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4.1

Introduction

Chapter Two of this study explained the concepts central to this study while Chapter Three
provided a profile of governance and constitutionalism in Malawi. In the course of Chapter
Three some of the trends that are evident in Malawi, in terms of governance and
constitutionalism, were also highlighted. In the light of the trends highlighted in Chapter
Three this Chapter will explore whether the emerging lessons call for the consideration of an
alternative paradigm in as far as governance and constitutionalism are concerned. The
discussion in this Chapter will centrally interrogate the suitability of liberal democracy and
liberal democratic constitutionalism in Malawi. It must be noted that the overarching
framework for governance and constitutionalism in Malawi, particularly as discerned from the
Constitution, is heavily infused with liberal democratic ideals. Further, by referring to the
interface between ubuntu, the social trust, good governance and constitutionalism that was
conceptually constructed in Chapter Two, this Chapter will argue for an articulation of
governance and constitutionalism that is expressly informed by norms of African traditions
and customs. The articulation of governance and constitutionalism from a perspective that is
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expressly informed by African traditions and customs will be offered as an alternative to
liberal democracy and liberal democratic constitutionalism. Recourse will be made to ubuntu
to demonstrate how this alternative approach to governance and constitutionalism can be
constructed in Malawi, specifically, and by extension in Africa generally. As may be recalled,
it is this alternative that this study terms ‘social trust-based governance and
constitutionalism.’

4.2

Rethinking governance and constitutionalism in Malawi: The need for an
alternative paradigm

It is this study’s argument that the failures and lapses in governance and constitutionalism in
Malawi, especially under the framework constructed by the 1994 Constitution, call for a
searching interrogation of the model embodied in the Constitution. As pointed out in
Chapters One and Two, Malawi’s Constitution is liberal democratic and any serious
interrogation of governance and constitutionalism in Malawi must necessarily analyse the
contribution, if any, of this ideological choice for governance and constitutionalism. This
study contends that most of the failures with respect to governance and constitutionalism are
attributable to the Constitution’s ideological inclination. In the following paragraphs an
attempt is made to deduce whether the liberal democratic paradigm best suits Malawi, for
purposes of governance and constitutionalism. The discussion begins by analysing liberal
democracy in Malawi before attempting to offer an alternative that is based on the African
concept of ubuntu. It must be recalled, as pointed out in Chapters One and Two, that
governance and constitutionalism that articulates itself by express reference to the values
underlying ubuntu and the trust is what this study refers to as social trust-based governance
and constitutionalism. It is important to note that social trust-based governance and
constitutionalism is conscious of the need for ‘cross-cultural dialogue’ to bolster itself hence
this study’s deliberate attempt to connect the ubuntu philosophy with the trust.

4.2.1

Trendy but may be not the best: A critique of liberal democracy in Malawi

The 1994 Constitution is supposed to be a culmination of the divers lessons that emerged in
the governance of Malawi since independence. The Constitution is a liberal democratic
constitution and it makes Malawi a liberal democracy.1 The Constitution, for all its
progressive elements, still raises questions about how some of the choices and formulations

1

N Khembo “Political parties in Malawi: From factions to splits, coalitions and alliances” in M
Ott & others (eds) The power of the vote: Malawi’s 2004 Parliamentary and Presidential
Elections (2004) 87 93 and FE Kanyongolo “Courts, elections and democracy: The role of the
judiciary” in M Ott & others (eds) (as above) 195-215.
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in it were arrived at. One of the choices that has been the subject of scholarly interrogation is
the choice of liberal democracy as the supervening framework for constitutionalism and
democratisation in Malawi. In seeking to understand some of the problems that have
haunted governance and constitutionalism it is important to interrogate the appropriateness
of liberal democracy and liberal democratic constitutionalism for governance in Malawi.
Besides, as Kanyongolo has noted, the foreign origins of liberal democracy necessarily
entail that its appropriateness as a governance paradigm in Africa cannot be assumed.2 In
interrogating the appropriateness of liberal democracy, it is proposed to briefly discuss the
origins and major elements of liberal democracy before analysing the introduction and
performance of liberal democracy in Africa, generally, and Malawi, specifically. On the basis
of the preceding discussion the study will highlight a possible alternative to liberal democracy
in Africa, generally, and Malawi, specifically. The alternative that is being proposed here
involves ‘indigenising’ democracy by imbuing it with African traditions and customs.
Specifically, the study argues that democratisation and constitutionalism in Africa, generally,
and Malawi, specifically, must take advantage of the virtues that ubuntu embodies. By
utilising the values underlying ubuntu, it is further argued, an approach to democracy,
governance and constitutionalism may be crafted which adequately reflects and responds to
the historicity of Africa. This is what this study earlier referred to as measured autochthony.

4.2.1.1

Understanding liberal democracy

Today, ‘liberal democracy’ refers to the dominant form of political governance that is found in
what is often loosely referred to as the ‘West’.3 The ‘West’ in this context generally denotes
Western Europe and North America. Because of its connections to the West, liberal
democracy is sometimes referred to as ‘Western democracy’. Notably, liberal democracy is
now recognised as the dominant political force in the developed world and increasingly in the
developing world.4 It is striking to note that in modern times political regimes of very different
persuasions have claimed to be democracies even though what these regimes say or do is
substantially different from one to another.5 Very few governments can, today, claim to be
undemocratic even though the spectrum of countries claiming to be democratic includes the
Democratic Republic of Congo, Democratic Republic of North Korea and other very dubious
2

FE Kanyongolo “Limits of liberal democratic constitutionalism in Malawi” in KM Phiri & KR
Ross (eds) Democratisation in Malawi: A stocktaking (1998) 353 370-371.

3

C Macpherson “The false roots of Western democracy” in F Dallmayr (ed) From contract to
community: Political theory at the cross-roads (1978) 17.

4

A Heywood Political ideologies: An introduction (2007) 40.

5

D Held “Democracy: From city states to cosmopolitan order?” in D Held (ed) Prospects for
democracy: North, South, East, West (1993) 13.
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democracies.6 Aside from the legitimate variation in the practice of democracy, the almost
universal claim to the democratic mantle by states is, arguably, as a result of the high degree
of legitimacy that democracy generates.7 The legitimacy of democracy is evidenced by its
widespread endorsement by global and regional organisations and by the paucity of support
for anti-democratic movements.8 Sen accurately summarises global opinion on democracy
when he states that:9
In any age and social climate, there are some sweeping beliefs that seem to command
respect as a kind of general rule – like a “default” setting in a computer program; they are
considered right unless their claim is somehow precisely negated. While democracy is not yet
universally practised, nor indeed universally accepted, in the general climate of world opinion,
democratic governance has now achieved the status of being taken to be generally right.

What must be constantly borne in mind is that modern democracy is liberal democracy and
liberal democracy is democracy cast within a framework of social, moral and political claims
which taken together may be called liberalism.10 The liberal underpinnings of current
democratic discourse are so pervasive that the liberal component in democracy is routinely
overlooked and liberal democracy is, today, referred to simply as ‘democracy.’11 This
conflation between ‘liberal democracy’ and ‘democracy’ overlooks the fact that while
‘democracy’ may have a universal appeal, the origins of liberal democracy remain firmly
rooted in Western history.12 In this connection it is important to note that while liberal
assumptions are embedded in everyday language and usage and appear non-ideological
they should remain debatable.13 For example, individualism may be central to liberalism but
it is not an expression of common human experiences and must thus remain contestable.

6

R Pinkney The frontiers of democracy: Challenges in the West, the East and the Third World
(2005) 17.

7

MF Plattner “Populism, pluralism, and liberal democracy” (2010) 21 (1) Journal of Democracy
81 82.

8

As above.

9

AK Sen “Democracy as a universal value” (1999) 10 (3) Journal of Democracy 3-17.

10

R Talisse Democracy after liberalism: Pragmatism and deliberative politics (2005) 5-6 and MF
Plattner (note 7 above) 84.

11

R Talisse (as above) 6. It must nevertheless be borne in mind that the discourse on
democratisation is inevitably framed from a liberal or neo-liberal perspective, see JS Saul The
next liberation struggle: Capitalism, socialism and democracy in Southern Africa (2005) 55.

12

B Parekh “The cultural particularity of liberal democracy” in D Held (ed) (note 5 above) 156
157.

13

A Arblaster The rise and decline of Western liberalism (1984) 8. As Manning notes, all claims
about ideology are and must remain contestable – DJ Manning Liberalism (1976)142.
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The term ‘liberal democracy’ is laden with ambiguities.14 The existence of regimes that are
often referred to as ‘liberal democratic’ conveys the impression that liberalism and
democracy are simplistically interdependent.15 The relationship between liberalism and
democracy, however, is very complex and by no means one of continuity. As Arblaster
poignantly notes:16
“Liberal democracy” is such a common phrase that it is natural to imagine that the coinage
denotes a perfectly harmonious marriage between the two constituent principles. In fact the
alliance, like many real life marriages, has been an affair of compromises and concessions
from the start, and of the partners it was liberalism which was always the more reluctant.

By way of illustration, ‘liberalism’ in common parlance denotes a conception of the state
where the state is conceived as having limited powers and functions. Liberalism is, in this
sense, effectively ‘the ideology of the industrialised West.’17 Liberalism was the product of
the breakdown of feudalism and the growth in its place, of a market or capitalist society. In
its early manifestation liberalism attacked absolutism and feudal privilege while advocating
constitutional and later representative government.18 Liberalism is embodied in a
commitment to several core values among which are the following: the supreme importance
of the individual, individual freedom or liberty, belief in a rational human being, equality of
individuals and toleration.19 Liberalism, however, is a ‘rather diffuse system of ideas and
values.’20 Although there are persistent themes within the liberal tradition, it is notable that
liberal works present a variety of programmes and principles which sometimes bear no

14

The ambiguities and tensions in liberal democracy were, arguably, best captured by Orwell.
Orwell argued that ‘in the case of a word like democracy, not only is there no agreed definition
but the attempt to make one is resisted from all sides ... The defenders of any kind of regime
claim that it is a democracy’ – G Orwell In front of our nose, 1945-1950: The collected essays,
journalism and letters of George Orwell Vol. 4 (1968)132-3.

15

N Bobbio Liberalism and democracy (2005) 1 (Translated by M Ryle & K Soper).

