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Chapter 3 
 
The aim of this study is to expound in broad strokes an African philosophy of sustainable 
development, using Central Africa and its great lakes region as a case study. Given the limited 
scope of this book, our goal is not to articulate a comprehensive and exhaustive philosophy, but 
rather to merely propound a prolegomenon. We shall limit ourselves to delineating the 
contours of such a philosophy by articulating its raison d’être and some of its basic tenets, 
as well as the sources needed for such an endeavor and the fundamental questions that ought 
to be raised.  
 
By “African philosophy of sustainable development,” we mean a way of theorizing sustainability 
from an African perspective according to African modus vivendi and modus operandi, and most 
importantly according to the epistemological norms of “African rationality” and ethics, by 
interrogating the existing cultural, economic and political modes of social organization and their 
patterns of consumption and resource use in light of people’s pursuit of happiness. It emerges 
out of analytical and critical involvement which points out the aporia of existing development 
theories, raises questions regarding the conceptual underpinnings of indigenous beliefs, values, 
and languages pertaining to the human condition and human quest for well-being, as well as 
the questioning of modern development paradigms heretofore used in Africa and their 
outcome. This leads us to scrutinize the African historical  trajectory and African ancestral 
traditions in order to uncover some wisdom  and practices that may be useful for the 
articulation of an authentic African  “philosophy of sustainability” which we will draw from the 
tantalizing wealth  and astonishing clarity of twelve essential African concepts: Umoja 
(unity),  ujamaa (family spirit, brotherly love), sha-bantu-ne-bintu (God as father  of beings and 
things), Bumuntu (genuine personhood), mucima muyampe  (good heart), Mfwintshi (witch, evil 
person), fadenya-badenya (the person  as an individual and a person-with-others), mitshi 
(trees), ntanda-yonso (the  whole world, the entire universe), bumi (life), lufu (death), bijila 
(taboos). This  philosophy synthesizes the African Weltanschauung stemming mainly 
from  cosmology, cosmogony, ontology, metaphysics, ethics, and the “sage king”  political 
philosophy, as well as the long tradition of African resistance movements to oppression and 
exploitation, notably the struggle against genocide,  ecocide, and cultural genocide generated 



by dictatorship, slave trade, and the  social, physical, economic, and epistemic violence 
generated by colonialism, neocolonialism, and neoliberal globalism. As a subcategory of 
African philosophy in general, African philosophy of sustainable development draws from 
various trends, notably traditional philosophy (as expressed in Bantu Philosophy, Bumuntu 
Philosophy, Sage Philosophy, ancestral proverbs, and traditional religious Weltanschauung), 
and contemporary philosophical discourse expressed in pan-Africanism, Negritude, Ujamaa, 
post-colonial studies and various other trends.  
 
We shall proceed in four steps; after the status quaestionis, we shall clarify the context of our 
discourse. This will be followed by some salient points of the African crisis, and finally a 
response to such a crisis in the form of African philosophy of sustainable development.  
 
 

STATUS QUAESTIONIS 
 
In 1939, Albert Einstein sent a letter to F. D. Roosevelt, the US president, urging him to give 
“particular attention to the problem of securing a supply of uranium ore for the United States” 
for the production of the atomic bomb.  In this letter Einstein explicitly pointed out the Congo 
as that indispensable uranium country, “The United States has only very poor ores of uranium 
in moderate quantities. There is some good ore in Canada and former Czechoslovakia, while the 
most important source of uranium is in the Belgian Congo.”1 In fact, while the uranium from 
the Eldorado mine in the Northwest Territory of Canada, and from the Colorado Plateau 
contained only 0.02 percent of uranium oxide, and the uranium ores from the South African 
gold mines 0.03 percent, the uranium from the Shinkolobwe mine in the Congo had a 
staggering 65 to 75 percent of uranium oxide content. According to Susan Williams (a senior 
research fellow at the Institute of Commonwealth Studies, University of London), Shinkolobwe 
uranium mines remained the greatest single source of uranium for the United States in the late 
1940s and early 1950s, despite all the strenuous efforts to find alternative sources of rich ore 
(Williams, 2016). Toward the end of 1940, 1,200 tons of the stockpiled uranium ore 
of Shinkolobwe (with an oxide content of 70 percent) were shipped to New York.  According to 
the US Atomic Energy Commission, in 1947 the United States obtained 1,440 tomes of uranium 
concentrates from the Belgian Congo, none from its own territory and only 137 tons from 
Canada. In 1951, the United States got 639 tons from the United States, 255 from Canada, and 
2792 from the Congo (Williams, 2016: 253 and 269). Moreover, after the occupation of Belgium 
by Nazi Germany several tons of Congolese uranium were shipped to Berlin where Werner Karl 
Heisenberg, one of the fathers of quantum physics, was actively working on Hitler’s atomic 
bomb. This uranium case illustrates well how the scramble for Congolese minerals placed the 
country at the heart of global market conflicts in the struggle of world powers for access to 
strategic natural resources. Moreover, this country which provided material for the atomic 
bombs of Hiroshima and Nagasaki finds itself in the crossfire of the global sustainability debate 
in an era where the entire world is now living in the fear of nuclear holocaust and where 
radioactive waste have a tremendously negative impact on the environment and people’s 
health. But the Congo is relevant to the sustainability debate for many other minerals and for 
other reasons such as its rainforest, and its incredible wildlife and biodiversity.  



