argument in the explanation of 

Boko Haram saga, a recent social movement against Western 

imperialism in northern Nigeria. Boko Haram is an expression from 

Hausa language, meaning ‘Western education is forbidden’; a militant 

group including a former Commissioner of Religious Matters formed 

Boko Haram in Maiduguri in 2002 under the presidency of 

Mohammed Yusuf, a religious teacher (Avwode, 2009; Ogbodo, 2009). 

The organisation set up a based known as ‘Afghanistan’ at a border 

town close to Niger Republic in 2004 and has attracted a considerable 

number of followers from several states since its inception.  

 

In attempt to force the Nigerian government to refrain from 

promoting Western education, Boko Haram militants attacked a 

number of Nigeria Police Stations on 26th July 2009 and within four 

days the crisis spread across six states in northern Nigeria (Adamawa, 

Bauchi, Borno, Gombe, Kano, and Katsina) where over 600 persons 

were reported dead, 3,500 people were displaced and numerous 

properties were destroyed (Avwode, 2009). Boko Haram militants 

largely tore their educational certificates and some of them dropped 

out from schools as a way of renouncing Western education. The crisis 

was quelled through a joint effort of the Nigeria Police and the 

Nigerian Army; such effort led to the death of Boko Haram leader and 

many of his top supporters. While it lasted Boko Haram turned 

northern Nigeria into hotbed of violence like the situation in the Niger 

Delta of Nigeria where identity based resource control violence 

continued to escalate until the Federal Government of Nigeria granted 

amnesty to militants in the Niger Delta. The growth of militancy in 

Nigeria signals resistance to the Nigerian state and imposition of 

Western culture. This resistance is necessitated by mass 

unemployment, poverty and social exclusion from life supporting 

opportunities such as governance and rich heritage of indigenous 
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languages. A situation in which people are compelled to speak a 

language that does not conform to their culture could adversely affect 

human capacities for development in the affected society. An African 

anthropologist discovered that:  
 

The Apache of the south-west desert region of the United 

States and the Indians in Alaska speak similar languages, 

and yet their world-view and culture are not the same. 

Likewise our world-view and culture in Nigerian society 

are not quite the same as those of English people, despite 

the fact that English is a major language in Nigerian society 

(although we speak our own native languages in addition 

to English). Moreover many ethnic groups or subgroups 

that speak the same basic languages such as Hausa and 

Yoruba in West Africa, have their distinctive customs and 

world-view. On the other hand, a people need not share a 

common language in order to have a similar culture; we can 

view West Africa as a cultural zone and yet there are 

hundreds of languages within the region. (Oke, 1984: 92) 

   

The above discovery introduces limitations in the use of language and 

culture without blending them. The co-existence of the Hausa 

language and the Fulani culture has produced a new concept known 

as Hausa-Fulani of northern Nigeria, although the two groups possess 

separate cultures. Hausa language has dominated many indigenous 

languages in northern Nigeria.  Similarly, Amharic language was 

privileged over other indigenous languages in Ethiopia since the 

colonial era; it has become a defining feature of an Ethiopian national 

identity (Bulcha, 1997).   

 

 

Influence of literacy in lingua francas on development efforts in 

Africa  

Virtually all formal organisations in Africa mandate the use of lingua 

francas such as Arabic, English, French and Portuguese depending on 
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their locations. Arabic is influential in North Africa; French largely 

dominate in West and Central Africa; English is limited to some 

countries in West, East and southern Africa, while Portuguese is 

widely used in southern Africa especially in Angola, Mozambique 

and Madagascar. Literacy in these languages has become a source of 

power in Africa since colonial era (Falola, 1999; Barkindo et al, 1989). 

The adoption of these languages occasioned by missionary activities 

and formal school systems affected Africans’ identity construction. 

The acceptance of Christianity and western education promoted 

English, French and Portuguese in Africa since the 19th century. Also, 

the acceptance of Islam and Arab civilization was pronounced in 

North Africa and some parts of sub-Saharan Africa.  

 

These languages overshadow the media of commerce, 

administration and propagation of African cultures. In most African 

countries, voter education campaigns and electoral processes are 

conducted mainly in the above mentioned lingua francas and selected 

African languages. This situation fuels language barrier and exclusion 

of many Africans from political processes (Marten, 2006). Africans 

largely embrace the languages due to their association with power 

and wealth. Knowledge of a lingua franca is required for social 

mobility especially in the pursuit of higher education and job 

opportunities. Literacy in lingua francas became a source of power in 

a continent where a considerable number of people cannot read and 

write.  

 

Portuguese, English and French spread slowly as a 

consequence of trade contacts between Europeans and Africans after 

the 15th century. These languages had spread across most parts of 

Africa since early 19th century. Indigenous languages have, however, 

interfered in the use of these foreign languages, indicating an 

emergence of new forms of languages such as Creole and Pidgin. 

Also, some Africans have appropriated the use of these foreign 

languages in propagating indigenous languages.  For instance, one of 
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the rescued enslaved Africans, Samuel Ajayi Crowther, promoted 

Yoruba language by translating some aspects of the Bible into the 

language through Christian evangelism in Sierra Leone and Nigeria 

particularly since he became an ordained priest in 1843; representing a 

significant contribution to the development of written Yoruba (Falola,  

1999).     

  

The influences of English and French languages on Africans 

appear to be more widespread compared to Arabic and Portuguese. 

In the 19th century, English was a minority language in Africa but its 

use was eventually made compulsory following the establishment of 

schools and industries. During the twentieth century, the use of 

English and French became unprecedented and was eventually 

recognised as the official language in many African countries. In light 

of this development, African indigenous languages were denigrated 

and people were discouraged from speaking them in official settings 

(Akeredolu-Ale, 2007; Bamiro, 2006; Adamo, 2005; Bhatt, 2002; Falola, 

1999). The French Policy of Assimilation created Franchone among 

Africans although the policy became Policy of Association after much 

agitation for protection of African indigenous languages. It is noted 

that: 

 
French traders had been settling on the coast of the Western 

Sudan since 1637. Their main settlements were St. Louis 

and the island of Goree. However, by the early 19th 

century, the French had succeeded in colonizing more 

settlements. These were found on the coast and along the 

Rivers Senegal and Casmance. It was from these settlements 

that the French traded with the people of West Africa. From 

the early 19th century, the French wanted to be the only 

Europeans who traded with Western Sudan. To achieve 

this, they wanted to control River Senegal < In 1818, a 

Young Frenchman called Gaspard Theodore Mollien, was 

sent into the interior of the Western Sudan. He followed the 

River Senegal up its beginning. He also saw the beginning 
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of River Gambia < In 1828, another Frenchman called Rene 

Caillie was sent to explore the area. He traveled across the 

Western Sudan. He started from the French settlements and 

went up to Timbuktu. From there he crossed the Sahara and 

arrived at Morocco < in 1830, the French deposed the Dey 

of Algiers. Despite the fierce opposition of Algerians, the 

French occupied the whole country in 1844 < In addition to 

their imperial ambitions, the French also saw themselves as 

civilizers in Africa (Barkindo et al, 1989: 58-59) 

  

African Muslims perceived the European occupation as a 

great disaster and attempted to resist it, thereby creating ‚a syndrome 

of north-south dichotomy‛ in Africa, which has become a battlefield 

as a result of conflict of interests between Arabic and European agents 

of civilization. Between 1903 and 1906, there were numerous Mahdist 

rising in all part of Muslim West Africa. The most serious cases 

occurred in Sokoto caliphate. However, the Europeans suppressed all 

the Mahdist revolts (Barkindo et al,  1989).          

 

 

Conclusion   

This paper focused on language barrier as the bane of development in 

Africa. It has been demonstrated that relegation of numerous African 

indigenous languages has resulted in an unfortunate situation 

whereby intractable social problems such as unemployment, poverty, 

political instability and violence confront Africans and frustrate their 

efforts to ensure development. The adoption of foreign languages 

such as Arabic, English, French, and Portuguese has complicated 

diversity of African languages some of which assume dominant 

positions. With this situation, access to local wisdom is declining 

among Africans despite attempts to promote multilingualism in 

Africa. The nuanced idioms of African indigenous languages present 

opportunities that can be explored to salvage Africans from 

impending doldrums. Language affects development and vice versa. 

This fact mirrors cases of destructive resistance to imposition of 
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Western culture in Africa. Addressing the issue of language barrier 

would provide a panacea for African social problems.  

 

Therefore, the dialectic relationship between African 

languages and African development should be considered in attempts 

to reposition Africa. Considering the fact that African cultures affect 

the adopted foreign languages including English, French and 

Portuguese, the African versions of these languages should be 

promoted alongside indigenous African languages to stimulate 

development. African organisations such as the AU, the ECOWAS, 

and the NEPAD should reconsider their policies on official languages 

in Africa to renew the continent’s development.     
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Abstract 
Crimes are endemic especially those committed by political leaders. 

Africa is indeed bleeding from crimes such as embezzlement of funds, 

abuse of resources, human rights abuses, persecution and torture of 

people, and above all, non-prosecution of persons responsible for 

crimes committed. The non-prosecution of political heavy weights 

inversely encourages the continuation and perpetuation of 

transgressions that threaten to destroy Africa politically, economically 

and socially. Philosophically speaking acts of non-action against 

wrongdoing aspire to create a form of Leviathan and ensure that a 

new dynasty of political non-accountability and one-party exists. Such 

practices will be analyzed as ways of contributing to the system of 

under-developing the continent, in the end the paper suggests and 

appeals to the utilization of philosophical systems that humanize 

people such as Ubuntu philosophy.  
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Introduction 

Morality in political systems is a virtue which political leaders and 

any kind of leadership ought to seek and promote. Ideally, political 

pundits and ethicists insist that governance should be for the greater 

good of the community and not for an individual and his or her 

followers or group of individuals. Though this is the case the opposite 

is what occurs in Africa. The tendency in the political systems of 

Africa is that statesman and their followers create a system of 

impunity. In simpler terms, the political choices that leaders pursue at 

most tend to contribute to the non-advancement of their states. The 

paper will therefore analyze the principles of responsibility and 

obligations linked to accountability, duties and rights in retrospect of 

events that have occurred in Zimbabwe since the colonial period. The 

critical investigation of the mentioned will conclude with the urging 

of the utilization of humanizing philosophy which the author 

speculates that it is the true way to achieve sustainable development.  

 

 

Analyzing Impunity 

Impunity is defined as the failure to uphold justice. In simpler words 

impunity is the failure to meet obligations of states such as to dealing 

with any kind of violation of people’s rights. The United Nations 

Commission on Human Rights defined impunity as: 

 
the impossibility, de jure or de facto, of bringing the perpetrators of 

violations to account – whether in criminal, civil, administrative or 

disciplinary proceedings – since they are not subject to any inquiry 

that might lead to their being accused, arrested, tried and, if found 

guilty, sentenced to appropriate penalties, and to making reparations 

to their victims (United Nation Commission on Human Rights, 

2005). 

 

In fact, a system of government knowingly and willingly 

ignores blatant criminal cases committed can rightly be termed as 
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upholding impunity. Reasons for the non-prosecution of crimes in 

most cases are not spelt out. There are therefore two kinds of 

impunity which can be easily mentioned; these are related to 

individuals not being prosecuted and to the government itself not 

putting restraint to its own excessive activities. A point to be bone in 

mind is that some of the non-prosecuted cases are those committed by 

the state. Furthermore, impunity is compounded by the tendency of 

government acting as if nothing has occurred. Though the 

government acts in this way, it is essential to realize that on the other 

remove general populace is well aware of the kind of abuses that have 

occurred. Interestingly as well is the fact that if a criminal case points 

at individuals who is in high offices the case will be closed or at most 

suspended to the end of time. There is a sense in which criminal cases 

of some high officials lessened to be more of a non-event.  

 

In current African political systems it is important and 

interesting to note that the powers that have the moral and legal 

authority to take to task any form of abuse are the very systems that 

seem to condone and perpetuate the practice. In the Zimbabwean case 

the government actually instructs and in fact carries out the abuses. 

For instance the Gukurahundi (Clear up the chuff) period (1986-1987), 

2000 onwards farm inversions and the Murambatsvina (Clean-up) 

(2004) to mention just a few, the Zimbabwean political leadership 

actually instituted and instructed the projects. During the 

Gukurahundi period it is suspected that over twenty thousand people 

of the Ndebele tribe died and equally a good number displaced 

(Catholic Commission on Justice and Peace, 1989 pg 23). Furthermore, 

after the brutal incidences no explanations, no apologies and no 

efforts were made to reconcile and make recompense as should be 

done by any authority that is responsible for its people. A responsible 

authority ought to have apologized and explained to the citizens what 

was going on, why such exercises were carried out and even offer the 

mitigation measures. As a result of the non-apologizing and non-

explanation of events has led to legal and property crisis.  
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As if that were enough, the disturbances resulted in 

displacement, and non-activities related to production. Small 

businesses were closed and were demolished in certain instances, 

rural farming ceased, farm workers lost their jobs not to mention little 

income all this ultimately culminated in forced migration. A good 

number unwillingly moved to neighboring countries in search of 

better livelihood and even better political, social and economic 

situations. Thus the strained movement of people, cessation of 

productive activities, and dissatisfaction contributes to 

underdevelopment in a state in the sense that people stopped 

working and concentrate more on saving their lives.   

 

The best way to describe the government’s actions then is to 

say that it does not respect people, does not respect private property 

and has no respect for the rule of law. In fact the law of the jungle is 

what comes into force. In the law of the jungle each is involved in self-

preservation while ignoring the safety of others, in this law it is each 

man for him or herself and no one is spared. Yet in this case there are 

sacred cows who are not hurt or injured in the struggle for self-

preservation, they are in fact protected from the law of the jungle. 

Apparently, it is not clear why others are protected and others are not, 

any law should be applied to all indiscriminately. The practice of 

discriminatory application of the law implies that there is a deliberate 

circumvention of legal and political expectations and ignoring of 

contemporary practices that argue for the respect of the citizenship 

rights regardless of the sex, tribe, race and or social standing of the 

person. In other words it is expected that the government should 

protect its citizens yet in this case, it is the government which has 

become the perpetrator or violator of people’s rights.  

 

In order to ensure that there are sacred cows, the government 

and its authorities have in fact paralyzed the legal and judiciary 

system. This has been done through appointing apologetics to high 

legal offices such as judges in the High Court and Supreme Court, 
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ignoring legal judgments, and granting rewards for judging in favor 

of the powers that be. In addition, the authorities ensure that they are 

not questioned by appointing to other high offices in their land those 

who are their surrogates. Such practices are unique to African states, 

as the practice ensures that the authorities become law unto 

themselves and answerable to no-one. 

 

Incidentally, such practices results in five important outcomes 

that are at the same time intrinsically connected to impunity. The five 

outcomes are: 

 

 The creation of neo-Leviathan. 

 A system of non-accountability and a non responsible 

government created. 

 Overriding of citizens’ rights. 

 A deliberate avoidance of justice. 

 The dejection and helplessness of the ordinary citizenship. 

 

 

Neo-Leviathans 

When discussing the issue of the creation of a Leviathan, the author 

argues that when impunity is rampant, the Hobbesian account of 

leadership which is above the law and who enforce the law on behalf 

for others but not on itself (Hobbes: 1998) is what becomes of a non 

impugned government. The argument of Hobbes is that the ordinary 

people have ceded their freedom and right to make laws to their 

leaders (Hobbes, 1998).  Leviathan’s actions and decisions cannot be 

questioned or appealed against moreover in Leviathan’s government 

there is no division of powers (Hobbes, 1998; Berki, 1984).This is the 

sought of system which many African states seek to establish to 

ensure that the authorities are in no way found as contradictors of the 

law. The different thing which exists in the expected modern political 

systems and that of Hobbes is that, for Hobbes the imaginary political 

powers attain their positions and immunity from the contract that 
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ordinary people set-up. On the other hand the modern system argues 

that all citizens and even those in authority ought to be equal to the 

ordinary person. That is no one should be regarded as above the law 

and immune to prosecution no matter what position he or she holds 

in society. In other words the law should be applied impartially to all. 

By implication this means that law should uphold the rights of all and 

not that of a few individuals who are in control of state systems. 

Inversely in Leviathan’s way of governing, injustice is supported 

politically and legally. Injustice in the sense that a group of 

individuals that run the country are not answerable for their activities 

while the ordinary person on the street if, by chance, commits a 

similar crime is called for answering. In this sense prejudices and 

biases occurs (Rawls, 1971 section 38). 

 

Besides arguing that Leviathanian societies grant immunity to 

prosecution to certain individuals, it will be pertinent to note that 

instead of individuals, it is the state institution happens to maintain 

the system of impunity. This is done through keeping tight-lipped 

about the kind of abuses as was the case with Gukurahundi, 

promulgating anti-social laws such as AIPPA (Access to Information 

and Protection of Private Act) and POSA (Public Order and Security 

Act), and controlling law enforcing agencies and judiciary systems. By 

so controlling all forms of security which should in other senses be for 

ensuring that the law is followed and impartially applied to all 

members of society, the new-Leviathans circumvent the rules of the 

contemporary political expectations. By disenabling all systems that 

may question activities, then such mentioned activities are done so as 

to ensure that the leaders remain unquestioned and not found on the 

wrong side of the law and possible face prosecution. Ultimately all 

this results in sustaining systems of non-accountability and non 

responsible acts of the government.   
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No Accountability and Responsibility 

Any kind of system that is controlled by a group of people and or 

where partiality exists also ensures that certain individuals stay 

unquestioned. In case of institutes that condone practices that ensure 

the continued abuses of human rights, it is pertinent to note that the 

same institutes avoid some necessary modern principles of modern 

politics.  The principles of accountability and responsibility are hugely 

avoided in neo-Leviathan’s systems. In philosophical discourse the 

two –accountability and responsibility- are closely linked and they are 

also connected to roles of moral agencies. Now, the point of departure 

is that all institutes and states included are considered as moral 

beings. The argument that can be leveled to institutes as equal of an 

individual moral being is that states or governments are made up by 

sane beings who have moral responsibility. Additionally, the 

institutes have moral duties to execute on behalf of society (Rawls, 

1971). In the words of John Rawls, governments have the moral and 

legal duties to ensure that social good is executed in society. As such it 

is plausible to argue that even states as institutes made by people are 

supposed to uphold society’s good, the state also has responsibility 

and ought to be accountable to the individuals that constitute, give it 

power and that it governs on their behalf.  

 

With this in mind, it is plausible to argue that a state can be 

allotted praise and can be blamed for activities that it carries out 

(Williams, 2009). In this sense, a state is morally blame worthy for 

failure to prosecute and call to accountability any individual who fails 

to respect any other person’s rights. When a state acts thus it can be 

said to be responsible. 

 

Responsibility for a state and government refers to carrying 

out the duties that a state government should carry out. By definition, 

responsibility is being answerable for decisions and actions i.e. Doing 

what one ought to do –carrying out duties. Thus it is correct to argue 

that when someone is said to be responsible, that person is able to 
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fulfill duties and at the same time answer for failure of carrying out 

duties. In the case of governments, there is a sense in which 

government as an agent of the people ought to act in ways which 

satisfy the ordinary people through respecting rights. In the words of 

Williams, the government act on behalf of others and thus among its 

responsibilities is to ‚pursue policies, respect legal requirements, 

reach decisions about how to respond to situations, and create 

important benefits and costs for other agents‛ (Williams, 2009).  As a 

way of interpreting the idea of Williams, it is plausible to say that the 

primary responsibilities of the government are to respect and protect 

the rights of its citizens (Hart, 1968 and Feinberg, 1970). This can be 

achieved through respecting the laws of the people and through 

promulgating laws that are pro-people rather than anti-people or a 

certain group of society.  This same idea also affirms the thinking that 

the law is made so as to ensure that people act responsibly and the 

government to ensure that this is done without any kind of prejudice. 

At the same time the law help to defend equality and reciprocity 

between citizens (Williams, 2009). Rawls (1971) and Nozick (1974) 

would add that laws should be put in place so as to make sure that 

there is fairness in society and that people’s property is secured.  

 

With this in mind, it then becomes interesting to note that 

certain African governments and in particular Zimbabwe shy away 

from such ideal. The laws that are promulgated in Zimbabwe at times 

end up serving the interests of a few people and their close associates 

at the expense of the general population. It is apparent from the above 

paragraph that the main ethos of laws is to guarantee equality of all 

before the law. That is the aims of removing any form of bias and thus 

ultimately trying to put impunity to an end. This though be the aim of 

having laws, the aim, is generally ignored by the Zimbabwean 

government through the non-prosecution of certain high profile 

individuals who committed and at the same time acted in committing 

crimes on behalf of the government.  Furthermore, the government 

itself is to blame for the brutality it committed against its own people. 
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In spite of all these crimes, the government has not acted positively in 

protecting its citizens. Answerable to the people is possible through 

question and answer sessions in parliament. And McNaughton notes 

that Questioning and punishment of government and government 

officials can be possible when there is a properly functioning 

opposition in parliament (McNaughton, 2002 pg 36). Yet this was not 

the case in Zimbabwe before 2005 when the opposition was always in 

the minority, the cases that were questioned by the minority party 

always failed to attract enough numbers to support it being debated.  

 

As a matter of fact, it became a common practice that certain 

individuals and even ministries became untouchables. There was no 

accounting for activities and even anti-society policies promulgated, 

everything was taken from a particular political party’s ideas and 

thinking, thus even ensuring that the particular party’s ideas were 

implemented. All decisions and actions were done in spite of the 

opposition’s voice that was contrary, as was the case in the bringing 

back of AIPPA and POSA, the legal acts were voted for by ZANU PF 

members of parliament who were then the majority in parliament 

(between the years 2000 to 2005).  All this means that there was and is 

no true representation of ordinary people through the parliamentary 

system, also that openness of discussion is thwarted. Furthermore, it 

means that certain political parties advance their ideologies at the 

expense of the common good. McNaughton (2002) notes that, only 

through open discussions and through reports to parliament and 

acceptance and implementation of certain criticisms that emanate 

from others can there be true representation and can there be claims 

that accountability and responsibility are taking place in a 

government.  

 

The whole idea of arguing for responsibility and 

accountability is to argue for discipline and to ensure that there is a 

constant touch between the people and its representatives. In a sense 

the idea of keeping in touch somehow proffer the idea of checks and 
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balances that is required in making sure that the government carries 

out its mandate and acts according to people’s expectations. Without 

doubt when checks and balances are in place abuses of people or 

citizens in general is put at bay, and rule of law and respect the people 

occur. At the same time, when checks and balances are fully 

functional autocratic tendencies become remote. Moreover, checks 

and balances also make certain that incompetence and unacceptable 

representatives are recalled or removed. Keeping an eye on the 

government also helps to enforce citizen’s rights of exercising the 

right to chose leaders who guarantee them good governance. 

However, this idea of recalling and removing leaders (through 

elections) who are not performing as expected is at times not 

respected by some African governments.  The case of Kenya (2008 

elections), Zimbabwe (2008 election) and Cote D’Ivoire (2010 

elections) prove that certain leaders are interested in keeping in power 

no matter what people think and expect of the leaders. Generally the 

leader’s refusal to vacate office reveal that they are in a sense refusing 

to account and to be responsible to the people who put them in office. 

A leader who has that people’s needs and wants at heart would 

certainly let the people’s voice be heard and respect it, through doing 

what people want in this case leaving office since people would have 

voted the leader out. Fear of the unknown forces people to stay in 

power and at the same time such practices build upon impunity. 

 

The refusal to vacate office and the continual recycling 

individuals who would have lost elections and giving them posts also 

show the idea of self-serving interests within some African 

governments. The case in point is found in the Zimbabwean set-up 

whereby losing candidates in elections were appointed ministers. 

People such as C. Mushohwe, C. Chimutengwende, J. Made, O. 

Muchinguri, P Chinamasa among others lost elections yet were 

appointed into ministerial offices (Hativagone, 2008; Zimbabwean 

Elections, 2008). All this reflect the idea of creating a culture of 

patronage. A culture of having unwanted people as representatives 
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and leaders of people the very people who are unwanted (need 

revision). In a sense the practice perpetuates the idea of impunity a 

culture of not accounting to people and of not being responsible to the 

people. Over and above everything else, recycling and refusal to 

vacate offices also give credence to the suggestion that African 

political leaders find it fulfilling to oppress the general citizens and 

over and above all suppress people’s rights. The egoistic tendencies of 

the African leaders also ensure that they maintain repressive and 

autocratic regimes and avoid what people really want, that is abusing 

people’s rights.  

 

 

Rights overridden 

Every human being has claims and or dues which should be accorded 

and be respected by society and the world at large. The rights are 

what governments ought to honor and respect without prejudice. 

These dues and claims are what are and is termed rights. Rights are 

given to men by virtue of being a member of the human species. 

Hobbes, Locke and Rawls assert that rights are natural. Rights are 

natural in the sense that they are granted to men by nature or by God. 

These rights include liberty, life, the pursuit of happiness, and 

property in its various forms (Locke, 1689). These rights are further 

analyzed by the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights (1948) 

into several distinct categories comprising of political, social and 

economic rights. In a categorizing these rights the United Nations 

affirm the principle of equality of all individuals in the world. 

Furthermore, the rights ought to be respected and upheld by any 

government, since they are not a privilege.   

 

The argument that has been advanced by all who support the 

idea of rights is that: rights cannot be curtailed or removed by 

governments but rather that rights bring with them obligations that 

ought to be respected (Shivji, 1989; Campbell, 2006). On the part of the 

ordinary citizens, there is the obligation to ‚obey the law, pay taxes< 
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respect properly constituted authority‛ (McNaughton, 2002 pg 27). 

On the other hand, the government is obliged to guarantee protection 

to citizens. The protection of the citizens’ rights is attained through 

the respect of basic claims such as life, liberty, happiness and 

property, and protecting people from internal and external 

aggression. As noted in the preceding paragraph Hobbes and Locke 

highlighted the kinds of rights that should be accorded to people. In 

the modern thinking the rights have further been enunciated and 

specified. Among the most important of these claims is respecting of 

people’s right to elect a government (choice) and right to be chosen to 

office, freedom of conscience, freedom from torture, respect of 

property rights (private included) among others.  