16

A Arblaster (note 13 above) 75. Wingo also uses the ‘marriage analogy’ to explain the
relationship between liberalism and democracy. He concludes that before the marriage,
between liberalism and democracy, there was scepticism as to whether the two could
peacefully live together till ‘death do us part’. The two have, however, managed to stay
together as a result of concessions that have been negotiated over the years – AH Wingo
“Fellowship associations as a foundation for liberal democracy in Africa” in K Wiredu (ed) A
companion to African philosophy (2004) 450 451.

17

A Heywood Politics (2007) 45 and A Heywood (note 4 above) 26.

18

A Heywood Politics 45.

19

As above 45-46 and A Heywood (note 4 above) 27-39.

20

DE Ingersoll & RK Matthews The philosophic roots of modern ideology: Liberalism,
Communism, Fascism (1991) 22.
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obvious relationship to one another.21 For example, although earlier liberal thought was strict
in positing the individual as prior to society both as an historical being as well as a
philosophical concept, this theme appears pretty muted in later liberal works.22 It is not within
the remit of this study to engage in a comprehensive discussion of liberalism. Suffice it to
point out that liberalism sketches a picture of political experience, it is not a description of
that experience.23 Liberalism, nevertheless, holds itself out as presenting a coherent and
comprehensive view of the world basing itself on a theory of human nature and society.24

In spite of the popularity of ‘democracy’, defining it is not an easy task. For example, Roux
states that ‘democracy’ is a noun ‘permanently in search of a qualifying adjective.’25
Udombana asserts that democracy is a fuzzy and fussy concept.26 Wingo states that ‘[t]he
word “democracy” is a conceptually vague word and one that is emotively charged.’27
Pinkney sombrely highlights the fact that ‘the concept of democracy is a highly contested
one’28 and Plattner asserts that ‘democracy is a term and a concept with a long and
convoluted history.”29 The contestation on the meaning of democracy essentially means that
there is room for legitimate difference about where democracy ends and where nondemocracy begins.30 In spite of all the controversy and contestation democracy denotes any
one of the modes of government where power is not vested in a single individual but the
majority.31 Majority rule by itself, however, does not amount to democracy. The core of
democracy is that decisions affecting members of a community must be made by the
members themselves or their elected representatives.32 From this perspective, democracy is
contrasted from monarchy or oligarchy as a form of governance. Underlying democracy as a
system of governance are a set of rules that stipulate who is authorised to make collective
21

DJ Manning (note 13 above) 12-13.

22

As above 14.

23

As above 141

24

A Arblaster (note 13 above) 13.

25

T Roux “Democracy” in S Woolman & others Constitutional law of South Africa (2007) 10-I 101.

26

NJ Udombana Human rights and contemporary issues in Africa (2003) 52.

27

AH Wingo (note 16 above) 451.

28

R Pinkney (note 6 above) 17.

29

MF Plattner (note 7 above) 83.

30

As above.

31

N Bobbio (note 15 above) 1.

32

T Roux (note 25 above) 10-1.
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decisions and the procedure to be followed in making such decisions.33 A significant element
in all this is reciprocity between the governors and the governed, between those who
exercise political leadership in society and those who are led.34 This reciprocity creates the
framework for accountability between the governors and the governed.

The current popularity of democracy as a governance paradigm, however, threatens to
empty it of any meaningful content as a political concept.35 This is because democracy’s
current popularity leads it to be employed in varied and disparate contexts which sometimes
do not bear the least affinity to any recognised democratic values. On a positive note,
however, the popularity of democracy has also contributed to the emergence of a right to
democratic governance. While there may still be some controversy on the existence of a
right to democratic governance it is notable that this right has been commonly asserted in
recent times.36

Defining ‘liberal democracy’ is thus complicated largely by the different meanings that are
attached to the ‘liberal’ and ‘democracy’ components of the term.37 As Heywood argues, the
hybrid nature of liberal democracy reflects a basic ambivalence within liberalism towards
democracy.38 Liberal democracy at once embodies a fear of collective power while at the
same time advocating equality of individuals.39 The liberal component in liberal democracy
has its focus on the limitation of powers of state while the democratic component has as its
central impetus the promotion of majoritarian rule. It is also important to bear in mind that the
‘liberal’ component in liberal democracy is not and should not be treated as a unity.40 One
easily notes that there are distinctive liberal traditions which embody varying conceptions of

33

N Bobbio The future of democracy (1987) 24-25 (Translated by R Griffin).

34

NJ Udombana (note 26 above) 52.

35

A Heywood (note 17 above) 72.

36

TM Franck “The emerging right to democratic governance” (1992) 86 (1) American Journal of
International Law 46.

37

B Holden Understanding liberal democracy (1988) 11-14.

38

A Heywood (note 4 above) 41.

39

An early statement against the majoritarian nature of democracy was offered by Socrates in
one of his dialogues with Plato in The Republic. Socrates concluded that democracy is the
worst form of political association as it invests political power in the foolish many, instead of
the philosophers (who he assumed would be wise and competent) – see R Talisse (note 10
above) 77-78. The fears about democracy, as the rule by the mob, were also articulated by
the American Founding Fathers in devising the Constitution of the United States of America A Arblaster (note 13 above) 76.

40

D Held (note 5 above) 13.
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individual agency, autonomy, rights and duties of the individual and the proper nature and
form of the community.41 Clearly, therefore, although there may be overarching central
themes that unite liberal thought one must be mindful of the fact that there exist different
strands within liberalism and that these strands do not articulate liberal themes in the same
manner.42 To properly understand liberal democracy, therefore, one must also be willing to
explore the contradictions and tensions that exist between the ‘liberal’ and the ‘democratic’
components of the concept.43

In understanding liberal democracy, one must also note that as a theory of state, liberalism
is modern, whereas democracy as a form of government is of considerable antiquity.44
Heywood, however, argues that while liberalism, as a systematic political creed, may not
have existed before the nineteenth century it is centrally based on ideas and theories that
had been developed during the three hundred years preceding its emergence.45 In as far as
democracy is concerned, it is argued that the word ‘democracy’ was first used in the fifth
century BC by the Greek historian Herodotus where it was used as a combination of the
Greek words demos, meaning ‘the people’ and kratein, meaning ‘to rule.’46 Democracy as a
system of government is also reflected in the governance structures of the ancient Greek city
states notably Athens. Although Athens is often touted as the fundamental source of
inspiration for Western democracy this is not to say that the West has been right to trace all
elements of the democratic heritage exclusively to Athens.47 Historical and archaeological
research have demonstrated that some key political innovations that are paraded as
Western in origin, both conceptually and institutionally, are traceable to non-Western
civilisations.48 As Pinkney argues, there is nothing inherently complicated about a form of
government based on achieving consensus or fulfilling the wishes of the majority and some
pre-literate African societies were also democratic.49 This, importantly, means that there is
little cause for the romanticisation of Athenian democracy, and arguably, most pre-colonial
41

As above 13-14.

42

J Waldron “Theoretical foundations of liberalism” 1987 37 No. 147 The Philosophical
Quarterly 127-150.

43

D Beetham “Liberal democracy and the limits of democratisation” in D Held (ed) (note 5
above) 55-73 and D Held (note 5 above) 14.
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N Bobbio (note 15 above) 25.
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A Heywood (note 4 above) 24.
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B Holden (note 37 above) 5.
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D Held (note 5 above) 16.
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As above.
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R Pinkney (note 6 above) 21.
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African democracies, as it has been proven that these democracies also entrenched what
were overtly undemocratic tendencies, for example, very restricted suffrage.50

In the light of the above exposition it is not surprising to note that liberalism and democracy
have, strictly speaking, also been regarded as being antithetical.51 Even though democracy
is currently synonymous with individual rights, the democrats of decades gone by were
ignorant of the doctrine of natural rights as well as the need for limitation of the state. The
liberals, for their part, were extremely suspicious of all forms of popular government.52 As
Arblaster notes, liberals were keen to overthrow the old monarchical and aristocratic
authorities but were afraid that these would be replaced by a tyranny of the mob.53 The result
was that for a long time liberals upheld and defended limited suffrage.54 In spite of these
tensions three basic variants of democracy are apparent.55 Firstly, there is direct or
participatory democracy, a system of decision making about public affairs in which citizens
are directly involved. It is this form of democracy that was practiced in ancient Athens.
Secondly, there is liberal or representative democracy. In this form of democracy elected
officers undertake to represent the interests of the citizenry within the framework of the rule
of law. Thirdly, there is a variant of democracy based on the one party model (although it is
doubtful whether such a system should properly be classified as a democracy). This system
is what was practiced in the former Soviet Union and other Third World societies. It is with
representative democracy that much of this study is concerned.
50

BR Nelson The making of the modern nation state (2006) 19. Although the word democracy
comes from Greek and is directly linked to the governance system in Athens specifically, it is
important to note that while the Athenians may have provided us with the word they did not
provide a model. Athenian democracy, it must not be forgotten, was very poorly regarded by
leading philosophers of the day like Plato, Aristotle and Thucydides – AH Birch The concept
and theories of modern democracy (2007) 109. Traditional conceptions of democracy in Africa
also need to be revisited in order to do away with some of their oppressive elements K
Gyekye Tradition and modernity: Philosophical reflections on the African experience (1997)
115-124.

51

N Bobbio (note 15 above) 31.
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As above 37.
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According to Weale, modern liberal democracies being heirs of liberalism contain an
ambiguity in their institutional structure and principled rationale - A Weale Democracy (1999)
167 and A Arblaster (note 13 above) 76.

54

B Parekh (note 12 above) 156 163. Perhaps a ‘classic’ expression of this liberal fear of
democracy is JS Mill Considerations on representative government (1862) where he argues
for a paternal government and limited franchise.

55

D Held (note 5 above) 15. Various and differing typologies have been employed to classify
democracy. The basic broad distinction seems to be between direct and representative
democracy. Beyond this, various forms of representative democracy can be identified and
various adjectives can be used to qualify democracy, see T Roux (note 25 above) 10-1 – 10-2
and A Weale (note 53 above) 19.
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Paradoxically, serious introspection reveals that modern democracy is not only incompatible
with liberalism but can in many respects, if only to a degree, also be regarded as its natural
extension.56 Liberalism is properly compatible with democracy provided one focuses on
democracy not as an egalitarian ideal but as a political formula which agitates for popular
sovereignty.57 One must be mindful that popular sovereignty can only be effectively
exercised if the majority of citizens are granted the right to participate directly or indirectly in
collective decision making.58 The interdependence between natural rights and liberalism has
been such that while it may have been possible in years gone by to have a liberal state that
was not democratic, today non-democratic liberal states are inconceivable just as are nonliberal democratic states. The result is that liberal ideals and democratic procedures have
gradually become interwoven. This is because the procedures of democracy are necessary
to safeguarding those fundamental personal rights on which the liberal state is based and
rights must be safeguarded if democratic procedures have to operate.

