

[image: image]




Afro-Communitarian Democracy


African Philosophy: Critical Perspectives and Global Dialogue

Series Editors: Uchenna B. Okeja, Rhodes University; and Bruce B. Janz, University of Central Florida

Editorial Board: Anthony Appiah, Valentine Mudimbe, Gail Presbey, Achille Mbembe, Robert Bernasconi, Samuel Imbo, Tsenay Serequeberhan, Thaddeus Metz, Katrin Flikschuh, Niels Weidtmann, Christine Wanjiru Gichure, Kai Kresse, Joseph Agbakoba, Souleymane Bachir Diagne, Dismas. A. Masolo, Pedro Tabensky

The African Philosophy: Critical Perspectives and Global Dialogue book series aims to promote emerging critical perspectives in different branches of African philosophy. It serves as an avenue for philosophers within and between many African cultures to present new arguments, ask new questions, and begin new dialogues within both specialized communities and with the general public. By merging the critical and global dimensions of thoughts pertaining to important topics in African philosophy, this series beams the lights and rigor of philosophical analysis on topical as well as classical questions reflective of the African and African diaspora search for meaning in existence. Focused on the best of African philosophy, the series will introduce new concepts and new approaches in philosophy both to intellectual communities across Africa, as well as the rest of the world.

Titles in the Series

A Discourse on African Philosophy: A New Perspective on Ubuntu and Transitional Justice in South Africa, by Christian B. N. Gade

Disentangling Consciencism: Essays on Kwame Nkrumah’s Philosophy, edited by Martin Odei Ajei

The Rule of Law and Governance in Indigenous Yoruba Society: An Essay in African Philosophy of Law, by John Ayotunde Isola Bewaji


Afro-Communitarian Democracy



Bernard Matolino 

LEXINGTON BOOKS

Lanham • Boulder • New York • London


Published by Lexington Books

An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706

www.rowman.com

6 Tinworth Street, London SE11 5AL, United Kingdom

Copyright © 2019 The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data Available

ISBN 978-1-4985-8828-7 (cloth : alk. paper) 

ISBN 978-1-4985-8829-4 (electronic)

[image: ] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.


To the memory of two amazing friends Tinofa Marlven Murashi and Francis Muramwa


Contents

Acknowledgements

Introduction

1  African Polities of Failure

2  Consensus as Communitarian

3  The Values of Communitarian Democracy

4  Modern African Communitarianism

5  Structure of Modern Afro-Communitarianism

  Bibliography

Index

  About the Author


Acknowledgments

The research on which this work is based was made possible by a Council for the Development of Social Science Research in Africa (CODESRIA) 2015 Post-Doctoral Fellowship Program funded by SAREC, NORAD, and DANIDA.

The first draft of this manuscript was completed during the winter break of 2016 at the Howard College campus of the University of KwaZulu-Natal. I am grateful to all my colleagues on that campus for providing me with a wonderful and enabling work station.


Introduction


The political sphere on the African continent is problematic for many reasons. It is not uncommon to come across large patches of Africa that are ravaged by avoidable hunger and disease, underdevelopment, material poverty, and general squalor. All these conditions of material deprivation can be directly traced to the poverty that exists in the political sphere. Some of the problems in the political sphere are a direct result of irresponsible behavior of various leaders, others are partially due to the unfortunate histories of Africa, and yet others may be as a result of weak structures that allow dictatorship and personal rule to thrive unfettered. While there could be reasonable explanations, from the academy, about the causes of the myriad of the problems most parts of the continent are facing, there is a lack of any attempt at theorizing about polities that could be useful for the African condition. The biggest problem with Africa has been its reliance on and use of foreign democratic practices. While these practices have worked in their places of origin, as a result of factors that support those practices, they seem to have had a hard time on the continent. Not only has the Western version of democracy been forcibly implemented on the continent, but social structures and attendant beliefs that must sustain it are largely absent. This does not mean that Africans are averse to democracy. What it simply calls for are attempts to develop political theories of democracy that may be suited for this continent. However, this project of finding suitable modes of democracy for the continent must not be rooted in ideological proclivities of either finding an African essence or retrieving a long gone past. What needs to be done is to find a democratic theory that satisfies democratic conditions yet at the same time is sufficiently grounded in local conditions. I argue that this can be achieved through communitarian democracy.