 

The foregoing discussion on the appreciation and accordance 

of people’s dues is at times found lacking in certain African political 

practices. To highlight some of the abuses or some of the rights that 

have been overridden, the case of Zimbabwe will be used as a case of 

reference. Since Zimbabwe attained its independence in 1980, several 

citizen rights have and were overruled the most notable and 

frightening once occurred from the year 2000 onwards. Beginning 

from 2000 to date, the right to private property was and has not been 

respected. Several farms belonging to white farmers were overtaken 

by the mostly ZANU PF supporters through the use of purportedly 

war-veterans. To make matters worse there was no recompense for 

the lost farms. Additionally, several court orders that demanded the 

new-occupiers to vacate farms formerly belonging to commercial 

white farmers went unheeded and at times at the instigation of the 

government (Bell A, 2010; Zaba et al, 2010). Apart from the issue of 

farms the right to elect a government was as well overridden in 2008 

when Mugabe lost the elections to Tsvangirai and went on to bring 

back even individuals who had lost elections to members of 

Tsvangirai’s political party. Thus the refusal to leave office meant that 

governing is reserved to certain individuals. In other words there are 

people who should rule and those who should be ruled. The thing 
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that boggles the mind is that despite the unwilling to move out of 

office politicians, the same politicians are aware of what is expected in 

modern political systems, why don’t they want to move out of office. 

Furthermore, why are they not willing to listen to what the general 

populace desire?  

 

The suggestion that is plausible is that perhaps the 

individuals are intending or intended to build a system whereby they 

can not be questioned and become the law unto themselves. As a 

matter of fact, when rights are overridden there is a by and large a 

divergence from executing social justice. 

 

 

Social Justice Overridden 

The whole idea of forming political entities is to try and foster a sense 

of common good. Common good is intrinsically connected to the idea 

of social justice or at best a synonym of social justice. In both cases, the 

general idea is that all in society ought to be treated equally, including 

the happiness and satisfaction of people in a society. Furthermore, the 

argument that can be advanced is that people should be granted their 

dues and in this sense it means people should be accorded their 

rights. Additionally, this would mean removing any form of injustice 

that is manifested in the form of oppression, harm, and suffering of 

the ordinary people (Bell R, 2002; en, 1989). Thus the main aim of 

upholding social justice is to ensure that the rights of the people are 

not trampled upon by those in power.  

 

In the Zimbabwean case, it is plausible to argue that injustice 

has occurred and may continue to occur. As already highlighted, 

political and legal injustice has and will continue to be carried out. 

Thus the paper acknowledges that infringements on people’s rights 

which ultimately resulted in derailment of human capacities that is 

people not being able to realize their ability and innovativeness. In a 

system that operates under unjust systems people’s abilities and 
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efforts (innovativeness) are generally unwelcome and crippled by 

unaccountable and non-responsible autocratic political system. As a 

result, such regimes generally cause despair in countries that have 

such systems of government. 

 

 

Despair cultivated 

Whenever unjust systems triumph there is always a sense of anger, 

dejection, resentment and ultimately uncooperativeness also becomes 

rampant as ordinary citizens try to show their displeasure. As a 

matter of fact, the ordinary people feel hopeless because every way 

which could have been used as a way of attaining redress against any 

form of oppression is dominated by the oppressor. Thus there is no 

way equality can be attained and as such misery upon misery is pilled 

upon the people by unjust governments. It is important to remember 

that the unjust systems would have dominated all spheres that 

normally would be used as channels of advocating for equality such 

as judiciary and parliament among others. Furthermore, the general 

citizen feel that it is not empowered because the right to self-

determination is denied of it. 

 

Moreover, the very idea of not prosecuting high profile 

offenders, as is the case in governments that promote impunity, 

contributes to dejection of the general populace. Ultimately, there is a 

sense of lessened confidence in the whole government system. When 

people do not have confidence in a system of government it is also 

possible that cooperation is also lessened. Since people are not sure of 

what the government may be up to next or at best they may consider 

the government taking advantage of them. That is people thinking 

that the government is only interested in using the populace to meet 

the ends of the high profile leaders.  
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Faults of Impunity in Development 

The foregoing discussion spelt out the ultimate results of systems that 

are not accountable. Of particular importance, the above paragraph 

reveals that non-responsible and non-accountable systems are fertile 

grounds for despair. The main result of despair is resentment and 

non-cooperativeness. As such, when cooperativeness is missing there 

is bound to be no progress or no attempts to better people’s lives. 

Non-cooperativeness emanate from suspicion which in turn leads to 

distrust. Distrust is a disaster in development. True development is 

premised upon people working together in order to move towards the 

better or to making a better life. As such because of the distrust people 

end-up thinking that they are being exploited and used for 

individuals’ selfish gains therefore they withdraw their 

innovativeness. Fear of exploitation and manipulation then becomes a 

hindrance to cooperation and thus no development.  

 

Social and economic development is in everyway linked to 

political choices. The argument being advanced is that harmony is the 

guarantor of progress and advancement of people. Thus if political 

policies are anti-people as is the case with governments of impunity 

there is bound to be disharmony or no development. In actual fact, 

governments of impunity are places were underdevelopment is 

imminent. The paper therefore, argues that good governance means 

development and bad governance equals no development. 

 

Good governance as a political system is well supported by 

what A. Sen and M. Nussbaum when they argue that the government 

ought to be there for the people and when they say that the role of 

government or what government ought to do is to ensure that the 

ordinary people have a satisfactory life.  

 

As a philosopher of economist, Sen who advocates for liberal 

and welfarist state. His departing point is that the government ought 

to be for the people. Implicitly this may be construed as meaning that 
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governments ought to be accountable and responsible to the citizens. 

In arguing for a liberal-welfarism Sen (1989), argues that human 

freedoms and socialist ideas should be concurrently utilized in order 

to ensure that the ordinary person is covered from any kind of 

hardship and manipulation by the political leaders. While there is the 

covering up of the ordinary person from hardships, Sen also 

advocates that individuals should utilize their abilities to better 

themselves or realize what they can be. Whereas welfarism argues for 

the protection of the ordinary person, his ideas imply that there 

should be no dictatorship and autocratic governing. As already 

shown in the above paragraphs any kind of dictatorship (as shown in 

non-accountability and non-responsible governments) there really is 

no protection of the ordinary person rather there exists exploitation 

and manipulation of the ordinary person. Within the welfare state, 

Sen advocates for the realization of all liberties that are accorded a 

person by virtue of being born in the human family. 

 

The ideas of Sen are further spelt out by Martha Nussbaum. 

Nussbaum (2000) and Sen (1989) both then argue that restrictions and 

preference ought not to be part of how society should be like. When 

referring to restrictions and preference what comes to mind is the fact 

that only a certain group of individuals are protected by the 

government system and the rest are thwarted by the governing 

powers. The philosophers further argue that when such a situation 

exists then development in its real sense is not achieved. Development 

for the philosophers then is premised upon people’s functioning. That 

is people fully exercising their full capabilities without being 

constrained by the government. In discussing the issue of capabilities, 

Sen and Nussbaum argue that liberty ought to be the major signal of 

development. The idea of the philosophers is that people should work 

towards their own development or advancement and that there 

should be no hindrance to the attainment and realization of their 

ability. Government or state should complement people’s efforts by 

doing everything good for the ordinary people. This may even may 
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mean calling for accountability and responsibility on the part of the 

government. Such situations can be achieved by removing any 

member of society who is not responsible from offices of 

responsibility. 

 

It is however apparent that in governments of impunity, 

human freedom is not respected. As a matter of fact, when people are 

not granted the freedom to shape their own lives it is apparent that 

they are forced to become what they don’t intent to be. In other 

words, people become far removed from their selves since they are 

limited and forced into a particular way of living. In fact alienation as 

Marx termed it comes into play. This is the case with land that was 

forcibly taken from some white farmers in Zimbabwe and the case 

with the exorbitant school fees in primary, secondary and higher 

institutes of learning. As if that were not enough, owning a piece of 

land is also a prerogative of a few advantaged persons. For example 

fertile farm lands belong to the rich and the poor are in arid areas, a 

close analysis will reveal that the rich are the same political leaders 

who have everything at their disposal. On one hand the political 

leaders have land and on the other hand they make decisions that are 

anti-people. This is revealed through non-establishment of policies 

that are pro-poor people and also by maintaining corrupt figures in 

high governmental offices. Policies such as ensuring that the poor are 

lifted from poverty such as free-education, free medical treatment, 

poor acquisition and assess to fertile productive land among others as 

promulgated by the millennium goals are ignored. It would be 

expected that the government provide the necessary inputs for 

farmers until such a time that they can sustain themselves, such a 

system can be viewed as cushioning people from hardships. Though 

the farmers would be expected to be able to give back and in turn help 

others to become self sufficient but alas this is not the case, official 

receive the inputs first and do not pay back. In reality this would 

mean no perpetual dependence on donations or and charity. Such 
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practices are unsustainable as people will always continue being poor 

and in want. 

 

For Sen, the argument then is that true liberty is to be 

achieved through arguing for a person’s ability to function in society 

through government’s effort to help them. That is, a person should be 

able to realize his or her potential without any hindrances from 

government. Sen adds that society should actually be there to aid a 

person’s realization of abilities through removing any form of 

hindrance through providing the necessary basics it is from this view 

that one can argue that it is the duty of the government to provide 

and promulgate policies that help in reducing and ultimately 

removing poverty through providing the basic needs for people. The 

basics such as social freedoms, nourishment, health-care, life without 

shame among others (expanded in the preceding paragraph) ought to 

be provided to the people so as for them to become self-sufficient. The 

role of the state then is to enhance a person’s freedom in making 

preferences to one’s life through making sure that any kind of 

deficiency is at its minimum or removed in society. In other words the 

idea is that a person should be responsible for making who they are in 

other words people becoming actors and agencies in their own 

development through having a variety of choices. People therefore 

can have a variety of choices when they have somewhere to begin 

from. Such a position can only be attained when poverty is absent in 

societies. 

 

It is pertinent therefore to reveal that there is a close link 

between development and freedom. Freedom encompasses and 

brings with it happiness, satisfaction and cooperation etc. If ever 

development is to take place it has to be in an environment in which 

all become significant players. People become significant players in 

the sense that all people participate and work towards their own 

benefit and ultimately contribute significantly to the development of 

the whole country. In this sense then development is measured by 
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what the ordinary person holds, does and can do and not through 

calculated Poverty Datum Lines (PDL). The weakness in using the 

PDL calculations is that the most deprived peoples’ dispossessions are 

covered up by the very well to do. As such this becomes a distortion 

of the truth and at times will contribute to greater disturbances in 

country, when such things happen then activities come to a stand still 

and thus leading to underdevelopment. Not to mention that 

unsustainable development is developed. 

 

 

Ubuntu as a Philosophy for Sustainable Development 

Development viewed by Sen as encompassing the totality of human 

freedom and involving a holistic approach also has its resonance in 

the African thinking of Ubuntu philosophy. The Ubuntu philosophy 

is a philosophy that is people centered and that is interested in 

advancing the goodness of society as a whole. In other words it is a 

humanizing philosophy, a philosophy that is against selfish 

centeredness of some present day African leaders.  Ramose defines 

Ubuntu philosophy as the philosophy of activity rather than an act 

(Ramose: 1999). By saying it is a philosophy of activity, Ramose 

intents to say that it is a system that values a person within a larger 

context of the whole community. It therefore attempts to give 

meaning to a person through a system of ever evolving, ever 

unfolding and ever moving (Ramose: 1999).   

 

The idea that Ramose advances is that people ought to be 

involved in activities that betters their livelihoods without facing any 

difficulties that are placed by others in society. It is from this reason 

that the Ubuntu uses the maxim ‘Umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu’ 

(Zulu, South African language) or in Shona ‘munhu munhu nevanhu’ 

(Zimbabwean language). The English translation ‚to be a human 

being is to affirm one’s humanity by recognizing the humanity of 

others and, on that basis, establish humane relations with them‛ 

(Ramose: 1999).  The meaning of the maxim or statement is that there 
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need to be mutual respect, mutual recognition complimented by 

mutual care and sharing in the construction of human relations 

(Ramose: 2003). Ideally, the maxim attempts at doing away with all 

motives that may be detrimental to human existence, through urging 

people to be altruistic in nature. 

 

Expounding on the ideas above, it would be appropriate to 

argue that Ubuntu philosophy takes development as something that 

ought to involve people holistically. Ubuntu seeks to empower people 

through respecting them that are giving people their dues or their 

freedoms. In actual fact, one is tempted to argue that the philosophy 

of Ubuntu as an ethic takes people into cognition and takes care of 

exclusion through arguing for mutual care and sharing (Ramose: 

2003). The ethic goes a step further to urge individual involvement as 

well. Thus individual involvement and caring for others somehow 

works against establishing selfish tendencies that are eminent in 

impunity. 

 

A person’s involvement in bettering ones’ way of life means 

an involvement in economic activities. Generally, people get involved 

in economic activities so as to satisfy vital needs (Ya-mona: 2003). The 

very idea of involvement implies participating and realizing 

potentialities within a community.  The realization of potentialities 

also implies the idea of evolving and inevitably working towards 

individual development or advancement. The individual 

advancement cannot be taken in isolation of the community. It is 

pertinent to remember that in the Ubuntu thinking, there is sensitivity 

of the other, in a sense the idea of care ethics came into play. One 

works to advance himself and the community at large through aiding 

others in their effort. The idea of aiding others is an on going exercise 

in the lives of the Bantu speaking people and the idea imply doing 

away with impediments that others in society may face. This ideology 

therefore exalts reciprocity in the lives of the community. As such it 

would be sensible to argue that when Ubuntu philosophy is utilized 
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in the governing of states then the chances of development of the 

whole community will easily be attained. This will be realized 

through implementing systems or policies that are people centered or 

oriented towards helping others instead of working at advancing 

individual interests. In fact the Ubuntu philosophy in economics helps 

to remove all selfish motives and also help in establishing societies 

that are almost people centered. 

 

From the foregoing discussion it is plausible Ubuntu 

philosophy attempts and searches to establish involvement, stability, 

peace and ultimately development of the whole community by 

removing several forms of discontentment and hindrances that maybe 

encountered in different societies. The four concepts- involvement, 

stability, peace and development are intertwined and cannot be taken 

in isolation. If one of the concepts is missing the whole model of 

development then becomes a misrepresentation of what true 

development involves. In reality the maintenance or utilization of the 

concepts somehow denote a holistic approach to human development. 

In a sense it gives people a sense of belonging and a desire to work 

towards their own good and advancement. Once people belong and 

feel wanted they are free to contribute significantly to their own 

advancement and that of the society as a whole. It is apparent that 

development ought to begin with people being involved and people’s 

working together to build peace and stability within a particular 

location or geographical area. A peaceful and stable environment that 

does not involve the masses or the people is generally not conducive 

for development. The argument being advanced here is that, peace 

and stability does not necessarily imply development. There might be 

peace and stability in a given geographical location mainly out of fear 

and intimidation. In such an environment, people become alienated 

from their capabilities and freedom; therefore people out of 

intimidation withdraw into cocoons of apprehension. As such people 

then opt not to cooperate but chose isolation and other egoistic 

tendencies that are by and large anti-development.  
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The whole ethos of the paper then is to appeal to sane and 

reasonable people to uphold the will of the people through using the 

ideas of philosophers and their philosophies. In particular the 

philosophical thinking that places people at the center of development 

and the idea of upholding good governance. Everything linked to 

development requires the input of the general populace’s willingness 

and satisfaction that emanate from the mitigation of the state. It is 

from this reason that it is correct to argue that people of sanity would 

find the thinking of the philosophers appealing and useful in 

governing their states. 

 

 

Conclusion and Recommendation 

Impunity is a way of evading the norm of caring for the community. 

In actual fact, it is a way of self aggrandizement at the expense of the 

rest of mankind. Since impunity is a means of doing the unexpected, 

its implementers employ different ploys that will assist them in 

becoming unquestionable members of society. It is for this reason that 

leaders ensure that they maintain a strong control over systems that 

may condemn them by making sure that no-one questions them. 

Close associates and sacrosanct therefore are appointed to positions of 

authority and ultimately act in the interests of the leader(s). it is 

therefore plausible to argue that impunity is equal to perpetuating a 

society of non-responsibility and non-accountability, ignoring 

people’s rights and having injustice occurring in the world. This is 

done through leaders’ control of all facets of questioning and ensuring 

justice in society.  

 

Closely connected to the issue of impunity is the subject of 

underdevelopment. Underdevelopment emanates from the fact that 

people become uncooperative in any kind of initiative that the 

government may take. The uncooperativeness come from the fact that 

people realize that they have only become instrumental subjects in 

society. Instrumental in the sense that the leader takes the citizens for 
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a rid or use people for their own selfish, egoistic interests, that is 

making lives better for themselves at the expense of the whole 

community. Hopelessness, despair and dejection therefore become the 

main character of people in the society. These characteristics are then 

what contribute to the uncooperative nature of people. Without doubt 

their own downfall and non-active nature in attempting to move out 

of poverty since all channels will be shut for the ordinary people 

unless if connected to the leaders. 

 

The whole idea being expressed is that development is not 

depended upon a group of people or one person. Individual 

aggrandizement is detrimental to the good of society, since it does not 

account for the general goodness and better standing of the whole 

society. It is for this reason that it has been argued that there is need 

for a system that is holistic in nature. A system that accord all a 

chance to show case their ability and contribute meaningfully to their 

own well being. Furthermore, the need for a welfarist system that also 

accord people the freedom to advance themselves within a cushioned 

by society from hardships. In taking the mentioned preference then in 

a sense the ideas of Ubuntu are being adhered to. 

 

It is through adhere to the ideals of Ubuntu that 

accountability and responsibility are build within the political leaders. 

As such then, it is apparent that the essay appeals to the leaders to 

adhere to such ideals, that is to act in the best interests of the whole 

community through informing and communicating with the people 

and by listening, respecting and acting upon the views of the people. 

Acting in such a way then will imply that the government will work 

at best for the people and not for egoistic reasons and aims. Through 

Ubuntu then there is the give, take and act mentality involved in 

working towards bettering people’s lives. Thus development in a 

sense starts with the people and end with the people. 
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The paper attempted to reveal the main issues attached to 

impunity that is the characteristics and implications of governments 

that do not respect the wishes of its citizens and the implications on 

development. At best, a government that is not accountable results in 

ruthlessness that emanate from their insensitivity towards the 

ordinary people. As a result of such insensitivity, the ordinary people 

end up frustrated and thereby becoming hopeless in a world that is 

full of possibilities. As a mitigation measure, leaders ought to appeal 

to systems and ideas that are holistic in nature such as those 

advocated for by Sen and the Ubuntu philosophers.  
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Abstract 
The institution of capital punishment has a long history. Despite 

growing consensus that the institution of capital punishment is not 

inherently sacrosanct and that it breaches fundamental human rights, 

the present Zimbabwean constitution embodies capital punishment as 

a penalty to a number of serious crimes such as high treason and 

murder.  This paper reflects upon the justification of capital 

punishment in Zimbabwe’s present constitution and the possibility of 

it being retained in the current process to rewrite the constitution 

despite widespread calls for its total abolition primarily because it 

fundamentally breaches, among others, human rights, the sanctity of 

life and  human dignity. Over the years, capital punishment has been 

viewed from a tripartite perspective, that is, as a deterrent, 

reformative and retributive measure. First, the paper argues that a 

reexamination of capital punishment is both necessary and practical 

as part of  the new vocabulary of concern that has redefined the death 

penalty as a human rights issue  and limits of government power. 

Second, the paper submits the thesis that death penalty is not 

compatible with respect for human life, human dignity and respect for 

human rights thereof. Finally, the paper recommends the abolition of 

the death penalty in Zimbabwe’s current constitution making process 

so that it can join progressive nations that have already abolished it. 

                                                 
6 Munamato Chemhuru and Dennis Masaka are Lecturers with the Department 
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Introduction 

Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe provides for the equal 

treatment of all human persons and also for the respect of human life 

and human dignity, still it is surprising to note that capital 

punishment is provided for by Section 12 of the Zimbabwean 

Constitution (1979) which clearly states that it shall be lawful for a 

person to be killed following a death sentence imposed on him/her by 

a court of law. In support of the death penalty, the Constitution of 

Zimbabwe, (1979:12) Section 12.1, categorically states that ‚no person 

shall be deprived of his life intentionally save in execution of the 

sentence of a court in respect of a criminal offence for which he has 

been convicted.‛ In this regard, following section 12.1 of the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe (Ibid), it is apparent that, although the 

constitution guarantees the safeguard for human life and wellbeing, 

still, it gives the courts of laws the licence to proclaim and administer 

the death penalty to anyone found guilty of offences that attract the 

death penalty.  

 

The death penalty as a punishment for specific forms of 

crimes has been used since time immemorial. For Msipa (2010), ‚in 

the holy bible, the death penalty was used for crimes ranging from 

murder, witchcraft and kidnapping‛ and up to this day countries such 

as the   United States of America (USA), China and a number of 

African countries including Zimbabwe still use the death penalty as a 

form of punishment for certain crimes that they consider to be of a 

serious nature. The death penalty has been on Zimbabwe's statutes for 

a long time. However, the death penalty, as a form of punishment, 

remains one of the most controversial sentencing sanctions today. The 

debate on its merits or lack thereof is probably as old as the sanction 

itself. It is with great interest that, in the light of the current efforts by 

the Zimbabwean Government of National Unity (GNU) to come up 

with a new constitution, this paper advocates for the abolition of the 

death penalty in Zimbabwe. Currently, Zimbabwe’s Government of 

National Unity is carrying out a constitution making process in order 
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to come up with a new constitution. Of the fundamental issues that 

have raising a lot of controversy and debate in the current constitution 

making process is the issue of whether the death penalty should be 

maintained or expunged.  The death penalty is the legal killing of a 

person as punishment for a prescribed offence. In Zimbabwe’s current 

Lancaster House crafted constitution, two crimes namely unmitigated 

first degree murder and high treason are punishable by the death 

penalty (Msipa, 2010). The proponents of the prohibition of capital 

punishment in the new proposed constitution of Zimbabwe 

disapprove of it on ethical and humanitarian grounds because killing 

a human person is a barbaric act and there are chances that an 

innocent person may be put to death because he has failed to defend 

himself.  

 

Thus, a philosophical discussion of the morality of capital 

punishment within the Zimbabwean context is very critical to the 

understanding of the question of its moral justification and social 

justice in the light of the challenge of modernism and liberalism in 

Zimbabwe today. First, the paper presents a trajectory of capital 

punishment in colonial and post-colonial Zimbabwe. Second, the 

paper reflects upon arguments for the moral justification of capital 

punishment. It develops the thesis that the tripartite understanding of 

punishment is not only incompatible with contemporary drives 

towards the respect for human rights, but also does not seem to 

achieve the results that it is intended to achieve.   

 

According to this tripartite understanding of punishment, it is 

generally believed that punishment is permissible in so far as it is 

used to deter, reform as well as to serve the retributive role. The same 

is also thought of the death penalty as a form of punishment. As 

Martin and Turner (2005:65) see it, ‚although the trend has been 

towards abolition [of capital punishment] over the last sixty or so 

years, it is possible that the majority of people do not agree, believing 

it either to be a deterrent or the right punishment for serious 
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transgression.‛ However, it is the submission of this paper here that 

the process of reform, deterring and retribution cannot be fully 

achieved by administering death. Thirdly, the paper assesses the 

compatibility of capital punishment with the respect for human life. In 

this section, it is noted that if in any way Zimbabwean society is to 

successfully talk of the respect for human and people’s rights, the new 

constitution should abolish the death penalty. It is established here 

that the way capital punishment is administered is contrary to the 

respect for human rights as well as respect for human life.  

 

In the fourth and last section, it is recommended that the 

death penalty in Zimbabwe should be revisited and abolished if in 

any way Zimbabwe is to fit well within the other league of nations 

that have abolished the punitive penalty of death. Thus, the paper is a 

challenge to legislators and society in general, especially in the light of 

current efforts in Zimbabwe to draft a new constitution. It is a plea for 

Zimbabwe to device better ways of dealing with its malcontents.  

 

 

Background to Use of Capital Punishment in Zimbabwe 

Zimbabwe was under colonial rule for ninety years and this sad 

chapter in the country’s history was, among others, characterised by 

forcible resource dispossession and dehumanizing treatment of the 

indigenous people of Zimbabwe by the white settlers. Such morally 

scandalous land dispossessions and inhumane treatment of the black 

people created racial tension that resulted in black uprisings in the 

1890s and subsequent decades in order to redress the evils of 

colonialism. The colonial settler governments, therefore, used the 

death penalty as one of the ways of suppressing and silencing the 

dissenting voices among the indigenous people of Zimbabwe. For 

example, some of the icons of Zimbabwe’s struggles against colonial 

rule such as Mbuya Nehanda and Sekuru Kaguvi were sentenced to 

death in 1898 (The Standard, 25 April 2010) because of their political 

activities that tended to undermine the settler regime. Thus, in 
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colonial Zimbabwe, the death penalty was, to some extent, used as a 

political tool to silence opponents. The reason why Mbuya Nehanda 

and Sekuru Kaguvi were captured and subsequently hanged by 

colonialists after the first Chimurenga (1896-7) was because they 

wanted to silence the dissenting voices among the indigenous black 

people who wanted to question and dethrone the brutal and illegal 

colonial government. In this regard, the death penalty was used as a 

ploy to muzzle people’s rights to, among others, free speech and 

association. In a similar fashion, ‚<during Zimbabwe’s second 

Chimurenga, the death penalty was used both to intimidate people 

and eliminate nationalists and the so-called ‚terrorists‛ who were up 

against colonialism‛ (The Standard, 25 April 2010). The execution of 

Mbuya Nehanda and Sekuru Kaguvi, among others, could have been 

undertaken as a deterrent to those indigenous people who dared to 

oppose the white settler rule. Therefore, there is a sense in which 

capital punishment can be abused to settle political disputes. 

