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In this contribution to ISRF Bulletin 24, Oche Onazi

draws on the African philosophical tradition to build a

new theory of disability justice.
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· · ·

Introduction

I had intended to write about the human rights of people with

disabilities in Africa, but my book, An African Path to Disability

Justice (https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-35850-1),[1]

took a different path after I begun to engage with arguably the most

attractive literature in African philosophy. I became fascinated by a

conception of community, constituted by individuals in ethical

relation to each other, a characteristic that I found more attractive

than the abstract, ahistorical and autonomous individual that has

dominated the Western philosophical and legal philosophical

tradition. Although intrigued by this idea of community, I was

nevertheless puzzled by it since it appeared inattentive to disability

or people with disabilities. Rather than the orthodox human rights

approach (or Martha Nussbaum’s capabilities approach), I found it

more interesting to explore and understand what a legal philosophy

of disability justice would look like if it mirrored what I describe

below as the African relational community ideal.

The African relational community ideal

The relational conception of community is not the most dominant,

but it is arguably the more attractive version because it presupposes

an ethical and relational ideal founded on ethical and horizontal

obligations between people that may or may not comprise it.[2]

What is undoubtedly attractive about this conception of community

is that it is formed through or de�ned by human relationships. It

(https://www.isrf.org)
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does not exist as a metaphysical entity or have an existence that is

separate from, takes precedence over, or supersedes the existence

of its members.[3] Thus, the community is not simply the absolute

imposition of the values of the group or collective entity onto

individuals, but rather it is de�ned by diverse ethical relationships

between those who may or may not comprise it. As Drucilla Cornell

eloquently describes this attractive feature, the community is… ‘not

outside us, something “over there”, but is inscribed in us’.[4] In other

words, the community is constituted by ‘an interactive ethic, or an

ontic orientation in which who and how we can be as human beings

is always shaped in our interaction with each other’.[5]

What Cornell importantly draws to our attention is the role of

community in de�ning what it means to be a person. Personhood is

either earned, performed, or granted to those who can discharge

their obligations to others. Put differently, personhood is dependent

on a type of mutual reciprocity between each member of a

community, an attribute found only in those who can perform their

obligations to others.[6] It follows that those who cannot perform or

discharge their obligations to others can only be human beings,

which is a less valuable or lower moral status. It draws a distinction

between persons and human beings with a hierarchy assigned to

persons over human beings. And it is this distinction or hierarchy

between persons and human beings that presents dif�culties for

people with disabilities, especially those with cognitive and extreme

physical disabilities. Although the concept of obligation in African

communitarian philosophy often refers to virtues and human

excellences, it is de�ned in an active and able-bodied way, which is

not attentive to the obstacles that may prevent people with

disabilities from discharging their obligations to others. The

(https://www.isrf.org)
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problem is that there is a demanding standard of obligations that

takes for granted the distinctiveness of people with disabilities, who

are potentially excluded from the regime of obligations synonymous

with being part of a community.

Contribution of the book

My book takes the relational conception of community as its core

element but relies on a different conception of personhood to

ground the proposed legal philosophy of disability justice. My

proposals in the book are modelled on a conception of personhood

of the Nso people of Cameroon and developed by the work of

Geoffrey Tangwa. Unlike the dominant conception of personhood,

this version does not rigidly de�ne individuals or place them into ‘… a

hard analytic frame, by specifying the necessary and suf�cient

criteria, conditions, or capacities for being human’.[7] It makes no

distinction between persons and human beings, and it does not

rank human beings according to any individuating features.Itis an

open-ended or non-essentialist conception of personhood, which

accommodates changes in the characteristics of human beings. It

importantly recognises that the moral worth of human beings is

constant and unchanging regardless of changes to their physical

and mental make-up and socio-political economic status. An

advantage of this conception of person is that it widens the scope of

people to whom obligations are owed, since the moral consideration

of others is not contingent on individuating features or moral

qualities.[8] Being a human being is the only criterion to be the

recipient of the obligations of others. People incapable of

reciprocation are owed obligations in the same way as they are

owed to people capable of reciprocation.

