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 This paper emerges from the context of Sub Saharan Africa and specifically of Uganda. 
In these countries, national wealth is conditioned by international debt and a discourse on 
wealth is necessarily a discourse on debt. The reason of this being that their right to 
national wealth is denied by their duty to international debt.  
   
   

PART ONE  

THE NATURE OF THE CRISIS 

In this first part of the paper, the focus is on describing the nature  of the debt crisis, 
namely its origin, the responsibility for it, the response of creditors to the crisis and the 
consequence of this on debtors.  

1. WEALTH AND DEBT 

The issue of debt is inevitably tied to the global trend involving all countries in the world 
in one global destiny. We could call this destiny more prosaically system. Globalisation 
appears to be leading humanity towards a single overall system. A system, however, that 
may not be the same for all in the sense that it could be “good” for some and “bad” for 
others. To a great extent, globalisation is effected by the economic drive cutting across all 
boundaries and cultures. In other words, wealth represents the main drive to globalisation 
and to the common destiny or system of humanity. Hence our ability to manage global 
wealth will determine our global destiny.  

The most challenging and dramatic division of the present world is the one between the 
rich and the poor with the rich confronted by the mass of the poor and the poor by the 
might of the rich. Presently, our global destiny is conditioned by this contrast threatening 
to become hostility and aggression. The issues of wealth, debt and poverty have been 
extensively considered and the suggestions that have emerged have been generally 
pertinent and practical. One is left wandering about what else can be said. What can still 
be said is that these suggestions have not worked as expected. They seem to have 



remained theory. The issues of debt and poverty continue unabated. Hence there is reason 
to continue seeking a way out of this impasse.   

In actual fact, the problem related to world poverty and the international debt is not only 
continuing, it is getting worse. There are reasons to fear that this issue is heading for a 
violent confrontation. This challenging possibility requires a feasible and a long term 
solution to wealth distribution and debt management. “The world financial system has 
managed to cope with most of the short term problems of the debt crisis. Whether it can 
continue to do so and whether the long term problems of the debt crisis and world 
economic system can be solved is a matter of importance and speculation”1.  A. 
Castagnola, after having argued in favour of a radical solution to the debt crisis, 
concludes by expressing the fear that the modifications of the strategies so far effected to 
solve the crisis will probably have positive effects only after social and ecological 
disasters of an extent not yet experienced will have occurred2.   

2. THE ORIGIN OF THE CRISIS 

The problem of international debt originated with the petrol crisis of 1971 that set the 
debt trap by expanding the availability of money, and it deteriorated with the petrol crisis 
of 1979 that tightened the debt loop by restricting the availability of money.   

Following the first petrol crisis of 1971-73, the OPEC countries found themselves with an 
enormous amount of liquid assets. Savings shifted from industrial countries to petroleum 
exporting countries that used a very limited amount of those assets for imports. That 
caused a considerable increase in savings. Lacking occasions for investments, the OPEC 
countries deposited their liquidity in the banks of industrial countries. These banks found 
themselves with an excess of liquidity and with the problem of investing it. The request 
for loans in industrialised countries was not forthcoming as such countries were 
experiencing a general contraction of their economies due to the very increase of energy 
costs by OPEC countries. The banks turned their attention to developing countries in 
view of investing their abundant liquidity with them. Developing countries were lured 
into requesting loans from these banks that granted them easily. “World Bank envoys, 
bankers and foreign co-operation ministers from the Northern countries bombarded 
African governments persuading them to request loans, then carrying out large 
infrastructure works using the equipment and know-how of the Northern countries.”3  

African governments accepted willingly because interests rates during that period of 
1974-77 were extremely low, to the point that getting into debt became a bargain. 
Indebtedness became rewarding in the sense that debts could yielded negative interests. 
Moreover the big projects financed by such loans were increasing the prestige of their 
government. The loans were also quite often accompanied by large commissions paid by 
firms and governments of industrialised countries fighting for clients. The corruption of 
developed countries nourished that of developing countries consolidating political 
patronage and perpetuating corrupt regimes4. A tricky condition that borrowing countries 
did not sufficiently notice was that debts were entered at variable rates of interest 



implying that an increase in the interest rate would have had to be entirely met by the 
debtor.  

In 1979, a second petrol crisis caused another sudden rise in the petrol price. But this time 
the financial market reacted differently. The monetary policies, first in the US and 
England and then in other industrialised countries became restrictive. Steered by the 
lending institutions, interests rates underwent a sudden and considerable rise (from 6% in 
1980 to more than 20% in 1982), the liquidity in the world was reduced and international 
loans became difficult to obtain. International commerce was slowed down and imports 
from developing countries were reduced restricting the capacity of these countries to 
reimburse their loans. An increase in the value of the dollar increased the cost of debt 
making it more problematic to repay.  
   