 
In 2017, Thomas Wilson concurred and wrote unequivocally in Bloomberg News that “we’ll all 
be relying on Congo to Power Our Electric Cars; Congo supplies much of the cobalt needed for 
electric vehicles” (Wilson, 2017). In an article published in 2016 in the Washington Post, Todd C. 
Frankel stated emphatically that “the world depends on Congo for Cobalt,” a strategic mineral 
widely used for space vehicles, rocket engines, power plants, jet aircraft engines, and turbine 
blades for gas turbines. Todd C. Frankel’s article offers the following specifics: “About 90 
percent of China’s cobalt originates in Congo, where Chinese firms dominate the mining 
industry. The Cupertino, Calif.-based tech giant acknowledges that an estimated 20 percent of 
the cobalt it uses comes from Huayou Cobalt, which is the parent company of Congo 
DongFang” (Frankel, 2016). It is estimated that about 60 percent of the world’s cobalt lies in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, and at the present time, the Congo supplies 63 percent of the 
world’s cobalt. Congo also accounts for almost 70 percent of world reserve of col-tan, a mineral 
so strategic for our digital technologies. This connection between Congolese minerals and  a 
global economy shaped by Cold War geopolitics is a good illustration of  the problematic nature 
of the vast world’s scramble for Congolese minerals  which began during the colonial era, 
mainly cobalt, col-tan, copper, diamond,  gold, and other natural resources such as rubber and 
ivory, as Frankel rightly  observed: “60 percent of the world’s cobalt originates in Congo—a 
chaotic  country rife with corruption and a long history of foreign exploitation of its  natural 
resources. A century ago, companies plundered Congo’s rubber sap and elephant tusks while 
the country was a Belgian colony. Today, more than five decades after Congo gained its 
independence, it is minerals that attract foreign companies.” Likewise, Helen Epstein concurs,  
 

Beneath Congo’s soil lies an estimated $24 trillion in natural resources, including rich 
supplies of oil, gold, diamonds, the col-tan used in computer chips, the cobalt and nickel 
used in jet engines and car batteries, the copper for bathroom pipes, the uranium for 
bombs and power plants, the iron for nearly everything. This wealth is the source of 
untold suffering. Today, more Congolese are displaced from their homes than Iraqis, 
Yemenis, or Rohingyas. Yet their miseries are all but invisible, in part because the 
identities and aims of Congo’s myriad combatants are mystified by layers of rumor and 
misinformation, which serve the interests of those profiting from the mayhem. (Epstein, 
2018)  

 
From the perspective of sustainability, the crucial point is that the exploitation of minerals has 
political and environmental implications. It is worth noting that the exploitation of both 
uranium and cobalt has a notoriously negative impact on the environment and human health as 
they are linked to radioactive pollution. In fact, Cobalt-60 is a commercially important radio  
isotope, used as a radioactive tracer and for the production of high energy gamma rays. But 
while cobalt contributes to the green revolution with electric cars, in the Congo its exploitation 
is linked to all sorts of obnoxious pollution.  The situation is even graver with regards to 
uranium. Extremely rich in oxide content, the Congolese uranium of Shinkolobwe was very 
powerful and terribly toxic. According to Zoellner, while the uranium from the south-
western United States gives a radioactive signature of about 40 picocuries per gram (about ten 
times the amount of picocuries per liter of air that is considered safe for humans to breathe), 



the Shinkolobwe remains emit a whopping 520,000 picocuries per gram (265). Studies done in 
Canada and in the United States have shown that radioactive waste from uranium have led to 
birth defects and various health problems, including prostate and breast cancer. At the 
Shinkolobwe mines Congolese worked without genuine protection lead ing to several deaths. 
Nowadays, there are widespread birth defects in the entire Katanga province due to 
radioactivity from uranium and cobalt mining.  
 
If the African environment is threatened by mineral exploitation and deforestation, it is also 
worth noting that Africa has produced outstanding defenders and promoters of the 
environment such as Wangari Maathai. In fact, in 2004, the Nobel committee declared that it 
has awarded to Wangari Maathai the Nobel Peace Prize “for her contribution to sustainable 
development, democracy and peace.” A Native of Kenya, Maathai, the founder of the 
Green Belt Movement (GBM) was the first person to receive the Peace Nobel Prize for her work 
on the environment, her GBM having planted over 51 million trees. In various parts of the 
continent, efforts are underway to protect lakes, rivers, and forests, while human rights 
activists and civil societies continue their struggle against human rights violations which include 
“environmental crimes.”  
 

CONTEXT 
 

The context of the present study is the Central African region that goes from Angola at the 
Atlantic coast to Tanzania at the Indian Ocean. In other words, we intend to study the Congo 
basin and its great lakes region, with a particular focus on the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo which is the largest, the richest, and the most diverse country at the center of this 
strategic region. 
 
Covering about one-fifth of the total land surface of earth, Africa is a vast landmass, the second 
largest continent after Asia. With its 54 countries, Africa is a land of great biodiversity. It has a 
vibrant population of about one billion people and vast natural resources, mainly oil, coffee, 
and abundant mineral deposits which are critical to our digital revolution, military might, and 
transportation, to name but a few sectors. And yet the African people are among the poorest of 
the poor in the world. Moreover, people suffer not only from economic exploitation and 
political oppression but also from the environmental degradation which stifles the prospects of 
sustainable development and aggravates the spiral of impoverishment of the people.  
 