My main aim in this project is to set out a new path of African communitarian political theory. Since the arrival of independence in the 1950s, the postulates that have dominated theoretical discussions, in African philosophy at least, are African socialism and democracy by consensus. The former was advanced by the founding fathers of independent Africa. In their quest to find a suitable political system that would effectively govern the newly independent states, while at the same time giving an authentically African interpretation of social and economic structures, these fathers of independence advanced theories in support of African socialism. However, and quite unfortunately for its proponents, both the theory and practice of socialism have largely been discredited and it has been allowed to rest. What followed this flurry of socialist activity was a dearth of political philosophical theorization on the continent. A significant portion of philosophical effort was invested in trying to demonstrate the existence of philosophy in the African context, topics proper to this philosophy, and, at times, how different this philosophy is from its Western counterpart. Thankfully, Kwasi Wiredu boldly changed the scene through his innovative tracing of the naturalness of democracy to this continent and subsequent argument for democracy by consensus. This endeavor was identified by Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze as a project of the return to the source much like what socialists had attempted. Crucially, though, both projects were committed to different visions of what the new polity should look like. Socialism, for instance, favored one-party politics whereas consensus favored a nonparty polity. Of late consensus has met a small but growing and formidable amount of scholarly objections to its viability. I am convinced that consensual democracy could suffer the same theoretical fate met by socialism. What I think both these theories have in common is an appeal to a certain communitarian ethos as a founding substructure of economic, political, and social reality. Further, I suggest, both theories fail to articulate their exact commitment to communitarianism or are simply not inclined to do so. That could be a problem on its own as we could be forced to work out what the exact communitarian underpinnings are. But an even more troubling aspect of communitarianism is the heated disagreement on the correct interpretation of what communitarianism really amounts to and what its commitments are vis-à-vis the regime of individual rights, the appropriate conceived relationship between the individual and the community and attendant individual freedoms.

What I seek to do in this book is to straddle between the debates on the nature of African communitarianism and the theoretical limits of socialism and consensual democracy. Specifically, I seek to transcend both socialism and consensual democracy by arguing for a political theory that is rooted in a restated Afro-communitarianism. I seek to achieve this through two moves. Firstly, I seek to appraise the shortcomings of African socialism and democracy by consensus as modes that are representative of a defensible version of communitarianism. Secondly, I seek to develop the political commitment of limited communitarianism (Matolino 2014). In my view, this version of communitarianism avoids the traditional problems associated with old accounts of communitarianism. What I seek to do, then, is to advance what its political commitment is and how this commitment leads to a far more refined political theory than the two communitarian antecedents of socialism and consensus. While my theory is democratic in nature, it is to be understood as deeply rooted in the politics and structures of communitarianism. What this seeks to achieve is a demonstration of how, if properly understood, communitarianism can be fashioned as a democratic theory that is both sensitive to the individual needs of community members while at the same time succeeding in securing common interests between community members that enable the community not only to cohere but also to remain a stable political unit.

The promise of this project depends on my successful development of an acceptable version of communitarianism as a forerunner to the polity I have in mind. It also crucially depends on showing the superiority of that polity in respect of securing both communal and individual rights without either causing tension between the two, commonly suspected, “dichotomies.” I therefore envisage this work as a contribution to projects of democratic consolidation by narrowing differences between communitarian and individualistic commitments as well as ridding this prospective polity of inherent instabilities that have characterized successive African polities.

This book is divided into five chapters. In the first chapter I outline two epochs characterizing African polities of failure. The first epoch, represented by Nyerere as an illustrative figure, points to the betrayal of communitarianism by socialists’ skewed interpretations of the very foundations of communitarianism. I seek to show that this interpretation led to the betrayal of the ideals of communitarianism through an appeal to an ideal African past. Not only did leaders such as Nyerere have a false understanding of communitarianism, they were also immersed in their own theoretical interpretations of African reality. Their chosen path was neither authentic nor helpful to the citizenry of the continent. The second epoch which comes after the socialist interlude, largely characterized by the quest to democratize, did not do the communitarian polity any good. While trying to develop liberal democratic ideals, as exemplified by the case of South Africa, sight was lost on developing communitarian ideals that could have been a more useful informant of a polity that is well suited for Africa.

