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bstractA

s W
elch and M

eltzer (1984) observe, since W
orld W

ar II,
increasing international attention has been devoted to defining and
realising basic goals in hum

an rights and developm
ent. H

ow
ever, despite

the prom
inence of these m

atters as global agenda item
s, and their

extensive norm
ative and institutional history w

ithin the U
nited N

ations
system

, problem
s of hum

an rights violations and underdevelopm
ent still

persist throughout m
uch of the T

hird W
orld. T

his paper discusses hum
an

rights and their realisation in post-colonial A
frica. T

he paper argues
that m

ost, if not all, A
frican countries w

ere once colonies of countries
such as B

elgium
, B

ritain, G
erm

any, F
rance and P

ortugal. T
heir citizens

w
ere subjected to gross hum

an rights violations by their colonial
m

asters. U
nfortunately, w

hen they attained independence, the new
A

frican governm
ents continued the pattern and som

e of them
 w

ere even
m

ore brutal in abusing their people than the colonisers. T
he paper

also highlights the role the social w
ork profession could play in the

am
bit of hum

an rights in post-colonial A
frica.

IN
T

R
O

D
U

C
T

IO
N

A
frica is a vast continent w

ith abundant m
aterial and hum

an
resources. It can be argued that the “Scram

ble for A
frica” w

hich took place

in the early nineteenth century w
as a direct result of the continent’s resources.

T
he “Scram

ble for A
frica” culm

inated in the B
erlin C

onference w
hich carved

the continent into colonies for B
elgium

, B
ritain, France, G

erm
any, Portugal

and Spain am
ong others. T

hese colonisers w
ent on to rule A

frican countries
w

ith an iron hand, persistently abusing the indigenous people’s rights.
E

ventually, this led indigenous A
fricans to fight for their indendepence w

ith
G

hana becom
ing the first A

frican country to gain independence from
 B

ritain
in 1957. O

ther A
frican countries also gained independence from

 their colonial
m

asters in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s w
ith South A

frica being the last in
1994. O

nce in pow
er, som

e of the new
 A

frican governm
ents inherited the

oppressive legislations from
 the form

er colonial pow
ers to suppress their

citizens. It is against this background that this paper seeks to exam
ine hum

an
rights and social w

ork in post-colonial A
frica.

           D
raw

ing from
 the author’s m

ore than 14 years of experience as a
social w

ork practitioner and academ
ic, and evidence from

 the literature, this
paper argues that although hum

an rights have been observed by som
e A

frican
governm

ents, the situation is still grim
 on the hum

an rights front in m
any

A
frican countries. T

he paper is divided into four parts. T
he first part

conceptualises hum
an rights. T

he second part discusses hum
an rights in

post-colonial A
frica during the years betw

een 1957 and 1990 (the period of
one-party states). T

he third part discusses hum
an rights in post-colonial A

frica
from

 1990 to the present (the period of dem
ocratic governance). T

he last
part highlights the role the social w

ork profession could play in dealing w
ith

the issue of hum
an rights in A

frica.
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A
ccording to N

oyoo (2004: 360) an exam
ination of the nature and

m
eaning of hum

an rights reveals that several centuries back, thinkers and
philosophers w

ere preoccupied w
ith the unravelling of this subject m

atter.
D

lam
ini (1995) observes that the conception of hum

an rights as an individual’s
politico-legal claim

, placing lim
itations and obligations upon society and

governm
ent, is a product of history, although there is no sim

ple ancestry of
these ideas. T

he first theoretical design of the idea of hum
an rights w

as
expressed by the E

nglish philosopher John L
ocke, w

ho identified the basic
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rights of people by constructing an im
aginary existence of the hum

an person
in a stateless situation of nature w

hich he depicted as the idyllic coexistence
of individuals in peace, goodw

ill, m
utual assistance and preservation. U

sing
this fram

ew
ork, he construed the natural rights of hum

an beings to life,
liberty and property (D

lam
ini 1995). T

he French philosopher Jean-Jacques
R

ousseau qualified the notion of hum
an rights by noting that the individual

on entering into a civil society subjected his/her ow
n individuality to the

general w
ill, undefined and am

orphous, of the body politic and exchanged
his/her natural rights to life, liberty and equality for certain civil rights w

hich
the governm

ent had to protect (D
lam

ini 1995: 13). L
ater on, the French

D
eclaration of the R

ights of M
an and the A

m
erican D

eclaration of
Independence influenced debates on hum

an rights (N
oyoo 2004: 360). N

oyoo
goes on to say that questions regarding hum

an rights took on global
dim

ensions after the Second W
orld W

ar w
hen the U

nited N
ations endorsed

the U
niversal D

eclaration of H
um

an R
ights (U

D
H

R
) on 10 D

ecem
ber 1948.