Regarding the environment, it is worth noting that although the African ecozone is endowed 
with four mighty rivers (Nile, Niger, Congo, and Zambezi), Africa has an ecosystem which is 
increasingly under severe stress. In the North the Sahara Desert alone covers about 9.40 million 
km², occupying almost one-third of the entire surface area of Africa (30 million km2), while the 
southern part of the continent is squeezed by the Kalahari Desert which occupies 930,000 km2. 
Given the progressive advances of both the Sahara and the Kalahari deserts, the Congo basin 
remains one of the most ecologically viable regions of the continent. Lying astride the equator, 
and covering a vast area of more than 3.4 million km2, the basin of the Congo River is the 
largest river basin in Africa and the world’s second largest river basin, after the Amazon basin. It 



is blanketed by the pristine equatorial rain forest, one of the major ecological fortresses of our 
planet, along with the Amazon and the Malaysian forest. The largest portion of both the Congo 
basin and the equatorial rainforest is found in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, which 
accounts for 53.6 percent of Africa’s lowland rainforest area. The study of the environmental 
situation in this part of the great lakes regions is important not only for the sustainable 
development of Africa but also of the world.  
 
Let us now briefly examine how the major challenges to sustainability in modern era, since the 
introduction of Africa in the “global market.”  
 
 

ENVIRONMENTAL CRISIS, GENOCIDE, AND “UNDERDEVELOPMENT” 
 

A dominant narrative among development theorists has been that slave trade and colonization 
helped Africa enter into modernity and escape obscurantist traditions and poverty. A good 
succinct summary of this school of thought can be found in the writing of the famed German 
philosopher Hegel, who, in his Philosophy of World History, put it peremptorily as follows:   
 

Negroes are enslaved by Europeans and sold to America. Bad as this may be, their lot in 
their own land is even worse, since there a slavery quite as absolute exists . . . slavery is 
in and for itself injustice, for the essence of humanity is freedom; but for this man must 
be matured. The gradual abolition of slavery is therefore wiser and more equitable than 
its sudden removal.   
 

More explicitly Hegel claims that the European slave trade is not to be abolished suddenly 
because it is the only thing that humanizes Africans and brings them to maturity: “We may 
conclude slavery to have been the occasion of the increase of human feeling among the 
Negroes.”  
 
The Hegelian Paradigm did not disappear with the abolition of slave trade.  We find it again in 
the “civilizing mission” ideology of colonial empires articulated in the documents of the 
“International African Association” of King Leopold II and in the Acts of the Berlin Conference 
itself. From the standpoint of the African philosophy of sustainable development a 
careful analysis of the outcome of this introduction of Africa in the global market   
reveals a picture which is antithetical to sustainability. We can grasp this by examining some 
salient factors regarding the impact on the people and on the environment. For the sake of 
brevity we shall limit our analysis to two points:  the environment and genocide.  
 
The Environment  
 
The slave trade affected more the people than the environment. Nonetheless, the introduction 
of 20 million guns of unprecedented power of destruction made warfare more lethal and was 
to play a crucial role in the process of destabilization of the social fabric. It is mainly with 
mining industries during the colonial and post-colonial era that the environment will be 



damaged. Industrialization has taken a heavy toll, accelerating deforestation, and a heavy 
pollution of air and rivers from oil companies and mining industries, mainly the exploitation of 
toxic minerals such as cobalt and uranium.  
 
Regarding the environmental crisis, deforestation is a major factor. About 22 percent of Africa 
is forest and woodland, and only a small percentage of this acreage is protected. Incredibly 
important from a human standpoint because of their timber and water resources, these tree-
dominated ecological landscapes are also reservoirs of outstanding biological diversity. 
Tropical Africa is about 18 percent of the world total covering 20 million km² of land in West 
and Central Africa. By 1985, 72 percent of West Africa’s rainforests had been transformed into 
fallow lands and an additional 9 percent had been opened up by timber exploitation. Tropical 
timber became a viable alternative to European wood following World War II, as trade with 
East European countries stopped and timber noticeably became sparse in western and 
southern Europe. As a result, the region suffered deforestation and defaunation due to the 
activities of local farmers and international timber industry. The rain forests are shrinking 
everywhere in Africa. The actual rate of deforestation varies from one country to another and 
accurate data does not exist yet.  Recent estimates show that the annual pace of deforestation 
in the region can vary from 150 km² in Gabon to 2900 km² in Cote d’Ivoire. Extrapolating from 
present rates of loss, botanist Peter Raven pictures that the majority of the world’s moderate 
and smaller rain forests (such as in Africa) could be ruined in forty years. In Africa, the 
environment is heavily negatively impacted by desertification, industrial timber exploitation, 
traditional practices of burning the bush for hunting and agricultural purposes, toxic pollution 
emanating from mineral exploitations, and the dumping of toxic waste in Africa by foreign 
companies.  
 
Genocide  
 
By genocide, we simply mean the “great dying out” stemming from the colonial system of 
economic exploitation and political domination. In some cases, we have direct massacres by 
colonial soldiers or police forces. In other cases, we have dying by exposure to toxic minerals 
and dangerous chemicals from industries. And finally the system makes it difficult for people to 
have access to decent living conditions and means of subsistence through insufficient salaries 
or confiscation of arable land and excessive taxes. The slave trade and colonialism created a 
state of terror which played a crucial role in the process of “emptying” the continent. The 
impact on the population was dramatic. 
 