(https://www.isrf.org)
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Community

From the above foundation, the book develops what I have called an

African legal philosophy of disability justice comprised of ethical

ideals of community, relationships, and obligations. In combination,

these ideals are proposed to serve as a criterion for evaluating,

criticising, and modifying existing legal and political institutions, as

well as creating new ones to ensure that people with disabilities are

included within the range of relationships characteristic of

community life. This approach has a present and futuristic

dimension, which can be used to critically evaluate existing

institutions as well as serve as a foundation to create new ones.

Disability justice is measured through these ideals as a way of

ensuring people with disabilities are part and parcel of various forms

of community life. Therefore, disability injustice is the exclusion from

various forms of community relationships. Accordingly, the relational

conception of community should be understood as the �rst

principle, the core element, and the source of other principles of

disability justice. It is the foundational ethical ideal of my account of

disability justice.

Relationships

Once the relational conception of community is prioritised as the

core element of disability justice, the importance of relationships

(between parents and children, siblings, friends, fellow citizens,

acquaintances, strangers and much more) becomes central. Human

relationships of love, care, compassion, generosity, friendship, and

solidarity among other things characteristic of daily community life

(https://www.isrf.org)
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in Africa as well as across the world would be at the core of my

proposed legal philosophy of disability justice. The premise from

which the approach proposed begins is that human relationships

are not only fundamental, but also a universal feature of human life

as a direct result of our incompleteness and need for connection

with each other.[9] Therefore, the book seeks to draw attention to

the kind of relationships that elude people with disabilities as well as

the social and cultural beliefs and perceptions that prevent them

from community life because of their bodily, sensory, and mental

impairments. The emphasis on relationships not only sheds light on

the exclusions or injustices experienced by people with disabilities,

but also the kind of interventions that can be made or how changes

in the design of societal institutions can be made to include people

with disabilities into community relationships.

See also: ISRF Symposium: An African Path to Disability Justice

(https://www.isrf.org/2021/02/05/isrf-symposium-an-african-path-to-

disability-justice/)

From this perspective, poverty can be understood as a factor that

prevents people with disabilities from experiencing or sharing

community relationships. The same can be said about the lack of

access to healthcare, food, education or employment opportunities,

housing etc. They all can be understood as obstacles to community

relationships of people with disabilities.[10] This is also the same with

inaccessible public transport, inaccessible buildings and the

absence of roads and street pavements that make it dif�cult to

move around for daily needs, or to visit friends and loved ones.[11]

These all have a negative effect on the relationships and community

(https://www.isrf.org)
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experiences of people with disabilities. The point is that these and

other exclusions or injustices are not only violations of human rights

or capabilities, but also violations of the quality of community life of

people with disabilities.

Obligations

The third element of the approach proposed in the book concerns

obligations. Here, it places emphasis on the obligations that should

be owed to people with disabilities by the state and citizens without

disabilities. As earlier suggested, the problem with obligations in

African thought is that they are routinely characterised as mutually

reciprocal concepts, a feature that excludes people with disabilities

from community life. An asymmetrical conception of obligations is

proposed as a more attractive and inclusive approach since it does

not place stringent demands for mutual reciprocation. Once an

asymmetric conception is adopted then it is much easier to justify

and extend obligations to people with disabilities. Asymmetry is an

important way of appreciating that people do not have the same

needs and abilities as well as the ability to carry out obligations in

the same way as others.[12]

