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Editor’s Note
Ebola. Most of the following are 
selective, informative and reflective 
comments taken from news reports 
and commentaries on the Ebola 
crisis in Liberia and the West African 
region. The World Health Orga-
nization (WHO) has declared the 
epidemic an international emergency. 
This is an epidemic that should not 
have been. In the three hardest hit 
countries everybody is at risk. The 
response, perhaps until recently, has 
been unpreparedness, both chaotic 
and ineffective. Communications 
regarding the virus have been poor. 
What is this epidemic teaching us? 
That we should build our education 
and health systems as a protection 
for our very lives. Africa should 
build strong health and educational 
systems and stop relying on Europe 
and the US to control epidemics in 
Africa. African universities, scientist 
and doctors doing research should 
drive their own agendas based on 
local needs, and deal with their own 
issues directly. African countries 
must create their own national pre-
paredness strategies by working with 
their health institutions and disaster 
management teams at all times to test 
their systems, processes, knowledge 
and understanding. 

An evaluation of the causes for 
the exponential spread of the virus 
should not be forgotten in the rush 
to deal with the emergency. How did 
Liberia get here in the first place? 
The control of outbreaks is not the 
province of only rich countries with 
sophisticated hospitals and expansive 
pharmaceutical industries. A poor 

country may control epidemics with 
basic medical training, everyday 
vigilance and sustained political will. 
Nigerian and Senegal have been 
successful in arresting the spread 
of Ebola within their borders. Like 
Uganda, Liberia should develop a 
high quality surveillance systems 
for detecting epidemics earlier that 
will include everyone from the local 
village leader to the Head of State. 
Health must not be isolated from 
agriculture, infrastructure or security. 
It is integral to the development of 
people and the nation-state.

It is essential that in the present 
emergency, international assistance 
in skills and knowledge be passed 
on to the locals so that they might 
be better prepared to deal with 
subsequent outbreak. The consen-
sus is that Uganda is a good model 
of preparedness for an epidemic of 
this kind. Weak health systems in 
destitute, urbanized nations pose a 
threat to the rest of the world. Given 
that the world is a global village, an 
international matrix of accountability 
should be developed to hold coun-
tries responsible for being prepared, 
making irresponsibility costly with 
international consequence. The 
amount of money being spent in put-
ting out this fire is much better spend 
on prevention. The U.S. Military has 
said “to reverse this Ebola crisis, it 
will take leadership, logistics and the 
enforcement of standards. Only if 
these three are working together can 
we reverse this epidemic.”

The real wealth of a nation is in 
the quality of its people and not in its 
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natural resources. The lack of human 
resources in this epidemic has been 
keenly felt. Many people are dying 
because of ignorance and indisci-
pline. Surely, it is not good for men 
and women to be without knowl-
edge. Ignorance is a moral evil. Ed-
ucation is as important as medicine 
in saving lives. A good education is 
state security. 

Encouraging behavioral change 
is necessary. In the rightly much 
appreciated African cultural trait of 
deep social interaction the addition 
of discipline, excellence and knowl-
edge can only enrich Africa’s much 
lauded capacity for relationships. 
We definitely need to expand our 
cultural resources, spiritually and 
intellectually, our understanding and 
practice of statecraft, and making 
of strong functional institutions, our 
very selves as a matter of self-preser-
vation, so that we might survive and 
thrive. At long last, we are still bat-
tling disease, ignorance and poverty. 
The Liberian people and government 
must embrace change so that they 
might flourish and live. Discipline is 
statecraft.

The 2013 issue of Marketplace 
Liberia commented in ways very 
appropriate to this moment in time. 
Speaking of national development 
we wrote, “Such changes, howev-
er, are not accomplished overnight. 
Time is required to repair the damage 
done by generations of misrule and 
to establish a strong foundation for 
the future. Growth and change is not 
a matter of flipping a switch that may 
be simply turned on and off. The 
rebirth of a society requires trans-
formation in the hearts and lives of 

its people. And with people, change 
always takes time. Even Lee Kuan 
Yew, that great Singaporean model 
of efficiency and good [mellifluous] 
order, acknowledged this about the 
national development [of Singapore]. 
At its essence, development is about 
growth in knowledge, understanding, 
and behavior, in short being, that 
brings about human flourishing.”

We as preceptors do not lose 
heart but are yet hopeful of the 
rise of a great nation and people in 
Liberia.

