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Two main approaches shape development discourse and practice. The first, which is charity- driven, 

though, attractive seems to have in-built deficiencies as it negates and dehumanises 'self'. The second, 

in detesting the 'charity' model appears more assured, but equally problematic as it over-rates 'self'. In 

this reflection, we examine these two alternative approaches with a view to seeking grey-shades for 

enhancing Nigeria's development in an increasingly interconnected but 'selfish' world. 

 

'I am Dumb, Help Me" 

That was the screaming headline I saw as I made my way to Ikeja Shoprite on Sunday, March 15. Along 

the same street, where the "Help me" placard was displayed, I saw many young men and women 

excitedly marketing fruits, sundry wares and services. They were not carrying placards. On their faces, 

one could read a resolve to change their lives for the better. 

Shoprite, being an amalgam of streets threw up more interesting contrasts. Many came there with 

varying shop-lists. Some were shoppers, indeed; others were window- shoppers or simply fun-seekers in 

search of an escape from the usual power outages. One thing that held all the visitors together was this 

sheer determination to spend time and money as they deemed fit. 

Reflecting on the contrast between the placard carrying beggar and other 'dramatis personae', on the 

Shoprite Mega Streets, one cannot overlook the presence and absence of hope/self-worth. The 'placard-

carrying' young man seemed to have given up both hope and self-worth. His joy and fulfillment were 

apparently surrendered to the generosity of others. The fruit sellers, traders, shoppers and other visitors 

have not. They seemed forceful about holding their destinies in their own hands. 

From a development perspective, the contrasts above reflect the two mindsets/ approaches to change. 

The only way to determine the predominant approach that individuals or nations, take, knowingly or 

unknowingly, is to examine actions and results. Self-love offers us is a scaffold or mind-map. 

 

The Map in 'Self-love' 

Self-love is a psychological term. According to the Psychotherapist, Carl Rogers, it is directly linked to 

success and self-actualization. As the name implies, it puts 'self' first before others. In the context of this 

reflection, 'self-love' criticizes the placard methodology implicitly and encourages people to get up and 

save themselves. It is closely related to the economic philosophy of capitalism. In fact, its unadulterated 

version is at the other end of the capitalist philosophy, termed 'classical'. Underlining this idea of self-

love is the fact that every individual, every nation must design and walk the path to sustainable wealth. 

In the pursuit of this vision, every individual, every nation must hold this fact, self-evident, that help may 

not come, not even in their demise or threat of annihilation. Love and friendship may flee, as they often 

do, at the point of greatest need. 
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Although, 'Self-love' has been the driving force of development for centuries, in practice, it is shocking 

that many continue to view 'development' from a 'charity perspective. The unevenness of information 

between the very few individuals and States that view development as 'self-love' and those that see it as 

'charity' may have irritated the post-development scholars. The insincerity of the 'generosity of others' 

that seemed to underlie development discourse, made these scholars to ridicule the whole notion of 

development as a colossal fraud. One of them, Alvarez (1994: 1) calls it "a label for plunder and 

violence". For these critical scholars, the presentation of 'development' from a purely philanthropic 

prism is at best a cover for 'stealing in the name of the poor'. They may not be completely right. 

'Self-love' theory, when well interpreted and embraced sincerely, may offer a tool/map for situating 

things properly. How many people would walk away from a box of gold that is left unattended? What 

'self-love' theory does very well is to shift the focus to ourselves. Hernando De Soto's work, which draws 

from Friedrich von Hayek's philosophy of 'Roll-Back the State' is an exemplary expository of this 

approach. I will now turn to De-Soto, with a view to calling attention on the need to apply the theory of 

'self-love' constructively in the context of Nigeria and Africa. 

 

De-Soto's Mystery of Capital 

The Peruvian economist, Hernando De Soto is an influential exponent of 'self-love' as a development 

theory. In his Mystery of Capital, De Soto sought answers to why capitalism is winning in the West and 

failing everywhere else. He found an answer not on the absence of wealth but on its over-abundance, 

held in the wrong form, he called "dead capital." On that basis, De-Soto argues strongly against the 

'placard development methodology'. Africa and the so called Third World, where capitalism seems to be 

failing, do not need charity or global transfer of resources. Using Haiti, as an illustration, De-Soto 

(2000:6) posits: 

"In Haiti, the poorest nation in Latin America, the total assets of the poor are more than 150 times 

greater than all the foreign investment received since the country's independence from France in 1804. 