The Application

Although the scope of the book has been to set out what an African

legal philosophy of disability justice would look like, it goes to some

extent further in outlining how to realise the obligations it demands

in practice. Part of the reason for this is to avoid a well-known

criticism of obligations in African communitarian philosophy that

they are akin to acts of supererogation (that is, actions that go

(https://www.isrf.org)
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beyond what a moral duty strictly requires), even though they are

not treated as such by most writers in the �eld. Despite this, and

broadly speaking, there is limited research investigating how

obligations should be practiced. It is not clear in the literature how

members of a society should express, convey, or discharge their

obligations to others, especially to people with disabilities. Therefore,

I have turned to tax as a bridging concept that can unify, transform,

and translate such moral obligations into legally binding

commitments of people without disabilities to people with

disabilities. Tax is consonant with the binding or stringent nature of

obligations in African communitarian philosophy as well as uniquely

moral and legal in nature. The obligation to pay tax is primarily a

moral obligation, but in the absence of law it is incomplete, hollow,

and indeterminate.[13] With no law, tax is simply a moral obligation

which cannot command widespread levels of societal compliance.

Therefore, tax is proposed to connect ordinary and abstract moral

obligations in African communitarian philosophy into practicable

and legally enforceable commitments. In this context tax is not

simply a source of revenue for the state, but a placeholder of the

altruistic obligations of citizens to be generous, benevolent,

compassionate, friendly, or to help, love and respect the most

vulnerable in society. I have argued that tax can be transformed into

a practical and legally binding commitment to provide resources

that can be channelled into removing barriers to enable people with

disabilities to fully participate in community life.

Conclusion
(https://www.isrf.org)
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It would be reasonable to conclude that the above proposals must

be supported by a robust citizenship education agenda that involves

all segments of society, which in turn can help create—as I have

described in my book—a new public culture of obligations to people

with disabilities. The book has outlined how a hypothecated tax

scheme can help contribute to this agenda. Speci�cally, a

hypothecated tax scheme can be used to create (or augment

existing) National Disability Services across the African continent to

enable the state and citizens without disabilities discharge their

obligations to people with disabilities. Tax has its limitations, but it

can be used to address the urgent and drastic conditions faced by

millions of people with disabilities across the African continent.

Footnotes

[1] Oche Onazi, An African Path to Disability Justice: Community, Relationships and Obligations

(https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-35850-1) (Cham 2020: Springer Nature).

[2] Ibid., 17.

[3] Ibid., 7.

[4] Drucilla Cornell, Law and Revolution in South Africa: Ubuntu, Dignity, and the Struggle for

Constitutional Transformation (New York 2014: Fordham University Press), 161.

[5] Drucilla Cornell and Karin Van Marle, “Exploring ‘ubuntu’: tentative re�ections,” African Human

Rights Law Journal 5, no. 2 (2005): 195–219, 205.

[6] Onazi, An African Path to Disability Justice, 19.

[7] Geoffrey Tangwa, “The Traditional African Perception of a Person: Some Implications for

Bioethics,” Hastings Center Report 30, no. 5 (2000): 39–43, 40.

[8] Onazi, An African Path to Disability Justice, 25.

[9] Ibid., 28.

[10] Ibid., 127–128.

[11] Ibid.

(https://www.isrf.org)

https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-35850-1
https://www.isrf.org/


07/09/2021, 10:21 Towards an African Path to Disability Justice |

https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-african-path-to-disability-justice/ 10/16

[12] Ibid., 133.

[13] Ibid., 154–158.

· · ·

Oche Onazi

Oche Onazi is a Senior Lecturer

in Law at the University of

Northumbria and former Early

Career Research Fellow

(https://www.isrf.org/fellows-

projects/oche-onazi/)of the

Independent Social Research

Foundation. He holds degrees

from the Universities of

Edinburgh (PhD), Warwick

(LLM) and Jos (LLB) and is a

quali�ed (but non-practicing)

Barrister and Solicitor of the

Supreme Court of Nigeria.