M
iller (2009) also says that the idea that people have rights can be

found in m
any cultures and ancient traditions. H

ow
ever, by 1945, after the

terrible killings during the Second W
orld W

ar, governm
ents around the w

orld
began to agree on the need to set standards in hum

an rights that all states
w

ould follow
. G

overnm
ents cam

e together as the “U
nited N

ations” to w
ork

together for peace and developm
ent. T

he U
D

H
R

 w
as adopted by the 58

nations w
ho w

ere m
em

bers of the U
nited N

ations in 1948. Today, there are
191 U

N
 m

em
ber states. M

any countries that gained independence after
1948 have incorporated parts of the U

D
H

R
 into their constitutions. A

lso
countries have prom

ised to uphold hum
an rights by agreeing to other

international treaties (M
iller 2009). In defining hum

an rights, it is im
portant

to note that they are universal and apply to each and every individual w
ithout

discrim
ination. A

s V
incent (1995:9) w

rites: “It m
eans that everybody has

them
. T

he subjects of hum
an rights are not m

em
bers of this or that society,

but of the com
m

unity of hum
ankind.”

T
he concept of hum

an rights, therefore, can generally be defined as
follow

s: H
um

an rights are those rights, w
hich are inherent in our nature

and w
ithout w

hich w
e cannot live as hum

an beings. H
um

an rights and
fundam

ental freedom
s allow

 us to fully develop and use our hum
an

qualities, our intelligence, our talents and our conscience and to satisfy
our spiritual and other needs (U

nited N
ations 1987).  R

eichert (2006)
describes three categories of hum

an rights, generally referred to as sets or
generations. T

hey cover a w
ide spectrum

 of item
s necessary for the hum

an
existence.

F
irst Set of H

um
an R

ights

T
he first set of hum

an rights lists political and individual freedom
s.

Political and civil hum
an rights include the right to a fair trial, freedom

 of
speech and religion, freedom

 of m
ovem

ent and assem
bly, and guarantees

against discrim
ination, slavery, and torture (U

nited N
ations 1948: articles 2-

15). Som
e m

ight describe these rights as “negative,” in that they restrict the
role of governm

ent. In other w
ords, governm

ent or other authority shall
refrain from

 com
m

itting certain acts. T
his “shall not” set of guidelines

em
phasises non-interference by governm

ent, or a negative position (R
eichert

2006: 3).

Second Set of H
um

an R
ights

T
he second set of hum

an rights goes beyond the political and civil
rights. T

his set of rights attem
pts to ensure to each resident of a country an

adequate standard of living based on the resources of that country. U
nder

this second set, everyone “has the right to a standard of living adequate for
the health and w

ell-being of him
self and of his fam

ily, including food, clothing,
housing and m

edical care and necessary social service.” In addition,
“m

otherhood and childhood are entitled to special care and assistance,” and
everyone has the right to free education at the elem

entary level (U
nited

N
ations 1948: articles 16-27). T

his set of hum
an rights is frequently referred

to as “positive,” in that governm
ent and individuals m

ust take action to
preserve or satisfy these rights. In other w

ords, governm
ent shall provide

these rights (R
eichert 2006: 3).

T
hird Set of H

um
an R

ights

T
he third set of hum

an rights involves collective or solidarity rights
am

ong nations. T
his set of hum

an rights is the least developed am
ong the
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three types of hum
an rights. U

nder this set of rights, everyone is entitled to
a social and international order in w

hich hum
an rights can be fully realised

(U
nited N

ations 1948: articles 28-30). E
ssentially, prom

otion of collective
hum

an rights requires intergovernm
ental cooperation on w

orld issues, such
as environm

ental protection and econom
ic developm

ent. O
ne group of

countries should not dictate conditions to another group w
hen these conditions

w
ould inhibit the grow

th or prosperity of the other group. Industrialised
countries should not take advantage of the low

er econom
ic state of the less

econom
ically developed countries by exploiting the resources of the latter

(R
eichert 2006: 3).
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 (1957-1990):

P
E

R
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N
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T
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T
E

S

A
ccording to B

osl and D
iescho (2009) hum

an rights as a legal
concept is a relatively recent notion in A

frica. H
ow

ever, since the attainm
ent

of independence of m
ost A

frican states, hum
an rights violations have been a

serious concern for them
. A

lthough m
ost of the A

frican countries had fought
unjust and oppressive colonial governm

ents to attain independence, their
leaders im

m
ediately im

itated their form
er rulers in denying hum

an rights to
their people once they attained pow

er. W
ikipedia (2010) reports that hum

an
rights in A

frica w
ere first abused by the first ruling parties. Since they boasted

of having brought independence to their country, they felt entitled to a rew
ard

for their pain during the struggle. T
hey dem

anded to be allow
ed to reap the

fruits of their labour.

Shaw
 (1984: 226) w

rites:  “In term
s of the denial of hum

an rights
and fundam

ental freedom
s in independent A

frican states, the record of the
O

rganisation of A
frican U

nity (O
A

U
) has been dism

al…
 B

esides the
dictatorial nature of m

ost of the governm
ents in A

frica, there are im
portant

barriers to its effectiveness. T
hese include the dom

inant position of A
frican

governm
ents in the countries’ socio-econom

ic life, the ideological orientation
of som

e of the O
A

U
 m

em
ber states, the traditional and cultural values and

religion.”  Indeed, after gaining independence, m
ost A

frican states w
ent on

to establish one-party states w
hich closed doors for other players to enter

the political arena. T
hese one party states played a crucial role in abusing

people’s rights in A
frica, especially betw

een 1957 and 1990. Som
e exam

ples
from

 a variety of countries are given below
.