 

When Zimbabwe got independence from colonial rule in 

1980, the death penalty remained part of the constitution of the new 

Zimbabwe. Since independence, a number of offenders were legally 

executed. In Zimbabwe, offences such as first degree murder and 

treason can attract the death penalty. According to Zimbabwe Prison 

Service reports,   ‚<76 African male prisoners were executed between 

April 1980 and December 2001. In the same period 244 inmates were 

sentenced to death by the High Court of Zimbabwe. Approximately 

two thirds of those sentenced had their sentences quashed by the 

Supreme Court or commuted to life imprisonment 

(http://nodeathpenalty.santegidio.org/news.aspx?ln=en&id=14&n=137

88). Although the death penalty in Zimbabwe has been justified 

constitutionally on the merits of its purported various deterrent, 

retributive and reformative notions on society, there is a sense in 

which it may also works against fundamental freedoms that 

individuals should enjoy. The presence of the death penalty in society 

may stifle freedom of speech, expression and association. 

http://nodeathpenalty.santegidio.org/news.aspx?ln=en&id=14&n=13788
http://nodeathpenalty.santegidio.org/news.aspx?ln=en&id=14&n=13788
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Even though no legal executions have been carried out on political 

adversaries in post-independence Zimbabwe, there are suspicions that 

the death penalty has been used as a political strategy to intimidate 

and silence individuals that subscribe to different and divergent 

political opinions  of the status quo. Hence, it is not surprising that 

some of the notable political  figures in post independent Zimbabwe 

such as  Ndabaningi Sithole, the leader of the Zimbabwe African 

National Union (ZANU) was charged with plotting to overthrow the 

government ahead of the 1996 presidential elections and Morgan 

Tsvangirai, the leader of the main opposition party Movement for 

Democratic Change (MDC) ‚<charged with treason three times, the 

last just ahead of the 2002 presidential elections and his trial lasted 

almost two years<‛ (Kwenda, 2007) only to end in a surprise 

acquittal.  The Standard (25 April 2010) notes, and rightly so, that ‚the 

death penalty was introduced by colonialists in Zimbabwe for 

political reasons. Thus, the death penalty, while alien to this country, 

its political history is dirty. Hence its continued use in post-colonial 

Zimbabwe is reminiscent of how colonial regimes abused it to dispose 

off critics and opponents.‛ Therefore, there is a sense in which the 

threat of death penalty has been used to suppress dissenting voices to 

the political status quo thereby muzzling people’s rights to political 

associations and freedom of speech. 

 

In the context of current efforts to make a new home-grown 

constitution, debate has centered, among other key issues, on whether 

the death penalty must be retained or abolished in the new 

constitution. Political polarisation on this issue raises suspicion that it 

could be used for retributive purposes among politicians. Docketed 

history of capital punishment has shown that it does not succeed in 

fostering desirable behaviour among citizens. Despite its presence in 

Zimbabwe’s statutes since colonial times, individuals continued to 

commit offences that attracted capital punishment. For instance, 

Zimbabwe’s liberation fighters, in their endeavour to dislodge the 

white settler government from power committed some offences that 
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were punishable by death. Thus, the purported retributive, deterrent 

and reformative function of the death penalty have been shown by 

empirical evidence that they do not make citizens avoid certain kinds 

of behaviour that would attract the death penalty. It is against this 

background that the paper recommends that the death penalty must 

be abolished in current effort to write a new constitution for post-

independence Zimbabwe. By so doing, Zimbabwe would join 

progressive nations the world over that have abolished the death 

penalty on the grounds that it, among others, violates human rights 

and is grossly insensitive.   

 

 

The Moral Justification of Capital Punishment: Deterrence, 

Retribution and Reform 

Debate on the morality of capital punishment became a topical issue 

during the Enlightenment period at the same time when talk about 

the need to respect individual rights and the intrinsic dignity of 

human beings gained momentum (Boss, 2008: 256).  Provided it is 

administered in a way that is not abusive to the offender’s basic rights 

to human dignity, punishment in general should be morally 

acceptable in the process of making society to conform to its 

legitimate authority of the state. This thinking is informed by the 

social contract tradition. According to this theory, an individual who 

is part and parcel of society and who accepts the legitimate authority 

of the state freely consents to the principles that the state may impose 

punishment on those who break the law [Hobbes (1588-1679), Locke 

(1632-1704) and Rousseau (1712-1778)]. British natural rights ethicist, 

John Locke, for example, argued that the right to life is an important 

right that ought to be protected. However, for him, the right to life can 

be lost if one violates another person’s right to life (Boss, 2008: 256).  

In his Second Treatise of Government (ibid), Locke notes that in a state of 

nature (ibid): 
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every man hath a right to punish the Offender, and be 

Executioner of the Law of Nature<.Thus, it is, that every 

Man in the State of Nature, has a Power to kill a Murderer, 

both to deter others from doing the like, which no 

Reparation can compensate<and also to secure Men from 

the attempts of a Criminal, who having renounced 

Reason<hath by the unjust Violence and Slaughter he hath 

committed upon one, declared War against all Mankind, 

and therefore may be destroyed as a Lyon or a Tyger, one of 

those wild Savage Beests, with whom Men can have no 

Society nor Security: And upon this is grounded the great 

Law of Nature, Who so sheddeth Man’s Blood, by Man shall his 

Blood be shed. 

 

According to Locke’s social contract theory, people decide to 

form government in order to avoid the uncertainties of life in a state 

of nature. Thus, in an organised society, the death penalty is 

justifiably administered by the state. It is the duty of the Lockean ideal 

state to prevent society from degenerating into a chaos through 

appropriate punishment of offenders. Hence, historically, the Social 

Contract theory is one such theory which attempts to reconcile the 

autonomy of the individual with the legitimate authority of the state 

to inflict punishment, including the death penalty.   

 

Utilitarian philosopher, Mill (1806-1873) supported capital 

punishment because of its beneficial consequences to the generality of 

society. In his speech to the British House of Commons (Boss, 2008: 

256) in 1868, Mill justified the death penalty as a suitable punishment 

for vicious crimes. In this regard, the death penalty acts as having a 

deterrent effect on those who may be tempted to engage in such 

punishable crimes. Thus, the deterrent thesis is one of the main 

arguments for the justification of the death penalty.  Deterrence 

according to Owoade (1998: 47) refers to the restraint which fear of 

punishment imposes on those likely to commit crime. This theory of 

punishment rests on the understanding that the purpose of punishing 
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wrongdoers or criminals is to deter, prevent or frighten other people 

from doing the same wrong or criminal act (Dzurgba 2000:62). As 

Balogun (2009: 49) sees it ‚punishment as a deterrence may either 

deter the would be or potential criminals or offenders from carrying 

out the same wrong later in future.‛ It is because of this thinking in 

Zimbabwe and other nations that are still practicing the barbaric 

sentence that the death sentence frightens other would be criminals 

from performing actions that warrantee capital punishment. For Boss 

(2008: 258), ‚<deterrence performs the broader social goal of keeping 

others from committing similar crimes<‛  Thus, against this 

background therefore, threat for punishment will almost always 

deter, frighten or prevent individuals from doing something that 

might invite capital punishment.  

 

Van den Haag concurs with Mill that the threat of death 

through the inclusion of the death penalty in a country’s constitution 

acts as the decisive deterrent (Boss, 2005: 258) to those who may be 

tempted to engage in anti-social acts such as murder. The basic 

assumption of the deterrent argument is that the more severe the 

threat of punishment for certain offences is, the less likely are people 

inclined to commit such offences. Thus, fear of the ultimate 

punishment of death penalty is necessary in a country in order to 

keep in check those with a propensity to engage in high degree 

crimes. However, Boss (2008: 258) strongly questions the position that 

the severity of punishment logically entails a decrease of certain forms 

of crimes. In this regard, it seems doubtful whether the severity of the 

death penalty acts as a deterrent to violent and lawless behaviour. 

Thus, the proponents of the abolition of the death penalty argue that 

there is no sufficient empirical evidence to show that there is a 

connection between the use of capital punishment and a drop in the 

rate of violent crimes.  

 

Also, from a utilitarian perspective, it is believed that capital 

punishment promotes the development of desirable character traits 
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for the greatest number of people by deterring, hence the thinking 

that it should be administered. According to Ross (1970:615) 

‚punishment is justified only on the ground of the effects that it 

produces. The effect referred to are those of deterrence and 

reformation.‛ But however, whether capital punishment serves the 

deterrence or the reformation roles, that remains questionable. 

Supporting this utilitarian argument for the justification of capital 

punishment to murderers, Goldberg (1985:425) argued that: 

 
It should be clear that capital punishment deters – if it does 

deter – not because the individual who is considering 

murder weighs the potential murder against the 

punishment and decides that, while life imprisonment is a 

cheap price to pay, execution is too dear. He is deterred by 

capital punishment – if he is deterred by capital 

punishment – because he has perceived, from childhood on, 

that murder is the most serious of all social offences. 

 

It is apparent that the administration of capital punishment is 

supposed to strike fear into the hearts of individuals in society, who 

are potential criminals. However, the position of this paper is that the 

death penalty is far from producing this result. Rather, in actuality, 

nations that continue to administer death as a form of punishment 

continue to have higher crime rates that would warrantee capital 

punishment. The problem here is as to whether the death penalty 

succeeds in deterring the offender in particular when he in actuality is 

dead. It appears the death penalty does not actually serve the 

preventive aspect that it is purported to. 

 

Capital punishment can also be morally justified on the 

grounds that it makes sure that criminals are totally incapacitated 

from committing further horrendous crimes through killing them. 

Thus, unlike deterrence that seeks to warn society that certain crimes 

ought not to be committed, incapacitation seeks to make sure that an 
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offender will never commit crimes again because such an offender is 

killed in order to totally incapacitate him. Thus, for Boss (2008: 258), 

the government has a right to institute death penalty in order to 

safeguard society from the violence and lawlessness of some of its 

members. 

 

German philosopher of the Enlightenment period, Kant (1724-

1804) categorically dismissed the consequentialist argument for the 

rightness of capital punishment. In fact, Kant justified death penalty 

not because of its beneficial consequences to the society, but because 

this is the most appropriate way of satisfying the requirement of 

retributive justice. He is quoted by Boss (2008: 257) as remarking that:  

 
The penal law is a categorical imperative; and woe to him 

who creeps through the serpent-windings of utilitarianism 

to discover some advantage that may discharge him from 

the justice of punishment, or even from the due measure of 

it<.For if justice and righteousness perish, human life 

would no longer have any value in the world<.if you strike 

another, you strike yourself; if you kill another, you kill 

yourself. This is the right of retaliation (jus 

talionis)<whoever has committed murder must die. 

 

Kantian philosophy emphasizes the centrality of reason in 

moral decision making and he argues that a rational being has the 

attributes of autonomy and freewill. Therefore, a rational being ought 

to be treated with dignity and respect as an end in himself. In this 

regard, Kant asserts that the state has a right to punish an offender, 

and the offender has a right to be punished because, as a rational and 

autonomous being, he is ultimately responsible for his actions. Since a 

rational being is capable of making a distinction between a morally 

right and wrong action, but chooses to do the morally wrong action in 

a given moral situation, the offender deserves to be punished for his 

offences. He, therefore, defends death penalty as a form of retribution 

for the murderer. However, opponents of the death penalty doubt 
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Kant’s claim that murder ought to be punished by murder because the 

murderer rationally decides to commit such a serious crime. For them, 

there is evidence to suggest murderers do not engage in the kind of 

rational assessment of the act of murdering before they commit the 

offence (Boss, 2008: 259). By its very nature, murder is an act that is 

committed impulsively and is informed by irrational emotions as 

opposed to reason. Therefore, capital punishment in the case of 

murder is not morally justified because the murderer is not in full 

control of his rational faculties. 

 

Kant, Locke and van den Haag, among other champions of 

capital punishment, are not worried about whether it would deter the 

would-be-offenders from committing horrendous crimes, but strongly 

argue that retributive justice alone is enough to justify death penalty 

(Boss, 2008: 259). The one who has committed a serious offence has to 

pay the ultimate price of death and Islamic ethics approve of death 

penalty for such serious offences.  For Boss (2008: 259), the principle of 

proportionality is one of the most important principles of distributive 

justice whereby the severity of punishment ought to be proportionate 

to the crime committed. Kant is, therefore, quoted by Boss (2008: 259) 

as remarking that the murderer is ‚getting what he deserves‛ or 

‚what is coming to him‛ through the death penalty. However, 

opponents of capital punishment such as Bentham, wonder how an 

evil act can cancel out an evil act. In a similar way, Bedau (2008) and 

Reiman (2008), though they accept the principal of retributive justice, 

they do not approve of ‘an eye for an eye’ treatment for criminals. In 

this respect, Boss (2008: 259) comments that ‚we do not rape rapists or 

burn the homes of arsonists; the deliberate killing of a murderer is 

also an inappropriate punishment‛ and such reasoning can be used as 

an indictment of retributive justification of capital punishment. Some 

traditional African societies do not approve of the death penalty as 

punishment for murder but instead ask for restitution as payment for 

a murder committed. Restitution, therefore, becomes an appropriate 

sanction against would-be-murderers. 
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Retributive justice is a theory of justice that considers that 

punishment, if proportionate, is a morally acceptable response to 

crime. It is a theory of criminal justice where capital punishment is 

justified on the grounds that the criminal has created an imbalance in 

the social order that must be addressed by action against the criminal. 

Looked at from this perspective, this theory of retributive justice is 

mainly centered on the attempt to the satisfaction and psychological 

benefits it can bestow to the aggrieved party, and society in general. 

Central to retributive justice are the notions of merit and desert. The 

basis of retributive capital punishment is that people should receive 

what they deserve. This means that people who work hard deserve 

the fruits of their labour, while those who break the rules deserve to 

be punished. This is the same thinking with capital punishment. It is 

assumed that those who kill deserve to be killed, and at the same time 

those who commit offences that are equivalent to death, also deserve 

death. In addition, the retributive justification of capital punishment 

rests on the thinking that people deserve to be treated in the same 

way that they voluntarily choose to treat others. 

 

The idea that we should treat people as they deserve is 

commonly accepted. Mostly, this view rests on the expectation that 

society does not think that murderers should be allowed to live 

carefree lives after committing unspeakable crimes against humanity 

most of which warrantee the death penalty like murder. However. 

Looking at the issue from a Zimbabwean and African idea of ubuntu 

however, it may be very difficult to justify capital punishment in 

Zimbabwe today. The idea of ubuntu in traditional Zimbabwean and 

African communities at large served as a watertight peacekeeping 

process that covered almost all offences across society. As Murithi 

(2006:31) noted: 
 

In the most difficult cases involving murder, ubuntu 

societies sought to avoid the death penalty, because based 

the society’s view of itself – as people through other people 
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– the death penalty would only serve to cause injury to the 

society as a whole. Though it would be more difficulty to 

move beyond such cases, the emphasis would still be on 

restoring the broken relationships caused by the death of a 

member of the community.    

 

Following the commonly accepted retributive intention of 

capital punishment, it is apparent that the aim of punishment would 

be to kill the offender so as to settle the dispute or crime that would 

have been committed. However, far from doing so, retributive means 

through infliction of the death sentence do not achieve the rebuilding 

and maintenance of the social order, trust and cohesion that should be 

guaranteed in society. Rather, retribution through the death penalty 

breeds a culture of vendetta to escalate between individuals, families 

and society; hence retributive capital punishment should not be a 

sound justification for the death penalty in Zimbabwe.    

 

Retributive approaches to justice are inherently destructive. 

They are not only destructive to the offender, but to society in general. 

A society that practices retributive justice in essence destroys itself. In 

general, the notion of retribution is not only alien to African 

communities, but rather, it is incompatible with the communal 

approach to life found in Zimbabwe and Africa at large, where the 

individual, according to Mbiti (1969:108) ‚owes his existence to other 

people, including those of the past generations and his 

contemporaries.‛ Thus, the ontological pluralism found in the life of 

the Zimbabwean and African in general is rather incompatible with 

retributive approaches to justice in the form of capital punishment.  

In addition, there is also a dangerous tendency to slip from retributive 

justice to just an emphasis on revenge just for the sake of revenge. 

Sometimes, revenge typically involves anger, hatred, bitterness, and 

resentment. Such emotions are potentially quite destructive. Because 

these intense feelings often lead people to over-react. Thus, in a way, 

retributive capital punishment can be excessive and cause further 
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antagonism. Hence, retributive capital punishment is not necessarily 

fruitful. As Minow (1998) sees it, it is not surprising that revenge 

seldom brings the relief that victims seek. The victim simply gets 

caught up in feelings of hatred. Thus, following these arguments, it is 

reasonably to note that retributive capital punishment may not be the 

best of ways of instilling retributive justice in society, hence the need 

to revisit capital punishment in the current constitution making 

process in Zimbabwe. 

 

According to Velasquez and Rostankowski (1985:419), the 

death penalty is ‚too severe a way of incapacitating a criminal when a 

permanent imprisonment can accomplish the same purpose.‛ Thus, 

rather than purporting to deter individuals in society through the 

death penalty, it would be meaningful to adopt the preventive 

approach as an option to death. This is where severe punishments of 

serious crimes that warrantee death could be done by permanent 

confinement and not necessarily death. For Rawls (1971:314): 

 
It is true that in a reasonably well-ordered society those 

who are punished for violating just laws have normally 

done something wrong. This is because the purpose of the 

criminal law is to uphold basic natural duties, those which 

forbid us to injure other persons in their life and limb, and 

to deprive them of their liberty and property, and 

punishments are to serve this end. They are not simply a 

scheme of taxes and burdens designed to put a price on 

certain forms of conduct and in this way, to guide man’s 

conduct for mutual advantage. It would be far better if the 

acts proscribed by penal statutes were never done.    

 

Although it remains utopian to assume that all acts that are 

forbidden by penal statutes could be avoided, Rawls thinks that the 

justification of punishment in general lies in its reformative notion. 

The other justification also lies on the liberty that ought to be 

safeguarded in society. However, it remains to be seen if in any way 
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the death penalty in Zimbabwe and other nation states that are still 

practicing it allows room for repentance, redemption and reform. 

However, retributive justice, if looked at in this way sounds 

backward-looking. Capital punishment is warranted as a response to 

a past event of injustice or wrongdoing. It acts to reinforce rules that 

have been broken and balance the scales of justice. But, however, it 

remains to be seen if in any way human life could be sacrificed for the 

sake of desert.  

 

According to the reformative theory, punishment should 

change the criminal so that in future he/she will not violate society’s 

norms, values and laws. In other words, punishment is justified as a 

teleological instrument that is intended to prevent the person who is 

being punished from committing future crimes.  Punishment for 

some, is a means of reforming, thus, forming certain desirable mental 

states. Hence, as Peters (1966:272) sees it, ‚it is desirable to arrange the 

conditions of punishment in such a way that there is some possibility 

of a person being reformed while being punished<*hence+ it may be 

the case that prisoners can be treated constructively while they are 

being punished so that they emerge from prison as better people.‛ 

(1966: 272). 

 

Following the reformative theory of punishment, it is believed 

that punishment and reform of offenders is fundamental to reducing 

crime and delivering justice. Against this background, thus, a just and 

civilized society is one where offenders are both punished for 

breaking the law and given the opportunity to reform and turn away 

from crime.However, it should be noted that reformation may not 

necessarily be an outcome of punishment sometimes. In essence, it is 

not always the case that punishment will almost always lead to 

reform, or that reform is a result of punishment. 
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A Case against the Moral Justification of Capital Punishment 

Arguments against the morality of capital punishment have being 

linked to desire to protect human rights. Above all, the administration 

of punishment through death is, in all respects contrary to the 

safeguard of human rights and human dignity.  So, the traditional 

justification of punishment is that when an individual receives 

punishment for the wrongs that he/she would have done, he would be 

simply doing so freely just like in the way he/she would have freely 

and rationally consented to be part of civil society or state in general. 

So, in that light, following the deterrence, the reformative, the 

retributive approaches to capital punishment, if individuals decide 

that the death penalty be part of the Zimbabwean social contract or 

the constitution, then capital punishment in that respect becomes 

inevitable. However, the only question that still remains is the 

morality of the death penalty regardless of the fact that it is 

constitutional. There is a fundamental difference between the legality 

of an action and its morality. 

 

Although legally the death penalty is not prohibited by 

international law, recently, there has been some strides to revisit it 

with a view to halt its execution. According to a report by the 

Amnesty International Zimbabwe: (Newsday, 2010:12 October), the 

United Nations General Assembly as well as the African Commission 

on Human and People’s Rights have all adopted resolutions calling 

for a moratorium on executions with a view to abolishing the death 

penalty. For Boss (2008: 260), both the United Nations and Amnesty 

International are opposed to the death penalty for the reason that it 

violates human rights and related human values such as human 

dignity and right to life. It has been criticised as grossly heartless and 

brutal despite the fact that the one who is killed has committed a 

serious crime. However, Locke and Morris argue that even though 

human beings have certain basic rights, such as the right to life, 

human beings forfeit these basic rights if they purposely violate these 

basic rights (Boss, 2008: 260). By so doing, human beings lose their 
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moral standing and some moral rights thereof meaning that those 

who violate other people’s right to life, in turn ought also to lose their 

right to life. Therefore, there is a sense in which capital punishment 

can be justified on the basis of upholding human rights whereby the 

one who has violated another person’s right to life ought to lose his 

right to life as well.  

 

Human rights, which are recognised in the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, the African Charter on Human and 

People’s Rights and other International Human Rights instruments to 

which Zimbabwe is a signatory to the preamble to the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights adopted on 10th December 1948 

emphasizes that ‚recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal 

and inalienable rights of all members of the human community is the 

foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world.‛ In Shaw, 

(1997:196). The contention of the argument here is that, regardless of 

the severity of the crime, the death penalty remains inhuman, 

degrading, unjust and contrary to the globalising world where 

freedom, peace and development are the order of the day.   

 

Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) strongly opposed death penalty 

and punishment in general because both these judgments lessen the 

happiness of society. He rejects the death penalty and punishment in 

general, and regards all punishment is evil because punishment 

simply adds more suffering and evil to the world (Boss, 2008: 256). 

Bentham would only approve of punishment if it is the only means of 

do away with an even greater evil. He, therefore, recommends a 

prison system that is based on reform and rehabilitation as a valid 

alternative to the death penalty. However, Mill, unlike his mentor, 

Bentham, approves of capital punishment because it tends to bring 

about the greater utility. 

 

The opponents of death penalty such as Helen Prejean (2008) 

and Hugo Adam Bedau (2008) are opposed to the use of death penalty 
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as a deterrent and as a means of totally incapacitating the dangerous 

offenders from further inflicting harm on society. For them, life 

imprisonment and other punitive and restrictive measures such as 

solitary confinement are enough to incapacitate dangerous criminals. 

Prejean (2008) regards the death penalty as a cruel act both during 

and after the actual execution and the long wait before actual 

execution. French writer Albert Camus (1913-1960) bemoaned the 

moral contradiction that is associated with the death penalty whereby 

violence is punished by worse violence (Boss, 2008: 261). Bedau (2008) 

is an avid opponent of the death penalty. For him, the death penalty is 

not consistent with the principle of respect of human dignity. 

Therefore, it is immoral.  

 

There is general consensus among opponents of capital 

punishment that since capital punishment involves intentional taking 

away of life it is inherently wrong (Boss, 008: 29). The death penalty, 

instead of being simply a punishment to the offender, also drags 

society to the level of the murderer because society, through its legal 

system, also commits murder via the death penalty. Therefore, the 

death penalty ought to be abolished on the grounds that it violates 

human rights and other related values, and also sets a sad precedent 

whereby a wrong is punished by another wrong.  

 

Recommendations and Conclusion 

There have been noticeable calls for the abolition of the death in 

Zimbabwe, by and large, because of its insensitive nature. 

Interestingly, two former chief justices of Zimbabwe categorically 

voiced their concerns over executions. Chief Justice Enoch 

Dumbutshena was quoted by the Herald (December 7 1987) as having 

said that "I believe that many people we sentence to death for killing 

somebody should not be sentenced to death but given a life 

imprisonment term". In a similar fashion, his  successor, Chief Justice 

Anthony Gubbay, when he was ruling on whether delaying 

executions and appalling conditions of incarceration were not 
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contrary to Section 15 (1) of the constitution (CCJP v AG and others 

(1991) (1) ZLR 242 

(http://nodeathpenalty.santegidio.org/news.aspx?ln=en&id=14&n=137

88), he is reported to have remarked that: "what may not have been 

regarded as inhuman or degrading a few decades ago may be 

revolting to new sensitivities which emerge as civilisation advances" 

(ibid). In addition, the government-driven proposed new constitution 

that was rejected through the 2000 referendum, the parallel National 

Constitutional Assembly’s proposed new constitution of 2000 and the 

current Kariba Draft, a product of major political parties in 

Zimbabwe, ZANU (PF), MDC-T and MDC-M that was drafted prior 

to the formation of the GNU, on the proposed new constitution 

interestingly do not contain the death penalty. However, the 

constitution making process under the GNU has brewed controversy 

on whether the death penalty should be abolished or upheld in the 

new proposed constitution. This paper recommends that the death 

penalty should be abolished because it negates offenders’ rights to, 

among others, life and humane treatment. 

 

Even though it is an actuality that first degree murder and 

other serious criminal offences such as treason are a threat to social 

stability and cohesion, it is immoral to punish evil acts with equally 

evil sentences such as the death penalty. In this regard, the paper, in 

line with the views of major proponents for the abolition of capital 

punishment, argues that the death penalty in Zimbabwe can be 

replaced by the lesser evil life imprisonment whereby the offender is 

confined to harsh prison condition for the rest of his life. It is the 

observation of this paper that the institution of capital punishment 

needs to be revisited if society is to escape the dilemma of reconciling 

punishment in general with the respect for human and people’s 

rights. Oruka (1975:89) rightly noted that the institution of 

punishment itself is unjustified. For him (ibid), punishment should be 

unconditionally abolished at the expense of treatment which is a 

feasible alternative. In this regard, the offenders must be reformed so 

http://nodeathpenalty.santegidio.org/news.aspx?ln=en&id=14&n=13788
http://nodeathpenalty.santegidio.org/news.aspx?ln=en&id=14&n=13788
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that they cease to be a threat to peace and stability in society. By so 

doing, society absolves itself from evil deed of killing dangerous 

criminals among its members because the murderer, for example, is 

not punished by the same evil, that is, through death penalty. Thus, 

the death penalty in Zimbabwe can be abolished on the grounds that 

it is a form of punishment that is grossly inhuman and cruel. 