 

3.  THE RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE CRISIS 

Creditor institutions have not been generally upset by the manner in which the debt crisis 
originated and developed. For them, whatever happened, the debt had now to be paid. 
Their argument has been that justice demanded contracts to be honoured and what was 
borrowed to be returned. Creditors have a right to that and debtors have the 
corresponding duty to attend to it. Of late, various reasons have been given for creditors 
to reduce, to delay or to cancel repayment of the debt. But the right of the creditors to be 
paid has been rarely challenged and a debtor is expected to accepted responsibly the duty 
to honour it. Yet, the solution of the debt problem begins from a reconsideration of the 
rights and duties of both creditors and debtors from which it will emerge that the right of 
creditors to receive “their” due stands vis-à-vis an equal right of debtors to retain their 
“due”.  

Creditors’ Right 

Creditors uphold their right and consequently the duty of their debtors to pay them by 
indicating how the difficulties of debtors to do so are of their own making. Namely 
debtor countries have their responsibilities for the debt crisis. Such responsibilities are 
ascribed to their failure in adopting sound economic and social policies catering for the 
real needs of their people and of their countries. Debtor countries took on their debts too 
easily, namely without an accurate examination of the conditions related to their 
reimbursement. They borrowed to excess and then they squandered the funds on poorly 
conceived and on ineptly administered projects. Very little of the borrowed money went 
to sound economic and social investment. Money was used to build prestige projects for 
the benefit of a ruling elite. A fifth of the total funds was spent on arms. A large amount, 
difficult to estimate, was lost to corruption. The massive flight of capital from poor to 
rich countries further testifies to the irresponsibility of debtor countries. “The entire 
capital flight from the Third World is estimated to 800-1000 billion Swiss Francs (700-



800 billion US Dollars). This means that approximately half the total amount of these 
countries’ debts could be found in private accounts abroad.”5  

Debtors’ Right 

Debtor countries and their supporters object to the one-sided considerations of the debt 
crisis. The creditor governments and international lending institutions have their part of 
responsibility in this crisis. To begin with, the creditor institutions originated and, to a 
great extent, nourished the debt crisis in the intent of attaining their interests.   

Borrowers may not have been careful in taking up loans. But lending institutions had a 
well established and highly professional expertise to evaluate the solvency of the 
borrowing parties. Granting loans to support developmental projects and complex 
structure without considering realistically their feasibility and the local possibility for 
their maintenance, was unprofessional and irresponsible. Initially the lending parties 
might not have been entirely aware of the conditions of their borrowers. But it did not 
take long to realise the shortcomings of their lending schemes. Yet they continued to lend 
money, the refund of which implied enslaving entire populations for years to come.   

Creditors find two things particularly irresponsible on the part of their debtors, namely 
the flight or return of capital from developing to developed countries and the military 
spending of poor countries. Huge capitals have really being moved from developing to 
developed countries. But it may be asked why the landing institutions failed to take 
appropriate action when such transfers were common knowledge, and why the landing 
banks continued to accept such capitals thus facilitating their flight. Moreover the flight 
of capitals benefited only the political and financial elite of developing countries not their 
people who were actually further impoverished by such capital transfers. In all this, the 
people were the innocent party that had subsequently to bear the consequences by 
working hard to pay for loans which they never received. A similar argument can be used 
for the corruption of the same leaders. Concerning the military expenses, it is true that 
many loans were wasted in them. But here too, military expenses were the work of a 
restricted clique and not the people of the country. The arms were often used against the 
people. Asking now the people to pay for the pending debt means asking them to pay for 
the arms used to terrorise them and to kill their relatives.  

The waste of funds by a debtor country through corruption, the transfer of capital or the 
arms trade has little to do with the people of that country. The blame goes to the leaders 
who were facilitated in such appropriation by the tacit collaboration and support of their 
donors.  

4. THE REACTION OF CREDITORS 

After the second petrol crisis in 1982, the international debt was four times higher than it 
had been following the first petrol crisis in 1972. But at the same time, the rate of interest 
on that debt had gone up by 20%. At this point debtor countries had realised the endless 
spiral they had been caught in. In August 1982, the Mexican minister of finance Jesus 



Silva Herzog declared that Mexico could not pay its debt. That announcement caused 
panic in the financial market. Almost 40% of the credits of US banks were in Mexico. 
Wall Street feared a crumble. If Brasil and Argentina had followed suit, it would have 
meant a total of 250b $ of debt that, unpaid, would have brought about an unprecedented 
crisis in the financial world. Measures were promptly taken, concessions were easily 
granted, and the crisis was contained.   