G
hana

In G
hana, w

hen the C
onvention People’s Party (C

PP) cam
e to pow

er
in 1957 under K

w
am

e N
krum

ah, it w
ent on to becom

e the dom
inant party in

the body politic of the country until its governm
ent w

as overthrow
n by the

m
ilitary in 1966. D

uring its reign, no other new
 political parties w

ere form
ed,

thereby denying G
hanaians their political and civil rights. Furtherm

ore, the
governm

ent w
as very corrupt and a lot of people becam

e poor and could not
afford their basic needs.

L
esothoL

esotho becam
e independent in 1966 w

ith the B
asotho N

ational
P

arty (B
N

P
) under its chief L

eabua Jonathan taking the reins of the
governm

ent. W
hen the B

N
P lost the 1975 general elections to the B

asotho
C

ongress Party (B
C

P) led by N
tsu M

okhehle, the B
N

P refused to give up
state pow

er. P
rim

e M
inister Jonathan subsequently declared a state of

em
ergency to deal w

ith the anti-B
N

P w
ave of the opposition. T

he opposition
B

C
P’s leadership w

as hounded into exile and arbitrary arrests of political
activists becam

e the norm
. M

any people w
ere detained w

ithout trial during
this period and m

any others lost their lives. A
 param

ilitary force w
as

established w
hich frequently violated people’s rights. Jonathan’s governm

ent
w

as eventually rem
oved from

 pow
er in a m

ilitary coup led by M
ajor G

eneral
M

esting Justin L
ekhanya in 1986, only for L

ekhanya to be toppled by fellow
soldiers later on.

M
alaw

iM
alaw

i gained its independence in 1962 under the M
alaw

i C
ongress

Party (M
C

P) led by H
astings K

am
uzu B

anda. H
is governm

ent w
as very

notorious for abusing hum
an rights in M

alaw
i. B

anda’s governm
ent banned

all opposition and M
C

P becam
e the only legal political party in the country.

T
his w

as possible because B
anda becam

e the all feared dictator w
ho later

acquired the title of L
ife President of M

alaw
i - the “N

gw
azi.” M

ost of his
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political opponents w
ere detained w

ithout trial. A
cadem

ics w
ere also not

spared, forcing them
 to m

igrate to other countries. O
rton and V

era C
hirw

a
(a husband and w

ife team
 opposed to B

anda’s policies) as w
ell as Jack

M
apanje (a respected poet) w

ere detained w
ithout trial for m

any years w
ith

O
rton C

hirw
a eventually dying because of the ordeal. B

anda’s party vacated
pow

er only after losing in the general elections held in 1992. H
is party had

led M
alaw

i for a w
hole three decades and the m

ajority of M
alaw

ians w
ere

poverty-stricken and denied the basic hum
an rights during his rule.

Z
am

biaZ
am

bia gained independence in 1964 and K
enneth K

aunda’s U
nited

Independence Party (U
N

IP) form
ed the first black governm

ent. T
he U

N
IP

adopted the philosophy of “hum
anism

” w
hich required total loyalty to the

leader of the party and governm
ent. A

 one party state w
as also established

denying Z
am

bians their political and civil rights. D
uring the reign of the

U
N

IP m
any Z

am
bians becam

e im
poverished and could not afford the basic

necessities of life, especially after the governm
ent adopted the International

M
onetary F

und (IM
F

) and W
orld B

ank inspired structural adjustm
ent

program
m

e. Z
am

bians rioted in the capital city of L
usaka after subsidies

w
ere rem

oved from
 the staple food, m

aize. T
he price of m

aize rocketed by
400 per cent w

hich w
as beyond the reach of m

ost Z
am

bians. T
he U

N
IP

w
as eventually defeated in the general elections of 1991 after 27 years in

pow
er.

K
enya

U
nder D

aniel arap M
oi’s K

enya A
frican N

ational U
nion (K

A
N

U
)

K
enya experienced som

e of the w
orst form

s of hum
an rights violations in its

history. W
hen M

oi took over after the death of the founding President of
K

enya, Jom
o K

enyatta, in 1978 his adm
inistration consistently received

international criticism
 of its record on hum

an rights. H
e consolidated K

A
N

U
’s

grip on pow
er and legislated a one party state system

 of governm
ent. U

nder
M

oi, security forces regularly subjected opposition leaders and pro-dem
ocracy

activists to arbitrary arrest, detention w
ithout trial, abuse in custody, and

other form
s of torture. International donors and governm

ents such as the

U
nited S

tates, the U
nited K

ingdom
 and N

orw
ay periodically broke off

diplom
atic relations and suspended aid allocations, pending im

provem
ents in

upholding hum
an rights.

U
ganda

N
uw

agaba (2001) notes that during the 1970s U
ganda w

as
characterised by political turm

oil, civil strife, intrigue, and collapse of political
and econom

ic institutions. T
he decline of institutional structures resulted in

the collapse of the industrial sector, and subsequently m
ass unem

ploym
ent

and m
assive m

acroeconom
ic disequilibria. T

he situation further deteriorated
w

ith the advent of the m
ilitary junta under Idi A

m
in w

ho unilaterally expelled
the w

hole A
sian com

m
unity from

 U
ganda and expropriated their property in

1972. M
ost of them

 eventually settled in K
enya and the U

nited K
ingdom

.
T

his w
as a gross violation of hum

an and property rights by A
m

in’s governm
ent.