Admittedly, the coinage ‘Western democracy’ tends to emphasise the historical origins and
development of liberal democracy. This is understandably because, at least from a historical
perspective, liberal democracy traces both its origin and name from eighteenth century
Europe during the Age of Enlightenment.59 The ideas underlying liberal democracy are
centrally traced to the works of social contract theorists like Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau.60
Such is the centrality of the aforementioned philosophers that Bobbio regards Rousseau as
the ‘father of modern democracy’61 while Mutua holds the view that the best foundational
56

N Bobbio (note 15 above) 31.

57

As above 37-39.

58

It is important that emphasis on popular sovereignty must be properly appreciated. Popular
sovereignty it must be recalled does not presume, prescribe or dictate a particular form of
governance – PD Finn “A sovereign people, a public trust” in PD Finn (ed) Essays on law and
government: Principles and values Volume 1 (1995) 1 4.
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The Age of Enlightenment, sometimes called the Age of Reason, refers to the time of the
guiding intellectual movement called The Enlightenment. During The Enlightenment reason
was advocated as a means for establishing an authoritative aesthetics, ethics, government
and even religion. Reason, it was argued, would allow men to obtain objective truth about
reality - <http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Age_of_Enlightenment> (Accessed 5
May 2010).

60

Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau between them, arguably, made the most significant
contribution to the development of liberal thought with the publication of some seminal works
on liberalism. These works are T Hobbes Leviathan, J Locke Two treatises on civil
government J Rousseau The social contract. These ideas were subsequently further
developed by later philosophers like Kant and Rawls. While emphasis has differed from
philosopher to philosopher the central idea in the social contract has remained the same.

61

N Bobbio (note 33 above) 43.
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articulation of liberalism and democracy was provided by Locke.62 Hobbes’ work is revered
for marking the point of transition between a commitment to absolutism and the struggle of
liberalism against tyranny.63 Liberal democracy was thus born out of an individualistic
conception of society, which was at variance with the organic conception that had prevailed
in classical times.64 The contractarian theories of Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau and their
hypotheses about the state of nature are a manifestation of this fact. One must constantly
bear in mind the fact that the liberal state and the democratic state are doubly dependent.65
The liberal state is not only the historical but also the legal premise of the democratic state.
The liberal society predates the liberal democratic society.66 This, as this study will
demonstrate, has profound implications for the consolidation of democracy in Africa.67

In considering the emergence of liberal democracy in the West, one notes that political
power in eighteenth century Europe was, almost entirely, held by either a monarchy or an
aristocracy. Many of the European monarchs of the time asserted that their power had been
ordained by God and to question it was tantamount to blasphemy. The possibility of
democracy, a situation where political power ultimately resided with the majority, was
seriously frowned upon during this time. These ideas, however, were seriously questioned
by leading intellectuals during the Age of Enlightenment. These intellectuals argued that
human affairs should be guided by reason and principles of liberty and equality. It was
further argued, especially by the social contract theorists, that people are created equal and
that political authority could not be justified by a supposed privileged connection to God. For
these theorists, governments existed to serve the people, laws in a state were meant to
apply to both the governors and the governed – the rule of law – and that ultimately the
authority to govern was founded on the consent of the governed.68 Liberal democracy thus
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M Mutua “The transformation of Africa: A critique of rights discourse” in F Gomez Isa & K de
Feyter (eds) International human rights law in a global context (2009) 899 902.
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D Held Models of democracy (1987) 74- 77.
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N Bobbio (note 31 above) 27.
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As above 25-26.
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DE Ingersoll & RK Matthews (note 20 above) 22.
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For example, the absence of a clear bourgeois class in most African societies has made it
very difficult to consolidate liberal democracy in Africa. One must recall that the bourgeois
class contributed heavily in extracting from the monarchies and aristocrats the concessions
on which liberal democracy is founded, see JF Bayart The state in Africa: The politics of the
belly (1993) Chapter Three: The Bourgeois illusion.

68

For an account of the historical development of the rule of law, especially in England, see EP
Thompson Whigs and hunters: The history of the Black Act (1975) 258-269 and D Hay
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combined norms of limitations on a government’s authority plus the recognition of popular
sovereignty. Constitutionalism, it must be noted, occupies a very central position in any
liberal democratic dispensation. It is for its prescriptions about limitations of government
authority that constitutionalism assumes importance in liberal democracy.

Reduced to what I may term, the bare minimum, liberal democratic societies are founded on
three central pillars.69 Firstly, the existence of an independent judiciary to which the citizenry
may resort for the enforcement of their rights. Secondly, the separation of the legislative,
executive and judicial functions of government to ensure that public policy is based on
clearly defined law and that all acts of public policy are amenable to redress through civil or
criminal sanction. Thirdly, the limitation of governmental powers vis-à-vis society with regard
to protection of fundamental rights. Invariably, all modern liberal democracies are
constructed on the above-highlighted ideals and where a country possesses a written
constitution such a document will attempt to give expression to these ideals.70

To properly appreciate the place and role of liberal democracy especially in so far as is
relevant for Africa, one must be mindful that ‘democracy’ as a political concept remains a
heavily contested ideology and vision.71 As a matter of fact, no perfect democracy has ever
existed nor is it probable that such a perfect democracy will ever exist.72 It is thus important
to allow democracy to exist as such rather than impose a pre-fixed meaning that is loaded
with particular values. It is even more fundamental to realise that there still pervades a

“Property, authority and the criminal law” in D Hay & others (eds) Albion’s fatal tree: Crime
and society in Eighteenth-Century England (1975) 17-63.
69

O Akiba “Constitutional government and the future of constitutionalism in Africa” in O Akiba
(ed) Constitutionalism and society in Africa (2004) 1 6-7.

70

For example, sections 7, 8 and 9 of the Constitution of the Republic of Malawi outline the
fundamental principle of separation of powers between the executive, legislature and judiciary
in Malawi.

71

S Ndlovu-Gatsheni & G Dzinesa “Liberal democracy and the African context: The experience
of South Africa” in K Matlosa & others (eds) The state, democracy and poverty eradication in
Africa (2008) 91 95. However, as Frimpong notes, ‘even if we concede and are prepared to
allow different interpretations of democracy, there are certain underlying factors which must
be consistent with any such interpretation’ – K Frimpong “Some pitfalls in Africa’s quest for
democratic rule and good governance” Paper presented at the 20th Southern African
Universities Social Science Conference, University of Zambia, 30 November to 5 December
1997.
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As Rousseau famously remarked only if there were a nation of Gods and not men would a
perfect democracy ever exist. The number of conditions that must simultaneously co-exist to
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The social contract quoted by Bobbio (note 33 above) 43.
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conceptual disjunction between democracy and liberal democracy.73 This disjunction has
been evident throughout the life of liberal democracy. This chasm is, as earlier stated,
manifested by the fact that while democracy generally seeks to promote popular sovereignty
liberal democracy repudiates popular power. It thus replaces government by the people with
government by the consent of the people.74 It is for this reason, largely, that most liberal
democracies have reduced themselves to multiparty electoral competition with little regard
paid to democracy.75 While democracy is supposed to aid in the realisation of ‘human
potentialities through active participation in rulership,’ liberal democracy only offers
protection – supposedly from the state – to the citizenry.76 This actually means, as Ake
concludes, that ‘liberal democracy is less an expression of democracy than its restriction.’77
Clearly, one must always bear in mind that while there are close affinities between
democracy and liberal democracy, fundamental differences also exist between the two. The
distinct historical trajectory that the development of liberal democracy has taken entails that
in Africa’s search for democracy there may be very little in the experiences of the so called
established democracies to guide and a great deal to mislead it.78 There is thus no need to
mimic the Western brand of democracy without taking cognisance of the conditions
prevailing in Africa.79 In Africa, more than anywhere else, the search for viable democratic
governance must acknowledge the heterogeneity which characterises the democratic
terrain.80

4.2.1.2

The emergence of liberal democracy in Africa and Malawi

Africa’s first flirtation with liberal democracy was experienced during the dawn of what is
often shorthandedly referred to as the ‘Independence Era.’81 Almost uniformly all departing
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colonial powers bequeathed to the newly independent states constitutions that embodied
liberal democratic ideals. The newly independent states were thus required to govern
according to norms of separation of powers, rule of law, respect for human rights and judicial
independence. Ironically, and as pointed out in Chapter Two, this expectation was being
entertained on the part of the departing colonialists even though they themselves had never
attempted to govern according to the above described norms during the entirety of the
colonial era. It was only when independence became imminent that colonial powers
attempted to hastily institute democratic reforms in polities that had been structures of
exploitation, despotism and degradation.82 It does not come as a surprise to note that the
foundations of liberal democracy in Africa were very shaky and shallow right from the outset.
As Weiland notes, the conditions necessary for the sustenance of liberal democracy had
never existed in Africa and where they had been introduced at the end of the colonial period
these were quickly scrapped.83

Almost invariably, the liberal democratic paradigm was sought to be introduced into the
newly independent African states through the mechanism of a constitution. These
independence constitutions, however, were ill-suited for this purpose largely because they
suffered from a huge legitimacy deficit. These constitutions were, almost uniformly, drawn up
for the independent states by the colonial powers at the time of their withdrawal from the
colonial territory.84 The involvement of the local populace in the crafting of these
constitutions was very limited. The distinctly foreign origins of these constitutions contributed
significantly to the quick collapse of constitutional governments in most newly independent
states.85 Thus even though constitutions in liberal democratic dispensations are supposed to
limit and check the authority of government, independence constitutions in Africa dismally
failed to perform this function. These constitutions failed to command the loyalty, respect and
confidence of both the governors and the governed largely because the people could not
identify with them. In the circumstances, the feeling of being bound by a constitution was
82
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largely absent and constitutionalism could not take root. It is a combination of these factors,
among others, that led to the creation of African countries which had constitutions but no
trace of constitutionalism.86