Four salient points can help illustrate this state of terror: the slave trade and  the kidnapping of 
millions of people, various phases of mass killings epitomized by two major genocides 
committed between 1890 and 1910, namely the genocidal regime of the Belgian King Leopold II 
in the Congo, and the  Herero genocide committed by the Germans in Namibia where more 
than two-thirds of the population were decimated when Lieutenant General Adrian  Dietrich 
Lothar von Trota issued his famous Vernichtungsbefehl extermination order. In the Congo, the 
population was reduced by half, between 1890 and 1910, by the “philanthropic” regime of King 
Leopold II (1865–1909).  Leopold’s colonial officials established a hard slave labor in order to 



maximize profit from ivory, rubber, and minerals. The Congolese population, estimated at 
about 40 million before the colonial regime, was reduced to more or less 20 million (Friedman, 
1991: 81). Despite discrepancies on the exact number of the Congolese people at that time, 
many agree that between 1890 and 1910 the population of the Congo was reduced almost by 
half. Morel’s book titled Red Rubber captures the tragedy of a “developmental project” which 
cost too much Congolese blood without generating any industrial revolution in the Congo itself, 
let alone a transfer of technology.  
 
In 1992, Eric Fottorino, Christophe Guillemin and Erik Orsenna remarked that the African 
population which constituted 20 percent of world population at the beginning of the 
seventeenth century fell to 8 percent of world population in the twentieth century according to 
the studies done on the period between 1920 and 1930 (Fottorino et al., 1992: 17). They 
conclude that even the projected one billion and a half in the twenty-first century does not 
mean that Africa is overpopulated because the African population is only catching up with its 
lost demographic place among other nations, the demographic weight it had in the seventeenth 
century (Fottorino et al., 1992: 17). Thus, the Congolese “Holocaust” reflects a general trend 
of colonization in Africa which is clarified when we compare the evolution of population in 
Europe and Africa before and after the encounter between the two worlds. According to 
statistics by the United Nations (Carr-Saunders, 1956), in 1650 Europe and Africa had an equal 
population of 100 million people or 18.3 percent of the world population. But once established, 
the slave trade and the colonial “regime de terreur” the population of Africa declined 
dramatically. In 1950, Europe increased to 593 million people or 24 percent of world people 
while African population dwindled to 7.9 percent of world population (Stavrianos, 1981: 199). 
Likewise, the French scholar L. M. Diop-Maes has shown that the population of Africa which 
was evaluated at 600 to 800 million peoples in the sixteenth century dropped to 200 million 
between 1850 and 1870, and to 130 million people in 1930  (Diop-Maes, 1993). According to 
some other studies, in 1650, Africa had one hundred million people, while Europe had 105 
million and Asia 257 million. However in 1900, the population of Africa represented 120 
million while Europe counted 423 million and Asia 857 million (Rodney, 1992:  97). From the 
fifteenth to the twentieth centuries, the history of colonization appears essentially as an overt 
and covert practice of extermination, the very antithesis of sustainable development.  
 
 

AFRICAN PHILOSOPHY OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
  
Philosophy is a hallmark of sophisticated wisdom in all cultures, in so far as the Homo Sapiens is 
an “animal rationabile.” Philosophy is a particular way of thinking in which reason, rational 
thought, critical thinking, relentless pursuit of knowledge, truth, deep and broad understanding 
of the root causes of reality, and wisdom play a crucial role. As “love of wisdom,” philosophy is 
a mode of thinking grounded in rational inquiry and a relentless pursuit of truth, wisdom, and 
genuine well-being. The ability to ask fundamental questions about the nature of sustainability 
and development is the hallmark of a philosophy of sustainability. For our approach to the issue 
of sustainability, we shall focus on the two pillars of philosophy, that is, rational critical think 
ing, and “wisdom” which implies the ability to pursue truth, goodness, and happiness.  



The human being is an animal (having a material body shaped by the environment), endowed 
with reason and wisdom, with technological capacity to transform his environment, and living 
in a community that survives through careful political organization and rules of ethical conduct. 
An African philosophy of sustainable development draws upon various branches of philosophy, 
especially epistemology, cosmology, philosophical anthropology, moral philosophy, and 
political philosophy. For the sake of brevity we shall limit ourselves here to lessons from African 
cosmology and ethics we refer to as Bumuntu.  
 
To better reflect on sustainability it is important to grasp the African understanding of the 
nature of reality and its global context or its cosmic setting.  African societies have produced 
more than one thousand creation myths, the most widely known in the world being those by 
the Dogon of Mali and the Yoruba of Nigeria. What is relevant to the philosophy of 
sustainability is the fact that, in Africa as elsewhere in the world, at the core of most of these 
creations myths stand the notion of the common origin of all things and subsequently the 
notion of the fundamental unity and interconnectedness of all things in the universe. Dogon’s 
astronomy starts with the theory that the earth is in the Milky Way, that the Milky Way has a 
spiral structure, that there are an infinite number of stars and spiraling worlds. Moreover, they 
likened the motions of heavenly bodies to the circulation of the blood and main tained that 
stars and planets have a major influence on life on earth. Among stars and planets, they 
described carefully Sirius (“Sigi tolo”), Sirius B (“po tolo”), Jupiter, Saturn, Venus, Sun, Moon, 
and Earth. However, it is Sirius B which occupies the central place in Dogon astronomy. For the 
Dogon, in the universe, the most important body is not our solar system, but the Sirius star 
system, and more specifically Sirius B, which they claimed to be one of the densest and tiniest 
of stars in our galaxy.2 The Dogon maintained that “po tolo” (Sirius B) is the egg of the world, 
the beginning and ending of all things seen and unseen. Having found in Sirius B the key to the 
phenomenon of life on earth, the Dogons articulated the most sacred of their 700-year-
old traditions primarily around this tiny star. They articulated their social life around a focal 
ceremony called “Sigui,” that is “the ceremony of the renovation of the world” (or feast of 
world’s rebirth) held every sixty years, time during which the orbital periods of the planets 
Jupiter and Saturn come into synchronization.  
 