E
qually w

ell docum
ented are the econom

ic m
ism

anagem
ent, tyranny and

decadence of the subsequent period up to the m
id 1980s. T

he result of all
this w

as the socio-econom
ic regression that created w

idespread poverty,
resulting in violation of U

gandans’ rights to basic services such as health
care, housing and education.

Z
im

babw
e

A
fter Z

im
babw

e attained independence in 1980, R
obert M

ugabe
form

ed a governm
ent of national unity incorporating his Z

im
babw

e A
frican

N
ational U

nion-Patriotic Front (Z
A

N
U

-PF), m
em

bers of the Z
A

PU
-PF led

by Joshua N
kom

o, and m
em

bers of the form
er ruler Ian D

ouglas Sm
ith’s

R
hodesian Front. T

his governm
ent did not last long as M

ugabe accused
N

kom
o and his Z

A
PU

 party of trying to overthrow
 the governm

ent follow
ing

dissident activities in M
atabeleland and M

idlands provinces. T
he darkest

period in the country’s history follow
ed w

hen M
ugabe sent his N

orth K
orean-

trained Fifth B
rigade to these provinces resulting in the killing of 20,000

people m
ainly from

 the country’s m
inority N

debele tribe. T
hese killings w

ere
later know

n as the “G
ukurahundi M

assacres.” N
kom

o fled the country
disguised as a w

om
an and w

ent into exile in B
ritain. M

ugabe w
ent into

overdrive striving to form
 a one-party state in Z

im
babw

e. H
e w

as aided in
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this task by his notorious C
entral Intelligence O

rganisation (C
IO

) operators
w

ho terrorised any elem
ents of dissent. A

 new
 governm

ent of national unity
w

as eventually form
ed in D

ecem
ber 1987 w

ith N
kom

o and his party joining
Z

A
N

U
-P

F. M
ugabe succeeded in form

ing a de facto one party state in
Z

im
babw

e until 1999 w
hen the M

ovem
ent for D

em
ocratic C

hange w
as

form
ed. N

evertheless, it can be argued that during the early years of
independence access to education and health services w

as w
idened

throughout the country resulting in Z
im

babw
e having one of the highest

literacy rates in A
frica.

N
igeria

N
igeria has also had a long history of hum

an rights abuses since its
independence in 1960. A

lubo (1992) says that since the attainm
ent of

independence, the country has experienced frequent political turbulence
m

anifested particularly by regular m
ilitary interventions. T

he 1966 intervention
led by the late G

eneral Ironsi m
arked the beginning of w

hat has turned out
to be a series of coups, counter coups and coup attem

pts. T
he m

ilitary has
ruled the country for the longest periods since the country’s independence.
It is, therefore, possible to classify N

igeria’s post-colonial polity into the First
R

epublic (1960-66), m
ilitary rule (1966-79), Second R

epublic (1979-83), and
m

ilitary rule (1983-89). T
he coups w

ere explained by the extra-constitutional
role the m

ilitary arrogated to itself as m
essiahs and political w

atchdogs
(A

lubo 1992). Perhaps the m
ost erudite articulation of m

ilitary m
essianism

in N
igeria w

as provided by G
eneral B

abangida as quoted  in B
arrett

(1990:213): “T
he m

ilitary has been forced into governance prim
arily and

principally by the necessity to secure the foundation of our polity from
 collapse.

T
he option w

as not a choice betw
een shoring up one coalition of civilian

rivals against the opposition of another, but in ensuring w
e did not dissolve

into anarchy. O
ur intervention rem

ains justifiable by the im
peratives of

securing the w
holeness and oneness of our econom

y and nation. If w
e really

understand the im
plications of the roles of the m

ilitary in our national agenda,
then w

e can truly appreciate the full significance of the contribution of the
m

ilitary to our survival as a nation. T
hose w

ho quarrel about how
 to share

the room
s of a house, the foundation of w

hich is collapsing, can only w
ith

extrem
e charity be condem

ned for lack of w
isdom

.”  H
ow

ever, these

governm
ents did not deliver w

hat they prom
ised and the m

ajority of the
people becam

e poorer, unem
ploym

ent levels rose and the health care delivery
system

 virtually collapsed. T
here w

as ram
pant corruption and opposition to

the m
ilitary governm

ents’ policies w
as suppressed through arrests, detention

w
ithout trial and the proscription of ‘troublesom

e’ organisations (A
lubo 1992).

B
eyond m

atters of defence and w
arfare, the m

ilitary in N
igeria constituted

the de facto rulers and becam
e a law

 unto them
selves w

ho abused hum
an

rights w
ith im

punity.

H
U

M
A

N
 R

IG
H

T
S

 IN
 P

O
S

T
-C

O
L

O
N

IA
L

 A
F

R
IC

A
: P

O
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T
-1990

P
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R
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D
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F
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R
A

T
IC

 G
O

V
E

R
N

A
N

C
E

T
he period from

 1990 onw
ards ushered in a m

ovem
ent to dem

ocratic
governm

ents in m
ost A

frican countries. T
he autocratic and repressive

independence parties w
ere sw

ept out of pow
er, for exam

ple in M
alaw

i,
Z

am
bia and L

esotho.  M
any nations in A

frica have at least nom
inally

recognised basic hum
an rights for all citizens by creating reasonably

independent judiciaries and establishing H
um

an R
ights C

om
m

issions to deal
w

ith hum
an rights issues. M

any nations are also signatories of the A
frican

C
harter on H

um
an and People’s R

ights. T
hey also belong to the A

frican
C

om
m

ission on H
um

an and People’s R
ights (A

C
H

PR
) w

hich is based in
B

anjul, G
am

bia. It is a quasi-judicial body tasked w
ith prom

oting and protecting
hum

an rights and collective people’s rights throughout the A
frican continent

as w
ell as interpreting the A

frican C
harter on H

um
an and People’s R

ights
and considering individual com

plaints of violations of the C
harter.

