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Abstract

Scholars from within and outside Africa, have stigatheorised on the
best way forward for Africa’s turbulent demarche werds
democratization. The propositions usually gengraénter on how
best to alleviate Africa’s social, economic andifcdl problems by
proposing pragmatic solutions towards the consdiaa of
“successful” liberal democracies to accelerate thpolitical
development of African states as well as cateh& docio-economic
prosperity of African peoples. The scholars oftisregard the
argument that liberalism cannot by itself effed§vbring about the
social, economic, political and environmental triormation needed
in African states. Hence, in opposition to thevaikng discourse’s
pervasive adherence to liberal democratic princplevith its
disciplinary apparatus of citizenship educatiornisthaper interrogates

87



Sustainable Human Development Review, Vol. 3, 38, Dec. 2011

similar ideas advanced by Ali A. Abdi in his amiclIDemocratic
Development and Prospects for Citizenship Educatibmeoretical
Perspectives on Sub-Saharan Africa. It examinesdi’'®\b
uncomplicated conception of liberal democracy anchesne to
“Africanize” it, towards interrogating the view thaAfricans should
accept liberal democratic principles as their stag point. It analyzes
Abdi’'s position on citizenship education in order highlight the
ambiguous meaning of citizenship in African soegetand Abdi's
contradictory position of advocating democratizatisghrough the
creation of politically engaged citizens, while gegting an
undemocratic approach to citizenship education.

Introduction

Ever since Africa’s “decolonization” and turbules@marche towards
democratization, scholars from within and outsidec&, have steadily
advanced theoretical ideas on the best way fon{sed Hyden, 1983;
Banya & Elu, 2001; Sefa Dei, 2000, Abdi, 2008; &adozie, 2003).
Usually well intentioned, these propositions gelhgraconcern
themselves with how best to alleviate Africa’s shiceconomic and
political problems by proposing pragmatic solutiotwvards the
consolidation of “successful” liberal democraci@hese democracies,
it is believed, would accelerate the political depenent of African
states as well as cater to the socio-economic pritgpof African
peoples.

Yet, in seeking to transform the crippling soci@m&omic
circumstances of African states, especially thasghsof the Sahara,
many of these scholars often disregard the neadliization,
Imperialism and failures of western liberal demo@a upholding
them as an exemplar for African states. But. agidDBEarvey argues
in A brief history of Neoliberalispthe American liberalism, so often
privileged as worthy of emulation by these thesrighas quickly
descended into neo-liberalism, with much of theiadaafrastructure
built by American middle and working class citizehging the 1960’s
and 1970’s decimated by corporate interest (Har2e97).
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A growing corporate interest that has also conteduto
Africa’s underdevelopment and lack of democrataatiis the
imposition of structural adjustment programs féaiéd by America’s
Imperial organs of the World Bank and the Intemrai Monetary
Fund (IMF). Yet, this accumulation of internatibreapital has not
been to the benefit of most American citizens, enthct, as Wendy
Brown argues, American liberalism has declined uochsa state that
many of its citizens love, but are no longer dasrof, freedom and
equality, even its liberal variety; and what's motigey are also little
‘distressed’ by the increasing “concentrations oflitgal and
economic power” in the hands of upper class (p.692)

Nevertheless, one needs not look as far as thdilveralisation
of Western states or liberalism’s steady declinargue that liberalism
cannot by itself effectively bring about the socitonomic, political
and environmental transformation needed in Afrisaates. Hence, in
opposition to the prevailing discourse’s pervasdierence to liberal
democratic principles with its disciplinary appaatof citizenship
education, this paper shall interest itself in rirdgating similar ideas
advanced by Ali A. Abdi in his articlddemocratic Development and
Prospects for Citizenship Education: Theoreticatdpectives on Sub-
Saharan Africa At stake will be to examine Abdi’'s uncomplicated
conception of liberal democracy and scheme to Ua&imize” it,
towards interrogating the view that Africans showdcept liberal
democratic principles as their starting point. amalysis of Abdi's
position on citizenship education will then be unaleen to highlight
the ambiguous meaning of citizenship in Africanisthes and Abdi's
contradictory position of advocating democratizatithrough the
creation of politically engaged citizens, while gagting an
undemocratic approach to citizenship education. wél@r, before
engaging in these analyses, a summary of his angisimenecessary.