But the startling declaration by the Mexican minister of finance gave a lesson to creditor 
institutions. If indebted countries were left to themselves to solve the debt problem, they 
could have come to form a cartel putting up a powerful front against their creditors. Such 
a moratorium of indebted countries would have been disastrous for the international 
financial system. That danger required the financial powers to monitor the situation of 
their debtors. They did it by considering each indebted country as a case apart. At the 
same time, a privileged consideration was given to indebted countries occupying a 
strategic position in the financial world, like Mexico and Brazil, and that could have 
swayed debtors into developing a common strategy in dealing with their creditors6.  That 
divisive approach prevented indebted countries from declaring their impossibility of 
solvency. The measures taken were ultimately aimed at securing that the debt mechanism 
continued to work, namely that debt remained “sustainable”, and that the loans granted, 
notwithstanding crises and tensions, continued to yield.  

5. THE CONSEQUENCE ON DEBTORS 

The economic and social effects of the measures taken by creditor countries have been 
disastrous to developing countries, especially in having caused a deterioration of the life 
condition for the majority of the population particularly for those in Sub Saharan Africa.   

The indicators of development highlight that from 1980 to 1993, the growth rate of the 
per capita income of developing countries has been -0.8% namely negative, the growth 
rate of their per capita consumption has been 1.2% namely extremely modest, and the 
growth rate of their capital accumulation has been –2.8% namely seriously negative. 
There is also the indicator of human capital frequently neglected as it cannot be easily 
quantifiable. Human capital in developing countries is degenerating due to the 
deterioration of material infrastructures like hospitals and schools, to the cut in public 
expenditures and to the drop in family income. Attendance to school decreases, morbidity 
and mortality increase, technical adjournment is neglected. In such a distressed condition, 
human capital is seriously compromised.7  

The continual need to service foreign debt curbs the growth of capital derived from 
internal and external investors. Internal investors want to protect their capital from the 
fiscal imposition in their country and from the depreciation of their national currency and 
so they export it abroad. This flight of capital from developing to developed countries 
perpetuates the poverty of the latter. At the same time, foreign investors are slow to 
invest their money in countries mistrusted by their own internal investors.   



The sustainability of the debt is assessed by relating the present value of debt to the 
present value of exports. The capability of a country to export is thus the main term of 
reference in assessing the country’s ability to sustain the payment of its debt. Exports are 
being considered the solution of the debt problem. Creditor banks and governments urge 
the policy of export on their debtors to the point that exports have become a form of 
extortion or forced labour. This labour burden, mostly agricultural, is generally borne by 
the rural population (90% in Uganda) that, notwithstanding their labour contribution, has 
no returns from it in the form of health, education and similar social services.  

At the same time, the debt to be paid makes exports extremely difficult. The financial 
policy that has led to the monetary restriction and to the increase in the debt interest, has 
reduced industrial production. Consequently, the value and the demand of raw materials 
diminish. This means that the exports of developing countries diminish too, as such 
exports consist mainly of raw material. The debt crisis has set off a chain reaction that 
ultimately leads debtors into the impossibility to pay their debt.  

The payment of international debt does not only disfigure the developmental activity of 
poor countries. It also distorts the international aid to them. “Each year, the developing 
countries pay to the West three times more in debt repayments than they receive in 
foreign aid. Contrary to a common assumption, wealth is not moving from the rich to the 
poor countries—but from the poor to the rich.”8  From 1980 to 1996, Sub Saharan Africa 
paid twice her debt and yet in 1996 SSA was indebted three times more than in 1980. 
Presently, Africa pays yearly four times more for her debt than for health and education.9  

During 1993-94, for every 3 $ paid by the International Development Agency (IDA), an 
organ of the World Bank, 2 $ returned directly to the World Bank through the debt 
mechanism and part of the remaining dollar went to the IMF. In 1995, indebted countries 
have given to the WB and to the IMF $ 1b more than the total sum of help they 
received.10  “You must be aware that despite the considerable sums dedicated to bilateral 
and multilateral aid, the flow of capital from Africa toward the industrialised countries is 
larger than the flow of capital from the industrialised countries toward this continent”, 
said François Mitterand, then President of France, at the meeting of the seven most 
industrialised countries (G7) in July 1994.11  

The flow of wealth from the poor to the rich countries is not only deceptive. It is actually 
deadly, costing the life to millions of people. According to UNICEF, while $ 9b would 
save the life of 21m people in Sub Saharan Africa, such help cannot be given because 
countries indebted with the WB and the IMF cannot have loans from them. At the same 
time, the Sub Saharan countries pay yearly $ 13b to honour the debt.12  The mayor of 
London Ken Livingstone stressed: “Susan George estimates that in any year since 1981, 
between 15 and 20 million people have died unnecessarily from the debt burden because 
Third World governments have to cut back on clean water and health programmes. Every 
year the international financial system kills more people than world war two.”13  