It is remarkable that the Dogon cosmology was articulated not around the earth, or the sun, but 
around Sirius B, an “exo-star” situated 8.5 light years away from us and invisible to naked eye. 
By moving beyond geocentrism and heliocentrism, the Dogon elevated African thought to the 
height of modern cosmology, now embraced by African astrophysicists such as Jean-Paul 
Mbelek and Thebe Medupe, and summarized in the documentary “Cosmic Africa” released in 
2002, and in “African Cosmos: African cultural astronomy from Antiquity to the Present” edited 
in 2012 by the Smithsonian National Museum of African Art. It appears that African philosophy 
is not antithetical to modern cosmology and that it can take into account the new scientific 
discoveries in the ongoing tale of the origins of the universe.  
 
Between 1980 and 2010, new technologies have enabled astronomers, astrophysicists, and 
geneticists to perform astonishing discoveries of the mysteries of the universe and the human 
body. Subsequently modern cosmology  and genetics have given birth to a coherent creation 



story that throws helpful  light on traditional notions of interconnectedness of all things and 
beings in  the universe, namely the interplay between matter and energy, and the fact  that 
matter is made up of the same basic elements defined by the standard  model and the periodic 
table of Mendeleev, with hydrogen, oxygen, nitrogen,  carbon, calcium, and iron playing a 
crucial role in the unity between humans  and the entire universe.  
 
We now know that it literally takes the whole cosmos to make a human, for every individual is 
made up of elements that were manufactured in the Big Bang, in the stars, and in supernovas. 
About 98 percent of the human body is made up of six major elements (65 percent oxygen, 18 
percent carbon, 10 percent hydrogen, 3 percent nitrogen, 1.5 percent calcium, 1.2 percent 
phosphorus), followed by trace elements that include among others iron, potassium, 
magnesium, sodium, sulfur, and chlorine. It turns out that the most abundant elements in the 
human body are the same as those we find in large amount in the universe. Hydrogen, oxygen, 
nitrogen, carbon, iron, silicon, calcium, potassium, magnesium, sodium, sulfur, phosphorus 
emerge among the most abundant elements not only in the human body but also in the 
earth, the galaxies, and the entire universe. Indeed all the elements in the human body were 
manufactured in the universe, namely in the Big Bang, in the stars and in supernovas. As Carl 
Sagan and Neil de Grasse Tyson put it poetically,  
 

We are not figuratively, but literally star dust, we live in the universe and the universe is 
living within us, for the Oxygen we breathe, the nitrogen in our DNA, the calcium in our 
bones and our teeth, the iron in our blood cells, the Carbon in our muscles, the atoms of 
our bodies are traceable to stars that manufactured them in their cores and exploded 
these enriched ingredients across our galaxy, billions of years ago.  

 
And our hydrogen comes from the big bang itself, 13.7 billion years ago.  For this reason, we are 
biologically connected to every other living thing in the world, we are chemically connected to 
all molecules on Earth, and we are atomically connected to all atoms in the universe. “We are 
all connected to each other biologically, to the earth chemically, and to the rest of the 
universe atomically, we have a genetic kinship with all life on earth, an atomic kinship to all 
matter in the cosmos. The Cosmos is within us, we are a way for the cosmos to know itself.” 
Moreover, in light of quantum physics many of the tales of African cosmological beliefs, 
including “animism” and telepathy that seemed hocus-pocus begin to make sense. According to 
Bantu Philosophy, there is no such thing as dead matter: every being, everything—be it only 
a grain of sand—radiates a life force, a sort of wave-particle; and sages, priests, kings, doctors, 
and artists all use it to help bring the universe to its fulfillment.  In Africa, the realm of beings 
comprises God, the spirits, humans, animals, plants, minerals, land, air and water, the living and 
the departed, the visible and the invisible, past generations, present generations, and the 
generations to come. There is no radical dichotomy, and no radical separation between the self 
and the non-self or phenomenal world. Reality is a continuum, an uninterrupted chain of 
beings. All beings are intertwined and exist in unity and interact in order to achieve harmony. 
Reality is seen as life force, as a composite, unity and harmony of natural forces. Reality is a 
holistic community of mutually reinforcing natural life forces consisting of human communities  
(families, villages, nations, and humanity), spirits, gods, deities, and nature.  Reality involves 



some intimate ontological relationships and interactions among beings. Reality is a totality 
comprising the celestial and terrestrial realms, it is the unified whole of all beings, and the 
interaction between them.  
 
Traditional Africans see mountains, trees, rivers, and different animals as representations or 
embodiment of deities or spirits, and as such, they are divine, sacred, and are given due 
reverence. The natural and the supernatural are also seen as two aspects of a unified and 
harmonious ontological field.  Supernatural entities or forces are part of the all-embracing 
nature. The fact that the human body is eminently part of the natural world reinforces the 
vision of oneness between humanity and the environment. In African worldview, Shakapanga 
(the father of creation) created not only humans but “ntanda-yonso,” that is, all other nations 
and the entire universe. For that reason, he is referred to as “Sha-Bantu-ne-Bintu” (the father of 
things and human beings). Life (Bumi) comes from the creator through the ancestors and the 
parents, but it is sustained only through the natural world which provides nourishment and all 
the material necessary for medicine, shelter and clothing. The importance of the natural world 
(flora, fauna, rivers, and the rest of the natural world) was captured in the profound traditional 
reverence for nature which has been deemed “animism.” The notion that trees, rivers, rocks, 
animals, birds, insects, the entire natural world are living beings with “a soul,” and can be from 
time to time be the reincarnation of the spirit of the ancestors, the notion that the spirit is 
present in humans as well as in the natural world was well captured by Birago Diop in a poem 
which has gained worldwide fame. It is the best expression of that deep held African belief 
in cosmotheandricity:  
 

“Those who are dead are never gone, they are there in the thickening shadow, under 
the earth, in the tree that rustles, in the wood that groans, in the water that runs, in the 
water that sleeps, in the hut, in the crowd, the dead are not dead” (Diop, 1960).  