T
he peoples of A

frica had hoped that hum
an rights violations w

ould
be a thing of the past especially during the new

 dem
ocratic dispensation.

H
ow

ever, as W
ikipedia (2010) notes, the situation of hum

an rights in A
frica

is generally reported to be poor, and it is seen as an area of grave concern
according to the U

N
, governm

ental and non-governm
ental observers.

E
xtensive hum

an rights abuses still occur in several parts of A
frica, often

under the oversight of the state. M
ost of such violations can be attributed to

political instability, often as a ‘side-effect’ of civil w
ar. Som

e few
 selected

countries shall be considered as exam
ples to the current hum

an rights situation
in A

frica.
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K
enya

T
he M

w
ai K

ibaki governm
ent has w

orked to im
prove the hum

an
rights environm

ent in K
enya and has significantly reduced the use of the

legal system
 to harass governm

ent critics. K
enya m

ade som
e progress in

2003, w
hen it set up the K

enyan N
ational H

um
an R

ights C
om

m
ission w

ith a
m

andate to ensure K
enya’s com

pliance w
ith international hum

an rights
standards. C

onsequently, under the new
 governm

ent, politically m
otivated

hum
an rights violations have dim

inished, but other serious hum
an rights abuses

persist, a great m
any at the hands of the security forces, particularly the

police. P
rison conditions rem

ain life-threatening. H
ow

ever, during the
D

ecem
ber 2007 elections, violence erupted after opposition parties accused

K
ibaki’s governm

ent of rigging the elections. Intense clashes, m
ainly on

tribal lines ensued, leaving 1500 people dead. A
 unity governm

ent had to be
form

ed after the intervention of the form
er U

nited N
ations Secretary G

eneral,
K

ofi A
nan. T

he perpetrators and organisers of these violent clashes are
soon to be charged for crim

es against hum
anity by the International C

rim
inal

C
ourt (IC

C
) at T

he H
ague, N

etherlands.

South A
frica

South A
frica, generally noted for the w

idely-repudiated policy of
apartheid or racial segregation, is recognised as a nation com

m
itted to

dem
ocracy and greater civil liberties since the change of regim

e in 1994.
T

he policy of reconciliation espoused by N
elson M

andela’s governm
ent

ushered in a period of relative peace in the country and observance of hum
an

rights to a great extent. T
he S

outh A
frican H

um
an R

ights C
om

m
ission

(SA
H

R
C

) w
as inaugurated in O

ctober 1995 as an independent national
institution. It draw

s its m
andate from

 the South A
frican constitution by w

ay
of the South A

frican H
um

an R
ights C

om
m

ission A
ct of 1994. T

he SA
H

R
C

is tasked w
ith m

onitoring (both proactively and by w
ay of attending to

com
plaints brought before it) violations of hum

an rights. South A
frica has

also established the O
ffice of the Public Protector w

hich deals w
ith individual

com
plaints from

 the general public. A
 variety of institutions such as the

E
quality C

ourt and the G
ender C

om
m

ission have also been set up. T
hey

also deal w
ith hum

an rights issues.

H
ow

ever, poverty and inequality rem
ain the m

ost daunting challenges
facing contem

porary South A
frica. South A

frica has been described to have
one of the w

orld’s m
ost unequal econom

ies, w
ith 51.2 per cent of the annual

incom
e going to the richest 10 per cent of the population and less than 3.9

per cent of incom
e earned by the poorest 40 per cent (M

arais 1998). N
oyoo

(2004: 362) argues that the m
ost serious im

pedim
ent to dem

ocracy in general
and hum

an rights in particular is the level of inequality and the fact that this
inequality coincides so neatly w

ith the cleavage betw
een the blacks and

w
hites. O

ne of the abiding legacies of apartheid is the concentration of
property in the hands of a very few

 people, m
any of w

hom
 benefited

enorm
ously from

 the affirm
ative action policies of the apartheid governm

ent
(H

endricks 2001).

E
thiopiaU

nder M
eles Z

enaw
i’s governm

ent, E
thiopia’s hum

an rights record
has not seriously im

proved. A
ccording to the hum

an rights report of the U
S

D
epartm

ent of State for 2004 and sim
ilar sources, the E

thiopian governm
ent’s

hum
an rights record “rem

ained poor, although there w
ere im

provem
ents,

serious problem
s rem

ain” (U
S State D

epartm
ent 2004).  T

he report listed
num

erous cases w
here police and security forces are said to have harassed,

illegally detained, tortured and killed individuals w
ho w

ere m
em

bers of
opposition groups or accused of being insurgents. T

housands of suspects
rem

ain in detention w
ithout charge and lengthy pre-trial detention continued

to be a problem
. T

he governm
ent often ignores citizens’ privacy rights and

law
s regarding search w

arrants. A
ccording to a report released by H

um
an

R
ights W

atch (H
R

W
) in 2008, the E

thiopian arm
y has com

m
itted w

idespread
executions, torture and rape in O

gaden as part of a counter-insurgency
cam

paign.