Uganda is classified as a Highly Indebted Poor Country (HIPC). At the same time, 
Uganda is indicated as a model of developing country for its economic recovery resulting 



from her compliance to the policy of WB and IMF. “While this (recovery and 
development) may be certainly the case in and around Kampala (and perhaps in other 
large towns), the same or even greater number of people (particularly in the villages) 
seem to be sinking deeper into poverty. … The 5% GDP growth seems to have so far 
failed to trickle down to the African villages except by way of some token or symbolic 
development.” The author exemplifies symbolic development as finding a cellular 
telephone in a remote village that has no electricity, or a Coca-Cola where there is no 
drinking water, or a school child with a battery-operated toy but  being bare-footed, or a 
beautiful car in a remote area that lacks a decent access road. This development, the 
writer concludes, “is not only comic, but sadly tragic.” The author concludes: “If the 
economic growth of Uganda or any third-world country has to be judged, as I think it 
should, by whether the majority of people have sufficient food, clean water, and basic 
health facilities, then the mere struggle for rapid modernisation will not offer any hope to 
the majority of Ugandans.”14  

*      *      * 

The conclusion is that the international debt continues. If one cannot oversimplify in 
assessing the situation of chronic insolvency, the ineffective measures taken, and the 
resulting escalation of debt, one can however say that the debt issue is not only economic. 
Much, if not most, of the logic behind debt is political. The indebtedness of poor 
countries is paying well economically and even better politically to Western powers. The 
North does not want to surrender a very efficient instrument of economic control on the 
political and social scenery of the South. Debt is a strategic tool that cannot be easily 
substituted and eliminated. At the same time, debt is a subtle form of colonialism or, as 
some consider it, of outright slavery. Indebtedness has proved the most serious obstacle 
on the way to economic expansion, political independence and human development in 
Africa.15  
   
   

PART TWO  

POINTS FOR A SOLUTION 

Most of the measures taken to solve the debt crisis seem to have actually compounded it. 
The main reason was probably that such measures tended to be elaborated unilaterally by 
the creditors striving to save their interests rather than to solve the problem. A genuine 
solution to the debt problem requires a bilateral approach as the debt is the result of a 
bilateral venture. A debt cannot possibly have a unilateral solution. Debtors and creditors  
are partners in initiating a debt and in terminating it. This basic equality of the two sides 
is the first point to be established in seeking a genuine solution to the debt problem. The 
second point is culture. The reciprocal consideration of debtors and creditors entails 
attention to the life context of each other or, as today one prefers to say, to the culture of 
each other. The consideration of culture ought to come before the consideration of debt. 
Having established the premises of equality and culture, this second part of the paper will 



elaborate some suggestions framed in justice and ethics for a solution to the debt 
problem.  

6. EQUALITY  

Unilateral and Deceptive Approach 

 The origin and development of the debt crisis has been characterised by the unilateral 
manipulation of the creditors. The initiative to press loans on developing countries and 
later the decision to raise considerably the interest rates and the value of the dollar were 
the result of the political choices made unilaterally by creditor institutions to their 
advantage. The subsequent interventions to “alleviate” the debt were accurately measured 
to guarantee economic stability for the world of creditors and political domination over 
the countries of debtors. Presently, the World Bank and the IMF have the power to 
blackmail any of the developing countries. Debtor countries cannot move politically or 
economically without the approval of the World Bank or the IMF. Except for South 
Africa (economically powerful) and Sudan (relations have been severed), Sub Saharan 
Africa is literally dependent from the WB and the IMF.16  

Joseph Stiglitz, former chief economist of the World Bank, said, “The world’s poor 
countries are being denied a seat at the table where key international economic decisions 
are made even if those decisions hurt them. … The interests of poor countries have not 
been adequately represented in a lot of the international fora.” For him, the challenge is 
“to establish a framework in which economic policies are made which affect everybody”, 
making sure that those affected “can have a voice in those decisions.”17  Debtors have 
been systematically neglected in dealing with the debt issue in which they are as much 
partners as the creditors. Both parties need to participate in solving the debt problem with 
the same voice and equal opportunities. If debtors are denied that equality, the 
considerations related to debt will be lopsided or one-sided.  

It is significant to notice the reaction of some Ugandans invited to sign a petition for the 
debt relief by Jubilee 2000 at the end of 1999. They refused. Their reason was that such 
request was yet again another example of their affairs being managed without their 
participation. As they explained, the debts were contracted without their participation. 
The money loans were administered without their participation. The solution to the debt 
crisis was discussed without their participation. Now the decision to request the debt 
write off was again reached without their participation. The people have never been a part 
in all this, from the first request of a loan to the present request of a write off.  They did 
not sign.  