 
This poem underlines the cosmotheandricity of African Weltanschauung, the belief in the 
interconnectedness between the visible and the invisible world, the empirical and the 
metaempirical realm of reality, the material and spiritual realms, the feminine and the 
masculine dimensions of reality, and that deep-seated African belief that the natural world is 
“sacred” and that “I am in a tree and the tree is within me, I am in the river, lake, mountain, as 
they are within me.” A series of “totems” and “taboes” were instituted to hamper random and 
indiscriminate destruction of nature, flora or fauna. It is worth noting that the notion of taboo 
(bijila) is not merely limited to prohibition that invites curse upon the violator. In the traditional 
worldview, the violation of a taboo is tantamount to being impolite, rude, and indeed, a “bad 
person.” Destroying the environment, flora and fauna is one of the actions that make one lose 
his humanness. This brings us to the second pillar of the African Philosophy of sustainability, 
that is, Bumuntu or the notion of authentic personhood. African ethics embodies two critical 
point: (1) that the life of every human being is sacred and (2) that to be a genuine human being 
is predicated upon one’s behavior vis-à-vis other human beings and the entire natural world.  
 
According to an Akan proverb, “All human beings are children of Heaven, no one is a child of 
the earth” (Nnipa nyinaa ye Onyame mma, obi nnye asase  ba). For the Baluba of the Congo-



DRC, all human beings, men and women, are “Bantu be Leza” (God’s people), “Bana ba Bidye 
Mukulu” (children of the Great Spirit). This brings us to another dimension of the human being:   
the moral character. Already in ancient valley civilization we find the famous ethical principles 
of Maat (Lichtheim, 1976: 9–9) which state explicitly:   
 

Hail to you, Great God, Lord of the Two Truths!  
I have come to you, my Lord, bringing Maat to you, having repelled evil for you I am 
pure, I am pure, I am pure  

 
As for specific things deemed immoral the text states,  
 

I have not done crimes against people, I have not robbed the poor, I have not  done any 
harm, I have not caused pain, I have not caused tears, I have not killed,  I have not 
ordered to kill, I have not made anyone suffer, I have not raised my  voice, I have not 
caused fear, I have given bread to the hungry, Water to the  thirsty, Clothes to the 
naked, A ferryboat to the boatless. . . . I have not mistreated cattle, I have not deprived 
cattle of their pasture, I have not snared birds in the reeds of the gods, I have not caught 
fish in their ponds, I have not held back water in its season, I have not dammed a 
flowing stream.  

 
It is remarkable that this “Egyptian Decalogue” explicitly mentions cattle and birds, fish and 
flowing streams. The environment is clearly included in this African ethical canon. Likewise 
cheating people in economic transactions is strictly prohibited. The notion of Maat was not 
limited to ancient Egypt. Elsewhere in Africa we find the same fundamental idea: to be 
human and humane is to be ethical. Such is the notion of Bumuntu. Good character stands as 
the hallmark of authentic mode of being. According to Yoruba wisdom, “A man may be very, 
very handsome; handsome as a fish within the water; But if he has no character, he is no more 
than a wooden doll. . . . Iwa  Lesin! Good character is the essence of religion.”  
 
African personhood can be defined in a variety of ways. Important insights can be gleaned by 
examining man’s attitude vis-à-vis (1) the ethical principles of good and evil, (2) the individual 
and the community, (3) women, (4) children, (5) persons with disabilities, (6) foreigners, (7) 
government, (8) economy, (9) the environment, and (10) the cosmos as a whole. All this is 
embodied in African proverbs. There are three fundamental concepts— Muntu, Kintu, and 
Bumuntu—involved in the definition of a human being in the African context. In Kiluba 
language, a human being (man or woman) is referred to as a “Muntu” (plural: Bantu). “Muntu” 
is not an ethnic concept but a generic term for every human being. It is found in closely related 
variants in other Bantu languages. The word “Kintu” refers to things, and to human beings who 
have lost their dignity. All over Africa, we find a clear distinction between genuine humans and 
bad ones. Thus, to the fundamental existential question, “What is a human being?” Africans 
respond, Bumuntu. This notion conveys the fundamental African understanding of genuine 
personhood (i.e., authentic humanity). It is indeed Bumuntu that defines sainthood, holiness, 
or gentlemanness. “Bumuntu” means the quintessence of personhood, that fundamental 
authentic mode of being humane. “Bumuntu” stands for the content of a Muntu, the moral 



character, the essence of genuine humanity, the essence of a deeply humane being. This word 
is widespread among Bantu languages.  “Ubuntu” is another variant of Bumuntu found in the 
southern part of Africa.  
 