The above described pattern applies with equal measure to Malawi. Malawi’s induction to
liberal democratic governance was achieved by means of the 1964 Independence
Constitution which was negotiated in Great Britain.87 This Constitution, however, lasted only
two years before being replaced by a Republican Constitution.88 During the thirty years that
the 1966 Constitution was in force, liberal democratic notions were all but pushed into
oblivion.89 Governance and constitutionalism did not proceed on any principles that could
logically be justified on the basis of any liberal democratic ideals. Governance during the
thirty year period was diametrically at odds with any liberal democratic ideals. It is plain
heresy to suggest that there was any pretension at maintaining constitutionalism in Malawi
during the entirety of Dr Banda’s rule. During this period, political activity was extensively
regulated, civil liberties were trammelled and judicial independence was but a mirage.90

It was only with the re-introduction of multi-party politics subsequent to the Referendum in
1993 that liberal democratic ideals again rose to prominence. This rise to prominence of
liberal democratic ideals in Malawi must, as pointed out earlier, be understood in the context
of a continental rise to prominence of liberal democracy during the Third Wave of
Democratisation.91 It must also be appreciated within the broader social context of changing
global dynamics subsequent to the end of the Cold War. What is noticeable about the rise of
86
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liberal democracy in Malawi, and arguably most of Africa, is the influence of the Bretton
Woods institutions and other Western donors and their insistence on good governance
which was quickly conflated with a demand for democratisation along liberal democratic
tenets.92 The result in Malawi is that in 1994 Malawi adopted a Constitution that is hailed as
one of the ‘most liberal’ in the world.93 However, in spite of having one of the world’s most
liberal constitutions, it is astounding to note that the choice of liberal democracy for the 1994
Constitution was not as a result of a conscious and collective reflection by the people of
Malawi. Further and even more striking, as Kanyongolo aptly notes, is the fact that liberal
democracy has few, if any, historical or philosophical roots in Malawian society.94
Liberalism’s lack of historicity in Malawi, however, seems not to have significantly affected or
shaped the formulation of the 1994 Constitution.95

The fact that the liberal democratic model has no historical roots in Malawi and that it was
not chosen as a result of a conscious introspection by Malawians raises serious questions
about its suitability and relevance as a governance paradigm.96 These questions can
legitimately be extended to liberal democratic constitutionalism which is squarely founded on
liberal democracy. In spite of all the questions about liberal democracy one notes its
continued rise and ‘entrenchment’ with the passage of time not just in Malawi and Africa but
also globally.97 In Malawi, for example, one notes that during the transition to multi-partyism
almost all incipient opposition parties uncritically aligned themselves with the liberal
democratic model.98 These parties, seemingly, failed to appreciate that liberal democracy, in
the form they were embracing, had evolved out of specific historical, cultural and material
contexts in the West.99 A big error was, therefore, committed when these parties failed to
subject the liberal model to any serious scrutiny or to relate it to the political, historical,
traditional and material experiences of Malawians before embracing it. Even more worrying
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is the fact that almost all major political parties have remained stuck to the liberal democratic
paradigm and not one of them has attempted to either offer an alternative vision for
governance in the country or conduct a visible interrogation of the liberal paradigm.

It is notable that the rise of liberal democracy not just in Malawi but also globally has had a
certain acerbic attribute to it. With the end of the cold war liberal democracy has been
parroted by major Western powers as the only viable form of government and countries have
literally been pressed to adopt it.100 The liberal democratic conception of the world has
increasingly held itself out as the ‘last word’ and the only viable framework for
conceptualising human relations.101 This, significantly, has been in spite of numerous
shortcomings and shortfalls of the liberal democratic model in creating and sustaining an
equitable governance framework.102 It seems to be the case that in spite of the tensions and
contradictions within it, liberalism still, quite erroneously in this study’s view, assumes the
existence of true, immutable, universal, timeless objective values for all men, everywhere
and all times.103 The preoccupation thus becomes foisting these immutable values on all of
humanity.

In spite of the above, the ‘developed world’s’ approach to democratisation in the developing
world is full of ambiguities and contradictions and these have affected democratic
consolidation in Africa and most of the Third World. The ambiguities stem from, arguably, the
‘naivety’ of the ‘initial premise’ on which the ‘democratisation crusade’ has been conducted.
It still seems to be naively and mistakenly assumed, in most of the developing world, that
liberal democracy is the final solution to each and every conceivable problem that might
confront humanity.104 This is in spite of the rising disillusionment with democracy in the so
called ‘mature’ democracies themselves.105 This ‘paradox of democracy’, as Giddens calls it,
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has seen significant drops in the levels of trust in politicians, lower voter turn outs and
increasing apathy in political processes in the so called ‘mature’ democracies.106 The
paradox of democracy requires that democracy must be seriously rethought at the most
fundamental levels.107 In rethinking democracy an important concession is to move away
from the faulty ‘initial premise’ and accept that ‘Western liberal democracy might prove to be
not the final destination on the democratic road, but just one of the many possible exits.’108

4.2.2

The case for re-conceptualising governance and constitutionalism from an
Afro-centric perspective

In the paragraphs above, the development of liberal democracy in Africa, generally, and
Malawi specifically was traced. In tracing liberal democracy’s development, the study also
alluded to some of the limitations and shortfalls of liberal democracy in Malawi, specifically
and Africa, generally. This section will make a case for the re-conceptualisation of both
governance and constitutionalism from an African perspective. The emphasis on the Afrocentric perspective is motivated by the need to make African experiences and perspectives
material in the conceptualisation of governance and constitutionalism. In making the case for
the re-conceptualisation, some further shortfalls and deficiencies of the liberal democratic
model will again be highlighted. The re-conceptualisation being advocated here is for a move
towards social trust-based governance and constitutionalism. It must be recalled that social
trust-based governance draws on ubuntu and the trust. In terms of the place of liberal
democracy in Africa, the social trust-based approach entails making democracy culturally
endogenous.109

The liberal democratic paradigm has failed Africa and is currently failing Malawi as well. The
fact that liberal democracy has been failing Africa has been evident for a long time. As
Nyamnjoh puts it, the fact that liberal democracy has yet to succeed in Africa cannot be
questioned ‘even by the most optimistic and committed of its disciples or evangelists.’110 De
Smith postulates that as early as 1964 the failures of liberal democracy in Africa were
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already becoming apparent.111 In spite of the early manifestations of the failures of liberal
democracy in Africa, it was contended that liberal democracy should be given a full run.112
As it turned out, the failures became more apparent when Independence Constitutions were
either quickly subverted or repealed paving way for the rise to despotism and
authoritarianism that soon characterised Africa. The failure of liberal democracy to take root
in Africa years after the Independence Era confirms that liberal democracy should not be
regarded as a self-evident truth that is naturally embedded in all human beings including
Malawians.113 Clearly, democratisation along the liberal democratic model is not an
inevitable consequence in African countries.114 Democratisation and governance in Africa
must thus be implemented with this very important fact constantly in mind.

At the moment, a quick stock-take on the ‘democracies’ in Southern Africa, for example,
reveals massive but disturbing similarities which, this study argues, epitomises the crisis of
liberal democracy in Africa. The so called liberal democracies of Southern Africa are all
marked by kleptocracy, autocracy, elitism and lack of accountability.115 The practice of
democracy itself is centred on electoralism, is hollow and, generally, does not make a lot of
difference to ordinary people’s lives.116 It is these traits, among others, that have led scholars
to conclude that in Africa, at least, there is a discernible reversal and roll-back on some of
the achievements that were made during the Third Wave of Democratisation.117 This merely
highlights the fact that Africa’s democratisation remains incomplete and still faces an
uncertain future.118

This study argues, as pointed out earlier, that part of the reasons for the failure of liberal
democracy in Africa lie in the manner in which liberal democracy was introduced to most
African countries. As earlier highlighted, this was done through the mechanism of
Independence Constitutions and the most unique feature about these constitutions was their
111
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palpable lack of autochthony. Such constitutions failed to acquire the status of a basic law in
almost all countries and quickly faded into irrelevance.119 The norms that these constitutions
stood for thus never got to be accepted and entrenched as part of the governing mores in
African societies. It is thus the attempted wholesale importation of the liberal democratic
model that created the biggest hurdle for the democratisation of Africa.120 There is almost no
evidence to demonstrate that the departing colonial powers made a conscious effort to
bequeath constitutions that reflected and responded to the conditions that prevailed in the
colonies.

One factor glaringly stands out in the history of governance and constitutionalism in Africa.
Little, if any, attention was paid to the prevailing local conditions in attempting to transplant
liberal democratic norms to newly independent Africa and neither did the colonial
administrators test these norms in Africa before bequeathing them. While it was obviously
imperative that states emerging from colonial subjugation had to revamp their systems of
governance and economic structures, it seemed to have been uncritically assumed that the
emerging systems had to be modelled on those of their former colonial masters without
further justification.121 There was no deliberate attempt to craft a governance paradigm in
response to the various territories’ histories or the prevailing conditions. Surely the
colonialists had been in the colonised territories long enough to get an idea of the local
governance paradigms! However, it seems that the inclination to adopt what Mamdani refers
to as a ‘history by analogy’122 was obviously a big catalyst in the errors that were committed
by the departing colonial powers. History by analogy, as Mamdani demonstrates, has a high
propensity for ignoring specificity in favour of an inclination to fit all human experiences
within a particular projection.123 In relation to the introduction of liberal democracy in Malawi
and most of Africa, the result of a history by analogy was that it was uncritically assumed
that liberal democracy was the best form of governance because it had succeeded in Europe
without an attempt being made to consider the implications of the specific factors prevailing
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in Africa.124 However, one ought to realise that African societies were not and are not merely
‘pre-liberal’ societies. It is thus plain naivety to hope that the introduction of a liberal
constitution would somehow induce a ‘pre-liberal’ society to somehow become a liberal
society. It should be apparent that the conditions for the success of a liberal democracy were
and are still largely absent in most of Africa. It is important to constantly bear in mind that
‘[i]n Tropical Africa, the shape of democracy is influenced by pre-industrial, rather than postindustrial, conditions.’125

Strangely, and in spite of the clarity of the failures of liberal democracy in the postindependence period, the same mistakes of the independence era have largely been
replicated in most African countries during the Third Wave of Democratisation. As fittingly
summarised by Nyamnjoh:126
Far from being innovative ... and turning attention towards more participatory democracy
informed by local experiences and world view, Africans in their second liberation attempt,
which started in the 1980’s and early 1990’s ... have only compounded their predicaments in
a sterile commitment to the simplistic pursuit of liberal democracy.