U
ganda

U
ganda continues to experience difficulty in advancing respect for

hum
an rights in m

atters concerning torture, child labour and liberties. T
here

are as m
any as thirteen “security” structures for the M

useveni governm
ent,

som
e directly answ

erable to the President and not constitutionally based or
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established by an A
ct of Parliam

ent. T
hese organisations persecute opponents

of the governm
ent, carry out abductions, disappearances, extrajudicial killings

and torture, and act both independently and interdependently w
ith each other

and in cooperation w
ith the U

gandan police. T
hese organisations also harass

the m
edia and official parliam

entary opposition (W
ikipedia 2010). T

he conflict
in the north of the country betw

een the U
gandan People’s D

efence Force
(U

P
D

F
) and the L

ord’s R
esistance A

rm
y (L

R
A

) has decim
ated the

econom
y, retarded the developm

ent of affected areas and led to num
erous

gross hum
an rights violations (W

ikipedia 2010). U
nder a w

ar situation, w
om

en
and young girls are usually raped, and children are denied access to educational
and health services. People also lose their hom

es as they flee the w
ar zone.

Z
im

babw
e

Since the form
ation of the M

organ Tsvangirai-led M
ovem

ent for
D

em
ocratic C

hange (M
D

C
) in 1999, there have been w

idespread reports
of system

atic and escalating violations of hum
an rights in Z

im
babw

e under
the M

ugabe adm
inistration and his party, Z

A
N

U
-PF. A

ccording to hum
an

rights organisations such as A
m

nesty International and H
um

an R
ights W

atch,
the governm

ent of Z
im

babw
e violates the hum

an rights to shelter, food,
freedom

 of m
ovem

ent and residence, freedom
 of assem

bly and the protection
of the law

. T
here are assaults on the m

edia, the political opposition, civil
society activists and hum

an rights defenders. T
he chaotic land reform

program
m

e launched in the year 2000 violated hum
an and property rights of

the w
hite farm

ers and their w
orkers w

ho lost their hom
es and livelihoods.

From
 2001 to Septem

ber 2006, the Z
im

babw
e H

um
an R

ights N
G

O
Forum

 has recorded over 1200 cases of hum
an rights violations by law

enforcem
ent agencies, including 363 cases of torture, 516 cases of assault,

58 cases of death threats, 399 cases of unlaw
ful arrest and 451 cases of

unlaw
ful detention. O

ne of the w
orst form

s of hum
an rights violations in

Z
im

babw
e occurred in M

ay 2005 w
hen the governm

ent em
barked on

O
peration M

uram
batsvina, a program

m
e of m

ass forced evictions and
dem

olition of hom
es and inform

al businesses in poor urban areas. E
xam

ining
the result of the operation, A

nna T
ibaijuka, the U

N
 Special E

nvoy on H
um

an
Settlem

ent issues in Z
im

babw
e, reported that som

e 700,000 people lost their

hom
es, their livelihoods or both and a further 2.4 m

illion people had been
affected in varying degrees, stating that the operation w

as carried out in an
indiscrim

inate and unjustified m
anner, w

ith indifference to hum
an suffering

and in repeated cases, w
ith disregard to several provisions of national and

international legal fram
ew

orks. T
he report concluded that the operation

violated several key hum
an rights, including the right to life, property and

freedom
 of m

ovem
ent (Z

im
babw

e H
um

an R
ights N

G
O

 Forum
 2007). T

he
Presidential R

un-O
ff betw

een M
ugabe and Tsvangirai in June 2008 led to

extrem
e violence and gross violation of hum

an rights, especially by Z
A

N
U

-
PF. T

he M
D

C
 ‘s candidate eventually pulled out of the race leading to a

pow
er vacuum

 in the country w
hich w

as only filled by the form
ation of a

G
overnm

ent of N
ational U

nity (G
N

U
) in February 2009. T

he G
N

U
 has

stabilised the Z
im

babw
ean econom

y although there are still problem
s of

hum
an rights violations in the country. H

ow
ever, things are looking bright

because m
em

bers of the Z
im

babw
e E

lectoral C
om

m
ission and the Z

im
babw

e
H

um
an R

ights C
om

m
ission w

ere sw
orn in by President M

ugabe at State
H

ouse on 1 A
pril 2010 (T

he Z
im

babw
ean 2010). T

hese com
m

issions are
m

andated by the constitution to ensure that hum
an rights are respected and

that future elections are held in a free and fair m
anner.

Sudan and C
ote d’Ivoire

O
ther notable countries w

ith reported m
ajor violations of hum

an
rights include, but are not lim

ited to, the Sudan and C
ote d’Ivoire. T

he D
arfur

region has been in a state of w
ar for the past five years pitting rebel groups

w
ho accused the governm

ent of Sudan of m
arginalising their region against

the governm
ent-sponsored Janjaw

eed M
ilitia. A

 total of m
ore than three

m
illion people have been reported dead due to the conflict.  T

here is an
arrest w

arrant for President A
l-B

ashir issued by the International C
rim

inal
C

ourt. T
he C

ourt w
ants to charge him

 w
ith crim

es against hum
anity

em
anating from

 the D
arfur crisis.