 

In some cases, people can be wrongly convicted (Martin and 

Turner, 2005) and since death cannot be reserved, it becomes 

problematic if new evidence that exonerates the convict crops after he 

has been killed. Thus, it is reasonable to note that only treatment and 

not punishment can eliminate and eradicate the forces that give birth 

to crime. For Oruka (1975:89), society should deal with the criminal 

forces and not victims of these forces. The same applies to capital 

punishment. It is the contention of this paper that people who commit 

such crimes that warrantee capital punishment are sick and need to be 

cured through treatment, and not necessarily to be killed. As Balogun 

(2009:50) sees it: 

 
What induces us to commit crimes is not the use or misuse 

of our freedom, but certain criminal forces that are behind 

our controls. Thus, criminals are not to be held responsible 

for their actions, since they are only victims of 

circumstances, that is, the criminal forces. 

 

Balogun (ibid) is of the view that Utilitarians and 

Retributivists miss the mark when they endorse punishment instead 

of getting deep down to the roots of criminality. So, instead of killing 

or administering the death penalty, this paper suggests that the 

current constitution making process in Zimbabwe should repeal the 

death penalty with a view to addressing certain fundamental issues 

that lead offenders to commit offences that warrant the death penalty. 

Research has, after all, shown that the death penalty is contrary to 

traditional African concepts of justice and beliefs where a human 
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being is treated with utmost respect and dignity. In 2007, during some 

campaigns against the death penalty, Zimbabwe’s traditional chiefs 

rejected it because, for them, it is ‚< an alien and a colonial law 

contrary to traditional African concepts of justice and beliefs which 

treat human life as sacred‛ (The Standard, 25 April 2010). 

 

Lastly, it has been the contention of this paper that the current 

efforts by the Zimbabwean GNU to craft a new constitution provides 

a unique opportunity for Zimbabwe to show its commitment to the 

protection of human rights including the rights of criminals by 

abolishing the death penalty. Although the individual citizens must 

be protected from the serious, dangerous and most persistent 

offenders who pose a threat to their communities, still, inflicting the 

death penalty remains an ugly business besides it failing to deter, 

reform and serve the retributive roles of punishments as has been 

established in this paper. 

 

 

References 
Amnesty International Zimbabwe (2010), Abolish the Death Penalty. Petition 

to the Government of Zimbabwe, in NewsDay, 12 October, Harare:  

Zimind.  

 

Balogun, O.A, (2009), A philosophical Defense of Punishment in Traditional 

African Legal Culture: The Yoruba Example. in ‚The Journal of Pan 

African Studies‛, Vol.3 No: 3, pp43-54. 

 

Bedau, H. A. (2008), Capital Punishment, in J. A. Boss (Ed.), Analyzing 

Moral Issues. New York: The McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc., pp. 

275-287. 

 

Boss, J. A. (2008), Analyzing Moral Issues. New York: The McGraw-Hill 

Companies. 

 



Africana                                                                                                   June/July 2011 

 

 

Vol. 5, No. 2                                                                                                              145 

 

Constitution of Zimbabwe, (1979), Chapter Three. Protection of Right to Life, 

Section 12.1, (As amended as at 14 September 2005), Harare.   

 

Dzurgba, A, (2000), Principles of Ethics. Ibadan: Agape Publications. 

 

Goldberg, S, (1985), Does Capital Punishment Deter? in Manuel Velasquez 

and Cynthia Rostankowski (eds.), Ethics: Theory and Practice, New 

Jersey: Prentice Hall, (pp 422-425). 

 

 Martin, J, and Turner, C, (2005), Human Rights. Coventry, Hodder Arnold 

Publishing. 

 

Mbiti, J, (1969), African Religions and Philosophy. New York: Doubleday. 

 

Minow, M, (1998), Between Vengeance and Forgiveness. Boston; 

Massachusetts: Beacon Press. 

 

Murithi, T, (2006), Practical Peacemaking Wisdom From Africa: Reflections 

on Ubuntu. in ‚The Journal of Pan African Studies‛, Vol.1 No: 4, 

pp25-34. 

 

Murphy, J.G, (1985), Marxism and Retribution. in Manuel Velasquez and 

Cynthia Rostankowski (eds.), Ethics: Theory and Practice, New 

Jersey: Prentice Hall, (pp 433-439). 

 

Msipa, L. (2010), The Death Penalty, National Security and the Zimbabwe 

Constitution. 

http://www.jdsupra.com/post/documentViewer.aspx?fid=a8ee994d-

4516-435b-b309-07cb9a07555a      [Date retrieved:  18/11/2010] 

 

Oruka, H.O, (1976), Punishment and Terrorism in Africa. Nairobi: E.A 

Literature Bureau.   

 

Owoade, M.A, (1998), Capital Punishment: Philosophical Issues and 

Contemporary Problems in Nigeria. In ‚Second Order (New Series): 

An African Journal of Philosophy‛. Vol. 1.  

 

http://www.jdsupra.com/post/documentViewer.aspx?fid=a8ee994d-4516-435b-b309-07cb9a07555a
http://www.jdsupra.com/post/documentViewer.aspx?fid=a8ee994d-4516-435b-b309-07cb9a07555a


Africana                                                                                                   June/July 2011 

 

 

Vol. 5, No. 2                                                                                                              146 

 

Prejean, H. (2008), Would Jesus Pull the Switch? In J. A. Boss (Ed.), 

Analyzing Moral Issues. New York: The McGraw-Hill Companies, 

Inc., pp. 293-306. 

 

Rachels, J, (1997), Punishment and Desert. In Hugh LaFollette Malden ‚Ethics 

in Practice‛, (ed.), Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishers, pp466. 

 

Ross, D, (1970:615), Punishment. in Wilfred Sellars and John Hospers 9 (eds), 

Readings in Ethical theory, new Jersey: prentice Hall.  

 

Peters, R.S, (1966), Ethics and Education. Oxford: George Allen and Unwin 

Limited. 

 

Rawls, J, (1971), A Theory of Justice. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.  

 

Reiman, J. (2008), Why the Death Penalty Should Be Abolished in the 

United States. In J. A. Boss (Ed.), Analyzing Moral Issues. New York: 

The McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc., pp. 287-293. 

 

Shaw, M.M, (1997), International Law. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press.   

 

Zimbabwe: The Death Penalty Inhuman. In The Standard, Harare. Standard 

Press (Pvt) Ltd. 

http://allafrica.com/stories/201004261113.html [date retrieved: 18/11/2010] 

 

 

http://allafrica.com/stories/201004261113.html


 

 

Media Strategies of HIV/AIDS Communication 

for Behaviour Change in South West Nigeria 
 

Dr. Koblowe Obono7 

 

Key Terms: Communication strategies, social marketing, media, 

behaviour change, HIV/AIDS. 

 

 

Abstract 
The Nigerian media are key instruments of HIV/AIDS 

communication. They use different techniques to influence human 

knowledge, attitude and practice. Through the qualitative approach, 

the study identified the media and strategies commonly used for 

HIV/AIDS behaviour change communication in Nigeria. It 

triangulated unobtrusive observation and in-depth interviews 

through the viewing of selected broadcast, film and outdoor media in 

South-West Nigeria. In-depth interviews complemented the data. 

Results revealed the use of social marketing to enhance acceptance, 

retention and recall of HIV messages. Repetition, context-specific 

languages, credible sources and integration of advertisement, drama, 

news and public service announcements increased information 

availability, affordability, accessibility and comprehension. While 

entertainment constituted the most used communication method, 

messages were anchored on HIV/AIDS prevention. Comparatively, 

findings showed a drastic decrease of HIV information in 

contemporary Nigerian media and this may have implications for 
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national health development. Hence, there is a need to re-strategize 

communication and reconstruct media for the maintenance of 

acquired new behaviours. This is necessary because the media possess 

the ability and capacity to improve knowledge, set agenda for public 

discourse and influence public opinion and policy formulation in the 

sub-Saharan region. 

 

 

Introduction 

HIV/AIDS is one of the greatest health challenges threatening the 

developing countries today. It leaves indelible marks that are 

avoidable with proper knowledge and compliant behaviour. 

Although it is a popular health topic in global media discourse, 

context-specific and culture-oriented campaigns would impact both 

urban and rural publics for positive health orientation and behaviour 

change. This type of communication would be less discriminatory but 

rather affect receivers’ knowledge, attitude and practice irrespective 

of their socio-demographic, economic and cultural backgrounds.  

 

Some modern communication technologies may limit 

information availability to specific media consumers, making 

developing countries and the grassroots estranged from current 

trends associated with the epidemic. Little is thus known or 

documented about context and culture-specific media strategies 

utilised for easy availability, affordability, accessibility and 

comprehension of HIV messages in a pluralistic country like Nigeria.  

 

The present paper examines the common media platforms 

used for HIV campaign and identifies the information dissemination 

strategies, language and subject of HIV/AIDS communication in the 

Nigerian media. It describes the type of information available to the 

Nigerian publics and the preventive mechanisms adapted to impact 

on public opinion and human response.  
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Education was seen as ‚the only vaccine against AIDS‛ in the early 

years of its control (Liskin et al., 1989). However, on its own merit, 

education may not bring about intended behaviour change if teaching 

methods are not made appealing and relevant to receivers. The role of 

the media is thus crucial as media campaign in Nigeria remain a vital 

tool for educating literate and non literate populations. Accordingly, 

information and education were identified core components of the 

national AIDS programme, to be achieved through media output 

(Odutola, et al, 2006). Mass media have the potential of providing 

necessary information and improving knowledge and understanding 

by setting agenda for public discourse and policy formulation. Media 

organizations and change agencies organise programmes to raise 

public awareness and combat the spread of HIV/AIDS. Such 

campaigns would determine the level of human exposure, 

vulnerability and prevention. 

 

Contextualized communication fosters focused and oriented 

discourse and informs decision-making. This strategy is important 

because out of the over three million new infections occurring each 

year in Africa, Nigeria is identified as having a large proportion with 

a higher prevalence among sexually active adults aged 15-49 years 

(Musa, 2006; FMOH, 2006). This calls for strategizing communication 

for specific social groups to control its spread and enhance human 

development. Behaviour Change Communication (BBC) is vital in this 

regard for sharing ideas, information and messages for HIV/AIDS 

prevention.  

 

Communication should not be limited to verbal (speech, 

writing) forms alone but should integrate nonverbal (facial 

expressions, body language, or gestures), visual (images or pictures 

like painting, photography), electronic (telephone, television, radio) 

and online communication. Although radio, television, newspapers, 

billboards and films have often been used for health promotion in 

Nigeria, a combination of the above forms would effectively deliver 
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HIV/AIDS information to diverse Nigerian publics for health 

development. 

 

While HIV/AIDS prevention remains the most viable option 

in developing countries, there is need to reconstruct information and 

media for the maintenance of new behaviours. BCC must therefore 

move people from awareness to action driven behaviours. This is 

possible because the Nigerian media possess the ability and capacity 

of disseminating preventive HIV/AIDS information that would set 

agenda and influence public opinion. Media professionals should 

therefore make health information accessible by millions of Nigerians.  

 

 

Mass media and public health campaign 

Health campaigns are aimed at promoting defined objectives like the 

fight against HIV/AIDS. Different communication techniques 

including participatory, media advocacy, multi-pronged approaches 

and creative media formats are used to influence the behaviour of 

target audiences. Despite the usefulness of the media in transmitting 

health-related information, there has been skepticism about its future 

in providing positive sex education (Agfa, 2003). Ironically, the media 

have been relevant in exposing sex-induced HIV/AIDS, breaking 

societal taboos surrounding public discussion of sexuality and 

keeping sexual health on public agenda.  

 

In other words, the role of the mass media for public health 

development can not be overemphasized as they remain key 

instruments for health campaign geared toward behaviour change. 

The media have been effectively used in Nigeria to promote sexual 

and reproductive health, population control and HIV/AIDS causes, 

symptoms, dangers and effect. The campaign for immunization 

enabled the reduction of infant and child mortality while people have 

also benefited from malaria and other kinds of public health 

campaigns. The media emphasize societal responsibility for improved 
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health conditions; educate the population about risky behaviours, 

vulnerability, prevention and treatment of some diseases.  

 

Communication thus creates awareness, increases knowledge, 

builds approval, and encourages healthy attitudes and behaviours. 

Behaviour Change Communication (BCC) motivates the adoption and 

sustenance of healthy behaviours and lifestyle. An intervention 

campaigner must therefore be clear about whose behaviour is 

intended to be influenced, which aspects of behaviour are targeted for 

change and the best communication strategies for achieving these 

goals.  

 

Health campaigns are designed to suit target groups but even 

within the same broad group, there may be subgroups requiring 

different communication styles. Variance in group composition 

requires diverse approaches, hence, integrated communication. This 

model is important because behaviour change generally begins with 

the individual and requires strategies for modification of personal 

knowledge, beliefs, attitudes and practices. Mass media are thus 

important in advancing public health agendas through a range of 

approaches like soap operas, youth friendly programmes and 

network campaigns. Participatory and community-based approaches 

may complement the mass media.   

 

 

Methods 

The study used the qualitative approach to investigate the media and 

strategies used for HIV/AIDS communication in Nigeria. It 

triangulated unobtrusive observation and in-depth interviews to 

identify media platforms and techniques used for behaviour change 

communication. While selected broadcast, film and outdoor media in 

the South-West were observed, in-depth interviews were conducted 

among residents in the same geopolitical area. Accordingly, 
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television, radio, home video and billboards were observed and 

analysed for HIV messages, genre and styles of presentation.  

 

Two private and two public television stations situated in 

Lagos were randomly selected, viewed and analysed for HIV/AIDS 

content, information sources, language and behaviour change 

communication strategies. The Nigerian Television Authority (NTA), 

Africa Independent Television (AIT), Silverbird Television (AIT) and 

Lagos Television were randomly selected, viewed and analysed. The 

same applied to information accessed in radio while movies and 

billboards were also observed and analysed for HIV/AIDS 

information.  

 

To complement the findings from the observation method, 12 

in-depth interviews of males and females were conducted to examine 

the issues surrounding HIV media messages, the strategies adopted 

for information dissemination and the impact of such messages on 

their attitude and behaviour. Male and female adolescents and adults 

were interviewed to ascertain their levels of exposure, acceptance, 

retention and recall of HIV/AIDS media messages.  

 

Through in-depth investigation, respondents provided 

information, highlighting the media and communication strategies 

adopted and the possible influence on consumer behaviour. Data 

were analysed through the descriptive method which entailed 

transcription, sorting, and thematic presentation of finding. Secondary 

data complemented qualitative findings by providing background 

information of some HIV/AIDS media programmes as well as the 

extent of their coverage across the nation. 

 

 

Media and strategies adopted for HIV/AIDS communication 

Since HIV/AIDS first emerged, the role of behaviour change has been 

recognized as critical to its control. In Nigeria, diverse media convey 
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its messages while communicators employ social marketing strategies 

to reach specific audiences, enabling acceptance, retention and 

recollection of received messages. Media professionals engage in 

marketing and consumer research to identify the best techniques for 

achieving effective behaviour change communication. Through 

positioning, segmentation, creativity, design and media planning, 

attempts are made to inform, persuade, influence and motivate people 

to gain acceptance of new ideas and reinforce behaviour change. The 

underlying assumption is that, improving people’s knowledge about 

the infection would bring about avoidable risky behaviours.  

 

Accordingly, different communication approaches were 

utilised to improve human knowledge of HIV and AIDS. This is 

necessary because of the different socio-cultural backgrounds, beliefs, 

environment and mindset of people concerning the virus. While some 

initially doubted the existence of HIV/AIDS, others saw it as a myth 

intended to discourage premarital and extramarital sex in the society. 

Meanwhile, another group of people said it was a strategy meant for 

promoting the sales of condom.   

 

With this background, the media had the responsibility of 

dispelling such myths and misconceptions through the provision of 

accurate information. This was intended to empower informed 

decision making among individuals and communities toward 

behaviour change. They utilised media that could be accessed by both 

rural and urban populations, using indigenous languages as well as 

context-oriented communication strategies that would be appealing to 

both publics. The entertainment media technique easily delivered 

these educative messages. 

 

In other words, Behaviour Change Communication captures 

the attention of target audiences based on the principles of social 

marketing, where entertainment is used to promote acceptance, 

retention and recall of messages. Advertisements, drama, talk shows 
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and home movies transmitted messages to diversified audiences 

using ‚edutainment‛. Entertainment-education is frequently used in 

Nigeria for HIV/AIDS communication because of the effectiveness of 

the method (U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2004). 

News, public service announcements and billboards complemented 

such messages.  

 

Although HIV/AIDS messages initially flooded the Nigerian 

media air space, the study found a disturbing occurrence as there is a 

drastic reduction of HIV content in contemporary media. This finding 

was reiterated by interviewees, who noted that it is now a bit difficult 

to find HIV/AIDS information in television, radio and billboards. 

Expatiating, some discussants attributed it to saturation and over-

flogging of the issue which has made most people to have a working 

knowledge and awareness of HIV. It was also associated to the 

availability of more recent health issues that may be more attractive to 

the audience. This assumption may have contributed to the shift in 

media content from HIV to more contemporary health issues 

addressed in global media. In the words of an adolescent female: 

 

Since the beginning of this year (2011), I have not heard 

anything (HIV/AIDS) except when they are advertising condom and 

they say that safe sex is good. When HIV was new and at its peak, 

there was a lot on air about it. It seems almost everybody knows 

about the issue now. It is not in ´vogue´ again and as a result, it has 

been sidelined by the media. 

 

The decrease in popularity of HIV/AIDS has also been 

attributed to diminishing funding by development partners. The 

global economic melt down affected the probability of having HIV 

content in media airspace. This explanation was provided by the 

Director, Partnership Coordination of the Nigerian National Agency 

for the Control of AIDS (NACA), Mrs. Maimuna Mohammed. 

According to her: 
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HIV awareness is low as 85 per cent of the funds we were getting 

was from our partners, but with the economic meltdown, they have 

reduced the amount they send to the developing countries, so the 

activities have decreased... There is need for companies to be 

involved, if for example the radio station gives us one minute every 

day, TV gives us one minute every day, it is a cost to the TV but it’s a 

gain for our own country. And if all oil companies, all banks, all 

service providers will give us support one way or the other, it 

doesn’t have to be cash that would go a long way (Nigerian 

Observer, 2011).  

 

The relationship between media content and development 

partners throws more light on the factors that promoted HIV/AIDS 

visibility in the Nigerian air space. It is obvious that awareness 

campaigns relied heavily on sponsorship. Most of the information 

was packaged primarily for prevention, hence, messages centered on 

abstinence, condom use, fidelity, delayed sexual debut and risk 

perception. The information was disseminated through individual 

and integrated media and the strategy brought about easy availability, 

affordability, accessibility and comprehension of HIV messages. 

Television, radio, billboards, posters and films provided information 

on different aspects of the pandemic, using diverse communication 

mechanisms, intended to reduce the spread of the virus.  

 

To ensure acceptance of the message, role models like 

religious leaders, indigenous experts, artists, movie and football stars 

were the projected credible sources of HIV messages. Entertainment 

was mostly used to convey the information while different media 

channels transmitted the messages to the Nigerian publics. 

 

 

Radio 

Radio is a very important communication tool in Nigeria because it 

reaches mass audiences, including the hinterlands, at less penetration 

barriers and low costs. It makes possible the reception of information 
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among populations who ordinarily would have been cut off from 

receiving HIV/AIDS messages because of the challenging power 

situation in the country. This challenge is overcome by the radio, 

whose users are able to receive national and international information 

without electricity barriers. In addition, the specialization of radio 

stations, including rural community radio, permits more selectivity in 

reaching audience segments. This indicates that the advantages of the 

radio are enormous.  

 

Radio reaches the interior; it is cost effective and highly 

dependable by mobile populations because of its portability. Radio 

conveys public health messages in greater detail, requires greater 

audience involvement and creates the need for more mental imagery. 

Its phone-in programmes encourages young people to participate in 

discussion on traditional taboo topics like safe sex, providing 

informative, educative and persuasive HIV/AIDS  messages delivered 

by experts to target audiences. The viability of the radio has made 

some intervention campaigners to transmit HIV/AIDS messages 

through this medium.  

 

In 2005, the BBC World Service Trust (WST) began working in 

partnership with a range of Nigerian broadcasters and media 

professionals to raise HIV and AIDS awareness that could change 

behaviour among young Nigerians aged 15-24 years. The messages 

were disseminated through talk show discussions, which created a 

forum where young people freely discussed issues on relationships, 

sexual and reproductive health. To enable reception of beneficial 

messages by literate and non literate people, Pidgin English and 

Hausa were used in transmitting Flava and Ya Take Ne, which 

explored HIV and AIDS related issues, sexual health and gender.  

 

The programme also addressed stigma, preventive mother to 

child transmission, HIV and marriage, family planning, women's 

rights, among others. They received wide coverage as Flava was 



Africana                                                                                                   June/July 2011 

 

 

Vol. 5, No. 2                                                                                                              157 

 

broadcast by 50 Nigerian radio stations while Ya Take Ne was 

transmitted by 35 radio stations (Akinlabi, et al. 2009). Another radio 

serial broadcast in nine languages on 42 radio channels was Future 

Dreams (Population Services International, 2003). Its core message was 

to encourage consistent condom use and improve negotiation skills 

among unmarried youth.  

 

Radio drama aimed at increasing knowledge of the causes 

and consequences of HIV/AIDS were organised by the Society for 

Family and Health (SFH). The dramas were presented in English and 

indigenous languages to enable message intelligibility and 

comprehension among all types of their audiences.  One Thing at a 

Time, Garin muna fata, Odenjinji, and Abule oloke merin were aired in the 

West and North.  

 

Other communication initiatives include the United States 

Embassy sponsored HIV/AIDS awareness programme in 16 Nigerian 

universities, using campus and regional radio to convey abstinence, 

fidelity, blood safety and de-stigmatization. Talk shows and jingles 

were some of the strategies adopted while condom advertisements, 

news, and public service announcements also contributed in 

disseminating the information. Some news and announcements were 

provided by the National Agency for the Control of AIDS (NACA).  

Although radio was greatly explored for the campaign, its messages 

have dramatically reclined. Between 2010 and 2011, one is hardly 

exposed to such information. Interviewees also observed the 

reduction in HIV/AIDS message. While an adolescent female noted 

that HIV is presented on radio ‚only when they are advertising 

condom‛, another girl added that ‚it is only a talk show on Radio 

Rivers‛ that makes people living with the virus to narrate their 

experiences. The carriers tell ‚people that having HIV/AIDS is not the 

end of life but can be controlled just like every other disease‛.  
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Flavor is an ongoing short drama on RayPower to educate 

people about the disease and its prevention.  Radio programmes 

meant for in-school and out-of-school youth are broadcast in English, 

Pidgin and other Nigerian languages. They range from 

advertisements, talk shows, drama and announcements based on the 

principles of social marketing.   

 

 

Television 

Television is an attractive medium to many information receivers 

because it combines sight and sound, making dramatic presentations 

of messages, ideas, events and products appealing to viewers. It 

reaches diverse people regardless of their socio-demographic 

characteristics. Television stations allocate time slots to inform their 

audiences on different aspects of HIV/AIDS. Drama, advertisement, 

public service announcements and news are the most popular forms 

of HIV/AIDS communication in Nigeria.  

 

Sponsored HIV programmes are transmitted by NTA, 

Channels, Silverbird and other television stations. Complementing its 

Radio campaign, the Society for Family and Health (SFH) produced a 

commercial to promote safe sex. It featured Sunday Oliseh, a Nigerian 

soccer star, as a ploy to attract the audience’s attention to the core 

message. In addition, the National Action Committee on AIDS 

(NACA), in collaboration with international agencies, sponsored some 

commercials. ‚Zip Up‛ and ‚Say No to HIV/AIDS‛ are popular 

advert slogans in the country. Another advert used a virgin to convey 

the message that ‚prevention is better than cure‛.   

 

The structuring of these adverts in terms of the environment, 

participants, events, colours and message composition makes 

comprehension and recall easy. Discussants noted that the TV 

commercials were appealing, attracted attention and enabled a recall 

of the messages due to the choice of words, music, drama and 
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circumstances surrounding the presentation. Some adolescent females 

observed:   

 

Female 1: There is this commercial on NTA network 

news that was stopped about 2-3 years ago. It used musical 

appeal. A woman and a man were shown in a recording 

studio singing ‚one day, one guy, one day, one girl‛. The 

message of the advertisement was to create awareness to 

people who have multiple sexual partners to be careful and 

settle with only one partner because having multiple partners 

can increase the risk of getting HIV.   

   

Female 2: The thing is that, the adverts are always very 

attractive. There is no way that you will want to miss any one 

of them when they are aired.  

  

Using another strategy, a 30-minute weekly TV drama series 

explained ways through which HIV/AIDS could be contracted or 

prevented.  Wetin Dey explored the social realities faced by young 

Nigerians and raised HIV and AIDS awareness across regional, ethnic 

and class divides. The drama was enacted in Pidgin to eliminate 

literacy barriers and enable free flow of information. Fifty-two 

episodes were broadcast at peak viewing periods as NTA network 

programme (Akinlabi, et al, 2009). An interviewee that has watched 

this drama in 2010 reported that: 

 

This television drama series encourages people, especially the 

youth, to stay away from unprotected sex, unsterilized sharp objects, 

etc. It also tries to depict the living conditions of people living with 

HIV/AIDS. It discourages the ostracizing of carriers. 

 

World Health Organization (WHO) also sponsored 

programmes to raise HIV profile and foster understanding of related 

issues. The TV drama, I Need to Know, provided information on the 
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importance of knowing ones status, the dangers of the epidemic and 

its preventive measures. It was widely broadcast across the country 

through NTA network channels while Awakening was programmed to 

stimulate community dialogue on HIV/AIDS.  Bayelsa youth-

sponsored drama displayed messages to avoid multiple sexual 

networking.  

 

Messages were also transmitted through credible sources. 