The above considerations testify to a lack of fundamental equality. One of the greatest 
achievements of modern society has been the recognition of human rights. At the same 
time, one of the greatest challenges arising from such recognition has been their universal 
application. The universality of human rights derives from the equality of human beings. 
Practically everyone professes adherence to the principle of equality but its 
implementation comes up not only against individual and social interests but also against 



the various interpretations of this principle and the conceptual confusions over it. The 
minimum definition of equality over which everybody seems to agree is that all persons 
are to be treated identically, excepts when sufficient reasons exist for treating particular 
individuals or groups differently. This assertion places the onus of justification firmly on 
its opponents. Namely it is inequality, not equality, that needs to be proved and this is a 
great accomplishment for human equality.18  It can now be taken as generally recognised 
that all rights are the same for all human beings and that no social, racial or other 
criterion can be allowed to cause inequality.19  Being equality a basic human right, a 
debtor does not humbly beg for it, it is not graciously granted to him, or he does not thank 
gratefully for it. Equality is not given by anyone or to anyone because everyone has it by 
simply being a human being.   

The debt crisis needs to be reconsidered but by everyone on an equal basis. “Octogesima 
Adveniens (1971) recognised that in the new context in which human beings are better 
informed and better educated, two aspirations persistently make themselves felt—the 
aspiration to equality and the aspiration to participation, two forms of human dignity and 
human freedom.”20  Participation in dealing with the debt issue should not be restricted to 
“top leaders” on both sides but involve also a significant representation of their respective 
societies. A country whether debtor or creditor does rarely speak with one accord. Quite 
often, people and leaders are in disagreement over common policy in which case 
participation is the only way forward. Participation is needed also to help clarify the 
complex language of economics used to explain the debt issue. “Poverty has become, 
under liberal market economics, a highly technical subject. It now requires people with 
higher degrees in economics, business, development theory, … to be able to explain 
poverty. And these experts explain it in terms of GDP, trade flows, inflation control, … 
and a host of other figures and statistics. This, in effects, means that the factors that 
render the African masses poor are not only global, but they have become increasingly 
more complex. … The poor loose even the possibility of understanding the nature of their 
poverty and the factors that render them poor. This is scary.”21  

Paternal, Offensive, and Ambiguous Approach 

The lack of participation by both creditors and debtors including a significant 
participation from their respective countries in dealing with the debt issue results in a 
behaviour by creditors that C. Onyango-Obbo describes as paternalistic, offensive and 
ambiguous.22  His words are very appropriate deserving that they be extensively quoted.   

To begin with, creditors have taken unilateral decisions to solve the debt crisis including 
the apparently generous initiative to write off the debt altogether. Creditors have in fact 
paternalistically downgraded debtors. “One can’t help feeling that there is something 
funny under the seductive surface of the debt write-off proposals. First, they are 
paternalistic because they presume that the mostly African and Asian heavily indebted 
countries can realistically only reduce their debt through the forgiveness of merciful 
industrialised countries. There has not been so far a world meeting in which poor country 
governments are asked to present plans on how they can work to pay their way out of 
their indebtedness. It is presumed that they are too stupid, lazy, and corrupt to do so”.23  



Secondly, the unilateral solutions of creditors are actually insulting as they assume that 
Africans are inferior. “One of the central arguments supporters of HIPC make is that the 
monies were lent to corrupt, brutal regimes by the West, which all the while knew they 
wouldn’t repay. Why, they ask, should this debt burden be borne by today’s relatively 
more democratic governments, and a people who were helpless to stop thieving and cruel 
regimes from preying on national treasuries? This argument is compelling indeed, until 
we lift the veil. It again assumes a discontinuous view of African history: That the history 
of these poor countries begins and ends with the rise and fall of a bad government. 
Somehow, it’s too much to ask the present generation to bear responsibility for the 
previous one. It’s a different story for Germany. Present day Germans have the moral 
stamina to do the right thing whenever they have to pay reparations to survivors and 
families of Jews who were slaughtered by Adolf Hitler and his Nazis during the Second 
World War. But the African doesn’t. He or she is, by implication, morally inferior.”24  

Finally, the initiatives of creditors give rise to ridiculous and unfortunate situations. 
“Some of the benchmarks for qualifying for debt write-offs are ambiguous at best. A poor 
country which “controls” its budget deficit, operates “transparent” accounting practices, 
continues to liberalise the economy and adopts “good governance” is on the way to debt 
relief. The limitations of these standards became clear in Uganda recently where the 
levels of defence spending are a big issue with donors. Uganda opened its defence books 
to donor scrutiny, and made some progress on keeping this item within budget. The 
Secretary of Defence recently revealed how it was done: the government merely hid its 
excess military expenditures under budget items in other ministries. In other words, it 
cheated. Is there something more going on here than just raising the hopes and massaging 
the conscience of the Bretton Woods institutions and uneasy voters in the West? After 
HIPC came, life did improve for some people in Uganda: The political brass graduated to 
bigger and more expensive cars”.25  