Summary of Abdi’'s arguments
Abdi begins his article by identifying the numeroobstacles to
Africa’'s “development”, including issues of civilaw electoral theft,
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corrupt leaderships, environmental degradation, amergent neo-
colonial policies (p.155). Arguing that these peohs are
fundamentally political in nature, he calls for ifns to move beyond
the present problems by reforming their defectiodtipal structures
through democratization (p.151). Democracy, whiehdefines “as a
system of government that represents the peopleespbnds to their
needs and expectations, and that would essenallyndergirded by a
transparent process of public responsibility andoantability”
(p-154), would allow Africans to better transfortmetpolitical and
economic problems of the continent. However, hgtioas Africans
not to accept liberal democratic principles at facdue, but to
Africanize and culturalize it in order to avoid thexcessive
individualism characteristic of western democra¢e$63).

This Africanisation would then allow them to retdime African
tradition of privileging the “political and sociazzenomic
arrangements” of the community over those of tltkvidual (p.156).
Abdi also notes that much of the democratizaticat ook place in
Africa after the cold war has been of the “illibéraariety; by which
he means that the “the subversive constitution@izaof old structures
and loyalties were cemented through the nominangements of
elections and other astute but selfish politicahosuvres” leading to
widespread misunderstanding of the nature of demogcin Africa
(p.157).

Hence, for Abdi, this current state of affairs resitates the
establishment of “citizenship education programet titerally teach
people the values as well as the importance ofipalliaccountability
and democracy” (p.152). Citizenship education waudt only allow
Africans to historicize their current developmenpains but enable
them to elevate the material conditions of theirs&nce through
critical engagement with public and private indtdos.  Abdi
imagines that citizenship education, which is toashieved through
“inculcation” and *“schooling” (p.162), would thereach Africans
about the virtues of democratization, allowing themchallenge the
status quotowards greater enfranchisement, stability andsppeaty.
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To support his arguments about the transformatietergial of

citizenship education and enfranchisement, Abdcriless the ways in
which African Americans in the United States webdéeao organize
and utilize the democratic process to change tkeaio-economic
conditions and move into the “mainstream of Amaric¢zublic life”

(p.162).

Abdi’s conception of democracy
As seen before, Abdi defines liberal democracy assystem of
government that represents the people and resporitisir needs and
expectations, and that would essentially be unddedi by a
transparent process of public responsibility andoantability”
(p.152). Liberal democracy, for Abdi, is thus e in that it is
abouteveryoneor the “people’s needs and expectations” and pasigm
in that it is an efficient, practical and respomsiVsystem of
government”.  Yet, as will be demonstrated, thiswiof liberal
democracy is troubling for three reasons. Firstlyere is an
assumption of neutrality observable in Abdi’'s asserthat liberal
democracy entails the existence of “public insit$” that are
responsiveo the civic, security and development needs ofcitizen
and the community” (Abdi, 2008, p.156). That thepablic
institutions might be biased so as to privilege tleeds of some
members or groups of the community above othersompletely
obscured. And the politics, inequities and anté&goe behind what
“responding” means as well as the question of wdgponds within
and through these institutions is also left unaoted for in his paper.
However, liberal democratic responses to peopldferdntial needs
have been historically less than effective. And, the Bush’s
administration’s sluggish response to the suffexingf African
Americans following hurricane Katrina in 2005 derswates, these
responses and reactions are often raced, gendededassed (Forgette
et al., 2008, p.672).