In C
ote d’Ivoire rebels from

 the northern part of the country fought
w

ith governm
ent forces resulting in the country being split into tw

o at the
height of the rebellion. V

iolations also included the rape of w
om

en and young
girls, m

utilation and extrajudicial killings. A
 peace deal has been signed
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betw
een the rebels and the governm

ent but the long aw
aited elections have

been consistently postponed by President L
auren G

bagbo.

S
O

C
IA

L
 W

O
R

K
 A

N
D

 H
U

M
A

N
 R

IG
H

T
S

 IN
 P

O
S

T
-C

O
L

O
N

IA
L

A
F

R
IC

AA
ccording to H

ealy (2008: 75) the hum
an rights m

ovem
ent is founded

on a fundam
ental respect for the dignity and w

orth of every hum
an being.

T
his respect for hum

an dignity and the w
orth of individual is at the very

heart of social w
ork. T

hus, there is a profound harm
ony betw

een social
w

ork and hum
an rights, leading the International Federation of Social W

orkers
(IFSW

 1988) to introduce their policy papers w
ith the statem

ent: “social
w

ork has, from
 its inception, been a hum

an rights profession, having as its
basic tenet the intrinsic value of every hum

an being and as one of its m
ain

aim
s the prom

otion of equitable social structures, w
hich can offer people

security and developm
ent w

hile upholding their dignity”. Social w
orkers have

played a key role in the historical developm
ent of hum

an rights through their
involvem

ent w
ith various organisations, including the R

ed C
ross, W

om
en’s

International L
eague for Peace and Freedom

, and Save the C
hildren (Ife

2001). Social w
ork has alw

ays concerned itself w
ith people’s rights to the

satisfaction of their basic needs for food, w
ater, shelter, health care, and is

com
m

itted to upholding and fostering such rights, w
hich “em

body the
justification and m

otivation for social w
ork action” (IFSW

 1996: 5).  In the
section below

, the central roles w
hich social w

orkers could play in dealing
w

ith hum
an rights issues in post-colonial A

frica is highlighted.

Inform
ation G

athering, E
valuation and D

issem
ination

Inform
ation gathering, evaluation and dissem

ination are the prim
e

functions of social w
orkers. W

ithout inform
ation on the status of hum

an
rights observance, and the particular nature and context of hum

an rights
violations, there is little hope for the protection of hum

an rights. A
fter gathering

facts and evaluating them
, social w

orkers can dissem
inate them

 to the w
ider

society. T
his role w

as ably played by the Z
im

babw
e D

em
ocracy Project led

by Jestina M
ukoko w

ho docum
ented all the hum

an rights violations by the
Z

im
babw

ean governm
ent during the Presidential R

un-O
ff in 2008. D

ue to

the w
ell-researched inform

ation, the governm
ent w

as alarm
ed and

subsequently arrested M
ukoko and som

e of her staff m
em

bers leading to an
international outcry.

A
dvocacyA

dvocacy is another critical role w
hich could be played by social

w
orkers in dealing w

ith hum
an rights issues in post-colonial A

frica. A
dvocacy,

essentially a legal term
, m

eans pleading the cause of another. It is clearly
dependent upon inform

ation processing, yet goes beyond that, for it entails
actively utilising the inform

ation in order to take up the case of those w
hose

rights are violated (Scoble 1984: 178). If rights are being system
atically

violated, it m
eans that the victim

s are unable to defend them
selves w

ithin
their ow

n political system
 - either because they are unaw

are of their rights
and of injustices done to them

, w
hich is rare, or because the system

 denies
them

 the resources to assert them
selves, and heavily sanctions them

 for
trying (Scoble 1984: 178). Social w

orkers in their advocacy role w
ill be

speaking for those w
ho cannot speak for them

selves and they can do this by
em

bracing a broad range of com
m

unication activities such as public education,
consciousness raising, enlisting co-interest groups, that ought to be locally
involved, and constituency building. T

his m
ay also entail attem

pting to place
the inform

ation in the electronic and other m
ass m

edia, and m
aking sure that

it reaches the various elites and policy m
akers.

Solidarity w
ith the O

ppressed

B
uilding solidarity w

ith the oppressed is a function w
hich is very

critical for social w
orkers in post-colonial A

frica. In the first instance, it
entails m

aintaining personal contact w
ith the oppressed to dem

onstrate that
they are not alone, that they have not been forgotten by society. Solidarity
im

plies “not only understanding and em
pathy tow

ards hum
ankind’s pain and

suffering, but also identifying and taking a stand w
ith the sufferers and their

cause, …
expressing their solidarity in w

ords and deeds in the face of any
form

 of people’s political, civil, social, econom
ic, cultural, or spiritual rights”

(U
nited N

ations C
entre for H

um
an R

ights 1994: 60).
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L
obbyingL

obbying can be used by social w
orkers in dealing w

ith hum
an rights

issues. S
ocial w

orkers can lobby influential people in society such as
M

em
bers of Parliam

ent to m
ake sure that they put in place policies w

hich
protect people’s rights. If there is proper legislation in place, it lessens the
risk of people’s rights being abused. For instance, through their N

ational
A

ssociations of Social W
ork, social w

orkers in post-colonial A
frica can lobby

governm
ents to establish H

um
an R

ights C
om

m
issions in their countries.