The liberal democratic hegemony has been such that democratisation during the Third Wave
of Democratisation was all conducted on its terms without any concessions being made to
alternate perceptions. Malawians, and arguably Africans generally, thus find themselves
saddled with a liberal democratic framework that is failing to deliver the numerous promises
that the Third Wave of Democratisation supposedly generated.127 Contrary to common
perceptions, the changes that occurred during the Third Wave of Democratisation have
neither translated into greater citizenry empowerment nor improved governance,
generally.128 Conversely, there is a clear indication that the changes, for their failure to bring
124
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about real transformation have actually contributed to the creation of disillusionment with
political processes generally.129

On a different note, it is rather sobering to note that for all its failures, the liberal democratic
framework, as a governing paradigm, remains by and large accepted by all political players
in Malawi.130 As Mwaungulu notes ‘there is no reason to doubt that, for Africa in general and
Malawi in particular, democracy has come to stay.’131 This it must be stated is not an
endorsement of Fukuyama’s ‘end of history thesis’. It is nothing more than a pragmatic
concession that democracy is, currently, best suited to meet human expectations in terms of
governance and that no viable alternatives are on the horizon yet.132 It is also a mere
confirmation of the liberal democratic hegemony in the current global political climate.133 For
all its shortcomings, democracy remains the most plausible governance alternative.134
Liberal democracy is here to stay, at least, for the foreseeable future. Some African scholars
have even been speaking of ‘the rebirth of African liberalism.’135 Conceding the endurance of
liberal democracy, it must be restated, does not amount to asserting its perfectness.

For example, in Malawi, all the major political parties have embraced the tenets of liberalism
both in relation to politics and the economy.136 It is due to the acceptance of the liberal
democratic paradigm that this study does not propose the wholesale rejection and repulsion
above). It is argued that the Third Wave of Democratisation occurred without the basic
institutions of the modern state in place i.e. rule of law and civil society, see R Rose & DC
Shin “Democratisation backwards: The problem of Third Wave Democracies” (2001) 31 (2)
British Journal of Political Science 331-354. This resulted in a ‘reverse democratisation
process’ and created incomplete democracies.
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of the model. This study argues that some tenets of liberalism must form part of social trustbased governance and constitutionalism. The major contention in this study is that the liberal
democratic model must not be wholesale accepted but remodelled by infusing it with
uniquely Africans traits and thus allowing it to benefit from the values that underlie both
ubuntu and the trust.137 There must be a conscious effort towards the creation of more
variegated versions of democracy in response to prevailing local circumstances.138 This, it is
hoped, will generate legitimacy as well as ensure that there are fair chances of democracy
succeeding in Africa.

As Englund has argued in respect of Malawi, there is an acute need to move beyond
liberalism and acknowledge that liberal democracy cannot be wholesale imported into a
country.139 In moving beyond liberal democracy Malawi does not need to unduly strive to
conform to standard definitions, precedents and practices of democracy but must focus on
the reorganisation of society along lines that will enhance its potential.140 To achieve this in a
viable manner Malawi must look into herself and articulate a relationship between
indigenous values and norms that does not simplistically characterise traditional normative
systems like customary law, as retrogressive and useless.141 Specifically, in as far as liberal
democracy is concerned, Malawians and Africans generally, must embark on the process of
reconciling it in an earnest and transparent manner with other forms of democracy
indigenous to the continent. In all these processes it must constantly be recalled that
democracy as a form of governance is not alien to Africa while liberal democracy is.142
Importantly, such a process of reconciling liberal democracy with indigenous norms must be
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predicated on enhancing meaningful participation by the populace in the governance
process.143 Such a process would have to give meaning to, among others, the following
values that are hallowed from the African perspective:144 leaders must remain in office with
the consent of the people, policy decisions must not be made in the face of public dissent,
decisions affecting the broader community must follow consensus, decisions affecting the
whole community must enhance solidarity and public resources must be managed to better
the broader society.
It is axiomatic to recognise that democratic forces in any country embody social forces.145
The process of deconstructing and reconstructing democracy in Africa must, therefore, be
both historical and philosophical.146To establish functional democracies in Africa, a
deliberate effort must be made to root the democratic system in the established culture,
traditions and history of the concerned countries while also considering their particular
economic circumstances.147 In this context democracy will succeed if it is able to build upon
a foundation in the traditional systems while at the same time being able to challenge any
identifiable shortcomings in the traditional form of organisation. It is fundamentally important
to always realise that democracy is best ‘indigenised.’148 It succeeds best when it ‘wears and
acknowledges the specific historical and cultural realities of the society in question.’149
African imaginations about democracy, governance and constitutionalism must, therefore, be
prepared to transcend the world that has been crafted by ‘Western hegemonic ideas.’150
Africans must consciously attempt to rediscover their roots and construct their paradigm of
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democracy by reference to their indigenous norms and institutions.151 Clearly, therefore,
while there may be external influence and assistance in Africa’s democratisation this ought
to be very limited and often merely for catalytic purposes.152 Democratisation and
constitutionalism in Africa cannot ignore the ‘importance of the role of the traditional political
systems in the national governance structures of the state.’153 One must thus be constantly
mindful of the fact that democracy cannot be dictated into existence.154 Clearly, in Africa
liberal democracy should not be embraced as a finished and perfect product for in its current
form it is a product of a specific history and social conditions.155 It is for this reason that this
study calls for a move towards social trust-based governance and constitutionalism.

The call for social trust-based governance and constitutionalism benefits from a long
experience, of failure, with democracy, conceptualised predominantly from a liberal
perspective, across Africa. As conceded by Pye, while liberal democracy’s rise to
ascendancy may mean that there are currently no serious alternative theories for
governance, the achievement of sustainable and genuinely liberal democracy has been
universally difficult to attain.156 It is also important to note that developing countries face
unique problems in the institutionalisation of democracy. Such problems in part revolve
around the development of an acceptable balance between their cultural legacies and the
imperatives of the modern world culture together with the need for economic
development.157 These challenges and problems cannot be solved by copying solutions that
were developed in a different context. Effective social reconstruction requires the
development of home grown solutions to stimulate and guide the process.158

Specifically, in as far as liberal democracy, good governance and constitutionalism are
concerned, it is important to note that even in the West, liberal democracy has not been
uniformly

conceptualised.

Acknowledging

that

there

may

be

different

ways

of

conceptualising liberal democracy, governance and constitutionalism should then pave way
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for the development of approaches that critique the dominant paradigms. In the case of
Malawi, for example, it is also important to note that the standard meaning and
conceptualisation of democracy does not necessarily resonate with most ordinary
Malawians.159 Clearly, therefore, making democracy work requires the adoption of a flexible,
inclusive and open-ended approach that not only takes account of liberal ideals but also
‘African values and institutions’ that can be used to foster a sense of local democracy.160 The
heterogeneity of democracy necessarily means that there is no ‘either or approach’ to
democratisation. One cannot rigidly insist on either the strict liberal model or an exclusive
African approach to democratisation. As the United Nations has pointed out ‘the ideal of
democracy is rooted in philosophies and traditions from many parts of the world.’161
Democratisation must, therefore, deliberately seek to accommodate the different
philosophies and traditions. While some of the values that African traditions embody may
seem strange when viewed from a Western perspective, it is undoubted that they possess
moral and ethical values that can be utilised in democratisation.162

4.3

Interrogating

the

connection

between

democracy,

governance

and

constitutionalism and African traditions, customs and institutions
Reference to ‘African traditions, customs and institutions’ may justly be criticized for being
too broad and incapable of possessing any meaningful content.163 Without belabouring the
point, the defining feature of what this study refers to as African traditions, customs and
institutions is their indigeneity to Africa. By African traditions, customs and institutions is
meant social institutions and modes of societal organisation and ordering that owe their
origin to the African continent and its peoples. It is their autochthony that sets African
159
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traditions, customs and institutions apart. It must be conceded at the outset that what are
currently referred to as African traditions, customs and institutions are a combined derivative
of the colonial experience and African cultures.164 In speaking of African traditions, customs
and institutions one must thus be fully mindful of two things. Firstly, the effect that the
colonial experience had on the African consciousness. As Mbigi argues, almost invariably,
colonial laws and policies sought to undermine and discredit the legitimacy of indigenous
African knowledge systems.165 This affected the way in which they were preserved and
transmitted between generations. Secondly, one must be slow and cautious in making
generalisations about African traditions, customs and institutions especially in the light of the
diversity of traditions, practices and cultures between African peoples.

A further note of caution must be sounded here. The reference in this study to African
traditions, customs and institutions is not just a form of intellectual nostalgia about an era
that has long gone past. This reference is being made on the basis of an acknowledgement
of the value that may be had by infusing the current Westernised discourse on societal
organisation with indigenous African norms. This is not a call for the wholesale return of
Africa to its pre-colonial systems of governance and organisation. This is impossible.
Further, the effects of colonialism are such that it is impossible to concretely determine with
precision the norms that prevailed in the pre-colonial period.166 Nevertheless, there is a very
strong case to be made for ‘re-establishing contacts with familiar landmarks of modernisation
under indigenous impetus.’167 This recourse to indigenous institutions necessitates, not the
‘reproduction’ of ancient indigenous institutions, but the ‘recapturing’ of those institutions.168
Proceeding from an acknowledgment of the value of indigenous African knowledge and its
institutions, this study will now demonstrate how African traditions, customs and institutions
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are concretely related to governance, constitutionalism and democracy. The demonstration
of the interconnectivities shall be achieved by using the concept of ubuntu as an example.

4.3.1

Ubuntu

as

a

basis

for

a

reconstructed

discourse

on

governance,

constitutionalism and democracy in Africa: A tentative direction
It is not enough for Africans to assert that ubuntu is their unique governing philosophy. The
more important task is to involve ubuntu and its ideals in the solving of concrete problems
that Africa faces. This study will establish the relevance of ubuntu in the resolution of
concrete African problems by, firstly, demonstrating that ubuntu can be used as a
foundational principle of constitutional law in many African countries. By way of illustration,
reference will, in this connection, be made to the Malawian and South African
Constitutions.169 Secondly, it will also be demonstrated that ubuntu can also be used as a
basis for constructing an alternative discourse on constitutionalism that does not
foundationally rely on liberal ideals for justification.