But, even more troubling is the way in which Abtbgses over
the historical issue of ethnic conflicts in Africastates, failing to
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account for how liberal democratic institutions Wwbwengage with
pervasive group differences and the political \noke that is often
engendered in Africa states as a result of themmdedd, his
conceptualisation of democracy seems to imagineettistence in
Africa of cohesive nation-states with little or meligious or tribal
conflict.  Yet, as the recent rebellion by many BEuMuslims
following the presidential election of Goodluck atiman, a Christian
and member of the Southern ljaw tribe (Gumber, 20démonstrates,
the existence of democratic institutions, feeblenot, does little to
diminish the politicized nature and persistence refigious and
intergroup conflicts. It is clear then that withidrica, group “needs
and expectations” are so multifaceted that eveni'dlgtoposal to
Africanize liberal democracy towards a more congensiodel are
superficial at best. If in historical Africa thertsensus model worked,
it did because there usually existed a regional il cohesion
between different groups, who usually, and onlyneanto contact
through trade. However, with the haphazard codabbn of different
regions by colonial powers into nation-states, stmhsensus became
difficult insofar as the differences between diffietr tribes had been
punishingly exploited by colonial powers, towardsperial economic
ends (Rodney, 1972).

A secondary issue with Abdi’'s notion of democrasythat
despite its assumption that democratic institutiaresaccommodating
of a plurality of “needs and expectations,” takfng granted that these
pluralities would exist without antagonism in aedibl democratic
society. Yet, within western liberal democraciebjch he deploys as
an exemplar (p.162), the pluralities of people’sdeeand expectations
are rarely met in any substantive, totalizing wafyen forcing cultural
and or racial minorities to conceptualise theirobging in western
democracies in different ways. However, as DaBhandar argues in
Cultural Politics: disciplining citizenshipsuch alternative discourses
are evidentiary of the limits of liberal citizenphinsofar as they
produce minorities as the cultural ‘other’ and ¢anst the host nation
as a representative of an essentialised set okwvglBhandar, 2010,
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p.332). One wonders then how African states, @aglNigeria with
over 250 tribes, would accommodate the needs apeceations of its
various tribal groups.

Given Bhandar's suggestions that liberal citizepshiten
produces a dominant group, which the cultural orsléeld up against,
and its values measured against, how would thelsm@ibes in a
state, such as Nigeria, come to define its needswamts apart from
those of the dominant groups? However, Abdi’s ys&sd does nothing
to engage with the often wide disconnect betweea liberal
democratic ethos of inclusivity and equality and tived experiences
of its members and groups. And, this is probable do Abdi's
equation of democracy with a set of institutions; assertion that is
very much evident in his argument that democraaharacterized by
a set of well functioning and responsive “publistitutions” (p.156).
This view is also manifest in his argument thati¢sls democratic
project should be one of correcting its “institub ineptness” (p.163).
But, while there is no denying that robust demaesmecessitate
“sound” democratic institutions, the problem wittbd\'s assertions,
beyond his equivalence of democracy with good tumsbins, is that
liberal democratic principles of formal rights aeguality have largely
ignored the inequities and ideologies inherentha bperations of
public institutions.

This is a contradiction that Carol Pateman, fotanse, has
taken on to expose the liberal democratic negatibequality and
freedom in The Disorder of Women: Democracy, Feminism and
Political Theory For Pateman, the enfranchisement of women in
liberal democracies has operated to shroud theigpelhal order of the
liberal state,” such that the liberal illusion @irinal equality wrongly
obscured the realities of women’s social suborddma{Pateman, p.
212-213). As such, the gendered treatment of womeiie labour
force could be rationalised away as isolated indglegather than a
broader institutional issue. However, Abdi appdarslisregard these
structural inequities to privilege the formal libeprinciples of rights
and equality, and this is illustrated when he imgdoAfricans to
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follow the example of African Americans, who havélized the
“democratic process ... to move to the mainstreamérican public
life” (p. 162).