7. CULTURE 

Creditors have been not only unilateral in their approach to the debt crisis but also 
culturally self-centred. If culture is, according to B. Lonergan, “a set of meanings and 
values that imbue a certain life style,”26  then cultural differences entail different ways of 
understanding and appraising issues, including the one of debt. Hence, for instance, terms 
like wealth, property, market value, money, debt and similar ones often considered to 
mean everywhere the same thing, are culturally loaded and their understanding needs to 
be referred to the cultural context within which they are used. Cultural understandings 
and values change but such change is effected through the gradual process of 
acculturation by which new values and concepts need to come to terms with the previous 
ones.   

It is sometimes objected that wealth and debts are quantified in numbers which are not 
culturally dependent. It can be admitted that numbers as such are objective or neutral. 
However, the numerical quantification of wealth and debts is the last step in the process 
of assessing them. Before that numerical quantification there is the need to consider what 
wealth is for oneself and for others, within one’s culture and in others. Such consideration 



needs to refer to the values, the thinking, the life vision of a people and that are the mind 
or soul of a culture. Thus, for instance, houses, animals, relations, and skills may be 
numerically the same but this does not imply that they have the same value across 
cultures.   

Books on economics are in most cases echoing the Western thinking on the subject.27  
They define wealth as being generally possessed by an individual. In African societies, 
for example, this individuality of wealth is not stressed. In such societies, the ownership 
of wealth is preferably related to the community extending from the family to the 
community around it, like the village and the clan, and gradually moving out to larger 
groups and eventually reaching out to the largest community that encompasses all others. 
One needs to consider carefully what belongs to an individual, to a family, to a 
community and to one’s society. Within such complex and multiple ownership, issues 
related to property become potentially explosive leading to tensions and also to conflicts, 
as the number of cases about property rights in local courts testify.  

Land is another sensitive issue related to wealth. Land is not a plot bought or sold at will. 
The land belongs to the community and to persons in a balance that only one who has 
grown within the community can fully understand. The land means rootedness, 
belonging, identity, ancestry, tradition, culture, and the place of rest after life. Hence, 
land is not only property but above all the identifying dimension of the person and of the 
community.  

The property of wealth “must be capable of being transferred” and the concept of this 
transfer is also culturally dependent. One of the most significant wealth transfers is the 
one related to “bride wealth” namely the goods given by the family of the bridegroom to 
the one of the bride. This is in no way the purchase of a wife, as the related term “bride 
prize” misleadingly implies. The “bride wealth” is a public sanctioning of the marriage 
contract. Traditionally the bride wealth consisted mainly of cows which were not 
“commercial” but mainly used in marriage and in sacrifice.28  

The different understanding of wealth transfer is illustrated by a Lugbara proverb saying 
that a cow may go to a new owner but the peg to which it was tied remains behind. 
Namely the cow retains a link with its former owner. The change of property is never 
complete. Another proverb asserts that the control which a foreigner gains over the land 
is as short lived as the life of a cock. Land is bound to return to its former owners quite 
fast.29  

A term closely related to wealth is money. Money has no intrinsic value in itself. Its value 
is derived from the confidence that the people put in it. This confidence needs the 
foundation of social stability which has been frequently lacking in poor countries. 
Consequently, the possibility of saving money and building capital in those countries was 
limited. As the creation of capital entails the sacrifice of shifting resources from 
consumable to non-consumable goods, the lack of interest on the part of poor countries to 
build capital is sometimes interpreted as reluctance to undertake sacrifices.30  However, 
the issue here is not personal sacrifice but social stability, the lack of which undermines 



the possibility to save money and to build capital. Incidentally, evidence indicates that 
people in poor countries have a remarkable stamina for sacrifice.  

Developing countries are said to have a vast human capital which they can exploit for 
development. Human capital consists of  “the skills, capacities and abilities possessed by 
an individual which permit him to earn income. We can then interpret a period of formal 
or informal training and acquisition of these skills as a process of creating human capital, 
just as the construction of machinery, buildings, etc., creates physical capital”.31  Human 
capital in developing countries is mainly at a potential level, lacking as it does an 
adequate training to be able to organise work in a competitive manner.   
   

 

8. JUSTICE 

Various arguments have been brought forward in support of cancelling the international 
debt. The following are some examples.  

The overall right to life. The right to survival is prior to any other right including the right 
to property and consequently to the reimbursement of the debt. The debt must be 
cancelled when it becomes unbearable, threatening survival itself.   