T
hese com

m
issions, that can play a crucial role in com

bating hum
an rights

violations, exist not in all the countries.

E
ngaging in Social A

ction

M
otivation to social justice has inspired social w

orkers across the
w

orld to engage in social action, som
etim

es facing im
prisonm

ent for their
activities in countries w

ith authoritarian regim
es. For exam

ple, m
any social

w
orkers played active roles in the liberation struggle against apartheid in

South A
frica. T

hese include W
innie M

andela, H
elen Joseph, M

axine H
art

(S
uttner 1997: 519), E

llen K
uzw

ayo (1985) and L
eila P

atel (1992). In
Z

im
babw

e, Joshua N
kom

o, a social w
orker w

ho w
orked for the railw

ays
led the fight for independence against Ian D

ouglas Sm
ith’s regim

e.  H
ow

ever,
today m

any social w
orkers are not alw

ays w
illing to take this route because

of fear of losing their jobs, or being harassed by the authorities or overlooked
in prom

otions.

L
inking P

eople w
ith R

esources

T
he com

m
itm

ent to assisting disenfranchised people has alw
ays

distinguished social w
ork from

 other helping professions. H
istorically social

w
ork has alw

ays reached out to those w
ith lim

ited pow
er in society, including

the poor, hom
eless and children. C

onsequently, one of the prim
ary functions

of the social w
ork profession is to link such people w

ith resources. T
his

entails that they m
ust have know

ledge of the various social service
organisations in their environm

ent. Social w
orkers can then link victim

s of
hum

an rights violations w
ith resources, for exam

ple, referring them
 to

organisations w
hich can provide them

 w
ith food, shelter and even clothing.

V
ictim

s of hum
an rights violations are usually psychologically traum

atised
and need counselling service, and social w

orkers can com
e in handy in such

situations. D
uring the political violence in K

enya, social w
orkers played a

crucial role by counselling the displaced people and assisting them
 in providing

alternative accom
m

odation.

H
um

an R
ights T

raining in Social W
ork

Social w
ork educators in colleges and universities can also play a

crucial role in dealing w
ith hum

an rights issues in post-colonial A
frica. T

heir
m

ajor role is to provide hum
an rights training to social w

ork students on how
to handle hum

an rights violations after they graduate. A
s they w

ill be front-
line w

orkers, social w
ork students need to be adequately trained in hum

an
rights issues so that they can confidently educate the m

asses in their
com

m
unities. T

he m
odule on hum

an rights should be m
ade com

pulsory for
all social w

ork students. U
nfortunately, in som

e colleges and universities in
A

frica, hum
an rights issues do not even appear in the curriculum

.

C
onflict M

anagem
ent

A
frica’s political landscape has for a long tim

e been characterised
by violent and non-violent conflicts. L

eatherm
an et al. (1999) observe that

betw
een 1970 and 1997, m

ore than 30 w
ars had erupted in A

frica w
ith m

ost
of them

 being intra-state, and by 1996 alone 14 of the 53 countries in A
frica

w
ere afflicted by arm

ed conflicts, w
hich accounted for m

ore than half of all
w

ar-related deaths w
orldw

ide, resulting in m
ore than eight m

illion refugees,
returnees and displaced persons. D

uring such conflicts gross hum
an rights

violations occur, especially against w
om

en and children. Social w
orkers can

play a very useful role in the m
anagem

ent of conflicts in A
frica by devoting

them
selves to the follow

ing tasks. T
hey can undertake research studies to

understand the nature of conflicts, their root causes, their m
anifestations

and consequences on A
frican societies and econom

ies, and prepare relevant
position papers on possible options for the prevention, m

anagem
ent and

resolution of specific sets of conflicts. T
hey should docum

ent success stories
of the challenges accepted by social w

orkers in m
anaging international
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conflicts. Finally, social w
orkers m

ust seek and enhance their skills in conflict
prevention, m

anagem
ent and resolution. T

his calls for the re-thinking of the
teaching of social w

ork in A
frica. Students and scholars of social w

ork m
ust

equip them
selves w

ith know
ledge and understanding of international affairs

and their im
pact on the international system

 (K
inyanjui 2006: 159).

C
O

N
C

L
U

S
IO

N

T
his paper has highlighted the fact that m

ost A
frican countries w

ere
once victim

s of colonialism
. H

ow
ever, after attaining independence, their

governm
ents com

m
itted gross hum

an rights violations as evidenced by various
exam

ples given in the above discussion. T
he paper has also conceptualised

hum
an rights and highlighted the various roles social w

orkers could play in
dealing w

ith hum
an rights issues in post-colonial A

frica.

In conclusion, it can safely be argued that realisation of hum
an rights

in A
frica rem

ains precarious. T
here has been selective em

phasis on civil
and political rights to the detrim

ent of socio-econom
ic rights, and political

pow
ers in the hands of a few

 at the national level have by and large
em

asculated the enjoym
ent of civil and political rights by the m

ajority of
A

frican peoples (Shaw
 1984: 224). Social w

orkers in A
frica should not shy

aw
ay from

 their role of protecting hum
an rights since “principles of hum

an
rights and social justice are fundam

ental to social w
ork”. T

hey m
ust rise to

the occasion especially considering the fact that w
e are now

 in the 21
st

century.
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