The distinctive characteristic of Bumuntu is the feeling of humanity toward fellow human 
beings. As John Mbiti pointed out so eloquently, a genuine human being does not define his 
humanity merely in Cartesian cogito ergo sum terms. He rather focuses on those thoughts of 
goodness and compassion toward others. Thus, the Bumuntu is defined in terms of hospitality 
and solidarity: “I am because we are, and because we are therefore I am.” The Bumuntu, as 
Bishop Desmond Tutu puts it, is the feeling that “my humanity is caught up, is inextricably 
bound up, in what is yours,” that “a person is a person through other persons” as a proverb has 
it. Thus, Bumuntu is that good character that believes in a universal bond of sharing that 
connects all humanity. It is the ontological authenticity that governs the African quest for well 
being and the African celebration of the humanity of other fellow humans. Such solidarity is not 
a superficial condescension. It stems from the understanding of the common origin of humanity 
as defined in African cosmologies. Creation myths indicate that Bumuntu derives from the 
transcendent origin of human beings. As an Akan proverb has it, “All human beings are children 
of God, no one is a child of the earth (Nnipa nyinaa ye Onyame mma, obi nnye asase ba). For 
the Baluba people, as for the Akan, all human beings, men and women, are “Bantu ba Leza” 
(God’s people) and “Bana ba Vidye Mukulu” (children of the Great Spirit).  
 
It is because of this transcendent origin that the true nature of human beings consists of good 
character, which is the intrinsic attribute of Bumuntu. Luba Weltanschauung makes a 
distinction between the categories of Muntu (a genuine human being) and Kintu (a thing). 
According to Luba cosmology, every human being exists as a pendulum that swings 
between these two categories of being. A human being can lose his humanness and shift to the 
category of things (i.e., the animal state). Bumuntu is determined by a person’s capacity to 
move from Ki-ntu to Mu-ntu states of being. This distinction is not limited to the Bantu-Luba 
worldview. It is found in many other regions as well.  
 
From West Africa to South Africa, there is the widespread belief that people of bad character 
are not truly human. In Nigeria, the Yoruba say, “Ki I se eniyan” (He/she is not a person). In 
South Africa, we find the expression, “Ga se Motho,” and the Baluba people of Central Africa 
say, “Yao Ke Muntu” (He is not human) or “I mufu unanga” (He is a dead body walking). It is 
not possible here to explore the worldviews of each ethnic group. Among the Yoruba, the 
concept of personhood is expressed through the term “Eniyan.”  The Yoruba make a distinction 
between Eniyan as “ordinary meaning” of human being and Eniyan as “normative quality” of a 
genuine human being, exactly as the Baluba distinguish Muntu from Kintu.  
 
For the Baluba, as for many other Africans, to be is to be ethical. This implies not only the 
capacity to distinguish good from evil, but the ability to choose to do good. An unethical person 
is “muntu wa bumvu” (a man of shame), a “Muntu bituhu” (a zero-person). In Kiluba language, 
ethics is expressed by “Mwikadilo muyampe” (A good way of being in the world) or Mwendelo 
muyampe (A good way of walking on the road of life). The notion of good heart (Mucima 



muyampe) includes virtues such as buntu (generosity),  butundaile (hospitality), bukwashi 
(helpfulness), butalale (being peaceful,  calm), bwanahabo (freedom, autodetermination), 
buleme (respect, dignity,  integrity), lusa (compassion), buswe (love), kanye (sensitive heart), 
boloke (righteousness, rectitude), Ngenyi (intelligence, wisdom). As for vices, the notion of 
Mucima mubi (evil heart) includes things such as bwivi (theft, robbery), mwino (selfishness), 
buzazangi (hypocrisy), mushikwa (hatred), bubela (lie), ntondo (discrimination), lwiso (lust), 
malaka (envy), bulobo, buka labale, or nsungu (violence, anger), kwihaya (killing), butshi 
(witchcraft),  kibengo (insolence), buhika (enslavement), busekese (sexual misconduct),  makoji 
( adultery), bulembakane (stupidity).  
 
It should be noted, however, that the African religious ethic is holistic.  It extends to the animals 
and the whole cosmos, precisely because the first principle of African cosmology is not the 
concept of Muntu, but rather that of Ntanda (the world). God first created the world, the 
universe, and then humans. God did not create only one village, but ntanda yonso (the 
whole world) and all its content. All human beings have but one single source of existence, and 
not only human beings, but all other creatures. Indeed, as the Mashi expression clarifies, God is 
“Ishe Wabantu n’ebintu” (father of human beings and things). The natural world is an extension 
of the human body, as the Yoruba orisha tradition makes it clear. This interconnectedness 
with nature marks the specificity of the African conception of both God and the human. Indeed 
for the Baluba, as for other Africans, religion is cosmotheandric. God’s nature, as well as human 
nature, includes animals, trees—the whole cosmos is the home of the divinity. It is also the 
home of human beings. This is the foundation of the general solidarity that the Bantu feel 
with nature. Thus, a genuine human being, a person of Bumuntu, is one who has a good heart 
(Mucima Muyampe), one who extends his goodness to all human beings, animals, and the 
natural world. Bumuntu is manifested in four basic ways: good thought and good heart 
(mucima muya), good speech (ludimi luya), good actions (bilongwa biya), and a good way of 
looking at people and the world. Such is the art of becoming human and humane in 
African philosophy, according to the will of the ancestors and the will of Shakapanga Vidye 
Mukulu (the Great Spirit and Supreme Creator).  
 
Another important component of African philosophical anthropology is the delicate balance 
between the individual and the community. A genuine human being is the one who succeeds in 
maintaining that delicate balance between individuality and the sense of community, for a 
genuine Muntu is, in the expression of the Mande, a Fadenya-Badenya—an individual and 
collective being.  
 