Debtors are below the poverty line. The condition of poverty in which many indebted 
countries live is appalling and yet rich creditors continue to extort the payment of debts 
with interests from such people. This is immoral.  

Debt denies human dignity. Human dignity exists when a person and a community enjoy 
their rightful autonomy. The debt burden deprives persons and communities of the 
possibility to organise their private and social life as they think best. Debt places their 
destiny in the hands of others.  

Debt payers are not responsible for the debt. Entire populations are made to shoulder a 
burden for which they are not responsible. The poor are forced to pay for the wrong 
choices made by others and for the misjudgement and the irresponsibility of their 
governments and of their creditors.  

An unjust system forces debts on the poor. The international mechanisms eluding the 
control of the poor countries have originated and nourished the debt crisis. The poor 
countries are at the mercy of an economic and political system causing endless misery to 
the people.  

The first duty of a government is to its people. It is the primary duty of governments to 
provide for the welfare of their population. When the debt servicing prevents this 
provision, a government must shoulder the responsibility of not refunding the debt.  



Debt is disadvantageous also to creditors. Indebted countries participate very little to 
international commerce. Africa, with her 700m inhabitants, shares only 4% of it. If 
indebted countries were freed from their debt they could invest productively their 
resources now used for paying their debts and enter the world of commerce contributing, 
among others, a higher demand of goods from the North.   
   

 

General and Social Justice 

The above arguments are valid but only if the debt were valid. The arguments assume the 
fundamental validity of the debt namely that the present international debt should be, or 
should have been, paid. But in actual fact, the debt does not exist both because the 
contractual terms of the debt have been substantially altered and because the debt has 
been by now overpaid. Hence justice requires that the debt issue be set aside simply 
because it has no more reason to exist. “The demands of justice must be satisfied first of 
all; that which is already due in justice is not to be offered as a gift of charity.”32  The 
issue of debt is first of all an issue of justice, and of general justice to begin with.   

In ancient Greece justice was initially understood as a response to a kind of pre-
established order to which one had to comply. For Plato justice pertained to the fulfilment 
of the entire human being individually and socially resulting in a personal and social 
harmonic whole. Aristotle contrasted justice as a total virtue to injustice as a total vice, 
namely as justice blended persons and communities into an harmonic whole, injustice did 
the opposite creating dissonance in individuals and society. The debt issue is a pervasive 
injustice undermining “order” and “harmony” in individual and social life, and creating 
dissonance in the world. As an issue of general justice, debt demands that it be treated 
comprehensively and that it be done away totally, since anything unjust related to it is 
enough to prevent that harmonic wholeness called general justice.33  

Recently, the concept of social justice has emerged which is in some ways analogous to 
the ancient concept of general justice. Social justice is generally understood as the kind of 
justice directing the individual to seek the common good with emphasis on organised 
action as the way to achieve that goal.34  Social justice requires particular attention to the 
hierarchy of values by which, for instance, the right to life comes before the right to 
property. The right to life implies the right to work, to security, to assistance, and to 
eliminating inequalities and misery. Social justice respects the person’s free initiative and 
creative urge, at the same time co-ordinating everything to the common good.35  
   

 

Particular Justice 



The concept of general justice was gradually developed and specified as a particular 
virtue referring to personal relations among individuals (commutative justice) and to 
social relations between authority and individuals (distributive justice). This development 
facilitated the practical application of general justice to specific cases, like the one of the 
debt issue that interests both commutative and distributive justice. This paper stresses the 
relationship of debt to commutative justice.   

International debt started with a contract between two parties. As it is the case in such 
bilateral agreements, that contract implied the respect of each party for the rights and 
duties of the other party. Those rights and duties constituted the core of the contract 
manifested by the letter in which it was expressed. If changes concerning the rights and 
duties of the contract had been introduced, then the letter of the agreement would have to 
be checked to ascertain whether it still represented the original contract. In fact the 
contract has undergone changes that affected its substance namely the rights and duties of 
the parties concerned. The changes in the contract have altered its substance such that the 
terms of the contract, as they now stand, are no more binding.  