In the context of this study, it is important to note that the only explicit acknowledgement of
ubuntu’s relevance to constitutional law was its inclusion in the post-amble to the Interim
Constitution of South Africa. The concept was, surprisingly, not carried over into the Final
Constitution.170 Over the years, however, the South African Constitutional Court has, on
several occasions, referred to ubuntu to ‘justify’ its decisions. The incorporation of ubuntu
into South African jurisprudence has, however, not been easy and uniform.171 Some of the
complexities in incorporating ubuntu into constitutional jurisprudence stem from the
concept’s expansiveness and supposed infinite malleability. As may be recalled, ubuntu is
simultaneously about the individual as well as the universal.172 But perhaps the biggest
impediment to the development of an expansive ubuntu-based jurisprudence has been the
judges’ tendency to treat ubuntu as a uni-dimensional value. This has led courts and
169
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commentators to selectively emphasise those aspects of ubuntu which fit the purpose for
which it has been invoked.173 The South African Constitutional Court, especially in its earlier
pronouncements on ubuntu, was guilty of using ubuntu as ‘a one-size-fits-all, magic word
that [could] be appropriated to lend legitimacy to any judicial observation, rather than the
intricate philosophy it indeed represents.’174 This approach, it will be demonstrated, has
since ‘somewhat’ changed.

An example of a selective reliance on the values underlying ubuntu is offered by the
Constitutional Court’s decision in AZAPO v President of South Africa (AZAPO),175 where the
Court used ubuntu to justify the amnesty legislation in the immediate aftermath of apartheid.
It must be noted that the Court invoked the Interim Constitution’s reference to ubuntu in the
epilogue to urge forgiveness for the perpetrators of human rights violations during apartheid
while at the same time extinguishing the victims’ rights to commence action for the
violations. This approach, it is argued, erroneously suggested that ubuntu is only about
forgiveness while ubuntu also does require perpetrators of wrongs to atone for their wrongs
in various socially acceptable ways. The decision in AZAPO is also a clear manifestation of
how the philosophy of ubuntu can be appropriated or even misappropriated to serve
particular political ends176 - in this case, ubuntu was used to justify the compromise that the
amnesty laws embodied.177 The specificities of how ubuntu justified the amnesty legislation
were, however, not addressed by the Court beyond a generalised reference to ubuntu. Even
in S v Makwanyane (Makwanyane),178 where the Constitutional Court declared the death
penalty unconstitutional in South Africa, although several of the judges referred to ubuntu in
their judgments, there is a palpable variation in the emphases that the judges place on the
concept.179 The Constitutional Court’s approach to ubuntu in Makwanyane, Van der Walt
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argues, evidences a frightening lack of jurisprudential rigour.180 For all the references to
ubuntu in the individual judgments none of the judges seriously interrogated what ubuntu
means and what exactly it portends for the legal system. It seems the judges just opted to
adopt a ‘feel-good flavour of a jurisprudence that has done little more that add a local,
indigenous and communitarian touch to the Christian, Kantian or Millsian respect for the
individual that informs Western jurisprudence.’181

A better direction would be to take seriously the assertion that ubuntu is an intricate
philosophy and not a one-size-fits-all magic word.182 However, evidence of the one-size-fits
all approach to ubuntu can also be had in the passing reference to ubuntu that the
Constitutional Court made in Hoffmann v South Africa South African Airways.183 In Hoffmann
v South African Airways Ngcobo J (as he then was) stated that ‘[p]eople living with HIV must
be treated with compassion and understanding. We must show ubuntu towards them.’184
Ngcobo J, however, did not attempt to properly unravel the relevance of ubuntu in the light of
the dispute that the Court was resolving. These variations and ‘inconsistencies’, this study
argues, merely highlight the need for concerted effort in articulating the philosophy of ubuntu
which has suffered from years of neglect.
The Constitutional Court has also made references to ubuntu in the following decisions:185
Port Elizabeth Municipality v Various Occupiers (PE Municipality);

186

Bhe v Magistrate,

Khayelistha; Shibi v Sithole; South African Human Rights Commission v President of the
Republic of South Africa (Bhe);187 Dikoko v Mokhatla (Dikoko)188 and Khosa v Minister of
Social Development (Khosa).189 A brief discussion of the manifestation of ubuntu in these
decisions will now be conducted.
180
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PE Municipality involved the eviction of squatters that had settled on privately owned land
within the municipality of Port Elizabeth. The illegality of the squatters’ occupation of the land
was largely undisputed even though some of them had been in occupation for about eight
years. PE Municipality is notable because it was the first case in which ubuntu as a
constitutional value was brought to bear in private law.190 Sachs J, who delivered the
judgment of the Court, stated that ubuntu, which is part of the cultural heritage of the majority
of South Africans, suffuses the whole constitutional order and combines individual rights with
a communitarian philosophy. He further asserted that ubuntu is a unifying motif in the South
African Bill of Rights.191 However, in spite of the commendable attempt to extend ubuntu into
private law, the Court in PE Municipality is guilty of the same simplistic approach that was
adopted in Makwanyane and AZAPO. It is clear, from the Court’s statements on ubuntu, that
the Court still utilised ubuntu as a catch-all phrase to justify conclusions reached without
interrogating ubuntu.

A similar conclusion can be made in respect of the Constitutional Court’s treatment of ubuntu
in Bhe. The applicants in Bhe challenged the constitutionality of section 23 of the Black
Administration Act (38 of 1927) and the customary law principle of primogeniture. In
declaring both section 23 of the Black Administration Act and the principle of primogeniture
unconstitutional, both Langa DCJ (as he then was) and Ngcobo J (as he then was) referred
to ubuntu in their judgments. However, and as Bekker aptly concludes, although reference
was made to ubuntu in Bhe, no new insight into the concept as a constitutional principle was
provided.192

Similar conclusions can be made of the decision in Khosa. In Khosa the applicants were
Mozambican citizens who were permanent residents of South Africa. The applicants were
challenging the Social Assistance Act (59 of 1992) after being excluded from social
assistance grants as a result of their citizenship. What is notable is that the judgment in
Khosa does not make any explicit reference to ubuntu. However, as Cornell and Van Marle
have argued, a holistic analysis of the decision reveals that the Court’s decision reflects a
deep sense of an ubuntu ethos.193 This ubuntu ethos is particularly manifested by the
190
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Court’s extension of social grants to permanent residents who would otherwise have been
excluded on a literal interpretation of the Social Assistance Act.

With regard to the three decisions discussed above, it is important to note that in spite of the
paucity of the jurisprudential interrogation of ubuntu specifically, the decisions mark a bold
and courageous attempt to move beyond a liberal conception of the human rights
discourse.194 A move beyond the liberal conception of human rights is bound to set the stage
for more meaningful intercourse between ubuntu and the liberal discourse on rights.

The judgment in Dikoko is hailed as a breakthrough with regard to the interpretation of
ubuntu as a constitutional value.195 The case came to the Constitutional Court as an appeal
against a judgment awarding damages for defamation in favour of Mokhatla. In considering
the award of damages by the lower court Mokgoro argued that she would have reduced the
lower court’s award because of its failure to consider all mitigating circumstances. In
Mokgoro’s judgment, the constitutional value of dignity is closely related to ubuntu and in
cases of defamation it is equally important that compensation should be aimed at reestablishing harmonious relations between the parties. A remedy based on ubuntu, she
argued, could go much further in restoring human dignity than a monetary award.196 Sachs
J, to his credit, although adopting a different approach, largely agreed with Mokgoro J’s
conclusions and expressly conceded that ‘ubuntu-botho is more than a phrase to be invoked
from time to time to add a gracious and affirmative gloss to a legal finding already arrived
at.’197 Sachs J, in his judgment, proposes that the law of defamation should move away from
its preoccupation with monetary awards towards a model that encourages reconciliation by
the parties, for example, by accepting apologies in settlement of claims.

It must be clear that while progress has been made in developing an ubuntu-based
jurisprudence, this progress has been slow and laboured. In spite of the problems that have
faced the incorporation of ubuntu into South African jurisprudence, for example, its ideals
remain centrally relevant to constitutional jurisprudence both in Malawi and South Africa. A
look at the preambular recitals of the two countries’ Constitutions, for example, reveals that
the constitutional orders in these countries are founded on the very ideals that ubuntu stands
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for. 198 On the one hand, the preamble to the Constitution of Malawi avers that the people of
Malawi adopted it in recognition of the ‘sanctity of human life and the unity of all mankind’
and also because they sought ‘to guarantee the welfare and development of all the people of
Malawi, national harmony and peaceful international relations.’ On the other hand, the
preambular recital to the South African Constitution avers that it was adopted to ‘heal the
divisions of the past and establish a society based on democratic values, social justice and
fundamental human rights’ and also to ‘improve the quality of life of all citizens and free the
potential of each person.’ Further, the detailed and lengthy Bills of Rights in both
Constitutions also point to a desire to preserve and protect the values of ubuntu especially,
but not exclusively, human dignity.199 Ubuntu thus remains a rich philosophy which if
approached as such may prove to be of significant value. Ubuntu’s unique contribution in
this regard is that:200
Contrary to the often materialistic and individualistic approach of ‘Western’ jurisprudence,
ubuntu offers a view of society that emphasises social harmony above individual gain, views
rights and duties as sides of the same coin, views law ‘not as a tool for personal defence, but
as an opportunity given to all to survive under the protection of the order of the communal
entity’ and acknowledges human interdependence as an inextricable part of life.