Oche’s research interests cover

areas of legal philosophy, law

and development, and human

rights. Oche has published

articles in Law and Critique,

Law, Global Development and(https://www.isrf.org)

https://www.isrf.org/fellows-projects/oche-onazi/
https://www.isrf.org/


07/09/2021, 10:21 Towards an African Path to Disability Justice |

https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-african-path-to-disability-justice/ 11/16

Share this:

 (https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-african-path-to-disability-justice/?share=twitter&nb=1)

 (https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-african-path-to-disability-justice/?share=facebook&nb=1)

 (https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-african-path-to-disability-justice/?share=pinterest&nb=1)

 (https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-african-path-to-disability-justice/?share=linkedin&nb=1)

    

Share This Article

      

AFRICAN PHILOSOPHY DISABILITY JUSTICE OCHE ONAZI PHILOSOPHY

Search … Search

(https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-

an-african-path-to-disability-justice/)

Towards an African Path to Disability Justice
(https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-
african-path-to-disability-justice/)
africa (https://www.isrf.org/category/africa/) bulletin

(https://www.isrf.org/category/bulletin/) disability

(https://www.isrf.org/category/disability/) philosophy

(https://www.isrf.org/category/philosophy/)

Social Justice, Global Jurist, and

International Journal of Law in

Context.

Back to Top

(https://www.isrf.org)

https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-african-path-to-disability-justice/?share=twitter&nb=1
https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-african-path-to-disability-justice/?share=facebook&nb=1
https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-african-path-to-disability-justice/?share=pinterest&nb=1
https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-african-path-to-disability-justice/?share=linkedin&nb=1
https://www.isrf.org/tag/african-philosophy/
https://www.isrf.org/tag/disability/
https://www.isrf.org/tag/justice/
https://www.isrf.org/tag/oche-onazi/
https://www.isrf.org/tag/philosophy/
https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-african-path-to-disability-justice/
https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-african-path-to-disability-justice/
https://www.isrf.org/category/africa/
https://www.isrf.org/category/bulletin/
https://www.isrf.org/category/disability/
https://www.isrf.org/category/philosophy/
https://www.isrf.org/


07/09/2021, 10:21 Towards an African Path to Disability Justice |

https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-african-path-to-disability-justice/ 12/16

(https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/11/the-

national-populist-mutation-of-

neoliberalism/)

The National-Populist Mutation of Neoliberalism
(https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/11/the-national-
populist-mutation-of-neoliberalism/)
bulletin (https://www.isrf.org/category/bulletin/) hungary

(https://www.isrf.org/category/hungary/) neoliberalism

(https://www.isrf.org/category/neoliberalism/) populism

(https://www.isrf.org/category/bulletin/populism/)

(https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/04/eighth-

independent-scholar-fellowship-

competition-awards-announcement/)

Eighth Independent Scholar Fellowship
Competition – Awards Announcement
(https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/04/eighth-
independent-scholar-fellowship-competition-
awards-announcement/)
awards (https://www.isrf.org/category/news/awards/) fellowships

(https://www.isrf.org/category/news/awards/fellowships/)

independent scholars (https://www.isrf.org/category/independent-

scholars/) news (https://www.isrf.org/category/news/)

(https://www.isrf.org/2021/07/21/isrf-

symposium-the-retreat-of-liberal-

democracy/)

ISRF Symposium – The Retreat of Liberal
Democracy: Authoritarian Capitalism and the
Accumulative State in Hungary
(https://www.isrf.org/2021/07/21/isrf-symposium-
the-retreat-of-liberal-democracy/)
far right (https://www.isrf.org/category/far-right/) hungary

(https://www.isrf.org/category/hungary/) long read

(https://www.isrf.org/category/long-read/) symposia

(https://www.isrf.org/category/symposia/)

(https://www.isrf.org/2021/07/08/isrf-

symposium-being-sure-of-each-

other/)

ISRF Symposium – Being Sure of Each Other: An
Essay on Social Rights and Freedoms
(https://www.isrf.org/2021/07/08/isrf-symposium-
being-sure-of-each-other/)
human rights (https://www.isrf.org/category/human-rights/) long read

(https://www.isrf.org/category/long-read/) philosophy

(https://www.isrf.org/category/philosophy/) symposia

(https://www.isrf.org/category/symposia/)

 

Bulletin posts represent the views of the author(s) and not those of the ISRF.