Moreover, if one considered, besides the substantial modifications to the original 
contract, also what has already been paid vis-à-vis the initial loan, one would have more 
evidence to conclude that the debt issue is over. Considering what was due and what was 
actually paid to creditors and considering also the change undergone by all currencies and 
not only by the dollar, the debt appears to have been not only paid but actually overpaid. 
At this point, one can conclude that the real issue now is not the debt but rather rectifying 
the distorted assessment of it and, if need be, paying compensation to debtors for 
damages.36  

Total Justice 

A final point is that while the issue of debt is generally considered to have originated 
about 30 years ago, in Africa the issue is actually referred further back to the time of 
colonialism, to the exploitation of Africa by the predecessors of the present creditors. The 
colonial powers of the North disposed at their own will of the natural and human 
resources of the peoples of the South. The debt that the people of the North have towards 
those of the South enormous. “It is surprising that this crime has not been sufficiently 
reflected upon in history, although it is mentioned now and then. Only at the threshold of 
the third millennium has John Paul II seen a parallel between this inhuman act and the 
crimes of the Nazi regime.”37   The relationship between the Nazi crimes and the crimes 
resulting from slavery and colonialism is gaining momentum. It could mark a change of 
tide. It could revert  positions, turning creditors into debtors and debtors into creditors.   

9. ETHICS  

The vaster frame of justice is ethics. Ethics is ultimately needed to effect the change 
leading to a genuine solution of the debt problem. At this point, a reference to the Ethics 
of Liberation of the prominent philosopher Enrique Dussel seems to be proper. Dussel 
proposes to rethink history and to redress the unjust world system by starting from the 



victims, namely from those who feel on themselves the negative effects of economic 
globalisation. These victims cannot live; they can only testify to the death of life. Yet 
history is reshaped by those at the margin of the present order. They have the 
inventiveness to initiate a new order as they have always been the creators of novelty.  

The West can learn from the cultures of these victims, but it is generally reluctant to do 
so. It believes that its formula of development has been the most beneficial. Western 
scientific research and technological development seem to be having the best vis-à-vis the 
rest of the world. Yet, it is necessary to discover the limits of this development. It is not 
possible to continue indefinitely on the line of quantitative growth. Development needs to 
be qualitative, or it will not be development at all. Here is where other cultures could 
come to the rescue. Humanity should learn from the wisdom of the poor.38  

The challenge goes to the peripheral cultures of Africa, Asia and Latin America where 
the majority of humanity is, at the margin of development and excluded from the 
possibility of an autonomous and authentic integration in the current world process. 
These cultures should not have a peripheral, inauthentic or imitative thinking but institute 
a thinking ensuing from within the concrete historical reality they suffer from, and be the 
founding generation of that thought. A thought that gives absolute priority to human life  
and that continues to develop an Ethics of Life.39  

10. THE AFTERDEBT 

In the light of the above arguments, the major problem now is not the debt but rather the 
afterdebt. If the issue of the debt is liquidated but the causes that originated and nourished 
it are left to stay, they will produce another crisis similar to the present one. There is a 
need to break out of the present set of economic principles. “The free market economy 
has entrenched itself as the only viable economic system. It is this liberal economic vision 
that the IMF and the World Bank have been consistently prescribing for Africa.”40  There 
should be other alternatives for managing the world economy.  

Kai Nielsen argues that justice requires extensive redistribution between North and 
South, assuring that this can be done without impoverishing the North, though to do so 
would indeed involve a radical reordering of the socio-economic system of the North.41  
Nielsen concludes that, from the moral point of view, justice requires an extensive 
reorganisation in North-South relations. However, nothing like this is going to happen 
within the present socio-economic order. The capitalist masters have an interest in 
maintaining something like the present North-South state of affairs. To stabilise their 
position they may favour some minor redistribution of wealth that would however not 
touch their power base.  Capitalism can only accept a more efficient version of the 
present that, in turn, requires great injustice and inhumanity. “If we are morally serious 
and not ideologically blinkered, we will realise that it is our central social task to get rid 
of capitalism.  But concretely how this is to be done, given capitalist dominance in 
western industrial societies, is anything but obvious.”42  This proposal may sound 
unrealistic. It nevertheless indicates the determination and the need to proceed to a radical 
change of the present economic order.  



The difficulty to enact this change leading to an afterdebt characterised by the absence 
not only of the international debt but also of the unjust system that caused it, could have 
an answer in the celebration of Jubilee 2000. The original jubilee of Leviticus 25 was 
actually meant to effect what the afterdebt intends to be. The biblical jubilee pledged to 
re-establish an economy based on justice and equality. During that jubilee year, the slaves 
were to be set free and the land to be to returned to its former status. That “non-violent 
revolution” was founded on faith, namely on the belief that the land and the people 
belonged to God. Any other consideration could not have motivated the freedom being 
granted to the people and to the land. The afterdebt demands that same faith to support 
the new order for the afterdebt.   

The journey of liberation begun in Exodus towards the promised land was to be 
completed by the social liberation provided by the jubilee. In the case of Africa, forty 
years ago she set off on her journey of political liberation. Africa is now trying to 
conclude her struggle by attaining the social liberation of her people enslaved by an 
unjust system. Jubilee 2000 is here to remind everyone that liberation is for both the land 
and the people.  
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