By way of illustrating the points made above, democratic governance is part of the
constitutional orders in both Malawi and South Africa.201 The founding values of democracy
such as human dignity, equality, promotion of human rights and freedoms, accountability,
responsiveness and rule of law coincide with key values of ubuntu such as human dignity,
respect, inclusivity, compassion, concern for others, honesty and conformity.202 A
progressive judicial engagement must proactively appropriate the concept of ubuntu in
constitutional interpretation and all legal discourse.203 The articulation of ubuntu in
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constitutional discourse, it is argued, stands a better chance of developing an enduring and
home-grown constitutionalism.204

As pointed out earlier, governance in African countries has almost uniformly but uncritically
followed the Western liberal democratic model. This, it is argued, has largely been as a
result of a systematic process of disarticulation of African polities from their indigenous
institutions of problem solving that begun during colonial times.205 Recourse to ubuntu,
however, offers a basis for reconceptualising governance and democratisation in a manner
that exudes greater symmetry to African traditional norms and customs. It must be noted that
even though Western political thought presumes the social contract as the only legitimate
constitutive power of a government, the social contract justification is inadequate for
countries like Malawi and South Africa with justiciable social and economic rights in the
Constitution.206 This is because while the social contract easily lends itself to the vindication
of civil and political rights, it has not proved to be equally amenable to the justification of
social and economic rights.207 Social contract-based discourse easily justifies civil and
political rights because of its pre-occupation with explaining the emergence of civil society
and the justification of restraints on government. It is, however, not easily amenable to
justifying social and economic rights which require more than restraint on the part of a
government to be realised.

Ubuntu offers an opportunity and a basis for understanding most African constitutions and
developing a brand of governance that is premised on values that connect more readily with
the African consciousness. A full articulation of ubuntu-based governance would also serve
to highlight the inadequacies of social contract-based discourse in the light of the conditions
that prevail in Africa.208 As Cornell and Van Marle argue, ubuntu as a foundational principle
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of law would not have the same kind of one-to-one correspondence of right and duty that
occurs under the social contract theory.209 Under ubuntu, even a legally imposed obligation
may have to be construed differently from the manner in which it is normally construed in
contractarian theories.210 A notable perspective, among others, that would be brought about
by ubuntu in governance and democratisation would be the recognition and emphasis of
interdependence as a primordial societal value – this is often absent in social contract-based
discourse. For the law to contribute to the realisation of the benefits of ubuntu in governance,
constitutionalism and democratisation, there must be the development of what Cornell refers
to as a ‘nuanced jurisprudence’.211 This ‘nuanced jurisprudence’ requires an incisive
sublation and reconciliation of ideas of Western liberalism with African traditional norms and
institutions.212 In all this it must be recalled that ubuntu as a philosophy is both conservative
and subversive.213 It is conservative in the sense that it requires the perpetuation of values
that have proven their worth to Africa but it is also subversive in its resistance to liberal
individualism.214 To give meaning to ubuntu’s resistance to liberal individualism, for example,
requires that the values that underlie ubuntu be utilised in defining ‘justice’ and the validity of
law in African countries.215 In this endeavour one must continuously be mindful of the fact

there are three groups of people: those who like the terms of the contract as it is; those who
do not like the terms of the contract as it is and seek to renegotiate them and those who
appear indifferent to the contract. The citizens who manage the state belong to the first group
and these often use the law in the hope of stopping the second group of citizens from
renegotiating the contract. The overall objective, however, is to get the third group of citizens
to stop being indifferent and join either the first or second group – MS Nzunda “Sedition and
the struggle for the social contract” in MS Nzunda & KR Ross (eds) Church, law and political
transition in Malawi 1992-94 (1995) 15. This ‘contestation of the social contract’ must be
allowed to happen in Africa and on Africa’s terms.
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that ‘using ubuntu to enrich human rights and constitutional discourse should be seen as
having both political and ethical dimensions.’216

4.4

Ubuntu and the social trust: A potent bulwark for governance and
constitutionalism in Malawi?

In Chapter Two of this study the social trust concept was explained in detail and the various
implications that it generates were also highlighted. It was argued that the social trust
concept offers a viable framework through which governance and constitutionalism could be
realised. As will be demonstrated below, the strength and viability of the social trust concept
in revitalising governance and constitutionalism, especially in Malawi and Africa, generally,
lies in its conceptual affinity to traditional norms of governance in Africa. To best appreciate
the symmetry that exists between the social trust and traditional norms of governance in
Africa, like ubuntu, one must be prepared to engage in a process of transculturation.217
Transculturation provides a basis for appreciating the other without a measure of contempt
for that which is different from the dominant models. As Cornell puts it, ‘transculturation
demands that we must actually learn each other’s ways and grasp underlying competing
values in order to even begin to make a judgment’218 about the constitutionality or legality of
particular customary practices. In addition to transculturation, one must also be willing to
engage in the incisive sublation that was discussed in Chapter Two. Resultantly, Western
ideas and philosophies must be prepared to engage with the distinctly African concepts
without the contempt or disdain that characterised the meeting of cultures at the inception of
colonialism. The result of the intercourse must be a synthesis that does not unduly privilege
either the African or Western over the other.
One must recall that ‘trust’, in the moral sense, is the basis of cooperation in all societies.219
African societies, especially in pre-colonial times, arguably, more profoundly manifested the
‘trust’ basis in their inter and intra societal relationships. Concededly, pre-colonial African
societies were not homogenous and the generalisations about life in pre-colonial African
societies are being made here with a pinch of prudence.220 There is, however, considerable
216
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evidence that leadership, particularly, in pre-colonial African societies was exercised in a
principled manner that ensured a high degree of accountability by the governors and
participation by the populace.221 It is the essence of the preceding assertion that confirms
that democracy itself as a form of governance is not novel in Africa. It is liberal democracy
that is foreign to Africa.

It has been convincingly demonstrated that in traditional African societies, political and
economic control were premised on human interrelationships governed by an orderly
distribution of wealth among the citizens of a community.222 Under this model of governance,
accountability and social justice were the primary governing features and inter and intra
generational equity governed the utilisation of all societal resources. It was thus considered
to be morally degrading for a leader to reap huge profits from swindling people or hijacking
economic development for personal benefit.223 Centrally, all decision-making was by
consensus.224 It is because of this that other scholars have gone as far as suggesting that
‘African traditional culture, it seems, has an almost infinite capacity for the pursuit of
consensus and reconciliation.’225 Even in societies that had chiefs or kings, decisions were
invariably reached after consultation with the citizens in the polity. Governing by consensus,
it has been argued, was at the heart of African social and political organisation ethos.226 The
primacy of consensus was premised in a belief that knowledge is ultimately dialogical or
social.

usually took the form of a council of elders whose decisions were consensual. The village
assembly served as a forum for open discussion on matters affecting the whole community –
H Weiland (note 83 above) 10.
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The trust basis of societal relations in pre-colonial Africa, which still persists in some African
societies, can more clearly be appreciated by analysing the manner in which traditional
African societies have managed resources such as land.227 For example, writing about land
ownership in Malawi, Pachai concluded that 228
[i]n African society, according to customary law, the land does not belong to an individual or
group as such. It is there as a gift of the gods to occupy and to cultivate under certain
conditions. It is not ownership but useful occupation that is the guiding principle.

Although chiefs and village headmen would be in charge of land in particular localities, these
were not regarded as owners of the land. They were mere custodians or wardens. Land was
communally owned. ‘Ownership’, conceived according to the Western sense, was unheard
of.229 Instead of ownership, one ought to use terms such as ‘guardianship’ or ‘trusteeship’.230
In evaluating land tenure systems of Malawi, Mbalanje echoed Pachai when he stated that
‘land was held in trust for all the people forming the community.’231 Mutharika reiterates the
same point by stating that ‘land was held in trust by the monarchy or chieftaincy for the good
of all ... The leadership ensured that subjects had a share of the wealth of the nation each
according to his needs.’232 Land was thus conceived of as a sacred unit of traditional life.233
The whole community had an interest in it.234 The dead chiefs had an interest, the current
occupants had an interest and the unborn generations were also recognised as having an
227
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The ‘community’ in African culture is an ethical entity comprising the living, the living dead and
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– MB Ramose “In memoriam: Sovereignty and the ‘New’ South Africa” (2007) 16 (2) Griffith
Law Review 310 323. This concern with maintaining harmony between the three categories of
people makes African societies inherently social trust-based in orientation.
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interest in it.235 It is sobering to note that customary land in Malawi is still managed along the
same principles.

A similar assertion has been made about land ownership in Ghanaian customary law.
Writing in 1965 Asante argued that ‘property concepts were traditionally impressed with the
“trusteeship idea”.’236 This trusteeship idea, Asante argued, derived from the fundamental
premise that property belonged to the ancestors while the living were but beneficiaries. This
meant, just as Pachai had pointed out for Malawi, that property was an ancestral trust
committed to the living for the benefit of themselves and generations unborn. This had two
principal implications.237 Firstly, the community interest in property meant that ownership was
subject to social obligations that precluded the undue emphasis on individualism. Secondly,
these principles constituted all political and social functionaries charged with managing the
property into social trustees. This meant that they were strictly enjoined to manage the
resources in the primary interests of the group.

Clearly, at least in as far as land ownership in traditional Malawian society is concerned, the
concept of the trust has always been the governing motif. Admittedly, the trust as employed
to regulate land ownership in Africa did not have the complexity with which it has acquired in
Anglo-American legal thought. The trust in African customary law, while it certainly shares
some fundamental similarities with the trust in Anglo-American legal thought, also evinces
considerable unique features.238 The point to note, however, is that if the starting point in
discourse on governance and constitutionalism is conceived and acknowledged to be
located within Africa, it may be possible to generate a greater acceptance for societal
relations impressed with the trust concept. By recognising that within African traditions there
already exist norms that reflect established legal concepts, it is argued, it may become much
easier to enforce a governance model that is premised on African traditions but also draws
on mainstream legal devices.

While customary land ownership in Malawi, and arguably across Africa, offers the clearest
examples of a social trust-based regulation, such type of regulation is not limited to land
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ownership. Considerable evidence suggests that Africans, generally, have a common
conceptual and analytical framework of participatory governance based on their traditions
and cultures.239 It is to ubuntu that one must centrally look to discern the common
conceptual and analytical framework that informed governance in pre-colonial Africa. For
example, Davidson analysing traditional governance systems of the Asante in West Africa
concluded as follows:240
Power was exercised by powerful persons but with constitutional checks and balances
tending to prevent abuse of power. Despots certainly arose; they were dethroned as soon as
could be. Between ruler and the people – one can say between state and the people, there
was an acknowledged recognition of ties of mutual obligations and respect.