Unless stated otherwise, all posts are licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-

NoDerivatives 4.0 International License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/).

 

ISRF on Twitter

(https://www.isrf.org)

https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/11/the-national-populist-mutation-of-neoliberalism/
https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/11/the-national-populist-mutation-of-neoliberalism/
https://www.isrf.org/category/bulletin/
https://www.isrf.org/category/hungary/
https://www.isrf.org/category/neoliberalism/
https://www.isrf.org/category/bulletin/populism/
https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/04/eighth-independent-scholar-fellowship-competition-awards-announcement/
https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/04/eighth-independent-scholar-fellowship-competition-awards-announcement/
https://www.isrf.org/category/news/awards/
https://www.isrf.org/category/news/awards/fellowships/
https://www.isrf.org/category/independent-scholars/
https://www.isrf.org/category/news/
https://www.isrf.org/2021/07/21/isrf-symposium-the-retreat-of-liberal-democracy/
https://www.isrf.org/2021/07/21/isrf-symposium-the-retreat-of-liberal-democracy/
https://www.isrf.org/category/far-right/
https://www.isrf.org/category/hungary/
https://www.isrf.org/category/long-read/
https://www.isrf.org/category/symposia/
https://www.isrf.org/2021/07/08/isrf-symposium-being-sure-of-each-other/
https://www.isrf.org/2021/07/08/isrf-symposium-being-sure-of-each-other/
https://www.isrf.org/category/human-rights/
https://www.isrf.org/category/long-read/
https://www.isrf.org/category/philosophy/
https://www.isrf.org/category/symposia/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
https://www.isrf.org/


07/09/2021, 10:21 Towards an African Path to Disability Justice |

https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-african-path-to-disability-justice/ 13/16

Sep 6, 2021

Sep 2, 2021

 ISRF Retweeted

Want to know more about creative methods 
for researching memory? Check out these 
sessions @NCRMUK Research Methods e-
fest this October. Co-lead with the excellent 
@AmyCBarron and featuring the wonderful 
@jen_owen11 @soc_researcher 
@melanie_lovatt 
twitter.com/morgancentre/s… 
https://twitter.com/morgancentre/status/1434
797276006952961 
  

 

 ISRF Retweeted

Please join us on 11/11/21 for five short talks 
on Climate Urbanism & roundtable! #COP26 

 Online event with research and 
discussion from @MMDabrowski 
@c3ponder @ndrm @pappupoppins 
@JennyPickerill @stephwakefield_ 
@deljanai |  More info & register: 
eventbrite.co.uk/e/166901933175 
  

 

 ISRF Retweeted

My interview with LUX lifestyle magazine 
about the role of the wealthiest in tackling 
h li i i l / ll

Sarah Marie Hall
@Sarah_M_Hall

Urban Studies Foundation
@USForg

Peter Newell
@PeterJNewell_

(https://www.isrf.org)

https://twitter.com/Sarah_M_Hall/status/1434803286826274818
https://twitter.com/USForg/status/1433383803700002820
https://twitter.com/NCRMUK
https://twitter.com/AmyCBarron
https://twitter.com/jen_owen11
https://twitter.com/soc_researcher
https://twitter.com/melanie_lovatt
https://t.co/C2ziFGdxfX
https://twitter.com/morgancentre/status/1434797276006952961
https://twitter.com/intent/like?tweet_id=1434803286826274818
https://twitter.com/hashtag/COP26?src=hash
https://twitter.com/MMDabrowski
https://twitter.com/c3ponder
https://twitter.com/ndrm
https://twitter.com/pappupoppins
https://twitter.com/JennyPickerill
https://twitter.com/stephwakefield_
https://twitter.com/deljanai
https://t.co/tuxSwTkjfp
https://twitter.com/intent/like?tweet_id=1433383803700002820
https://t.co/1XLZRoKf2k
https://twitter.com/Sarah_M_Hall
https://twitter.com/Sarah_M_Hall
https://twitter.com/Sarah_M_Hall/status/1434803286826274818/photo/1
https://twitter.com/Sarah_M_Hall/status/1434803286826274818/photo/1
https://twitter.com/USForg
https://twitter.com/USForg
https://twitter.com/USForg/status/1433383803700002820/photo/1
https://twitter.com/PeterJNewell_
https://twitter.com/PeterJNewell_
https://www.isrf.org/