Pastor E. A. Adeboye, medical professionals, experts and those living 

with the virus provided information using different approaches like 

advice, discussions, interviews and testimonies. Some of these media 

campaigns were aimed at reducing the spread of the virus and 

improving care and support for people living with it. Some adult 

females stated: 

 

Female 1: Messages on HIV/AIDS were more in the 

past. Today, they are very few as we hardly see them on 

television. Most of the things you hear on television now are 

issues like immunization. I remember the message by Pastor 

Adeboye which encouraged people to fight against 

HIV/AIDS. I do not see it again. I think the media are getting 

tired of HIV or they have more attractive issues to focus on.  

 

Female 2: Testimonials of people living with the virus 

are also aired. A female actress, Marilon Wayas, who has been 

living with the virus for about 18 years, is made to provide 

advice for healthy living and to discourage discrimination.  

 

Female 3: Another method is that different people that 

have HIV are interviewed and made to share their 

experiences. At the end, a voice would say ‚HIV patients live 

near you and millions of Africans have the virus and die daily 

because of the virus‛. This is to discourage discrimination but 

promote love for HIV patients. 
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Findings show a rapid decline in HIV/AIDS content on 

mainstream television. Although most interviewees also drew 

attention to this drop, an adult male and female interviewee identified 

a private channel that is currently displaying HIV/AIDS information. 

According to them, Television Continental (TVC) uses drama, 

community sensitization and commercials to reach its publics with 

HIV/AIDS messages. This was contrasted with some other private and 

public stations like AIT, STV, NTA and Channels Television where 

the issue is rarely viewed. According to the male, while TVC staff go 

to communities to develop HIV/AIDS awareness using the 

programme Imagine Africa, Bayelsan Silhouette conveys messages on 

abstinence, safe sex, condom use, faithfulness, HIV testing and care 

for people living with HIV/AIDS. Most of the adverts draw people’s 

attention with the words, ‚imagine a world without HIV/AIDS‛.  All 

these strategies produced stimulating messages that informed and 

impacted audience attitudes and behaviours. This was highlighted by 

most of the interviewees who stated that HIV information contributed 

to some major decisions and actions they have taken, including sexual 

relations. 

 

 

Video Films 

Nigeria has an active and well-established video film industry which 

appeals to the populace for entertainment. To complement 

information received through the broadcast media, HIV/AIDS 

messages are disseminated through home videos because of the 

popularity of the medium. Many of these films feature strong social 

and moral messages designed to improve people’s knowledge, 

attitude and behaviour. The importance of exploring home videos for 

behaviour change is because of their attractiveness and capacity to 

affect the sexuality aspirations of young people (Obono and Obono, 

2009). The messages embedded in the films could be readily accessed 

through personal purchase, borrowing or telecast.  
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Accordingly, Stop HIV, in partnership with the Nigerian video film 

industry, (Nollywood) incorporated HIV/AIDS messages into the 

storylines of a number of films to appeal to large audiences (Akinlabi, 

et al. 2009). The messages anchored on condom promotion and 

discrimination against people living with HIV and AIDS. Other 

movies with HIV/AIDS content are displayed by Africa Magic and 

Magic World. Through this medium, Another Chance, which was 

produced in 2009, touched the lives of many children, youth and 

adults with HIV/AIDS-related messages. While a lady was advised by 

her friends to go for an HIV test, a woman facing stigmatization and 

rejection encouraged the public to treat HIV patients with care, love 

and affection, and give them hope for the future.  Although some of 

these campaigns used the humorous appeal, the crucial message was 

easily transmitted to both the intended and unintended audiences. 

 

 

Outdoor Media 

Sex is traditionally a very private subject in Nigeria and discussion 

with teenagers is often regarded inappropriate despite the fact that 

they are the most affected with HIV virus because of their sexual 

choices. Attempts at providing sex education for young people have 

been hampered by religious and cultural objections (Odutola et al, 

2006). Billboards and posters have thus been used to disseminate 

sexually-related messages, including HIV/AIDS. Although such 

information was prominent in most public places, they are now 

limited as it is rare to find recent HIV/AIDS billboards and posters. 

Interviewees narrated similar observation but have lingering 

impressions about messages previously displayed.  Issues on 

stigmatization, abstinence, condom use, and HIV test are found in 

both pictorial and text formats for easy visualization, comprehension 

and retention of messages.  

 

A billboard campaign to increase awareness that AIDS is real 

and an HIV positive person may not be known by mere physical looks 
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is communicated through different appeals. One popular billboard is 

that of Fela Anikulapo-Kuti, the Nigerian Afro beat legend who died 

of AIDS in 1997. His image appears boldly on billboards along roads 

throughout the country with the slogan ‚AIDS: No dey show for face, 

please protect yourself‛. The picture is simple but with multifaceted 

messages. Although he is portrayed as a musician carrying his guitar, 

the underlying message is telling people to abstain from sexual 

networking, which the star was noted for. The message is also for 

people to understand that HIV is real and has no respect for persons, 

since anybody can contact it.  

 

Communication of sexual abstinence for young people is 

displayed in the ‚Zip Up‛ billboards, which are placed at strategic 

points on roads and in schools. They are irresistible, drawing the 

attention of passersby to their images, colours and words, which are 

distinct, brief and easy to comprehend, retain and recall. Such 

billboards constantly remind youths to abstain from sex. 

 

According to interviewees in the IDIs, most of the existing 

billboards and posters seen are those that were erected some years 

ago. A male interviewee stated, ‘I see some billboards on the express 

with the inscription ‚check your HIV status‛ and ‚AIDS is real‛’. 

Another interviewee added, ‚Use a condom to prevent HIV‛.  

Different posters display messages featuring people and ideas like the 

‚ABC of AIDS‛, ‚Use a condom‛, ‚Say no to sex‛, ‚Be faithful to one 

sexual partner‛, ‚Know your HIV status‛ and ‚Care for people living 

with HIV/AIDS‛. These messages are posted on walls in hospitals, 

schools, roads, and other prominent locations where they could easily 

be seen by people. They display information targeted for HIV/AIDS 

prevention.  

 



Africana                                                                                                   June/July 2011 

 

 

Vol. 5, No. 2                                                                                                              164 

 

Integrated Media  

There are many HIV/AIDS media campaigns in Nigeria 

simultaneously conveyed through different communication channels 

based on themes like abstinence, stigmatization, condom use, 

knowing ones HIV status, among others. Multiple media are used for 

repetition, emphasis, easy reach to diverse publics, retention and 

recall of messages. The popular ‚zip-up‛ commercial made use of 

realistic scenarios, like night club, to transmit abstinence to young 

people through television, radio and billboards.  

 

The ‚Stop HIV and AIDS‛ campaign also adopted the 

integrated communication model to reach young people with 

messages that discouraged practices promoting the spread of the 

virus. Information was conveyed using a combination of discussion, 

music, interviews, features, phone calls, and letters. The programmes 

were also broadcast by different media outlets, using diverse 

languages.  The popular Nigeria slogan, ‚Say No to Premarital Sex‛, 

appeared in broadcast, print and outdoor media. This five-year (2001-

2006) nationwide HIV/AIDS campaign embarked on by the Nigerian 

Air Force Officers Wives Association (NAFOWA) also targeted youths 

using diverse communication devices bearing the campaign’s logo 

and messages. The information was disseminated through billboards, 

drama, t-shirt and fez-caps.  

 

In its early occurrence in Nigeria, HIV/AIDS stigmatization 

was common, resulting to the culture of denial by those living and 

affected by it. This culture promoted its spread, impacting community 

health and development. Public awareness campaigns thus became 

apparent. To achieve quick results, the integrated communication 

approach was utilised as radio, television and billboard where used to 

transmit similar messages to diverse populations. People living with 

the virus publicly declared their status, encouraging others to go for 

the tests and live healthy. The strategy projected a positive image of 

carriers and affected people’s attitudes and behaviours concerning the 
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pandemic. The campaigns enhanced assertiveness and downplayed 

stigmatization. Other techniques for prevention and protection used 

slogans like ‚prevention of HIV/AIDS is as simple as ABC - Abstain, 

Be faithful, Condomise‛. The condom campaign majorly used 

television, radio and billboards.  

 

Hundreds of radio and television public service 

announcements (PSAs) on HIV/AIDS were mostly produced in 

English, Pidgin, Hausa, Igbo, Yoruba, and other Nigerian indigenous 

languages. Drama, advertisements, personal testimony, comedy, 

music, and celebrity endorsements presented the messages to diverse 

audiences. Advertisements and drama were the major entertainment 

instruments of HIV/AIDS communication and played significant roles 

in the campaign for behaviour change.    

 

This integrated communication was not limited to traditional 

media as campaigns also exploited new media technologies. In 2005, a 

campaign was launched to raise more public awareness, taking 

advantage of the increasing mobile phone ownership in Nigeria. 

HIV/AIDS text messages were thus sent to 9 million people (BBC, 

2005). The internet is also useful for the campaign. Such advanced 

communication technologies and social marketing skills combined 

with traditional approaches are productive. The techniques generate 

discussions that promote an enabling environment for behaviour 

change. Most interviewees submitted that information received from 

the media have positively affected their attitudes and behaviours.    

 

 

Discussion 

Media campaigns are the easiest ways of reaching diverse people in 

Nigeria with HIV/AIDS information. They have distinct advantages 

over other strategies because of their reinforcement of messages and 

reach to larger populations and risk groups. Mass media campaigns 

keep sexual health on public agenda. They emphasize societal 
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responsibility for health problems, educate youth by setting 

discussion topics and encouraging stake holders (parents, teachers, 

social workers, physicians) to draw attention to safer behavioural 

issues.   

 

Radio campaigns have been successful in increasing HIV 

knowledge and changing behaviour. The National HIV/AIDS and 

Reproductive Health Survey showed that most Nigerians consider all 

forms of mass media acceptable for reaching them with HIV/AIDS 

information but radio was identified the most accepted medium, 

followed by television and print (FMOH, 2003). Print media increased 

HIV/AIDS coverage and improved understanding of key issues with 

news reports (Fatusi and Jimoh, 2006).  

 

The role of the media for behaviour change is enormous. They 

inform and affect lives. In addition to performing their primary 

functions of informing, educating and entertaining, the media are 

powerful tools for advocacy and social mobilization against the 

spread of HIV/AIDS. Increase in awareness increases the desire to be 

tested, use a condom, de-stigmatize and care for people living with 

the virus.  

 

Different approaches including social marketing and 

integrated model were utilised to bring about human empowerment. 

The model is based on the convergence of social learning, diffusion of 

innovation, and social network theories (Odutola, 2005).  It limits the 

spread of HIV/AIDS because messages created strong and sustained 

impressions in the minds of receivers, providing basis for 

recommended behaviour. Mass media thus set agenda for expected 

human behaviour.   

 

The Agenda Setting Theory explains the correlation between 

the rate at which the media cover HIV/AIDS and the extent to which 

people think it is important to change their behaviour. Repeated 



Africana                                                                                                   June/July 2011 

 

 

Vol. 5, No. 2                                                                                                              167 

 

display of messages in adverts, talk shows, announcements, drama 

and movies informs receivers to take action based on the seriousness 

of the phenomenon. This occurs because mass media have the ability 

to effect cognitive change among individuals and structure their 

thinking (McCombs and Shaw, 1977). The media should however be 

selective in presenting content to avoid the misleading of her 

audience. 

 

Accordingly, a combination of gatekeepers, editors, managers 

and external forces are crucial for setting agenda. These external 

agents may be non-media sources, government officials and 

significant others who have a role on media agenda. According to 

(Litlejohn, 2002: 321), ‚if the media has close relationship with the 

elite society, that class will probably affect the media agenda and the 

public agenda in turn‛.  

 

HIV/AIDS awareness level in Nigeria is high. The media are 

utilised in sensitization, shaping behaviour and reducing its spread. 

Both traditional and new media are the channels adopted for 

educating the public towards behaviour change. The emergence of 

media-based NGOs, such as Journalists against AIDS and 

Development Communications Network, have added impetus to 

media-based initiatives against HIV/AIDS. Mass media in Nigeria 

have recorded significant progress in covering the epidemic and 

affecting lives (Fatusi and Jimoh 2006). Greater participation of the 

media in HIV/AIDS communication stem from the realization that 

they could exercise considerable influence on the public by increasing 

knowledge, changing attitudes and promoting HIV debates. 

 

Conclusion 

The media of HIV/AIDS communication in Nigeria are diverse, using 

the integrated media approaches to induce behaviour change. 

Through social marketing, television, radio, film and billboard 

transmit attractive messages that empower the audience to make 



Africana                                                                                                   June/July 2011 

 

 

Vol. 5, No. 2                                                                                                              168 

 

appropriate decisions that would affect their knowledge, attitude and 

behaviour. Although the information was readily available in the 

media, contemporary trends show scarcity of HIVIDS on media 

agenda.  

 

To have a more efficient system of communicating HIV/AIDS, 

government and international bodies should intensify the 

participatory approach and grassroots involvement in the design and 

implementation of HIV programmes. Rural areas should not be 

neglected but provided with quality information. For quantifiable, 

sustainable and effective results, the media should operate within a 

context that encourages national and local dialogue and debates that 

foster ownership and participation. With increasing access to the 

Internet in Nigeria, social media may be effective in transmitting HIV 

information for behaviour change. 
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Abstract 
Violence against women is a perennial issue that have been debated 

and discussed among media professional, diplomats, civil right 

activist across the globe. The Vienna declaration and programme of 

action adopted at the World Conference of Human Rights in 1993 

recognizes the importance of working towards the elimination of 

violence against women in public and private life. The main trust of 

this paper x-rayed the nature of violence against women in Africa as 

well as emphasizing the need for development communication as an 

ideal media based tool to tackle issues of violence against women in 

Africa. The author further suggests various pathways whereby a 

development journalist could contribute in tackling issues of violence 

against women in Africa.    

 

 

Introduction 

The World Development Report (2003) has revealed that violence 

against women was a serious cause of death and a greater cause of ill-

health among women across the globe. In Africa, violence against 

women is a perennial issue that affects the rights of women in every 

facet of life. It carries with it both short and long term consequences 

that affect both the physical and psychological well being of women.  

 

                                                 
8 Nelson Okorie is with the Department of Mass Communication at Covenant 

University in Ogun State, Nigeria. His e-mail address is nelsonokorie@yahoo.com.   
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Abama and Kwaja (2009) have estimated that one in every five 

women face some form of violence during her lifetime, some cases 

leading to serious injury and death. This is why it has been recognized 

in the Millennium Declaration of September 2000, in which the 

General Assembly of the United Nations resolved ‚to combat all 

forms of violence against women and to implement the convention in 

the elimination all forms of discrimination against women‛ (United 

Nations, 2005:12).  

 

This paper was organized in a number of rubrics; it x-rayed 

the incidence of violence against women and children in the African 

society, using Nigeria as an example. It also examined the need for 

development communication in the African society and how 

development journalism can be used as an integrated approach in the 

media to alleviate discrimination against women in Africa.      

 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Among the dominant theoretical perspectives that could be harnessed 

in the analysis of this work, the following perspectives  or models, 

which are of immediate relevance to this areas are; The Agenda 

Setting media theory and the Development Media theory.   

 

The Agenda – Setting theory stipulates that ‚the mass media 

predetermine what issues are regarded as important at a given time in 

a given society‛(Folarin 1997: 68).  In raising such vital issues to the 

platform of discourse  and draw attention to it, the media succeeds in 

their efforts among other ways, via the quantity / frequency of 

reporting, the prominence given to the reports, indicated through 

headline displays; pictures, layouts in newspapers, film, graphics 

prime time allocation on radio and television. The importance of 

women welfare, needs and rights should be emphasized in news 

reports and programs in other to facilitate equality among different 

genders in the society.  In essence, there is a need for media experts 
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and communication professionals to use their functional role of 

agenda setting for the prime place of the rights of women so as to 

alleviate decimation and violence against women as well as increase 

the awareness and knowledge of the rights of women in the society.   

Development media theory, which serve as part of the theoretical 

framework of the study is largely normative. Its key tenet stipulates 

that the mass media especially in developing countries (like Nigeria), 

to be considered relevant and responsible, they must identify with our 

national interest and contribute to the socio-economic development of 

the Nation in which they exist (McQuail, 1987; Folarin, 1997) . It calls 

on the media and the government to work together to ensure that the 

media assist in planned, beneficial development of the country. It 

holds that by the press assisting and supporting the government, the 

media is indirectly developing the society. The major tenets of the 

theory are as follows: 

 

 Media must accept and carry out positive development 

tasks in line with national established policy. 

 

 Freedom of the media should be open to economic 

priorities and development needs in the society. 

 

 Media should give priority in news and information to 

link with other developing countries, which are close 

geographically, culturally or politically (Mc Quail, 2002).   

 

As it relates to violence against women in developing 

countries, the mass media should be committed to the promotion of 

development programmes targeted at women rights and meeting the 

societal welfare of women in Africa.   
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Violence against women in Africa 

Across the globe, there have been campaigns discouraging violence 

against women. The Vienna declaration and programme of action 

adopted at the World Conference of Human Rights in 1993 recognizes 

the importance of working towards the elimination of violence against 

women in public and private life. It emphasizes the elimination of all 

form of harassment, exploitation and trafficking in women, gender 

bias in the administration of justice, and eradication of any conflict 

which may arise between the right of women and the harmful effects 

of certain traditional and customary practices, cultural prejudices and 

religious extremism.  

 

In retrospect, The United Nations, in 1967, proclaimed 

through the General Assembly resolution 2263 (XXII), in fifteen 

articles, issues that address possible elimination of discrimination 

against women. Several issues were considered in making the fifteen 

declarations. Some of these include:  

 

 Article 1: discrimination against women, denying or limiting 

as it does their equality of rights with men, is fundamentally 

unjust and constitute an offence against human dignity. 

 

 Article 2: states that all appropriate measures shall be taken to 

abolish existing laws, customs, regulations and practices 

which are discriminatory against women, and to establish 

adequate legal protection for equal rights of men and women. 

 

 Article 3: states that all appropriate measures shall be taken to 

educate public opinion and to direct national aspirations 

towards eradicating of prejudice and the abolition of 

customary and all other practices which are based on the idea 

of the inferiority of women 
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 Article 11: specifies that the principle of equality of rights of 

men and women demands implementation in all States in 

accordance with the principles of the Charter of the United 

Nations and of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

Governments, non-governmental organizations and 

individuals are urged, therefore, to do all in their power to 

promote the implementation of the principles contained in 

this Declaration.   
 

Violence against women has been a contextual issue in most African 

countries in the 21st century. It has been observed that despite the 

campaign spearheaded by various non-governmental and 

international organizations against violence and discrimination of 

their gender, many of them still suffer from the scourge (Akpoveta, 

2008; Yarhere & Soola, 2008). Historically, women have been facing a 

lot of violence and discrimination from society, church, work place 

and the environment in which they find them selves. In Nigeria, 

women are neglected in policy formulation and in other activities or 

task, where women could be productive as their men counterpart. 

For instance, the national policy on agriculture was formulated 

without considering the interest of rural women, who constitute a 

larger percentage of the work force in agriculture (Fab-Ukozor, 

2004). 

 

There are a number of causes for violence against women in 

Africa and other developing countries. Oladitan and Anyanwu (2008) 

have observed that one of the causes of violence against women in 

Africa was due to culture and tradition which borders on the people’s 

belief system and practice. They explained that culture has two facets. 

On one hand, it is a condition and the other hand, it is a process. As a 

condition, culture defines the tradition of the people; as a process, it x 

rays the dynamics of change and evolution in the collective 

consciousness of the group. Culture as a condition, require women to 

be submissive to their husbands even when they are maltreated or 

disregarded; it requires women to engage in widowhood rites even 
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when such rites are retrogressive and negative to psychological well 

being of the women; it also require young women to engage in 

circumcision, even when such act could result to women losing their 

womb. Akpoveta (2008) noted that in Nigerian culture, the 

discrimination against women begins from the announcement of her 

birth which is usually followed with the sad exclamation ‚Ah a girl 

again!‛. She is then dressed in pink cloth to identify her. Her toys are 

baby dolls to prepare her for motherhood and not womanhood. Many 

husbands on their part secretly or overtly express to have a male child 

as the first-born. Inadvertently the expectant woman would also wish 

for a male child as her first born in response to attitudes and 

behaviors that reinforce women's subordination. 

 

Scientific data on the prevalence of son preference is difficult 

to obtain. According to WHO (2006) countries in Africa where son 

preference is most apparent are Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, 

Tunisia, Cameroon, Liberia, Senegal and Madagascar. Oppressive 

patriarchy and male dominance in all African societies mean that in 

all countries, there is some form of son preference and discrimination 

against girls.     

 

Another cause of violence against women in Africa is due to 

the negative exposure about women in televisions and Films in Africa. 

Oladitan and Anyanwu (2008) have noted that the home video world 

is full of realistic and unrealistic crimes which some viewers replicate 

in real life. For e.g. video films create enmity between spouses to be 

and yet –to-be mother in law, which results to negative behaviors and 

interactions between spouses and their mother in law due to the 

exposure of these films. Yarhere & Soola (2008) notes that Nigerian 

home video are replete with all sort of atrocities attributed to aged 

women and mother –in-laws in family setting.  Safeguarding one’s 

marriage  is another cause for violence against women in Africa. 

Many women in Africa do not support the idea of divorce in 

marriages, which make them to subscribe to any form of 
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discrimination meted on them by their husband and relatives 

(Yarhere & Soola, 2008). Many women remain faithful to their 

husbands even when they know that their husband engage in 

infidelity activities and refuses to take financial and moral 

responsibility of the family.     

 

 

Types of Violence against Women 

For proper understanding it will be appropriate to briefly look at the 

different types of violence against women. 

 

1. Domestic violence: this is a violence experienced by women 

from people that they are close to. This type of violence could 

be referred to as ‚Intimate Partner Violence‛ (IPV). The 

impact of domestic violence is usually committed by the 

husbands and boyfriends of these women. Akpoveta (2008) 

has observed that the sphere of total violence against women 

can be understood by the fact that 40-70% of murders of 

women are committed by their husbands or boyfriends. 

 

2. Psychological violence: another form of violence against 

women can be done psychologically. For instance, threat to 

use force against the women in the form of intimidation, 

shouting, abuses or using forceful language for the purpose of 

making them afraid; harassing women or not allowing them 

their right to choose or denying them freedom of association; 

presenting women in bad light either by writing evil things 

about them or taking their picture when naked. 

 

3. Physical violence:  this is the common form of violence done 

against women in Africa and most developing countries. It 

involves fighting, beating and even injuring women. It also 

involves forcing women to abort pregnancies either against 

their will or without the advice of medical doctors; 
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maltreatment of nannies or house helps or maids. It also 

involves rape i.e. forcing women to have sexual intercourse 

against their will. 

 

4. Labour violence: many women in Africa and developing 

countries suffer from labour violence. For instance, in some 

countries, there are some offices or positions women are not 

allowed to occupy in the work place. During the Second 

World War, women underwent extrajudicial punishments in 

labour camps of Nazi Germany. 

 

5. War violence: due to the effect of war in a country or among 

countries, there is an increase of violence against women. For 

e.g., during the Vietnam War, women were raped and abused 

by Vietnam soldiers in other to create entertainment for them 

selves.  

 

 

Development Journalism 

To address gender-related issues negatively affecting developing 

countries, there is a need for development communication to abet 

sustainable development in a country. Development communication 

is conceptualized as the systematic, effective, and efficient use of 

communication structures for development purpose. Moemeka (1991) 

has reasoned that development communication was the use of 

principles and practice of exchange of ideas to fulfill the development 

objectives. In addition, Recardio (1999) expounds that communication 

for development is about aiding different types of actors interested in 

understanding the needs and assessing opportunities jointly; it is 

about providing them with methods and media to reach common 

meaning and about enabling them to negotiate with other actors with 

contrasting preparation and interest. In other words, development 

communication is the use of communication to provide 

transformational solutions to the issues affecting development.  
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Okorie (2009) posits that development journalism is a form of 

development communication that involves a conscious effort to 

mobilize the society for the purpose of ameliorating the nation’s socio-

political and economic health. Furthermore, Soola (2003) provides a 

clearer nature of development journalism, when he posited that 

development journalism should be seen as a new form of 

investigation reporting to which journalists’ role on a development 

news beat, was to examine, evaluate and report the relevance of a 

development projects to the national and local need.  

 

To Golding, (1977:303; Nwosu, 1986:40; Soola 2003:167) 

development journalism is capable of fulfilling the following: 

 

I.  Stresses the generally educative function of news, either 

about specific pieces of information or by arousal of general 

awareness of events and their implications in the rural area. 

 

II. Produces stories which displayed particular social needs or 

problems it was hoped that government would be provoked 

into action. 

 

III. Give prominence to local self helps projects, which could 

encourage emulation of success activities in other 

communities. 

 

IV. Tackling specific problems such as corruption, often with 

prudent obliqueness 

 

In other words, development journalism possesses the capacity to 

widen the scope of journalistic enterprise in terms of individual 

initiatives and self actualization possibilities. 
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The Development Journalist and Violence against women: The way 

forward 

The mass media exerts great influence among individuals in the 

society. most people in well civilized societies, would want to first 

glance through the newspapers or listen to the morning news 

broadcast before doing any daily routine( Umechukwu, 1997).  The 

mass media shapes culture, influences politics, plays an important 

role in business and affects the daily lives of millions. In addition, the 

mass media shapes people’s thinking and orient them to fight for their 

right (Okorie, 2009).    

 

The issue of discrimination and violence against women is 

one of the perennial issues of African governments today. Using 

development communication as a tool of professional media practice, 

in tackling this issue has become imperative. For the populace to 

change the harmful effects of certain traditional customary practices 

and cultural prejudices of women, they need information that could 

persuade and motivate them to meet to the needs and welfare of 

women in the African society. 

 

In order to tackle violence against women in Africa, 

development journalists are expected to take cognizance of the 

following in the conducts of their responsibilities, there are: 

 

I. Journalist should embrace the philosophy of development 

journalism in handling issues about women right based in 

the constitution and the cultural norm in the society. This is 

necessary in order to balance competing interest i.e. the 

cultural norm of the society and the women interest in 

reporting issues about discrimination and violence against 

women. 