Specifically in the context of Malawi, Clutton-Brock observed that before making decisions
the elders would ‘gather under the big tree and talk until they agree[d]’.241 This they would
undertake because they believed that only consultation would hold the community
together.242 It has been argued that this trend was prevalent across the continent and a high
premium was placed on consensus in deliberation before decision making.243 To say that
traditional African communities deliberated until they reached consensus, however, is not to
say that there was always unanimity of opinion.244 The deliberations, inevitably, involved
compromise, adjustment and accommodation by the community members. As Nyerere put it
‘when a group of 100 equals have sat and talked together until they agreed where to dig a
well, (and ‘until they agreed’ implies that they will have produced many conflicting arguments
before they did eventually agree)’.245 All this merely highlights the inherent democratic
attributes of most African communities which need to be revived in Africa’s drive for good
governance and constitutionalism.

By way of further illustration of the point above, it is to be noted that Sindane and Liebenberg
have identified several political systems across Africa that manifest what this study terms the
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social trust-based approach to governance.246 For example, among the Yoruba of Nigeria
there was a concerted attempt to diffuse power rather than concentrate it in one person.
Other social institutions among Yoruba culture operated to check the power of the Oba
(King) and could direct that he commit suicide if he was found to be incompetent or
developing dictatorial tendencies. Sindane and Liebenberg also refer to the Kikuyu of Kenya,
the Somalis of East Africa and the Nupe of Nigeria to demonstrate how African societies
have traditionally regulated power in society. What emerges, according to Sindane and
Liebenberg, is that power was checked by placing it in the hands of people who were, by
virtue of their age, title and kinship, expected to be responsible and representative of the
people. In all this, a deliberate attempt was made to ensure a high degree of public
participation in all decision making. Ramose confirms the preceding point in his analysis of
Kingship in parts of South Africa.247 He argues that the name iNkosi, Kgosi, translated into
‘king’ in English has a special significance in the African concept of community. In Ramose’s
words:248
At its apex, the community of the living had Kgosi who was always subject to the grace of the
community that placed him in the position of regal authority. Thus the office of kingship was
inconceivable without the people, batho.

Clearly, the social trust basis of societal management that, arguably, permeates all African
societies is not limited to the management of property resources. A primordial governing
principle of distinctly African origins permeates African societal organisations when they are
looked at from a traditional perspective. It is this study’s argument that the common
conceptual and analytical framework that Africans possess is the ubuntu perspective to life.
Ubuntu is thus the very essence of democracy in Africa and must be centrally utilised in
Africa’s democratic renewal.249 It is from this common perspective that all efforts at African
renewal must seek to draw inspiration.
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In actualising the potential of African traditions, customs and the social trust for the purposes
of improving governance and constitutionalism in Malawi, one must fully comprehend the
seismic shift that the Constitution of Malawi embodies. As Gloppen and Kanyongolo
correctly acknowledge, the adoption of the 1994 Constitution infused the law with a
transformative ambition and, arguably, rendered the legal system more disposed towards
the poor, at least on the formal level.250 Conceptually, the most significant but ignored
alteration that the Constitution achieved was to move constitutional discourse beyond a strict
liberal democratic construction.251 Just as is the case with the 1996 South African
Constitution, to which Malawi’s Constitution borrows heavily,252 the new orders in these
countries mark a departure from liberalism and contemplate a move towards an
‘empowered’ model of democracy.253 In clear departure from classical liberal postulations
both the Constitutions of Malawi and South Africa provide for social redistribution and
participation, among others, as fundamental organising premises. 254

4.4.1

The role of transformative constitutionalism in social trust-based governance
and constitutionalism

To properly harvest the promise of the Constitution in Malawi, it is necessary to, among
others, embrace ‘transformative constitutionalism.’ Although a hard and fast definition of
transformative constitutionalism, especially in juridical terms, remains highly elusive, Klare
defined it as follows:255
... a long-term project of constitutional enactment, interpretation, and enforcement committed
(not in isolation, of course, but in a historical context of conducive political developments) to
transforming a country’s political and social institutions and power relationships in a
democratic, participatory, and egalitarian direction. Transformative constitutionalism connotes
250
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an enterprise of inducing large-scale social change through non-violent political processes
grounded in law.

Transformative constitutionalism is a social and economic revolution in the sense that it is
intended to bring about a more egalitarian society.256 While transformative constitutionalism
aims at creating a more egalitarian society by, for example, facilitating the creation of a more
equal society and guaranteeing basic socio-economic rights, it is also aimed at transforming
legal culture.257 At one level, the transformation of legal culture principally involves a reconceptualisation of the process of judicial adjudication and at another level it involves
revamping the nature of legal education.258 In as far as judicial adjudication is concerned,
transformative constitutionalism requires discarding the dominant liberal perspective that
uncritically asserts that law and politics are separate.

259

Once the political nature of judicial

adjudication is properly appreciated effort may then be directed at harnessing this to
meaningfully transforming society. Specifically, it is important to recognize that constitutional
interpretation is inherently a political process. It thus, invariably, involves value judgments
and sometimes involves values external to the Constitution itself.260 Clearly, under
transformative constitutionalism, judges bear the responsibility of justifying their decisions
not just by reference to authority but also by reference to ideas and values that the society
prioritises.261 Ubuntu could form a reservoir to which judicial adjudication could constantly
seek inspiration.
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While the above may seem to overemphasize the role of the judiciary in attaining
transformative constitutionalism, the truth is that the judiciary’s pivotal role in transformative
constitutionalism is largely catalytic.262 Through progressive pronouncements the judiciary
should set the pace for enabling various other social groups and institutions to emerge and
participate in societal processes. Transformative constitutionalism thus provides a basis for a
post-liberal reading of the Constitution. Admittedly, a post-liberal reading of the Constitution
is not the only ‘reading’ of the Constitution that transformative constitutionalism supports.263
This study, however, argues that the best post-liberal reading of the Constitution is the social
trust-based reading.

For purposes of governance and constitutionalism the best post-liberal construction of the
Constitution is the social trust-based construction especially because the state in Malawi has
traditionally assumed fiduciary roles – even though it has never seriously attempted to
consistently conduct itself as a fiduciary.264 For example, in several statutes dealing with the
management of land and natural resources the state has expressly declared itself as a
trustee for the people of Malawi.265 In a host of other legislation the state in Malawi has also
assumed obligations that have obvious fiduciary connotations.266 Even more centrally, the
state as constituted by the 1994 Constitution has been endowed with ‘explicit’ fiduciary
obligations.267 All this supports the position that the state, which has already assumed
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fiduciary obligations, must finally be treated as the fiduciary that it is and subjected to
fiduciary regulation.

In as far a judicial adjudication is concerned, a transformative approach to the construction
of the Constitution should pave way for the judicial recognition of the social trust,268 which as
this study has argued, can be founded in Chapter Three of the Constitution. This recognition
would give full purport to the provisions of section 12 of the Constitution while at the same
time positioning the Constitution to assume greater relevance in the lives of ordinary
Malawians. Such transformation, however, ought not to be limited to initiatives emanating
from the judiciary for both the legislature and the executive can also undertake social trustbased reforms by recognising the restraints of fiduciary regulation in performing their
functions.269 Such recognition of fiduciary regulation need only draw on the principles
outlined in Chapter Two of this study to determine the lines of regulation. The greatest
strength of the model being proposed here is that while it can seek and get recognition and
enforcement in the formal legal system, its ideals have a greater resonance with the
populace. This is because its foundational concepts are similar to indigenous norms of
Malawian customs and traditions. This similarity, it is argued, confers considerable
legitimacy on the social trust-based model. The recourse to the law that this model
advocates avails it of a significant boost in the enforcement and entrenchment of its
ideals.270 This is a radically different but viable alternative for premising constitutionalism and
governance in Malawi and Africa, generally. For even though many a call have been made
for the development of autochthonous governance paradigms in Malawi and Africa, no
serious attempts have been made beyond suggestions of an abandonment of Western
268
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norms and paradigms. The model being proposed in this study offers a concrete
manifestation of how the blend between Western norms and traditional African norms can be
conceptualised and eventually implemented.

4.5

Conclusion

The discussion in this Chapter began by noting that in adopting a new Constitution
Malawians expressed a desire to break with the country’s authoritarian past. In breaking with
its authoritarian past, it was further noted, Malawi ended up embracing liberal democracy as
a governing paradigm. Significantly, this Chapter noted, concurring with other scholars, that
the re-introduction of liberal democratic governance in Malawi was not preceded by any
serious consultation thus making the framework lacking in legitimacy and autochthony. This
lack of legitimacy and autochthony, it has been further argued, is a significant detracting
factor in the move towards the promotion of governance and constitutionalism in Malawi.

Following from the recognition of the lack of legitimacy and autochthony of the liberal
democratic model, the Chapter then presented an alternative paradigm to liberal democratic
governance which is founded in African customs, traditions and institutions. The concept of
ubuntu was identified, discussed and presented as an alternative basis for conceptualising
both governance and constitutionalism not only in Malawi but in Africa more generally. The
values that underlie ubuntu were also analysed to demonstrate how this African
philosophical ideal can be used to entrench governance and constitutionalism. One way in
which this can be achieved, it was argued, is by embracing transformative constitutionalism.
By way of illustration, the South African Constitutional Court’s experiences with utilising
ubuntu as a constitutional principle were discussed. It was further noted that while the
Constitutional Court’s initial pronouncements on ubuntu as a constitutional principle may
have been disappointing there is cause for optimism as evidenced by the Court’s later
decisions.

By looking specifically at Malawian customs and traditions, the Chapter also demonstrated
that there is a basis for ubuntu-based societal organisation in Malawi. More importantly,
however, was the later recognition that ubuntu-based organisation in Malawi actually reflects
a long established legal concept – the trust. By relating ubuntu-based ideals with trust-based
notions, it was argued, a firmer basis for governance and constitutionalism could be
constructed. This firmness of the basis for conceiving governance and constitutionalism
arises from the fact of utilising an African concept, which arguably has greater resonance
and legitimacy with African peoples, with a legal concept of renowned versatility and utility.
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To achieve this, the Chapter argued, requires a serious engagement with both
transculturation and sublation in order to create a viable synthesis. In the next Chapter this
study will endeavour to give an indication of how the conceptual framework so far created is
relevant to governance and constitutionalism in Malawi. This will be done in order to
demonstrate how social trust-based governance can affect constitutionalism and governance
in Malawi under the 1994 Constitution.
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