07/09/2021, 10:21 Towards an African Path to Disability Justice |

https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-african-path-to-disability-justice/ 14/16

Sep 2, 2021

Sep 2, 2021

Aug 26, 2021

the climate crisis  lux-mag.com/peter-newell-
c… @RapidTransition @Fred_Daley 
@michelletwena @SussexGlobal 
  

 

 ISRF Retweeted

We're presenting the first part of our 
@_ISRF funded research on fair equality of 
opportunity in the art market at today's 
@ESA_Sociology conference! 
  

 

Congratulations Beverley! 
https://twitter.com/bev_clough/status/143078
5623959482372 
  

 

Professor Peter Newell on wh…
Professor Peter Newell discuss…
lux-mag.com

Kathryn Brown
@arthistory_kjb

ISRF
@_ISRF

 Previous Article

The National-Populist Mutation of
Neoliberalism

(https://www.isrf.org)

https://twitter.com/PeterJNewell_/status/1433422660894031876
https://twitter.com/arthistory_kjb/status/1433384961306939398
https://twitter.com/_ISRF/status/1430815388518998018
https://t.co/1XLZRoKf2k
https://twitter.com/RapidTransition
https://twitter.com/Fred_Daley
https://twitter.com/MichelleTwena
https://twitter.com/SussexGlobal
https://twitter.com/intent/like?tweet_id=1433422660894031876
https://twitter.com/_ISRF
https://twitter.com/ESA_Sociology
https://twitter.com/intent/like?tweet_id=1433384961306939398
https://twitter.com/bev_clough/status/1430785623959482372
https://twitter.com/intent/like?tweet_id=1430815388518998018
https://t.co/1XLZRoKf2k
https://twitter.com/arthistory_kjb
https://twitter.com/arthistory_kjb
https://twitter.com/arthistory_kjb/status/1433384961306939398/photo/1
https://twitter.com/_ISRF
https://twitter.com/_ISRF
https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/11/the-national-populist-mutation-of-neoliberalism/
https://www.isrf.org/


07/09/2021, 10:21 Towards an African Path to Disability Justice |

https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-african-path-to-disability-justice/ 15/16

(https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/11/the-
national-populist-mutation-of-
neoliberalism/)

Independent Social Research Stichting
London Of�ce
62 Bayswater Road, 

London, 

W2 3PS, 

United Kingdom

Tel: +44 (0) 20 7262 0196

Privacy Policy (https://www.isrf.org/privacy-policy/)

 
 

Head Of�ce
WTC Schiphol Airport 

Schiphol Boulevard 359, 1118 BJ Amsterdam 

1118BJ Netherlands

Registered in The Netherlands | RSIN: 856534912

 
Follow Us



(https://www.isrf.org)

https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/11/the-national-populist-mutation-of-neoliberalism/
https://www.isrf.org/privacy-policy/
https://issuu.com/isrf
https://www.isrf.org/


07/09/2021, 10:21 Towards an African Path to Disability Justice |

https://www.isrf.org/2021/08/24/towards-an-african-path-to-disability-justice/ 16/16

Issuu (https://issuu.com/isrf)

Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/IndependentSocialResearchFoundation/)

Twitter (https://www.twitter.com/_ISRF)

Vimeo (https://vimeo.com/isrf)

Mailing List (http://eepurl.com/duVVef)

 

Main Image Credit: Matt Smith 2019

Copyright © 2021 Independent Social Research Stichting

https://issuu.com/isrf
https://www.facebook.com/IndependentSocialResearchFoundation/
https://www.twitter.com/_ISRF
https://vimeo.com/isrf
http://eepurl.com/duVVef