II. Journalist should perceive the women as a contributor in all 

community development actions and activities in their news 

reports and publication. Such presentation of women in 
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media report could help destroy cultural prejudices of 

women in the African society 

III. Development journalists should make use community radio 

and newspaper in reaching out to people in the rural areas 

about meeting to the needs and welfare of women in the 

society. These channels should endeavor to communicate 

these messages in the indigenous languages of the people 

who reside in these environments. 

IV. Journalist should provide a platform whereby women are 

allowed to share their experiences, feeling and aspirations as 

well as proffer solutions in other to tackle violence against 

women in the society. These platforms should be  in form of 

Talk shows, interviews and special reports on newspaper 

and magazines 

V.   Media professionals and the government should promote 

more public interest on issues of women’s’ right in the 

African society. This will help guarantee consistency in the 

flow of information that could educate and teach people on 

the manner to treat women in the African society. 

VI. Journalists should work hand in hand with NGOs, 

Government agencies and International Organizations, in 

other to mobilize their resources in reporting issues, 

programs and policies that affect women and tackle issues of 

violence against women. 

VII. Journalists should apply their agenda setting function to 

educate public opinion and to direct national aspirations 

towards eradicating of prejudice and the abolition of 

customary and all other practices which are based on the 

idea of the inferiority of women  

VIII. Journalists should spearhead the campaign in their news 

reports and programs to abolish existing laws, customs, 

regulations and practices which are discriminatory against 

women, and to establish adequate legal protection for equal 

rights of men and women 
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IX. Journalists should continue to engage in constant and 

continuous analysis of issues relaying to gender 

performance in every sphere of life 

X. Journalists should partner with the government to view issues 

relating to violence against women such as rape, sexual 

harassment, female genital mutilation, forced pregnancy, 

male child preference, early marriages etc, with the 

seriousness it deserves and come up with programmes and 

policies on such issues  

 

 

Conclusion 

Violence against women is a crime against women and their future. 

Violence against women is endemic and can be reduced but not 

eradicated. The reduction of violence would only be possible with 

societal change. Despite inroads of women in government and 

increased education for girls, brutality in the home and community is 

still tacitly accepted. Development communication is a media based 

instrument that can be used to alleviate the violence against women to 

a minimal effort if journalists could partner with government 

agencies, international organization as well as non governmental 

agencies to spearhead a campaign to abolish existing laws, customs, 

regulations and practices which are discriminatory against women, 

and to establish adequate legal protection for equal rights of men and 

women. 
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Abstract 
Christianity takes a lion’s share in the Zimbabwean religious market 

particularly when compared to other non-indigenous religions like 

Islam, Buddhism and Judaism. What is interesting is that, even 

though Christianity is a religion that has been associated with equality 

and freedoms of every human soul, the status of women in relation to 

polygamy in the apostolic sects have topped the debate. Critics of 

apostolic sects have argued that, women in these apostolic churches 

are there to serve the sexual appetite of men hence ‘the apostolic diet 

of wives’. This article seeks to interrogate the practice of polygamy in 

the Johane Marange sect in the light of HIV and AIDS. The purpose of 

this research is to show that until and unless there is a paradigm shift 

on the beliefs, teachings and practices of apostolic sects in terms of a 

deeper HIV and AIDS awareness programmes targeting these sects, 

the Zimbabwean women will continue to suffer. 
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Introduction: A Short History of the Johane Marange and Johane 

Masowe Sects 

There are many apostolic sects in Zimbabwe, but the two apostolic 

sects that command sizable following are the: Johane Marange and 

Johane Masowe sects. It is important to note that, any debate or talk of 

spirituality in Zimbabwe will not be complete, if one generally ignores 

the place that apostolic sects occupy in the Zimbabwean spiritual 

space. In terms of percentage, 75% of the population of the 

mainstream Christianity and the apostolic sects account for 

approximately 20% of the population. The percentage figure of the 

apostolic sects in the Zimbabwean spiritual market then translates to 

more than two and half million followers. In 1999, the Johane 

Marange church alone was estimated to be around one million 

affiliates in Zimbabwe, with thousands more in countries further 

north; making it the second or third largest denomination in 

Zimbabwe (Allan Anderson 2001, 116). If the Johane Marange sect has 

approximately more than one million followers, this will imply that 

the combined number of people who subscribe to the apostolic sects 

will be much higher. What is interesting is that, the exact figure of 

members belonging to these apostolic sects cannot be established with 

certainty as no official count has ever been done. In fact most of these 

sects use a loose method for assessing their membership. Counting is 

usually done during the Passover feast where, for example, after 

receiving Holy Communion, each member confirms his or her 

attendance by throwing a stone in the provided container. Yet such 

methods of counting are not helpful in establishing the reliable 

number of people in that Church. However, one cannot deny that, the 

Johane Marange sect is now found in southern, central and east Africa 

and Europe, something that confirms its growth.   

 

The Johane Marange sect is named after its founder. Johane 

was born in 1912 in the Marange tribal area and his father and his 

mother were all from royal families. As reported in the Apostolic 

Book called Umboo Utsva hwavaPostori (The New Revelation of the 



Africana                                                                                                   June/July 2011 

 

 

Vol. 5, No. 2                                                                                                              187 

 

Apostles) which is revered by the Vapostori as a canonical addition to 

the Bible; Johane received his call to ministry in 1932 (Daneel 1971, 

319). The Umboo Utsva hwavaPostori have records of visions (Chapter 1 

to 11) and dreams (Chapter 12) showing Johane Marange’s direct 

calling from God, in much the same way as the Biblical prophets of 

old. Chapters 13 to 26 deal exclusively with the personal experiences 

of Johane Marange particularly his movements in the reserve areas of 

then Southern Rhodesia like: performing healing miracles, preaching, 

spiritual exorcisms, speaking with tongues and walking on fire 

(Daneel 1971, 329). The initial growth of the Johane Marange sect is 

believed to have first taken place within the inner and extended 

family circles. As the news of the new Church spread in Zimbabwe, 

people started coming from all over the Marange area and then it 

became spiritual force to reckon with when compared to mainline 

Churches like the: Catholic, Methodist, Salvation Army and Lutheran 

Churches. Some critics argue that, the healing miracles by Johane 

became a powerful spiritual force of attraction such that, all new 

members who came for healing sessions were automatically 

converted. There is much mention about the role of the Holy Spirit in 

Johane Marange’s ministry; something that is important in fully 

understanding the theology and pneumatology of most of the 

apostolic movements. The pneumatological ideology is important in 

understanding the role that Holy Spirit is purported to play in 

sanctioning second, third and fourth polygamous marriages. The 

Johane Marange sect has continued to grow besides the schisms that 

took place after Johane Marange’s death.  

 

The General Apostolic Regulations 

The ‘Apostles’/Vapostori are known to set themselves apart from their 

neighbours in many ways and they have strict obligations on the 

Sabbath days and members are not allowed to work on that day. They 

follow the Jewish sabbatical laws (Ex 20:8, 20:13, 22:15, 34: 21, 35: 3, 

Lev 26: 2, Dt 5:12, Ne 10:31, Isa 56: 2, 58:13-14 and Jer 17:27). They 

don’t handle money on Saturdays and they don’t allow their members 
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to cook on the Sabbath day. All alcoholic beverages and cigarettes are 

prohibited as they are considered as defiling to the body. The Johane 

Marange and Johane Masowe sects don’t own properties like church 

buildings arguing that God had not approved of Church buildings 

such that they assemble on open spaces or under big trees. It is 

common to find members of the apostolic sects donning their church 

uniforms for the Sabbath service. Women usually put a white veil tied 

to the head whereas men wear white tunics, each with an 

embroidered decoration including a badge indicating the person’s 

office in the Church. White or plain is favoured colour for all their 

clothing as shown in the picture below on the Johane Marange. 

 

The Johane Marange Sect Members at a Passover Meeting 

 
 

The white colour is their symbolism for purity, light and cleanliness 

and their members do not put on anything that is black in colour.  

 

Members of the Johane Marange sect are head shaved as a 

sign of religious commitment to God and the group. Head shaving is 

also a visible symbol of separation from the world. Demons and evil 

spirits are believed to reside in hair, so head shaving is another way of 

getting rid of such spirits. Edmund Leach (1967, 77) offers an 
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interesting observation that can be made on apostolics about head 

shaving that, ‘it generally represents discipline, self-control, and the 

repression of worldly desires’. Men are encouraged to have long 

beards which are interpreted as a sign of the moral authority of the 

Jewish patriarchs. All the members of the sect go barefooted at a 

Church service, typified by taking their shoes off as done by Moses 

(Exodus 3: 5) which is a sign that the ground where they do their 

services is holy. Angelology or believe in angels is prominent in these 

sects and every member of their Churches is regarded as having an 

angel that protects him or her all the time. Besides all these beliefs and 

regulations, the Johane Marange and Johane Masowe sects are known 

for clashes with the government as a result of their radical views on 

healthy, marriage, education and the mainstream society. Even 

though they have strict rules based on their religious beliefs and 

purity, polygamy has never been regarded as defiling to the body 

making critics argue that ‘the apostolic marital lifestyle is all about the 

diet of wives’. Of notable interest in their practice of polygamy are the 

reports of child marriages, inheritance and lack of tangible 

programmes on HIV and AIDS. It is important to note that, polygamy 

is not practiced by all the members of the Johane Marange sect. 

However, it is a practice that is encouraged in this Church and we 

cannot also run away from the fact that, African culture also permits it 

and was commonly practiced amongst the Shona people.  

 

Shona Culture and Polygamy  

In the traditional Shona custom and philosophy of the family, a man 

could have as many wives as possible particularly if the man was able 

to provide for the needs of the family. It is important to note that, 

polygamy was not an impingement on the women’s rights. Sexual 

rights of women and children were so central to Shona marriage and 

men were encouraged to live peacefully with their families. Polygamy 

was by choice and not forced on people and the majority of men 

avoided it because it was so challenging to keep the family intact. It 

had a purpose and meaning and not meant for self-serving sexual 
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manias. However, polygamy was not without problems just like what 

happens to all marriages in any given society. Jealousy was the 

dominant factor among wives which gave rise to irreconcilable hatred 

and practise of witchcraft amongst wives and family members 

(Gelfand 1973, 95).  Intergroup marriages were encouraged amongst 

the Shona people hence the proverbial saying ‚Rooranai VeMatongo-

Marry from within the clan‛. Blood relatives within the patrilineage 

were not allowed to marry as it was regarded as incestual and would 

invite curses from ancestral spirits. In fact they encouraged 

preferential marriages among clans in the same village.  

 

The philosophy behind polygamy was that, the more wives a 

man had, the more children he was likely to have particularly the 

large group of descendants which also had something to do with a 

large labour force who would work in the fields of the family head 

(Bourdillon 1976, 49). Polygamy was acceptable, workable and was a 

great social and economical asset. It is important to note that, in the 

traditional society, it was not easy to have many wives as possibly 

thought by early missionaries and explorers. Polygamy was for 

people with the means or resources particularly kings and senior 

members of the community. Polygamy could also come as a result of 

the search for sons particularly if the couple had girls only in their 

marriage. The other widely practice that resulted in polygamy in the 

pre-colonial period was kuzvarira, pledging. Jeater (1992, 22) noted the 

practice of kuzvarira, whereby young girls were pledged to ‘big men’ 

who were rich in exchange for grain during food shortages. The other 

factors were a result of the fact that, the first wife was aging or having 

consistent miscarriages or being unable to sexually satisfy her 

husband. There were also other factors that led the Shona men to 

become polygamous like the first wife failing to have children. M F C 

Bourdillon (1976, 290) rightly observed that, many Shona people were 

not prepared to go into a monogamous marriage, especially if there 

was no possibility of first ascertaining that the proposed wife can bear 

children. Barrenness was negatively regarded amongst the Shona 
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people and never associated with men because of patriarchy. Isabel 

Mukonyora (2007, 25) noted that,  

Being unable to produce good crops and failing to give birth to 

children were regarded as signs that a woman was evil. Infertility 

was a reminder of Earth as ruware (a dry rock), incapable of 

nurturing life and threatening to humanity. Barren and 

unproductive women were unwelcome. 

 

Barrenness could sadly result in divorce and accusations of 

witchcraft. Coincidentally as observed by Isabel Mukonyora (1993, 

208), women of the Johane Marange movement have been victims of 

witchcraft accusations and infertility charges. Every marriage was 

expected to produce fruits in terms of many children as a sign of 

God’s blessing. Barrenness was taken as a curse from the ancestral 

spirits and God, which automatically implied a possibility for another 

woman joining the couple as long as the man deemed so. Usually 

polygamy could come at the suggestion of the wife’s relatives who 

feared that the son in law would demand back the dowry paid as 

‘Roora or Lobola’. Polygamy could come as a result of an inheritance 

of the deceased brother’s widow. It was culturally right that at the 

death of a brother, the surviving brother found himself under the 

obligation of keeping the deceased’s widow and children if the 

brother had children. The inherited wife automatically became the 

second or third wife to the men provided she conceded being 

inherited. However, inheritance was not forced down the throats of 

surviving widows amongst the Shona. According to J M Gombe (1993, 

84), the widow of the diseased man had the freedom to choose the 

man she wanted (if she deemed so) from the relatives of her husband. 

There were mechanisms that protected the widow if she was not 

interested in being inherited, for example, at the ‘bringing back 

ceremony’, the women could be allowed to give her eldest son some 

water to wash his hands or the aunt to the deceased man, as a sign of 

turning down the offer of being inherited.  
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On the first coming of missionaries and their evangelization, 

polygamy was part of their evangelization. The missionaries failed to 

understand all those dynamics about polygamy but only thought of 

Africans as having been interested in having a diet of wives, a sign of 

sexual pride. Missionaries and the colonial settlers created legislations 

like: Native Marriage Ordinance and the Native Adultery Punishment 

Ordinance which were meant to reinforce the European norm of 

teaching monogamy based on Christian principles. Yet the Bible does 

not specifically condemn the practice of polygamy as shown by the 

various characters who were polygamous and neither does it 

recommend polygamy as the ideal form of marriage (Mbiti 1973, 82). 

The settlers’ legislation made it unacceptable to marry ‚in twos and 

threes‛ and it was illegal to register more than one wife (Mukonyora 

2007, 50). At Independence, Zimbabwe adopted the same legislation 

but under a name, the Native Marriage Act which had one man, one 

woman policy. But the Zimbabwean government later included the 

Customary or Traditional Marriage Act which recognises polygamy.  

 

The issues of polygyny, witchcraft and belief in ancestral 

spirits were matters in which White missionaries were particularly 

insensitive. Polygamy was attacked, despised and made into a test of 

churchmanship or commitment to Christ.  J S Mbiti (1973, 82) argues 

that: 

Polygamous families or some of their members were denied the 

sacraments of Baptism or the Holy Eucharist. Some polygamous 

families had to pay the price of divorce and separation, 

commanded, directed and sanctioned by the very Church to 

which they became members.  

They thought by making conditionalities to membership, this 

would bring polygamy to an end as if all Africans men were 

polygamous. They were just a few African people who were 

polygamous and interestingly that practice have not abated and 

polygamous families have not flocked into the missionary Churches 
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in large numbers as deemed. African Independent Churches 

continued to grow with their pride in polygamy. Modernization has 

had a greater impact on how people view the institution of marriage, 

for example, people now look down upon a man who has two wives 

as backward, outdated and puts the lives of women and the children 

to be born at the risk of the present epidemic of HIV and AIDS.  

 

 

Bible and Polygamy 

When the Bible was made readily available in the vernacular 

language; most of the Shona people were now able to interpret it and 

put some emphases in their own cultural way, for example, accounts 

of the Old Testament heroes with their numerous wives and 

concubines against the missionaries’ emphases on monogamy. Allan 

Anderson (2001, 31) notes that, the translation of the Scriptures was 

often the first literature to appear in an African language such that 

great authority was given to the printed word, making Africans be 

able to distinguish between what the missionaries had said (or hadn’t 

said) and what the Bible said (or didn’t say). What Africans found in 

the Bible in relation to their lives became an independent source of 

authority besides the missionaries. Lovemore Togarasei (2009, 51-64) 

looked at the politics of the Bible translation into vernacular 

languages and how missionaries worked to destroy African beliefs 

through the power of Biblical translation. Besides the challenges, 

Africans still saw the connection between what was in the Bible and 

the African cultural beliefs when the Bible was translated. A Hastings 

(1979, 527) adds that, the African features that were found in the Bible 

were the features that Africans were quick to discover and proclaim 

and criticize the missionaries for not being Biblical enough. The Old 

Testament is the favourite for the Johane Marange apostolic sect as a 

result of certain practices like polygamy. As much as I don’t like the 

practice of polygamy, what is interesting is that, the God of the Bible 

emerges initially as the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses (whose 

one of the wives is believed to have been an African), David, Solomon 
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and other patriarchs most of whom were polygamists. We don’t find 

them being cautioned by God, all of them belong to the champions of 

faith and the Bible does not treat marriage in terms of either 

monogamy or polygamy (Mbiti, 1979, 190). However, in my view 

monogamous marriages give an ideal expression of human relations 

as well as God’s relationship with people.  

 

As a result of the authority that was given to the vernacular 

Bible (excluding the Johane Masowe who does not use the Bible) in all 

aspects of life, the Vapostori interpreted it in a literal and 

fundamentalist way. Johane Marange as the founder of this sect is 

believed to have married 13 wives with some of them younger than 

his first born Abel. The total number of his children is not known. The 

apostolic sect leaders have been emphasizing on polygamy which 

resonates well with the African and biblical concept of polygamous 

marriage. It is not easy to clearly state which types of marriage 

interpretations are most valid, African Traditional concept of 

polygamy or the Jewish concept of polygamy as portrayed in the Old 

Testament. Can we talk of a single interpretation of polygamy in the 

apostolic Churches or merging of the two, Jewish and Shona cultures 

of polygamy? 

 

 

Johane Marange and Polygamy 

The Vapostori queried the White missionaries’ perspective of marriage 

and their ignorance of Bible particularly the fact that they were 

polygamist men like Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, David and Solomon who 

were regarded as pillars of faith. The case of Solomon who had seven 

hundred wives and three hundred concubines (1 kings 11:3). For the 

apostolics is a clear sign of a man of faith, who pleased God even 

though he had a ‘diet of wives’ implying that God had no problems 

with that. The wealth that these patriarchs had is interpreted as 

resulting from polygamy and hardworking. The apostles’ men try to 

have as many wives as possible and the wives engage in various 
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income generating skills like making furniture, forming containers 

from sheets of tin, knitting various types of garments, tending small 

plots of vegetables and weaving baskets enabling them to support 

themselves and others. It is a fact that, many AICs allow polygamy 

because they see it as an economical and social asset as well as one of 

the fundamental features of African life and also in tune with the 

Biblical (OT) way of life. Some AICs leaders felt that, the missionaries 

concealed the truth about polygamy in the Bible for certain reasons or 

that the missionaries had misunderstood the Biblical truth about 

polygamy. MW Murphree (1971, 178) and G D Oosthuizen (1968, 178-

180) also noted that, the Marange apostles just like other sects have an 

observable range of alternative life styles that they offer particularly 

their persistence to maintain polygamy as a symbol of continual 

dissatisfaction with mission Christianity and Western Christianity.  

 

Marriage within the apostolic group is encouraged and they 

are totally against any marriages with non-members of the Church. It 

is one of the principles of the Vapostori, not to marry a pagan or for an 

apostolic to marry his daughter to a pagan (literally taken as a person 

of the devil by virtue of not belonging to apostolic sect). Critics argue 

that, the marriage teachings in the Johane Marange Church 

disadvantage women who form the biggest percentage of this Church 

as compared to men. If women are not allowed to marry men from 

outside the Church, this again easily exposes them to polygamy as 

their teachings allow marriage within the Church where there are few 

men. That gap of women to men ratio is filled by their encouragement 

of polygamy (Dillon-Mallone 1978, 95). Premarital relations are 

strictly forbidden and sexual relations between couples are only 

allowed after permission from the parents of woman and when 

proper religious stages in this sect are followed. Premarital purity is 

guarded by encouraging girls to remain virgins. Virginity is 

associated with purity (something highly regarded amongst the 

Shona people) and it is common that, all girls in the Johane Marange 

and Johane Masowe Churches are expected to pass a ceremonial 
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virginity examination. The adolescent girls of the sect are taken into 

the bush by some of the older women and examined to see if they are 

still virgins (Murphree 1969, 103). The inspection is usually done at 

the Passover (Paseka-Musangano Mukuru) celebrations. Virgins in 

the congregation are usually selected days before the celebration and 

their duty is to prepare the unleavened bread and fruit juice ‘wine’ 

(Bourdillon 1976, 301). Those who are found to be virgins are 

congratulated and those who are not are usually jeered at by the 

crowd and scolded by their parents. In fact each girl found to be 

virgin is given an undamaged tree leaf as token of the fact while those 

found to have lost their virginity are given leaves with holes punched 

in them. It is common to hear about stories of girls who are found to 

be non-virgins being influenced into polygamous marriages with 

older men (already with wives) in the Church whereas virgins are 

encouraged to become head-wives with men who had not been 

married before. 

 

What is interesting is that, this practice has been going on for 

some time and women are still the vital adepts/clientele of the Johane 

Marange sect by bearing many children as well as being bearers of a 

belief system in which they are not leaders (Jules-Rosette 1987, 127). 

The apostolic perspective of women as supposed to be followers and 

not equal partners was shown at one of the meetings held in Buhera 

between the apostolic sects and the Zimbabwe Women Lawyers 

Association (ZWLA). The meeting was meant to encourage the society 

about laws that protect women and children’s rights, for example, the 

legal provisions of the Child Guardianship and Custody Act, the 

Domestic Violence Act. Madzibaba Pauro of the Johane Marange sect 

was quoted saying: ‚As community and church leaders from the 

Vapositori sect, we do not accept the gospel of equality at all. How 

can we (men) be equal with women? It is there in the Bible that 

women will always be under men and must never make decisions‛. 

(The Zimbabwean). Women in the apostolic sects are regarded as 

minors on leadership positions and the running of the Church. The 
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perspective on women has negatively impacted the status of the girl-

child. Children from the members of the Johane Marange particularly 

girls do not go to school. The last statistics from the Ministry of 

Education, Sport and Culture district office reveal that out of the 

10,000 girls who enrolled in Form One in the Marange district where 

the Johane Marange sect is dominant, only about a third completed 

Form Four in 2003; with the highest probability that, those who 

dropped out became wives‛ said a senior district education officer 

who did not want to be named (Kachere Phyllis). The Johane Marange 

and Johane Masowe sects (including other apostolic sects) are known 

for marrying off ‘young girls’ under the guise of religion. Most girls 

stop schooling in July when the sect celebrates Passover, a religious 

festivity during which marriage ceremonies take place. The reason 

why it is rampant is that most of these men hide behind prophecies. 

Leslie Moyo (The Standard 2010) observed that, ‚most of the men 

usually abuse their position as prophets to hand-pick girls for the 

elderly men in the church who already have other wives‛. It is painful 

to note that, early marriages remain a barrier to education as young 

girls are forced to drop out of school. This stands in direct conflict 

with the objectives of Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) that 

promotes gender equality and empowers women so as to combat HIV 

and Aids and other diseases.  

 

David Bishau (2010, 25) noted that, the Johane Marange just 

like Johane Masowe belongs to the world of people who neither write 

nor read many books, often because the majority are illiterate and are 

rarely understood when they express themselves. High school 

training is the preserve of the select few. The high rate of illiteracy has 

impacted negatively on their theological articulation of educational 

and health issues particularly in relation to women. It is painful to 

realise that, any form of family planning is passionately prohibited as 

devilish. Women who engage in any form of family planning are 

likened to murderers and put in the same rank as those who engage in 
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abortions. It is such a mentality that heavily exposes women to HIV 

and AIDS. Philemon Mutumwa, a Johane Marange sect member said: 

Family planning is against God’s law. We don’t use family 

planning. When a woman has many children, she’ll be naturally 

pouring out what would be inside her. There are human souls 

inside her spirit, so if she has only three children when she was 

destined to have 10, it means she has actually sinned against the 

other seven souls. Children who would have been prevented 

from coming into the world might have added value to society as 

journalists, soldiers and nurses (Newsday 2 February 2011). 

It is not surprising that as a result of many wives, some men 

in the sect might not be aware of the number of children they have; 

fulfilling critics’ claim that ‘a diet of wives is the only concern of 

Vapostori. Kristeva (1986, 140) found in her critique of the Judaic 

tradition, the bearing of the children as in fact the guarantee of 

permanence to the community, something motivating polygamy in 

the sect. In the Johane Marange sect, if a man has two, three or seven 

wives and the children; all become members of the sect. It is 

important to note that, the growth of the Johane Marange and Johane 

Masowe sects is as a result of their teachings on marriage and 

avoidance of family planning methods. Unfortunately that growth has 

reported painful cases where apostolic families arrange the marriage 

of their under-aged daughters to members of the sect.  

 

Bennetta Jules-Rosette (1975, 202) correctly noted that, the 

relationship between custom and change is not always correlative. 

The modern changes to various cultures cannot be under-estimated 

but what is clear is that, polygamy in apostolic sects like the Johane 

Marange have continued to be an issue to the Zimbabwean 

community at large and the government in particular. The Johane 

Marange sect still takes polygamy with some sense of pride but 

impacting badly on women in general and the girl child in particular. 

Even though there are awareness programmes that are run in the 

country, apostolic sects are secretive and exclusivistic in nature, such 
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that it is sometimes very difficult to help victims of polygamy 

particularly young girls. The awareness programmes will possibly not 

have impact considering that when President Mugabe attended the 

Johane Marange apostolic Passover feast, for whatever political, 

cultural or religious reasons best known to him; Mugabe donned at 

the feast in apostolic garbs and was quoted saying: ‚‘Our Constitution 

allows polygamy. We will not force people into monogamous 

marriages. It’s there even in the Bible -Solomon was not only given 

wealth but many wives‛ (Tongai Mudiwa, 2010). 