Fadenya (“father-childness”) is the centrifugal force of individuality. It orients human actions 
toward individual reputation and renown. The Fadenya force produces the heroes needed by 
the community: fearless people who can easily act against conventions and status quo. 
However, because the search for personal fame can easily lead to selfishness, self-aggrandizing 
passions, and anti-social behavior, Fadenya is feared as a force of social disequilibrium, envy, 
jealousy, abuse of power, competition, and self-promotion. The individual can find equilibrium 
only with the intervention of a counterpower, the centripetal force known as Badenya 
(“mother-childness”). This is a “conservative force,” a force of stability, and cooperation; it 



brings the child to the mother’s womb. Like the Chinese “Yin-Yang,” and the Greek 
“Prometheus Saturn” bond, Fadenya-Badenya cannot be reduced to masculine and feminine 
attributes, nor to a father and son hierarchy. It is a principle of being within every being. 
Fadenya corresponds to the Promethean impulse within the being: heroic, rebellious and 
revolutionary, individualistic and innovative, eternally seeking freedom, and autonomy. 
Badenya, on the other hand rep resents the Saturnian impulse: conservative, stabilizing, 
controlling, a force that seeks to contain, sustain, and maintain order. From Badenya arises 
social solidarity, benevolence, and altruism. Fadenya and Badenya stand as two sides of the 
coin that is the Bumuntu. What the Fadenya-Badenya paradigm indicates is that sustainable 
development is achieved when the welfare of the community and of each individual is taken 
into account. And community is not limited to human societies but extended to the 
environment, to flora and fauna, and to the entire cosmos as African cosmologies make it 
clear.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 

The Congo basin region remains part and parcel of the industrial and post industrial revolutions 
in our world. Understanding this region of the world is critical to a genuine articulation of the 
African philosophy of sustainable development. The region is replete with vast mineral deposits 
and is the home of one of the most important rainforests of our planet. Rainforests are 
the great green heart of Africa, and present a unique combination of ecological, climatic, and 
human interactions. Africa is now suffering from deforestation and defaunation, while lakes 
and rivers are increasingly depleted of their fish. Moreover Africa has become the dustbin of 
the West. The dumping of electronic, chemical, and nuclear toxic waste in Africa by Western 
companies has reached alarming levels to such a degree that the United Nations has 
been forced to publicly denounce this dangerous dimension of global trade.  
 
Sustainability like human rights is shaped by various cultural worldviews and is addressed in a 
variety of ways. For sustainability to be beneficial to Africans, it has to take into account the 
African context and the welfare of the African people.  
 
The question of what ought to be sustained, why, how and by whom is eminently political. 
Sustainability cannot be achieved merely with the protection of the environment. It requires 
justice and the alleviation of poverty.  In a world of unequal power relations and competing 
national interests, the discourse of development, universal human rights, and now environment 
and sustainability, is fraught with dangerous complexity. This is why African philosophy calls for 
a vision that supplements the economic and ecological models of sustainable development with 
cultural and political considerations.  Africans who have a historical memory of the relationship 
between African and Foreign powers over the last four centuries, call for a vision of 
“sustainability of the people, by the people and for the people.” It has been said by Africans 
that Westerners love human rights more than humans, and there is fear in some quarters that 
sustainability and environmentalism risk to become a dangerous ideology for the livelihood of 
Africans in some regions when environmentalist activists may use laws to protect trees, 
animals, and fish at the expense of human beings. Some would argue that it is for instance 



not helpful to forbid women from cutting trees for the purpose of cooking food without 
providing to village people alternative sources of energy or to forbid hunting in a region where 
people are starving or to forbid people’s access to rainforest where medicinal plants are 
needed by healers in regions devoid of modern hospitals. Some fear that some environmental 
activists may move beyond vegetarianism and prohibit the consumption of not only meat but 
also vegetable. In this context, African philosophy calls for a balanced approach to 
environmentalism and sustainability. Likewise, there is need for a balanced approach to the 
usage of African rainforests and minerals for the benefit of humankind as a whole, without 
sacrificing the welfare of the African people.  While national parks are necessary for the 
protection of the environment, the expropriation of people of the farmland cannot be done 
without providing alternative sources of livelihood to rural population.  
 
From red rubber to blood diamond and blood iPhones, wars pertaining to access and control of 
minerals, land, water, oil, and other critical but dwindling natural resources, the pernicious 
effects of climate change, the tragic effects of chemical, nuclear, and other types of industrial 
pollution have made sustainability a “life and death” matter and put it at the center not  only of 
development models and projects but also of the future of humanity  itself. Having been for 
centuries the victim of all sorts of dangerous development programs and practices, Africa 
cannot afford the luxury of ignoring the grand debate of our time over sustainable 
development. It was the aim of this study to articulate, albeit in modest fashion, the African 
involvement in this debate, and to articulate the resources available for a genuine formulation 
of a systematic African philosophy of sustainable development. The best way to avoid that the 
love for the environment turns into a misanthropic ideology is for Africa to get involved in the 
global conversation and decision-making processes pertaining to sustainable development. An 
African philosophy of sustainable development is a paradigm shift that calls for a profound 
and holistic shift of thinking and consciousness, a new way of understanding the “mitsein” 
nature of humanity and the cosmos.  
 
 
 

NOTES 
 

1. The full transcript of the letter is available at http://www.atomicarchive.com/D 
ocs/Begin/Einstein.shtml.  

2. According to Cheikh Anta Diop, this one-year rotation on its own axis is not yet known to 
modern astronomers. They have not yet ascertained it, although they have confirmed 
the 50-year orbit the Dogon have given for another star circling Sirius.  
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