Yet, this move of using the African American sifoat
exemplifies the numerous problems with Abdi's notiof liberal
democracy. Indeed, it is precisely because hes\mdi that liberal
democracies attends to a plurality of needs andeaapons, are
defined by ‘democratic’ institutions, and are nallyr responsive, that
he deploys this example to demonstrate his idepsaictice. This is of
course contrary to the fact that despite formakasdo the same rights
and freedom as all Americans, African Americans aem
overrepresented in correctional facilities and urefgesented in
government, academia and other public institutioRsr instance, the
Children's Defense Fund has noted that out of tBarfillion children
living in extreme poverty in the United States, Blion are of African
American descent (2009); demonstrating what Fraridesry and
Carol Tator have referred to as the effects of “dematic racism”
(1994). Democratic racism, referring to the waysvhich democratic
liberalism maintains the contradictory values cdlégrianism, fairness
and justice on one hand and discriminatory prastiead racist
behaviour on the other (Henry & Tator, 1994,p.3).

Abdi’'s postulations, thus, leave one with no othption but to
qguestion how applicable liberal democratic notiohgormal equality,
enfranchisement and access would be in the Afrpitical climate
replete with civil strife — exacerbated by a muldié of groups in one
geographical boundary, historical antagonisms amildinate power
imbalances. This political conundrum is one Abdswers with the
sweeping proposition dkfricanizingliberal democracy. Yet, this plan
to Africanize liberal democracy is itself filled thi contradictions. In
the first place, we must note that beyond his ermighan balancing
individual and communal needs, Abdi is quite uncl@aout what he
means by Africanisation.

This ambiguity is further compounded by his aseesdithat
African democratization “must be undertaken withmeeasure of
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adherence to people's culture and background”. esibis simply
mean that upholding communal needs over individuahts would
effectively Africanize democracy? If Africa compes of a wide
variety of different cultures and ideals, does AdbdAfricanisation”

not problematically assume that all Africans adh&rethe same
cultural norms and values? Moreover, if all Afrisaneed to do in
order to Africanize democracy is simply to avoice texcesses of
liberal individualism, does not Abdi's plan appebess about
Africanizing democracy and more about providingeady band aid to
liberal democracy's problems such that Africanizidgmocracy is
explicitly dependent on what western liberalismk&t

For one thing, it's clear that making such a rec@ndation
allows Abdi to effectively uphold liberal democatvalues while
problematizing its emphasis on individual rightsd aautonomy. Yet
the problems of liberal individualism are not uated to liberal
notions of equality, rights, freedom and enfranehient. Indeed, one
could argue that liberal individualism is itselfoted in liberal ideals
such that the very notion of privileging communag&ds over those of
the individuals destabilizes liberal democracy. r legxample, it is
arguable that if American society were to value tiee=ds of the
collective over those of the individual, liberal tioms of formal
equality would have to be negated to allow for mecmitable and
substantive notions of equality, rights, and freedoThis would in
turn improve the lived experiences of African Ancans in the United
States, since their underprivileged realities ageld largely on liberal
notions of equal access and rights that impliaiigyny their oppressed
histories.

Furthermore, the privileging of collective rightsomld mean
that democratic institutions would have to disreig#ne facade of
neutrality and move beyond being just “viable” dmnesponsive” in
order to deal more substantively with the diffet@nneeds of the
population. All the same, one must still ask if amphasis on
collective rights and responsibilities can trulyffisanize” democracy.
That is, even if the major tenets of liberal deraot@s are challenged,
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can Africans still afford to implement liberal deanatic principles or
should they look for a more radical alternativetthespects the
antiauthoritarian values of their communities, eades the rights and
sovereignty of different tribal groups, and thatingerested in more
collectivistic, substantive and transformative wstEnding of rights
and equality?