 

 
 

President Mugabe’s support of polygamy did not take into 

the consideration the loud outcries raised by the media, children and 

women activists against apostolic sects’ involvement in ‘child 

marriages’. The child marriages have resulted in small girls as old as 8 

years being married as fifth or sixth wives to old men. Zimbabwe Girl 
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Child Network Worldwide chief executive officer, Betty Makoni, once 

confirmed an urgent appeal on behalf of a 13 year old girl, a member 

of the Johane Marange Church in Rural Murehwa was rescued from a 

50 year old man with more than 5 wives. In addition to that, the sister 

of this girl who was 12 years old had also been married off to a 57 

year old man who already had 6 wives. She observed that, some of 

these young girls are forced to marry men who are older than their 

fathers. In another case, a 14 year old girl, Matipedza Svosve, of 

Marange district in Manicaland was married off to a 67 year old man. 

Although her marriage is not legally registered, it is customarily 

recognised, and the teenager is expected to live as a housewife and 

soon bear children. When Matipedza Svosve was asked about her 

feelings, she said that ‚I can’t go against the will of the Church elders 

and leave my husband in order to attend school. Besides, where 

would I go if I leave? My parents will not welcome me because of the 

apostolic belief‛ (Phyllis Kachere). The most unfortunate thing is that 

according to Church doctrine, she could not override her father’s 

decision to marry her off, let alone report to police. As for many 

villagers in the area and members of the Johane Marange sect around 

the country, there is nothing peculiar about Matipedza’s case. It has 

become normal for old men to marry girls young enough to be their 

great-grandchildren. Cases of child abuse go unreported and 

offenders’ are seldomly prosecuted (Roselyne Sachiti, 2011).These are 

types of marriages which I would classify as ‘forced marriages’ by 

other people or certain circumstances as in the case of apostolic sects. 

Some would rather prefer to call them ‘early marriages’.ii What is 

painful is that, the young girl did not want it and was not ready for it 

voluntarily, psychologically, sociologically, emotionally, ethically and 

religiously. Despite these challenges, most infamous marriages in the 

Johane Marange and Masowe sects are still arranged between adult 

men and under-age girls mostly against the consent of the girls. Such 

women and girls who are forced into such unions are religiously 

made to feel guilty and irreligious to opt out or run away. Child 

marriage is a violation of human rights and such marriages are a 
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disgrace to our society and Christianity as they infringe on the rights 

of women as well as expose young girls to HIV and AIDS. The future 

generation of the nation is put at risk. The task of teaching leaders and 

followers of these sects is huge as the majority of polygamous men in 

apostolic sects at one time married an underage girl. It is common to 

find that the Johane Marange men defending the sect’s policies of 

marrying off young girls arguing that, it has been their tradition for 

years and there is nothing wrong with the practice. According to the 

Girl Child Network, an estimated 8 000 girls in Zimbabwe have been 

forced into early marriages or were held as sex slaves in 2008 

(Roselyne Sachiti, 2011). 

 

It is such marriages that leave women as ‘part of the diet of 

sexually hyperbole’ men who are only interested in sexually self-

serving and not concerned about the future of young girls in their 

sects. This is despite the fact that, it is criminal under the recently 

enacted Domestic Violence Act as well as the Section 94 of the 

Criminal Law Codification and Reform Act to pledge a female person 

or to marry off an under-age girl. The age of sexual consent in 

Zimbabwe is 16 years, yet it is difficult to stop these marriages, as 

members of the Johane Marange and Masowe sects are complicit and 

secretive. The Union for the Development of Apostolic Churches in 

Zimbabwe-Africa (UDA-CIZA), a coalition of 160 apostolic sects in 

Zimbabwe, have tried to raise awareness among apostolic sect leaders 

on the dangers of early marriages. But in most cases, it faces serious 

resistance because of such radical beliefs. In some cases, the police has 

been the biggest let down in early forced child marriages as they are 

accused of having continued to turn a blind eye to these crimes, 

largely because police view these cases as not serious and because 

some of the sect leaders are highly networked with the authorities as 

explained by the UDA-CIZA programme manager, Edson Tsvakai 

(Phyllis Kachere). Caroline Nyamayemombe, gender officer at the 

United Nations Population and Development Agency (UNFPA) 

country office in Harare, says studies have confirmed that teenage 
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pregnancy is on the increase in Zimbabwe and a leading cause of 

maternal mortality.  She said that in apostolic sects: 

Young girls are married off to men often older than their own 

fathers. This scenario has significantly contributed to pregnancy 

complications in teenage mothers. These harmful cultural and 

religious practices are rampant in some districts in the country. 

Single adolescent girls who become pregnant are more likely to 

drop out of school, thus compromising their future earning 

capacity and becoming more likely to end in poverty. Maternal 

mortality and mortality from HIV/AIDS related causes become a 

reality for these girls and often lead or exacerbate poverty, most 

of which are not allowed to visit medical institutions. A pregnant 

teenager faces the risk of immature uterine muscles and mucous 

membranes that pose serious danger and a high risk of a 

ruptured uterus in cases of prolonged labour‛.  Apart from 

religious beliefs from these sects, poverty is one of the key 

reasons for early marriages, as UNFPA data have shown that 

about 80 percent of pregnant teenagers come from poor families 

who take marriage as a source of protection.  

 

Girls are usually encouraged to be married early. Women and 

children are seen as attached to some male contractor by marriage or 

parentage. As already mentioned marriage is strictly between 

members of the Johane Marange sect and any marriage outside that 

setting is radically sanctioned against or censored. There have been 

cases of parents who forcefully take back their daughters from their 

husbands for the only reason that they don’t belong to the Johane 

Marange sect particularly if the son-in-law is not prepared to convert 

to the sect. However, men are allowed to marry women who don’t 

belong to the sect provided the woman is prepared to become a 

member of the sect. Marriage is only pure as long as it is strictly 

within and by the members of the sect.  

 

To show their exclusiveness of other people, the Johane 

Marange sect has home-grown huts or maternity ‚hospital‛ in 
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makeshift tents and shacks of sacks, plastic or canvas for their patients 

especially women waiting to give birth and they claim such facilities 

will also cater for the spiritual needs of their followers. According to 

the 52 year old Mbuya Netsai Mohwa (The Herald, 10 August 2010):  

The popularity of the ‚hospital‛ had risen dramatically over the 

last five years and we’ve attended to members of our sect even 

from as far as Angola, Namibia and Zambia. The maternal 

service is strictly for Johane Marange members, but of late other 

people have come here seeking help. Our services here are for 

free and we don’t use any modern medication. We strictly use 

holy water as per our religious belief. When the women come 

here, we also consult the Holy Spirit which guides us concerning 

a particular patient’s problems. Because of some protracted 

problems foreseen by the Holy Spirit, the women can be here for 

up to five months until they deliver. When it’s imperative for a 

pregnant woman to stay here, she and her husband have to bring 

a tent, food, blankets and clothes. The husband can also stay, or 

he can visit. I gave birth to all my 10 children at home as per our 

church regulations which stipulate that we should not attend 

antenatal clinic and use only holy water....While hospitals use 

medicines to cure, we keep our faith in holy water. We’re against 

the idea of forcing people to take medication or vaccination 

against our religious belief. 

 

It is common to get reports of women who die from 

complicated pregnancies at such makeshift hospitals of the sect. Most 

of the women (giving birth there are not documented) are not given 

birth records to help them enrol their children for schooling and 

medication in conventional hospitals. Some of the victims are mostly 

young girls who were married off early above and fell pregnant early 

as noted. It is feared that hundreds if not thousands of girls die from 

birth complications as it is not easy to track how many underage girls 

die from such complications as such cases are mostly not reported to 

responsible authorities. In fact, victims of complicated births in the 

Johane Marange Church as well as other apostolic sects are quickly 
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buried soon after death. The doctrines of the sect as already 

mentioned are against anyone seeking treatment at a hospital. 

Recently released research by Harare-based non-governmental 

organisation Women and Law Southern Africa (WLSA) has shown 

that young girls in early marriages are likely to suffer birth 

complications, some of them resulting in death. The Herald (22 

January 2010) reported a painful death of a Johane Marange apostolic 

young woman in Buhera who died from such complications. 

However, it is the manner in which the Buhera death occurred that 

left villagers angry and they said: 

We just heard that this young woman of the Johane Marange sect 

had her first pregnancy with twins and the mid-wives failed to 

take out the children from the mother’s uterus on time resulting 

in three deaths. The midwives tried to save the children by 

pulling them out, but it was too late. What they only managed to 

do was to quickly bury them without reporting the case to the 

police. 

 

The WLSA study also revealed that those girls are prone to 

cervical cancer, suffer psychological trauma and encounter a host of 

problems, such as failing to deal with the social pressures that come 

with being a wife in a polygamous union.  

 

HIV and AIDS-The Way Forward 

What is interesting is that, just like any other religious Christian 

grouping in Zimbabwe, women constitute the majority of members. 

Yet with this polygamy debate, women are at the receiving end as 

polyandry is prohibited. Polygyny has painful effects on women and 

children in the face of HIV and AIDS. Yet the Johane Marange services 

are characterised by Bible reading and their sermons focus much on 

encouraging women to be submissive to their husbands. Critics argue 

that, the Johane Marange sect dogma has little theology save great 

deal of moralistic teachings that are not helpful to women particularly 

in relation to polygamy that involves marrying off of young girls. This 
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study is not meant to play feminist games but is motivated by the 

experience that young girls undergo when forced into marriages that 

are grounded on the religious beliefs of these sects. HIV and AIDS is 

killing people and it has not spared apostolic sects with their negative 

attitude towards modern family planning methods. As already noted, 

the apostolic sects’ highest rate of illiteracy, poverty and 

marginalization make women the hardest hit group from HIV and 

AIDS. Current statistical evidence shows that HIV and AIDS hits 

hardest the poor, the marginalized, the exploited individuals and the 

list equipped. If men in the apostolic sects are list equipped on HIV 

and AIDS, it then implies that women are the worst equipped as a 

result of the level of patriarchy in these sects and how sexuality issues 

are regarded. Women in the apostolic sects are marginalised as well as 

the list equipped in dealing with HIV and AIDS issues and the 

demands of its care. Musa Dube (2008, 101) noted that, women and 

young girls are among the poorest in the world because of their 

gendered identities. It is clear that with this anti-modern healthy 

methods attitude in the apostolic sects, women will continue to be the 

victims of polygamy, forced marriages and HIV and AIDS. Weinreich 

and Benn (2004, 40-45) rightly noted that, even though women face 

high infection rates, they carry the heavy burden of providing care. 

With these challenges for the apostolic women, the way forward is for 

the government, civic organisations and various ministries to put their 

heads together and socially engage apostolic sects in relation to their 

beliefs on polygamy, child marriages and family planning. Awareness 

campaigns must involve these apostolic sects on the consequences of 

such beliefs on millennium development goals, women’s rights and 

children’s rights. The awareness must help clarify that, by targeting 

apostolic sects it’s not a fight against their belief system as done in the 

past by missionaries and colonial administrators but it’s a matter of 

saving peoples’ lives and preparing the development of the nation.  
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Conclusion 

The study has shown that, the extent to which women are denied 

more authority through leadership roles in the Johane Marange and 

other apostolic sects is a clear pointer to the degree to which women 

cannot work for the uplifting of the girl child. Every Church in 

Zimbabwe has women as the main clients which urgently calls for 

their empowerment and help do away with cases of forced child 

marriages. The Bible as well as religion must not be used as an 

aberration tool against women. Times have changed to the tune that, 

it is no longer acceptable to view women as second-class citizens; a 

fact that must dawn on all apostolic sects in Zimbabwe. Women 

including young girls have rights that must be respected and must 

also meet the same Savior and the Church giving hope to them than 

making them feel that their presence in the Church is for them to get 

married and having many children. However, it is my belief that, 

society must accept couples who are already in polygamy marriages 

but must work hard to assist those in polygamous marriage to have 

successful marriages that realise the importance of engaging in 

modern family methods so as to fight against HIV and AIDS 

epidemic. This approach will help not to compound those people who 

have found themselves to be born in polygamous marriages. If the 

mainstream society, government and civic institutions are to heal 

society; they cannot afford to eliminate apostolic sects who are also 

objects of God’s love in their HIV and AIDS awareness programmes.  

 

Notes  
1‚Kurova Guva Ceremony‛-is a ritual performed immediately after death as 

the the spirit of the deceased is considered ‘unpredictable and dangerous’. 

This is the ritual called kurova guva or magadziro or kuchenura. Kurova guva 

often takes place between six months and two years after burial. The purpose 

of kurova guva is to bring back the spirit of the deceased from the grave to his 

hut to be in the midst of his descendants. The ritual is also associated with the 

final dissolution of the deceased’s estate, the inheritance of widows and the 

installation of the new family head who carries the name of the deceased. 

Because of the perceived importance of the ritual of kurova guva, the living 
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descendants of the deceased do their best to facilitate the spirit’s home-

coming. There are many steps taken before and after the actual kurova guva 

(Gundani 1994, 124). 

 
ii The term ‚early marriage‛ refers to both formal marriages and informal 

unions in which a girl lives with a partner married before age of 18, UNICEF, 

Forum on Marriage and the Rights of Women and Girls, 2005. The Forum on 

Marriage and Rights of Women and Girls as well as the United Nations 

Population Fund (UNFPA) (2003) defines early marriage, also known as child 

marriage, as ‚any marriage carried out below the age of 18 years, before the 

girl is physically, physiologically, and psychologically ready to shoulder the 

responsibilities of marriage and childbearing‛ (Otoo-Oyortey and Sonita Obi, 

2003, 8)  
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Abstract 
Due to precarious socio-economic ambience and the global publicity it 

has generated, sub-Saharan Africa has become synonymous with 

poverty, and Nigeria hosts the largest population of poor people in 

the region. Although several ideas have been generated domestically 

to address the scourge but the persistence of poverty in large scale 

explains the inherent limitations in government interventionist 

measures. Consequent upon this, the inauguration of the MDGs, 

which represents an attempt at combating poverty through global 

partnership for development, appears to constitute the key to 

Nigeria’s escape from poverty trap. Worrisomely however, the 

current progress towards the attainment of the goals is approximately 

at a snail’s pace. The paper therefore critically examines the problems 

and prospects of achieving a remarkable reduction in Nigeria’s 

poverty profile within the framework of the MDGs. To escape from 

the doldrums, the paper argues that sound reform practices are 

required.  

                                                 
10 Segun Oshewolo, is a Graduate Student in the Department of Political Science, 

University of Ilorin, Ilorin, Kwara State, Nigeria.  His areas of interest include 

development studies, poverty research and civil society. 
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Introduction 

The poverty situation in Nigeria is galloping. Despite several attempts 

by successive governments to ameliorate the scourge, Eze (2009:447) 

explains that the level of poverty is geometrically increasing (see also 

Okpe and Abu, 2009:205). Poverty is deep and pervasive, with about 

70 percent of the population living in absolute poverty (Okonjo-

Iweala, Soludo and Muhtar, 2003:1; the Punch Newspaper, 2009:14). 

The ballooning poverty situation notwithstanding, Nigeria is blessed 

with abundant resources. Chukwuemeka (2009:405) observes that the 

country is blessed with natural and human resources, but in the first 

four decades of its independence, the potentials remained largely 

untapped and even mismanaged (see also Omotola, 2008:497). Putting 

the problem in proper perspective, Nwaobi (2003:5) asserts that 

Nigeria presents a paradox. The country is rich but the people are 

poor. Given this condition, Nigeria should rank among the richest 

countries that should not suffer poverty entrapment. However, the 

monumental increase in the level of poverty has made the socio-

economic landscape frail and fragile. Today, Nigeria is ranked among 

the poorest countries in the world.  

 

Furthermore, available statistics present a pale picture of the 

situation. Extrapolating from the records of the Federal Office of 

Statistics, Garba (2006) submits that about 15 percent of the 

population was poor in 1960, but the figure rose to 28 percent in 1980. 

And by 1996, the incidence of poverty in Nigeria was 66 percent or 

76.6 million people. As remarked by Okpe and Abu (2009:205), the 

poverty level stood at 74.2 per cent in 2000. According to the United 

Nations Development Programme (2010: 64), the population in 

poverty is given as 68.7 million as at 2004. This is a very tragic 

situation when one considers the fact that Nigeria has realized over 

$300 billion in oil and gas revenues since independence (see Okonjo-

Iweala, Soludo and Muhtar, 2003). Awa (1983: 28) notes that up to 95 

percent of this great wealth is controlled by about .01 percent of the 



Africana                                                                                                   June/July 2011 

 

 

 

Vol. 5, No. 2                                                                                                              213 

 

population. Again, this explains the intensity of inequality in Nigeria.  

An analysis of the context reveals that poverty holds sway in the 

midst of plenty. Nigeria is the eight largest oil producing country in 

the world but it harbours the largest population of the poor people in 

sub-Saharan Africa, and is ranked 158th on Human Development 

Index. There is equally pervasive high-income inequality, which has 

perpetuated the concentration of wealth in the hands of few 

individuals (see Action aid Nigeria, 2009:5). However, this is an 

iniquitous practice that needs to be redressed.  

 

The fight against poverty has been a central plank of 

development planning since independence in 1960 and about fifteen 

ministries, fourteen specialized agencies, and nineteen donor agencies 

and non-governmental organizations have been involved in the 

decades of this crusade but about 70 percent of Nigerians still live in 

poverty (see Soludo, 2003: 27). Observers have unanimously agreed 

that successive government’s interventions have failed to achieve the 

objectives for which they were established (See Ovwasa, 2000:73; 

Adesopo, 2008; 219-222; Omotola, 2008:505-512). The failure to 

effectively combat the problem has largely been blamed on 

infrastructural decay, endemic corruption, and poor governance and 

accountability (see Okonjo-Iweala, Soludo and Muhtar, 2003:1). 

 

With the recognition of poverty as a common denominator in 

the global community (see Ovwasa, 2006:65; Development Assistance 

Committee, 2001; Nwaobi, 2003:2), the Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs) were adopted in September 2000. As reported by Social 

Watch (2008), the overall goal of the Millennium Declaration which 

gave birth to the MDGs was a reinstatement of commitment to free all 

men, women and children from the abject and dehumanizing 

conditions of extreme poverty by the year 2015.With reference to sub-

Saharan Africa including Nigeria, the inauguration of the MDGs more 

or less represents an exit strategy from poverty trap. The global 
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partnership for development which constitutes the substance of goal 8 

reflects the commitment of the industrialized North to the fight 

against poverty in the developing world through official development 

assistance. In view of the practical impact of the MDGs on the 

different dimensions of poverty in Nigeria, the MDGs have been fully 

domesticated through the creation of MDGs office. Despite the 

implementation of the MDGs in Nigeria and the activities of other 

poverty alleviation agencies, the scourge still remains widespread. 

Therefore, given this background analysis, the paper critically 

examines the problems and prospects of achieving a remarkable 

reduction in Nigeria’s poverty profile within the framework of the 

MDGs by the target year of 2015. 

 

 

Conceptual Dissection of Poverty 

There is no one-size-fits-all definition of poverty. This is obviously 

because the concept is a multi-dimensional in nature and can be 

approached from different perspectives. As a result, Eze (2009:446) 

submits that there is a plethora of literature on the concept of poverty. 

Quite a number of works have been done on the concept of poverty 

but rather than reaching a consensus on its meaning, scholarly works 

have proliferated alternative poverty concepts and indicators. This 

condition explains the complexity involved in the conceptual analysis 

and dissection of poverty. 

 

Maxwell (1992:2) asks a number of agitating questions 

bordering on the current terminology of poverty. Is poverty simply 

about the level of income obtained by households or individuals? Is it 

about lack of access to social services? Or is it more correctly 

understood as the inability to participate in society economically, 

socially, culturally and politically? According to Maxwell, the posers 

above reflects the complexity of measurement which mirrors the 

complexity of definition, and the complexity increases where 
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participatory methods are used and people define their own 

indicators of poverty. However, beyond the complexities, the posers 

represent the different dimensions of poverty from income and 

consumption poverty to vulnerability, deprivation, powerlessness and 

isolation.  

 

 The complexities above notwithstanding, different ideas have 

been expressed on the concept of poverty. The concept has been 

defined in absolute sense. The World Bank (2000) defines absolute 

poverty as ‘a condition of life degraded by diseases, deprivation and 

squalor. Again, in relative sense, poverty implies relative deprivation 

(see Bradshaw, 2006:4) However, Rocha (1998:1) notes that the 

persistence of chronic deprivation of basic needs nowadays makes 

absolute poverty the obvious priority in terms of definition, 

measurement and political action from the international point of view.  

 

 Gore (2002:6) explains the concept of ‘all-pervasive’ poverty. 

According to him, poverty is all-pervasive where the majority of the 

population lives at or below income levels sufficient to meet their 

basic needs, and the available resources even where equally 

distributed, are barely sufficient to meet the basic needs of the 

population. Gore reiterates further that pervasive poverty leads to 

environmental degradation, as people have to eat into the 

environmental capital stock to survive. When this happens, the 

productivity of key assets on which livelihood depends is greatly 

undermined.  

 

 Development Assistance Committee (DAC) (2001) posits that 

poverty encompasses different dimensions of deprivation that relate 

to human capabilities including consumption and food security, 

health, education, rights, voice, security, dignity and decent work. 

Nwaobi (2003:3) also identifies the dimensions highlighted by poor 

people to include lack of income and assets to attain basic necessities 
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(food, shelter, clothing and acceptable levels of health and education), 

sense of voicelessness and powerlessness in the institutions of the 

state and society; and vulnerability to adverse shocks. 

 

 Basically, the different approaches to poverty comprises 

deprivation, which focuses on the non-fulfillment of basic material or 

biological needs including such elements as lack of autonomy, 

powerlessness, and lack of dignity; vulnerability and its relationship 

to poverty; inequality which has emerged as a central concern; and 

the violation of basic human rights (see Shaffer, 2001:4). 

 

The juxtaposition of the conceptual analysis above and the 

practical reality in Nigeria reveals that there is high-level mass and 

pervasive poverty in the country. This explains why the attainment of 

the MDGs and poverty reduction in Nigeria require massive efforts 

from governments at all levels and other stakeholders including the 

international donors.  

 

 

Poverty Profile and the Failure of Government’s Interventions  

As noted by Ovwasa (2000:68), evidence abounds to illustrate that 

Nigeria is a poor nation. This position is justified because a large 

percentage of the population lives below the poverty line. Socio-

economic indicators also present a pale picture of the situation. Four 

decades after independence, Nigeria remains a poor country with an 

annual per capital income of barely $300. This figure is below the sub-

Saharan average of $450 (see AFPODEV, 2006). At the dawn of the 

third millennium, approximately 70 percent of the population still 

lived on less than US $1 a day, an indication of extreme poverty. Real 

GDP growth has remained sluggish averaging 3.5 per cent per annum 

since 2000 (see AFRODAD, 2005: iv & 1). Furthermore, Igbuzor (2006) 

observes that Nigeria is among the 20 countries in the world with the 

widest gap between the rich and the poor. According to Earth Trends 
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(2003), the total income earned by the richest 20 percent of the 

population is 55.7 percent while the total income earned by the 

poorest 20 percent is 4.4 percent. In terms of human development 

index, Nigeria is ranked 158th of the 159 countries surveyed in 2005 

(CIA World Fact Book, 2009; Oshewolo, 2010b).  

  

Using selected world development indicators, the life 

expectancy at birth in 2006 for male and female in Nigeria was 46 and 

47 years respectively. Between 2000 and 2007, 27.2 percent of children 

under five were malnourished. This is alarming compared to the 

figure of 3.7 percent between the same periods in Brazil, another 

emerging economy. Worse still, the mortality rate for children under 

five is given as 191 per 1000 births in 2006. This is unacceptably high 

compared to the figures of 69 per 1000 births in South Africa, 108 per 

1000 births in Togo and 120 per 1000 births in Ghana (see World Bank, 

2008; Oshewolo, 2010b). By economic rating, even on the continent of 

Africa, Nigeria is poorly ranked.  

 

 The pervasive poverty situation in Nigeria clearly betrays the 

high hopes at independence that the country would emerge as a major 

industrial haven in the world. The high hopes were hinged on the 

availability of abundant natural and material resources in the country. 

Today, Nigeria is ranked among the poorest economies in the world; a 

situation described in Nigeria’s political lexicon as a ‘bewildering 

paradox.’  

 

 In reaction to the horrendous poverty crisis in Nigeria, 

different interventionist programmes have been established by 

successive governments. Measures taken to combat poverty and 

promote development in the country actually started at the beginning 

of Nigeria’s statehood. This was achieved through the adoption of 

different development plans. However, literatures on development in 

Nigeria have categorized government’s efforts into two distinct time 



Africana                                                                                                   June/July 2011 

 

 

 

Vol. 5, No. 2                                                                                                              218 

 

frames or eras. These include the pre-SAP, SAP/post-SAP eras.  

 

The policies of the Pre-SAP era, described as essentially ad 

hoc, included Operation Feed the Nation (OFN), Free and 

Compulsory Primary Education (FCPE), Green Revolution, Low Cost 

Housing, River Basin Development Authorities (RBDA), National 

Agricultural Land Development Authority (NALDA), Agricultural 

Development Programme (ADP), Agricultural Credit Guarantee 

Scheme (ACGS), Strategic Grains Reserves Programme (SGRP), Rural 

Electrification Scheme (RES) and Rural Banking Programme (RBP) 

(see Garba, 2006; Omotola, 2008:506; Chukwuemeka, 2009:406). 

During the SAP era, which witnessed the worsening of the socio-

economic and political situation of the country, the government 

equally made some attempts to fight the scourge of poverty (Omotola, 

2008:506). These programmes included the Directorate for Food, 

Roads and Rural Infrastructure (DFRRI), National Directorate of 

Employment (NDE), Better Life Programme (BLP), People’s Bank of 

Nigeria (PBN), Community Banks Programme, Family Support 

programmes (FSP) and Family Economic Advancement Programme 

(FEAP) (See Garba, 2006; Eze, 2009: 447).  