If the United States were to hike its foreign aid budget to the level recommended by the United Nations 

- 0.7 per cent of national income - it would take the richest country on earth more than 150 years to 

transfer to the world's poor resources equal to those that they already possess." 

In this same vein, De Soto argues that globalization, is not Africa's problem but Africa's failure to 

generate usable, "fungible" capital. To De Soto, the way forward for Africa is not to carry placard but to 

turn Africa's dead capital into usable capital. 

Although critics have called attention to some analytical challenges in De-Soto expository as thrown up 

by the recent global financial crises and reality of massive political corruption and regulatory distortions 

that characterize fragile States, no one doubts the fact that Africa is a rich continent, with largely unused 

potentials. In our villages, the succulent palm trees with their many products, like palm oil, kernels and 
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palm wine are not just feast to the eyes and stomach but illustrations/metaphors of wealth yet to be 

fully tapped in Africa. What De-Soto does very well is to shift focus from blaming others to ourselves. 

Africa's development nightmare, arguably, is the result of diffidence and poor imagination. Africa's 

failure to embrace the theory of 'self-love' has made her vulnerable. Those who love themselves do not 

wait for others to determine their joy and survival. 

The problem with De-Soto is not so much what he wrote but the approach he adopted. The self-assured 

manner of presentation failed to give space for reflexivity. The grey-shades and the evolutionary history 

of capitalism, which economic theorists like Joseph Stieglitz, captured, were lost in the process. To 

properly situate the 'self-love' theory, we must of necessity go further and reflect on the true meaning 

of 'selfrole of 'self-love'/love for country in development. Hence many great ideas of government are 

allowed to fail at the point of implementation. The consequence is the retrogressive emphasis on the 

'placard-carrying development methodology'. 

'Change' is clearly the way forward. The desired reform needs to start from the point of 

conceptualization/mindset. That is why the message of the 'Doing Business Reports', depending on how 

one interprets it, is a call for Nigeria and Africa to look inwards. According these reports, Africa's quest 

for creating entrepreneurs who could drive Africa's economy is hindered by archaic, ineffective and 

absent regulations that also discourage investment. The consequence is that many prospective wealthy 

Africans are handicapped by the out-dated and embarrassingly absent regulations in so many areas. The 

consequence of their handicap is the increase in the number of 'help placards' in Nigeria/Africa. 

If African countries and her leaders truly love themselves and their nations, they ought to develop 

Regulation as the Fourth Estate of the Realm. The 'Roll-Back the State' ideology that is often marketed 

as a pathway to Africa's survival is a throw- back to a discredited phase. This ideology may not be 

attuned to Africa's Self-interest at present time. 'Bringing the State Back' is crucial. 'Self-love' theory if 

left un-chained via well-crafted regulatory systems and institutions could delimit both the individual and 

society. 

In conclusion, 'self-love' theory is a scaffold for constructing a New Development Agenda. It has lessons 

for our newly elected President and other political leaders in Nigeria. It also has lessons for all Nigerians 

and Africans. To love others, you must first love yourself. Those who love themselves do not wait for 

others to determine their joy and survival. Therefore, every individual, nation and region must drop the 

charity placard. The legitimate pursuit of wealth and success to fulfill individual or collective 

development goals should be treasured. On the part of the government, this prosperity mind-set must 

insist on the provision of a fair and enabling environment for the success of everyone and the nation. 

The linkage between the success of citizens and success of a Nation's Development Agenda must not be 

lost sight of. Growth alone is not adequate unless it finds expression in the well-being of people. That is 

why the actual yardstick for measuring development is not 'growth' but how it impacts on the human 

person, the subject of right to development. The prosperity mind-set, apart from creating confidence 

and shutting out development fraudsters, equally helps to firm up a country's development agenda. It is 

recommended that the sole development vision in Nigeria should revolve around concrete programmes 



'Self-Love' and the Search for a 'New' Development Agenda 
– By Willy Mamah 

 2015

 
aimed at re-classifying the 80 per cent of our population from being labeled 'poor' to being grouped as 

rich. This 'selfish'/National Interest is inextricably linked to the larger vision of a prosperous world, 

because the ultimate success of 'self-love' in development is the eventual 'escape' of 'self"; that is its 

refinement and fulfillment in the regenerating models of 'self'/humanity. 

 

*Mamah, PhD (London) is a Partner/Head, Development Law, Olisa Agbakoba Legal (OAL). 