This question is necessitated by Abdi’'s vision efndcracy,
which also informs his view of citizenship educatioNe see this
relationship at work in his conception of democrasya set of “viable
public institutions” and his views of citizenshipdueation as a
mechanism to “enable individuals and communitiefutly partake in
the design as well as the management of theirtuistns and public
spaces” (p. 160). Citizenship education, for Aliglithus a vehicle for
the institutionalization of democracy. This undensling of
democracy is ironic given that Abdi draws on JolewBy to ground
his argument about the relationship between edutaind democracy.
While Dewey certainly apprehended this intimatersation, he saw it
as one in which institutions inhabit the “expressioprojections, and
extensions” (Dewey, 391) of its citizens rathemtlo@e where citizens
are trained to acquire a democratic ‘habitus’ (\a@dl & Wolf 138).

What is more, Dewey saw democracy as “a way of ttHat
allowed the individual to utilize democratic prip@s in their
everyday interaction with other citizens, wheredsliAconceptualises
democracy in a more mechanistic way, specificadlgisg democratic
citizenship as the ability to engage in the “desigmd management of
democratic institutions (p. 160). What Abdi forges that in liberal
democracies, the management of institutions isoftein — if at all -
substantively attained by the people. Hence, few&y, individuals
inhabit democratic ideals, which then allows foe tformation of
democratic institutions, while for Abdi, democraeyists before the
citizen, so that they become democratic by engagingemocratic
institutions. Abdi’s stance is most evident in biaim that “in order
for people to become democrats ... they must be taadout
democratic principles and practice” (p. 160).
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Gert Biesta has argued that such views as espdys&ddi are
“instrumentalistic” in that citizenship educatiors iheld as an
instrument for the reproduction and consolidatibrdemocracy; and
“individualistic” in that the success of democrasyseen as dependent
on the transfer of pre-existing democratic prinesgpland knowledge
(Biesta, 2007, p. 742). Moreover, such an undedstg of democracy
often assumes the “common identity” of democratiizens, negating
the plurality of identities (p. 742).

Biesta's warnings against liberal democratic ciisd@p
education are observable in Abdi’'s work. One eXangpthat despite
Abdi’'s assertions that many African countries areaistate of civil
strife due to the multiplicity of groups in colofija constructed
geographical boundaries, his notion of citizenshghcation often
assumes a western view of citizenship negatingathbivalence with
which many Africans continue to accept their coddlyi defined
boundaries and the idea of citizenship. Citizgmsifi a country for
many Africans is, thus, not a given, but is rattsercolonially
constructed, politically contested, ambiguous cphceso, when Abdi
argues for a citizenship education that would tgaatples “to become
democrats (p.160), he ignores the fact that manycdis are still
engaged in an active (re)definition of what citigieip means for them.
And, here again, the recent electoral conflictdligeria must serve as
an exemplar because it shows the way in which &g wnotion of
belonging to a nation-state, even one whose headstate is
democratically elected, continues to be a siteribblt disagreement
and religious conflict. But, because Abdi is imf@md by a liberal
conception of democracy, he accepts citizenshigahn as a tool
through which Africans can be taught to arrive aatgonal consensus
towards the formation of a common identity (Mou2€02, p. 2). This
view is most apparent in his claim that Africanizlemocracy “must
still adhere to governance by consensus” to “hdheck current
misfortunes of political and ethnic violence” (162)

However, this move for consensus obscures the tfaat in
liberal democracies, consensus has come largelydan what has

97



Sustainable Human Development Review, Vol. 3, 38, Dec. 2011

been decided by the majority - often at the expeismarginalized
bodies — or, as Chomsky puts it, “ a system oéelécision and public
ratification” (Chomsky, 2000, p. 35). This themadis one to ask what
consensus would look like in a place like Nigerigghwover 370
different groups. Would consensus not mean thatchvithe major
groups or its elites have viewed as favourable?a@dy governance
by consensus has not significantly undermined th#ewnationalism
of the United States nor alleviated the secondsctatus of African
Americans, despite their formal rights to partitgpain that
‘consensus”.