 

 These antipoverty measures notwithstanding, poverty has 

consistently been on the increase in Nigeria, showing the 

ineffectiveness of the strategies and programmes. The policies of the 

pre-SAP and SAP eras obviously failed to eradicate poverty in 

Nigeria. During these periods, the poverty situation in Nigeria was 

steadily increasing. The failure of these measures has been attributed 

to lack of targeting mechanisms for the poor; political and policy 

instability; inadequate coordination of various programmes; several 

budgetary, management and governance problems; lack of 

accountability and transparency; and lack of mechanisms for the 

sustainability of the programmes (see Obadan, 2001:166-167; 

Oshewolo, 2010a). 
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 With the birth of democracy and inauguration of Nigeria’s 

fourth republic in 1999, the Poverty Alleviation Programme (PAP) 

came on board as an interim antipoverty measure (see Nwaobi, 

2003:16). As observed by Chukwuemeka (2009:447), the programme 

was targeted at correcting the deficiencies of the past efforts of 

alleviating poverty through the objective of providing direct jobs to 

200,000 unemployed people (see also Obadan, 2001:166-167). Despite 

the introduction of the Poverty Alleviation Programme, poverty 

incidence in Nigeria remained perpetually high. Following the 

ineffectiveness of the programme, the government came up with the 

National Poverty Eradication Programme (NAPEP) in 2001 (see 

Omotola, 2008:2009). According to Elumilade, Asaolu and Adereti 

(2006:70), the new programme has been structured to integrate four 

sectoral schemes which include Youth Empowerment Scheme (YES), 

Rural Infrastructure Development Scheme (RIDS), Social Welfare 

Service Scheme (SOWESS) and Natural Resources Development and 

Conservation Scheme (NRDCS). Although NAPEP appears to be well 

crafted but the prevalence of poverty in Nigeria and the various 

dimensions it has taken place the performance of NAPEP in the realm 

of prospective analysis.  

 

 Also worth mentioning is the National Economic 

Empowerment and Development Strategy (NEEDS) described as a 

medium term strategy. The implementation of NEEDS rests on four 

major strategies. First, it aims at reforming government and 

institutions by fighting corruption, ensuring transparency and 

promoting rule of law and strict enforcement of contracts. Another 

strategy is to grow the private sector as the engine of growth and 

wealth creation, employment generation and poverty reduction. 

Third, it seeks to implement a social charter with emphasis on 

people’s welfare, health, education, employment, poverty reduction, 

empowerment, security, and participation. The fourth key strategy is 

value reorientation (see Federal Government of Nigeria, 2004:4; 
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Omotola, 2008:511; Chukwuemeka, 2009:407). NEEDS is a national 

framework of action, which has its equivalent at the state and local 

government levels as State Economic Empowerment and 

Development Strategies (SEEDS) and Local Economic Empowerment 

and Development Strategies (LEEDS) respectively (AFPODEV, 2006). 

The implementation also stresses collaboration and coordination 

between the federal and state governments, donor agencies, the 

private sector, civil society, NGOs and other stakeholders (see Action 

aid Nigeria, 2009:7). As a home-grown strategy, NEEDS has been 

described as the Nigerian version of the MDGs (see AFPODEV, 2006).  

 

 The civilian administration that started in 2007 under the 

leadership of late President Umar Musa Yar’Adua proposed a Seven-

Point Agenda of development. The agenda later became the policy 

thrust of the administration. The main objectives and principles of the 

agenda include improving the general well-being of Nigerians and 

making the country become one of the biggest economies in the world 

by the year 2020. The agenda has critical infrastructure as the first key 

area of focus. This includes power, transportation, national gas 

distribution and telecommunication. The Second focus is to address 

the existing issues in the Niger Delta. Food Security constitutes the 

third priority area. The fourth area is human capital development and 

the land tenure reform is the fifth key area. The sixth key area is 

national security while the seventh area focuses on poverty alleviation 

and wealth creation. Although the Seven-Point Agenda appears to 

have a broad coverage to address the various development challenges 

facing the country, it has been widely criticized by development 

experts. The wide ambit of the programme may not allow for proper 

monitoring and effective implementation. Again resource constraints 

may hamper the capacity of the government to productively address 

the wide areas covered by the programme (see Oshewolo, 2010b).  
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 As laudable as these programmes appear, poverty still 

remains endemic and pervasive in Nigeria. What then are the 

challenges? According to Garba (2006), all the poverty alleviation 

initiatives in Nigeria since independence have yielded very little fruit. 

He claims that the programmes were mostly not designed to alleviate 

poverty; they lacked clearly defined policy framework with proper 

guidelines for poverty alleviation; they suffer from political 

instability, interference, policy and macroeconomic dislocations; and 

are riddled with corruption, political deception, outright kleptomania 

and distasteful looting. Furthermore, in an in-depth study conducted 

on the poverty situation in Nigeria, Oshewolo (2010a) claims that the 

underdeveloped nature of inter-sectoral governance system built on 

institutional interaction among sectors constitutes a serious challenge. 

The uncoordinated collaborative efforts between the state, market and 

civil society is hampering government’s interventionist programmes. 

The challenges above have made government’s policies to be largely 

unproductive. More worrisome is even the susceptibility of the MDGs 

to the same factors that dislocated and impaired previous 

interventions.  

 

 

Progress Report on the MDGs and the Challenges  

 Ban ki-moon (2007) remarks that we have just passed the 

midpoint in the race to reach the MDGs by the target date of 2015 and 

the global score card is mixed. He claims that some regions, 

particularly the sub-Saharan Africa, are not on track. AFRODAD 

(2005: iv) reports that despite rapid advances by some countries that 

show that the MDGs are achievable, most countries in sub-Saharan 

Africa including the populous nation of Nigeria are yet to mobilize 

resources, political and financial supports to meet specific global 

challenges, especially the fight against HIV/AIDS and weak fragile 

economies. These positions, sadly, reflect the practical realities in 

Nigeria. With the present State of affairs, the attainment of the MDGs 
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benchmarked for 2015 remains a daunting challenge. If the challenges 

are therefore not addressed, Nigerian may remain in the doldrums for 

a long time to come. However, it is worth remarking that certain feats 

have been achieved but the current rate of progress is approximately 

at a snail’s pace. The detail of the situation in Nigeria is shown below:  

 

Goal 1: Eradicate Extreme Poverty and Hunger  

Over the period of 1980-1996, the proportion of poor people 

rose from 28.1 per cent in 1980 to 65.6 per cent in 1996 

(AFPODEV, 2006). According to the United Nations 

Development Programme (2007), People living in poverty 

declined from 65.6% in 1996 to 54.4% in 2004 while 35 out of 

100 people live in extreme poverty and about 30 out of 100 

children are under-weight. Poverty incidence has been 

consistently higher in rural areas than urban areas while wide 

disparity occurs in poverty trend in the zones. Again, food 

crisis has become a critical dimension of Nigeria's poverty 

situation (see AFPODEV, 2006; the Punch Newspaper, 

2009:14; News Star, 2009:35-36). A nation that is not food 

secured cannot boast of development As observed by 

AFPODEV (2006), Nigeria's population growth is clearly 

unsustainable and has a direct bearing on the nation's socio-

economic development in the areas of per capita income, size 

of labour force, new jobs required and child dependency ratio 

among others. The 2005 MDG report reveals that the current 

rate of progress is too slow to meet the target benchmarked 

for 2015. If the current rate is maintained, poverty incidence 

would reduce to 43 per cent instead of 21.4 per cent by 2015.      

 

Goal 2: Achieve Universal Primary Education  

According to 2005 MDG report, the efficiency of primary 

education has improved over the years, as the primary six 

completion rate increased steadily from 65 per cent in 1998 to 
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83 per cent in 2001. It however declined in 2002 only to shoot 

up to 94 per cent in 2003. The United Nations Development 

Programme (2007) reports that in 2005 about 84 out of 100 

school age children attended school and an increasing 

number stayed there through to Grade 5. Net enrolment ratio 

in primary school education was 84.26% in 2005 as against 

81.1% in 2004. The literacy rate among 15-24 years olds also 

improved from 76.2% in 2004 to 80.20 in 2005. The success 

was bolstered by the implementation of the Universal Basic 

Education, improved policy environment and better 

intergovernmental coordination in the sector. The prospect of 

achieving the goal is therefore very bright.  

 

Goal 3: Promote Gender Equality and Empower Women   

The ratio of boys to girls in primary education improved from 

79% in 2004 to 81% in 2005 while the proportion of women in 

non-agricultural wage employment stood at 79% in 2005. The 

proportion of women in national parliament was 5.76% as 

against 30% target. Secondary school enrolment has increased 

for both males and females at the tertiary level (see United 

Nations Development Programme, 2007). From the report of 

UNICEF (2010), female adult literacy rate as a % of males 

between 2003 and 2007 is given as 80. In view of this situation, 

the incentives for parents to send their girl-children to school 

and keep them there should be strengthened (see United 

Nations Development Programme, 2007).  

 

Goal 4: Reduce Child Mortality  

Reduction of child mortality remains a key challenge. The 

infant mortality rate which was 91 per 1000 live births in 1990 

declined to 75 in 1999 only to shoot up again to 100 in 2003 

(MDG 2005 Report). As against the global target of 30/1000 

live births, in 2005, Nigeria had 110/1000 live births. Low 
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maternal education, low coverage of immunization, weak 

primary health care system, and high incidence of poverty 

and inequality and poor household practice accounted for 

high mortality rate. Under five mortality rate (per 1000 live 

births) improved from 201 in 2003 to 197 in 2004 as against the 

target of 64 in 2015 (see United Nations Development 

Programme, 2007). According to UNICEF (2010), under five 

mortality rate in 2008 is given as 186. The United Nations 

Development Programme (2007) reports that the Percentage 

of one-year olds fully immunized against measles rose from 

31.4 in 2003 to 50.0 in 2004. Yet wide disparities subsist 

between rural and urban centres and among geographical 

zones. Again, 64 per cent of births in Nigeria are classified as 

high risk birth. Approximately 88,400 of the 340,000 infant 

deaths each year representing 26 per cent are preventable if 

women practice healthy fertility behaviour (see AFPODEV, 

2006).  

 

Goal 5: Improve Maternal Health 

Maternal mortality also remains a daunting challenge. Nigeria 

has one of the highest levels of maternal mortality in the 

world, at approximately 1000 per 100,000 live births in the late 

1990s to 2001 (AFPODEV, 2006). The United Nations 

Development Programme (2007) reports that against a global 

target of less than 75/100,000 live births in 2015; Nigeria had 

800/100,000 live births in 2004. Rural areas and Northern 

regions are worse than the national average. About 15% and 

46% of rural and urban dwellers did not go for antenatal care 

while about 44% deliveries were attended to by skilled health 

care personnel. About 2 million women of reproductive age 

do not survive pregnancy or child birth in 2004. UNICEF 

(2010) reports that women that enjoyed access to antenatal 

care coverage at least once, and women attended to by skilled 
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health personnel between 2003 and 2008 were 58 per cent and 

39 per cent respectively. The challenges here include teenage 

pregnancy, child labour, child marriage, child disability, high 

cost of treatment, harmful cultural and social practices like 

female genital mutilation, low patronage of health 

infrastructures, and non-availability of health personnel 

especially in rural areas.  

 

Goal 6: Combat HIV-AIDS, Malaria and other Diseases 

Since the identification of the first HIV/AIDS case in mid 

1980s, the HIV prevalence rate has continually been on the 

increase, from 1.8 per cent to 5.8 per cent between 1991 and 

2001 (MDG 2005 Report). But the United Nations 

Development Programme (2007) reports that the HIV 

prevalence rate fell from 5.8% in 2001 through to 2005 to 4.4%. 

Prevalence across the states, however, varied significantly. 

Although AIDS-Orphans remain on the increase, the 

percentage of the people reporting the use of condom during 

sexual intercourse with non-regular partners increased. 

Malaria and TB remain public health problems. Malaria 

accounted for 60% of all outpatient attendance, 30% of all 

hospital admissions and 300,000 death annually. Blood 

transmission, unsafe injection and sexual practices are key 

drivers of HIV/AIDS while stigmatization and discrimination 

against people living with HIV/AIDS still remain rife. Poor 

sanitation and High cost of treatment accounted for the 

prevalence of malaria while poor reporting network and 

weak public education are responsible for the spread of TB 

(see United Nations Development Programme, 2007).  

 

Goal 7: Ensure Environmental Sustainability  

The country is endowed with abundant environmental 

resources but high population growth rate and increasing 
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demand for these resources threaten environmental 

sustainability (MDG 2005 Report). According to the United 

Nations Development Programme (2007), Nigeria’s rich 

environmental resources base is being undermined by 

deforestation (3.5% per annum), erosion, desertification, gas 

flare and oil pollution. Access to safe drinking water is 

improving but access to sanitation is still low while housing 

has reached a crisis point with only 31.0% having secured 

tenure. Environmental programmes need to be mainstreamed 

into the development agenda of federal, state and local 

governments while resources for environmental management 

should be increased appreciably.  

 

 

Goal 8: Develop a Global Partnership for Development 

The United Nations Development Programme (2007) reports 

that Nigeria has enjoyed the benefits of progressive 

partnership with the international community. The decision 

to exit the Paris Club creditors was finalized in 2005. Debt 

service as a percentage of exports of goods and services 

improved from 7.3% in 2004 to 3.4% in 2005, while foreign 

private investment also improved significantly. However, 

access of Nigeria’s Agricultural and Semi-processed goods to 

industrial countries market remains weak. Improved macro-

economic management, promoting transparent and 

accountable governance and substantial structural reforms are 

central to improved partnership (see also MDG 2005 Report).  

 

Given the current progress on the MDGs in Nigeria, the 

fundamental question now is whether Nigeria can or cannot attain the 

MDGs. Igbuzor (2006:4) observes that there is no straight forward 

answer to such question and that the answer can either be in the 

negative or affirmative. What appears to be real, however, is that 



Africana                                                                                                   June/July 2011 

 

 

 

Vol. 5, No. 2                                                                                                              227 

 

there are challenges. For instance, there is the problem of data. As 

reported Chiedozie (2010), the federal government has admitted that 

the efforts by the country to meet the MDGs by 2015 were being 

undermined by the lack of adequate data on the various 

interventionist programmes at all levels of government. Without 

adequate data, how do we evaluate performance and make further 

planning? No doubt, data is a huge challenge. In the report of the 

Centre for Democracy and Development (2007), accurate and timely 

statistical figures including gender disaggregated data must be in 

place for effective economic development planning to take place in 

Nigeria.     

 

Also, the Official Development Assistance which comes 

mainly from OECD countries to bridge the financing gap and 

promote economic development in the developing world has been 

observed to be generally low in Nigeria. According to AFRODAD 

(2005:13), ODA per capital was less than US $ 1 at independence in 

1960. It rose more or steadily to US$ 2 in 1970. Thereafter, aid per 

capital fell steadily reaching US $ 0.388 in 1979. It began to rise, 

reaching a peak of US $ 3.7 in 1989. It began to fall afterwards and 

reached a low rate of US $ 1.2 in 1999. Again, in 2003, aid per capital 

began to rise and amounted to US $ 2.33. The MDG Report (2005) 

shows that the level of Official Development Assistance is increasing 

but still very low. Worrisomely, as observed by Shua (2010), aid often 

comes with a price of its own for developing nations like Nigeria: aid 

is often wasted on conditions that the recipient must use overpriced 

goods and services from donor countries; most aid do not actually go 

to the poorest who would need it the most; aid amounts are dwarfed 

by rich countries protectionism that denies market access for poor 

countries products; aids may fail to help the vulnerable, as aid money 

can often be embezzled. These factors explain why Nigeria has not 

been able to mobilize resources to combat poverty and achieve the 

MDGs.  
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Again, the level of foreign direct Investment (FDI) inflow into 

Nigeria is quite low. An examination of the data reported by 

AFRODAD (2005:16) reveals that FD1 as a percentage of GDP 

exceeded 3% for only two years between 1970 and 1992. Although the 

ratio increased to 8% in 1994, it had declined to 2% by 2003. Between 

2000 and 2003, the ratio of FDI to GDP averaged a mere 2.3%. These 

inflows into Nigeria are rather low and compare quite unfavorably 

with the high inflows into Asian countries, especially China (see also 

Shua, 2010). AFRODAD (2005:17) reports further that with an average 

annual investment rate of barely 16% of GDP, Nigeria is far behind 

the minimum investment rate of about 30% of GDP required to reach 

a growth rate of at least 7.8% percent per annum and achieve the 

MDGs by 2015. More so, what appears to be more worrisome is the 

fact that the Nigerian economy remains largely undiversified. The oil 

sector, which attracts the most of FDI generates nearly 95% of total 

export earnings and obviously constitutes the mainstay of the Nigeria 

economy.    

 

Furthermore, the Centre for Democracy and Development 

(2007) reporting the Kaduna Declaration on the MDGs identifies the 

key challenges to poverty reduction and the attainment of the MDGs 

in Nigeria. It is observed that poverty eradication requires the 

transformation of the Nigeria economy towards the path of 

sustainable industrialization that is anchored on job creation and 

elimination of social inequality. This is not possible within the present 

content of insufficient public investment in the country. Over the 

years, there seems to have been a deliberate and continuing 

curtailment of public expenditure on social service such as education 

and health. Where as UNESCO has set the benchmark that developing 

countries like Nigeria need to allocate 25% of their national budget on 

education, Nigeria’s budgets allocate between 10 – 12% only. 

Similarly, where as WHO recommends that 15% of national budget be 

allocated to health, the figure in the last decade has been less than 
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10%. This is further worsened by the fact that the actual release from 

the budget has been far less than the allocation. Additionally, effective 

utilization of the little that gets released is hampered by endemic 

corruption in the country.  

 

 Recognizing that gender is a cross-cutting issue in the MDGs 

and that gender equality and women’s empowerment are major 

strategies towards the MDGs, the Centre for Democracy and 

Development (2007) however observed that the non domestication of 

the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 

against Women (CEDAW) and the failure to pass gender based bills 

before the National Assembly may hamper Nigeria’s aspiration of 

achieving the MDGs by 2015.  

 

 Again, the poor notion of governance in Nigeria, which has 

adversely affected the culture of the inter-sectoral partnership 

constitute another challenge. State dominance in development 

activities does not automatically sum up to good governance. It has 

been observed that we live in a three-sector world comprising the 

state, market and civil society; and that the strategic collaboration 

between these entities will produce a positive impact on poverty 

reduction and the attainment of the MDGs (see Oshewolo, 2010). The 

previous policies on poverty reduction in Nigeria have been 

dominantly designed and implemented by the state. Where inputs 

from other sectors were allowed, such were not properly coordinated 

for effective impacts on the poor population (see Oshewolo, 2010). 

This condition has negatively affected the developmental impacts of 

both the private sector regarded as the engine of economic growth 

and the civil society that possesses the capacity to influence 

development policies.  

 

 The menace of corruption constitutes another problem. 

Political office holders are fond of diverting public funds meant for 
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development into private use. Public officers who are supposed to be 

responsible public servants have become emergency multi-

millionaires by diverting public funds to feather their nest. The 

Chairman of the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) 

reveals that over $6 billion has been recovered from past indicted 

former public office holders and businessmen since inception in 2003 

(The Punch Newspaper, 2010:2).  In view of this, the Transparency 

International through its Corruption Perceptions Index has 

consistently ranked Nigeria in the club of world worst corrupt 

countries. Nigeria’s closest competitors between 2000 and 2003 

included Bangladesh, Haiti, Paraguay and Cameroon. These countries 

are all developing. It therefore appears that corruption constitutes a 

major generalization in the Third World. Given the multi-dimensional 

nature of the situation in Nigeria and the pedigree of the people 

affected (largely public office holders), the country has been described 

as hyper corrupt. The phenomenon equally reinforces inequality by 

widening the gap between the rich and the poor. The problem has 

also produced a corrosive effect on the economy by further 

compounding the financing gap and leaving the masses greatly 

deprived. 

 

Given the precarious conditions above, it has been observed 

that Nigeria has the possibility of achieving only three out of the eight 

Millennium Development Goals by the target year of 2015. The 

Universal Primary Education, environmental stability, and Global 

Partnership for Development. Achieving the remaining five goals 

therefore remain a fundamental challenge (see Igbuzor, 2006:2; Centre 

for Democracy and Development, 2007)  

 

 

Escaping from the Doldrums  

Despite the Plethora of arguments pointing to the daunting challenges 

of alleviating poverty and achieving the MDGs in Nigeria, we can 
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safely say there are prospects. However, the prospects of attaining the 

MDGs do not preclude the need to deepen governmental and 

structural reforms. Since independence, successive governments in 

Nigeria have embarked on different reforms with little results. But in 

contemporary development thinking, the frequency and volume of 

reforms is not the defining principle. The modern practice revolves 

round the ability to make suitable reforms backed with the political 

will to catalyze them in the face of prevailing circumstances. Again, 

very necessary is the adoption of participatory reform instruments. In 

this way, making reforms flexible and elastic enough to accommodate 

the vital contributions of the different sectors of the society, will 

promote positive reform outcomes.  

 

Pursuant to the foregoing, given the prevailing poverty 

situation in Nigeria, the various stakeholders have different roles to 

play. There is the need for a national development plan that links the 

various development programmes and integrates the MDGs into the 

perspective plan. The creation of the MDGs office by the executive is a 

catalyst in this direction. However, strategic partnership and 

collaboration among the various stakeholders is required for success 

to be achieved. The involvement and participation of the relevant 

stakeholders will promote collective ownership of the development 

plan as against previous practices and strategies largely dominated by 

the state. Cooperation and collaboration between governments at all 

levels, the private sector, civil society and even the donor community 

will promote better harmonization and implementation of pro-poor 

policies.  

 

 Importantly, the culture of corruption in the official and 

public sector would have to be addressed. To effectively address the 

problem, the much publicized anti-corruption posture of government 

would have to be strengthened. The activities of the various anti-

corruption agencies such as the Independent Corrupt Practices and 
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Other Related Offences Commission (ICPC), the Economic and 

Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC), the Code of Conduct Bureau 

and Due Process Office require institutional energization. Again, there 

is need for value re-orientation among the populace.  

 

 The role of the private sector is equally important to poverty 

reduction and the attainment of the MDGs in Nigeria. According to 

the African Development Bank (2002:15), the private sector can 

contribute to poverty reduction in two major ways. First, it can be the 

engine of economic growth with strong contributions to employment 

and higher incomes, especially for those involved in agricultural 

production and trade. Secondly, the private sector can contribute to 

the development of infrastructure and the efficient delivery of social 

services, including education, health, water and energy. Furthermore, 

to realize the private sector’s potential, it is essential to create an 

enabling environment conducive to increasing investment and 

promoting both national and domestic entrepreneurs. However, the 

enabling environment should include better macro and sectoral 

policies, greater institutional capacity, reformed legal and judicial 

systems, and improved social and physical infrastructure (see African 

Development Bank, 2002:15-16). The social and economic ambience 

above will prevent the private sector from being an appendage of 

government and enable it act as a true engine of growth in the 

economy.  

 

 The role of civil society organizations as watchdog on 

government policies and programmes should be encouraged. The 

civil society must not only analyze budget and other economic 

development policies, they must begin to work towards producing a 

shadow report on the current progress on the MDGs and the 

implementation of budgets in the country (Centre for Democracy and 

Development, 2007). In the submission of AFRODAD (2005:19), 

without the active role of development oriented NGOs (those 
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providing related services and interventions in health, education and 

social welfare; and the advocacy oriented NGOs (those putting 

pressure on government on issues related to democracy, human 

rights, trade justice, and better aid management), the over all debate 

over development especially on trade, debt and aid would have been 

totally one sided. Civil society organizations possess the capacity to 

generate and effectively manage aids as well as capacity to capture 

private investment (AG-CS, 2007; Allard and Martinez, 2008). This 

capacity is necessary to overcome resource constraints in 

development administration. Some civil society organizations 

engaged in the campaign against poverty eradication include Civil 

Society on Poverty Eradication (CISCOPE), the Pro-Poor Governance 

Network, Civil Society Action Coalition on Education for All, Civil 

Society for HIV and AIDS in Nigeria, among others (see Action aid 

Nigeria, 2009:7). An enabling environment, which should include 

sound legal framework and executive friendliness, should be created 

to enhance their performance in the area of poverty reduction.  

 

AFRODAD (2005) recognizes the important role played by the 

donor community. Since the level of ODA in Nigeria is low and has 

been declining during the past decade, there is a lot that the donors 

can do in order to assist the Country to achieve the MDGs. As 

reported by the United Nations Development Programme (2004: 59), 

low level inflow of ODA is a constraint to the achievement of the 

MDGs. An upward review in the amount of ODA inflow to Nigeria 

would therefore be necessary. Beyond aid and grant, the development 

partners have an important role to play by ensuring a better 

environment for trade. Democratizing the WTO to give the poor 

countries like Nigeria a stronger voice is important. Good 

international trade rules can create an enabling environment for 

poverty reduction (see AFRODAD, 2005:22) 
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Concluding Remarks  

Due to precarious socio-economic ambience and the global publicity it 

has generated, sub-Saharan Africa has become synonymous with 

poverty, and Nigeria hosts the largest population of poor people in 

the region. From the 1980s, the poverty situation in Nigeria has been 

galloping as empirical studies have shown. For an average Nigerian, 

to achieve a dignified living condition in a truly human sense is 

difficult. Poverty is more endemic in the rural areas and the Northern 

zones still demonstrate no hope of escaping extreme poverty. 

However, since independence, successive governments have made 

different attempts to combat the scourge, but the failure of the 

interventions explains the inherent limitations in domestically 

generated ideas on poverty reduction. Poor governance, official 

kleptocracy, weak legislative framework and poor budgeting culture 

have largely been responsible.  

 

 The inauguration of the Millennium Development Goals, 

coupled with the entrenchment of official development assistance 

from the industrialized North to the underdeveloped South including 

Nigeria, represents a potential exit strategy from poverty trap. For this 

postulation to work, the promotion of good governance, sound reform 

practices, effective involvement of the private sector and civil society 

are required. Again, the present global system and the regime of 

international trade would need to be made more democratic. This will 

empower poor countries and also reduce the vulnerability of their 

economies to the adverse effects of globalization. More importantly, 

domestic macro and sectoral policy reforms are needed to set the 

country on the path of steady economic growth. This will contribute 

immensely to poverty reduction and the attainment of the MDGs.  
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