In the second chapter I attempt to outline what I consider to be plausible grounds on which consensual democracy seeks to be a communitarian-based polity. In response to this attempt, I argue that consensus betrays the values of communitarianism by its alliance with a radical form of communitarianism. Such an unduly emphasis on the reality of the community, or prioritization of the community over the individual, leads to an indefensible polity that whittles the rights of the individual to insignificance.

In the third chapter I begin to set foundations of transcending essentialized communitarianism in African thought. I search for clues of what a non-essentialized African communitarian polity would look like. This will lead to the fourth chapter where I attempt to develop a modern version of communitarianism that is free of the essentialization of African traditional values and descriptions of folk communitarianism.

In the fifth and final chapter I set out what the structure of modern African communitarianism is, as specifically informed by three crucial issues: the purpose of philosophy, the reality that Africans exist in, and the nature of human relations which ultimately constitute a sense of community.

This book is largely conceived in positive terms. This means that large parts of this book are devoted to developing an account that I think most suitable as politics of communitarianism on the continent. I depart from normal philosophical critique as a necessary part of a philosophical project and concentrate on developing a more detailed outline of the Afro-communitarian theory of governance I have in mind. In my advocacy of the Afro-communitarian polity, I will not seek to show that it is a desirable polity by criticizing either consensus or socialism. Rather, in pointing out the inadequacies of consensus and socialism, I seek to construct a more sound interpretation of communitarianism that may be well suited to Africa’s current station and ongoing struggles. This does not mean that there are no plausible weaknesses to be targeted in consensus and socialism. Surely there are innumerable weaknesses that can be shown to be naturally attendant to these homegrown polities. However, my project will not benefit from pointing out these criticisms or expanding on those that already exist. What will be most profitable, for purposes of an outline of the Afro-communitarian polity I wish to defend here, is to actually concentrate on the details of its basic assumptions and what its core claims amount to. These assumptions include, among other things, the appropriate manner of conceiving the relationship that exists between the individual and the community, in a communitarian scheme, the duties that the individual is conceived to have toward her community and how those duties impact our understanding of individual rights, as well as the constitutive elements of what my notion of community is. There is a great deal of debate around these notions in African philosophy. By navigating through these debates I wish to arrive at a philosophically persuasive outline of what an appropriate understanding of community should be. My main interest is the political aspect of this community. The manner in which we conceive communities to be constituted have a direct impact on how we choose to shape political institutions. If a polity, such as the one I suggest here, is conceived as Afro-communitarian, there are two obvious aspects that need to be attended to. The first aspect is, of course, how we choose to understand the notion Africa, from which Afro is derived. Do we choose to have a traditionalistic and past-looking understanding or we take Africa to be an ever-unfolding reality? There are two competing aspects in this regard, among some of the most influential philosophers on the continent. On one extreme we have an unbending view of what the notion of Africa and its people really are. This view is largely informed by an unfettered appreciation and admiration of traditional Africa’s social and political organization. While it should not be read, charitably, to be the case that there are direct calls for a return to this past, there are vigorous arguments made in support of the admirable features of this past. Derivatively, the idea of community that proceeds from this Afro specification of communitarianism is one that insists on the primacy of the community over the individual. The opposite end of this view understands Africa to be a reality that is constantly changing, one that has been affected by irreversible incidents and one that has to develop new understandings of what it is to be African and Afro-communitarian. My sympathies lie with the latter view.

However, what has not been detailed in extant literature and arguments is what the precise nature of the Afro-communitarian polity will look like. What is always taken for granted are the facts of this place called Africa and its people. What is also taken for granted is the idea that Africa is a place that valorizes the notion of community. This notion of community is taken to be what binds Africans together, distinguishes them from the rest of the world’s inhabitants, and indeed is largely responsible for Africans’ worldview. By worldview I do not refer to ethnophilosophical assumptions of group thinking, but I refer to how people understand themselves as situated beings in relation to other similarly situated beings. I refer to what they choose to value and the reasons they offer for those values. Afro-communitarian values are a distinct sort of values from utilitarianism or Kantianism, so says Thaddeus Metz (2007). This presupposes that there is a compelling commitment on the part of Africans that make their sort of values different from ones that are common and defended in other parts of the world. If such values were to be said to exist with certainty, their distinctness as African is established. The communitarian notion that proceeds from such a distinct African view is one that is only natural to this place. This view, then, means that whatever polity we develop should be one that is distinctly of this place. Though communitarian politics is found all over the world, the one that is of this place is different from that found anywhere else. It is therefore my task
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