However, Abdi (2008) apprehends this divide betweestern
democratic principles and practice, arguing thézenship education
would inform people that the problems democracesaa Africa has
less to do with democratic principles and moredmith its erroneous
applications (p.162). Yet, he misses the opparyumii suggesting an
education program that would be fused with demacginciples so
that Africans are able to see democracy at workcitizenship
education. Rather, he advocates for a citizensthycation that would
be about inculcatingin people’s minds the virtues of viable African
democracies” (p. 162). In doing so, he portrayscafis as objects to
be formed democratically through citizenship edwca{Freire, 1998,
p. 30).

Paulo Freire has written about this type of edocatis one in
which a false subject is created, meaning thatethiner — or citizen in
this case - is positioned as a passive receptoracadumulated
knowledge (p.30). This image of the passive aitize implicit in
Abdi’'s article, an instance being his assertiont tiee “seeping of
democratic values into people’s slowly altered rsgtti would help
limit the instances of ethnic and political violenm Africa (p.162).
Certainly the “seeping of democratic values” intksaa citizen who is
not active or productive in their learning of demamy and suggests
Abdi’'s equation of rationality and intentionalityithv “democratic
mindset”; and irrationality and ignorance with wHa¢ sees as the
current “African mindset” (Abdi, 2008, p. 162.).
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It also suggests that citizenship education is w#rakexercise
that seeps into the citizen’s mind unclouded byiadocand political
realities and that what is privileged as citizepstaducation is
unmediated by power structures and the like (Gir@001, p. 179).
However, citizenship education, as it has occuinedestern liberal
democracies, has been generally about the propagati the status
guo always at the expense of the people, especiallygimaized
groups. A widely cited example is the ways in whictizenship
education has been historically deployed for thepagation of
capitalistic ideals and liberal economic principl@homsky 2008,
Giroux 2009 &Hahnel 2009).

We see the product of an uncritical citizenshipcadion in the
Tea Party Movement, where its working class memlesmuse the
same conservative economic ideals that are bothonsible for
America's ongoing recession and their reduced atdnof living.
Still, Abdi would have his reader believe, as thea-partiers do, that
the problems with liberal democracy are not inherem its
fundamental principles but in its local applicasaand this is explicit
when he argues that citizenship education woulchtédricans “about
the benefits of democracy while ... indicating howe tfailure of
national economic and social programs have spdoid&l reasons, and
are not necessarily inherent in the fundamentahcyples of
democracy” (p.162).

Yet, the problems with democratic liberalism arledrent in its
principles, and Robin Hahnel aptly articulates thisen he argues that
the appeal of such liberal concepts, like econdm@edom, is that it
“rests largely on a presumption that when one pees@rcises his or
her economic freedom, that individual does notimge on the
economic freedom of others” (Hahnel, 2009, p. 100®)di thus
contradicts himself by proposing a citizenship edion that is critical
and liberating, while asking Africans to uncritigalaccept liberal
democratic principles at face value.

It follows, then, that Abdi's conception of demaocyaand
citizenship cannot hold because at the same tiatdtthspires to form
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the democratic African citizen, it subjects theiédn to a democratic
system that is uncritical and unexpansive, andiaeciship education
that is liberally undemocratic. Furthermore, higcée does not account
for the crippling issues faced by most educatiomatitutions in
Africa.

Conclusion

This paper has elucidated the undemocratic natureliberal
democracy and its attendant citizenship educatigram. Using
Abdi’'s paper as its entry point, it has troubled ttominant view that
Africans should imbibe liberal democratic principle in
democratization efforts. Its analyses thus sugtiest African states
explore other radical alternatives to liberalisrlternatives, such as
participatory democracy that move beyond the forntideral
conception of representation, rights and equalibyvards more
substantive understanding of human rights, equity jpolitico-social
participation.

This understanding would entail a negation of tlssuaned
neutrality and responsiveness of liberal democrasittutions towards
a more vigorous emphasis on collective participatiod social justice.
In this kind of democracy, citizenship educationwdomove beyond
the inculcation of liberal agendas, towards mortcat reflections on
the nature of citizenship and good citizenship. Amdst of all,
Africans would participate in the formation of theivn democracy.
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