This issue of Marketplace Libe-
ria looks at agriculture. We feature 
Sagamore Senior Fellow Gina 
Sheets and her husband Travis and 
their work of teaching agriculture in 
Liberia. In the context of profiling 
the Sheets who are from Indiana, we 
review Liberia’s and Africa’s agri-
cultural policy. This is followed by a 
brief comment on Calestous Juma’s 
book, The New Harvest: Agricultural 
Innovation in Africa, based on mate-
rial from Harvard University Belfer 
Center for Science and International 
Affairs. The significance of Juma’s 
thoughts will be given more consid-
eration in due time.

We have an expanded piece 
on Singapore and Africa, having 
previously published a shorter 
version of this article in the Saga-
more Institute’s magazine American 
Outlook. Singapore speaks to all of 
our concerns about the Ebola crisis 
in expanding cultural resources, 
improving our understanding and 
practice of statecraft and building 
strong functional institutions and 
developing meaningful and conse-
quential international partnerships. 
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The country’s successful experiment 
in nation building could help us 
understand how to encourage our 
international partnerships with the 
Liberia diaspora and others. The 
Ebola crisis and the considerable 
American and international presence 
in Liberia have highlighted our need 
to change the Citizenship Law as a 
matter essential to a robust national 
development policy. This will more 
honestly make authentic our claims 
for self-rule and an order of our own 
making. We will do well to appreci-
ate Singapore’s policy of developing 
their country through education and 
research. 

Sagamore Institute Research 
Fellow, Maavi A. Norman, has con-
tributed the article on comparative 
leadership in Africa, as leadership 
development and governance are 
most important to nation building 
and national development.  

This article is condensed version 
of a book chapter that Norman re-
cently completed for Palgrave Mac-
Millan’s newly launched Palgrave 
Studies in African Leadership series. 
The volume will be released this 
winter. If we had to pick one single 
factor in the success of Singapore, it 
would be excellent leadership. But 
of course, leadership must emerge 
out of a culture. Rarely, does it just 
happen without context.     

Sagamore Institute Senior Fel-

low Andrew Falk has contributed 
an article dealing with land tenure 
security and its environmental im-
pact in Liberia. This article consists 
of potions of a presentation Falk 
gave at the Liberia studies Associa-
tion conference in Chicago in March 
2013, and of a another version of the 
article published in the International 
Environmental and Resources Law 
Committee newsletter. 

The ancient Chinese sage Con-
fucius said, “Real knowledge is to 
know the extent of one’s ignorance.” 
To this end we have included an 
article on intellectual humility. This 
is part of my ongoing concern about 
what the late Czech leader, Vaclav 
Havel, refer to as living in the truth. 
Havel has said, “Consciousness 
precedes Being, and not the oth-
er way around, as Marxists claim. 
For this reason, the solution of this 
human world lies nowhere else than 
in the human heart, in the human 
power to reflect, in human modesty, 
and in human responsibility.” This 
is especially pressing for those of us 
who would make policy for Liberia 
and provide a critical assessment of 
it past and present and so appreciate 
its future.     

Signed,

Donald L. Cassell, Jr., M. Div., AIA
Senior Fellow, ISOKO Institute
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Hope in the Harvest

Travis and Gina Sheets
In 2011, Sagamore Institute held a 
summit in Indianapolis on African 
agricultural work assisted by indi-
viduals and groups in Indiana. Gina 
Sheets, then Director of Indiana 
State Department of Agriculture 
(ISDA), was one of the attendees. At 
the summit, Gina learned about the 
people, businesses, schools, and or-
ganizations from Indiana doing work 
in Africa. The summit opened doors 
for Gina and her husband Travis to 
meet leaders, thinkers, policy makers 
and practitioners working on African 
policy. Having a strong and well es-
tablished background in farming and 
economic development, the summit 
piqued the Sheets’ interest for work 
in Africa, an interest that has blos-
somed into a passion.

In 2012, the Sheets received 

By Donald L. Cassell, Jr., AIA, Senior Fellow, Director Sagamore Institute
Julia Camara and Amanda Roden, Sagamore Interns

several offers to teach diversified ag-
riculture and small business develop-
ment. But the Liberian offer proved 
most appealing to them. “The more 
we learned about Liberia the more 
we ached to see the country first 
hand,” the Sheets noted. The oppor-
tunity to see Liberia for themselves 
came when Liberia native and Saga-
more Senior Fellow Donald Cassell 
introduced the Indiana couple to Dr. 
Sei Buor. Dr. Buor is the President 
of Liberian International Christian 
College (LICC) a small developing 
Christian tertiary institution with 
a spiritual purpose to serve others 
located in the city of Ganta, Liberia. 
Dr. Buor told them about his vision 
to establish a program in agriculture 
and business at the college. Follow-
ing this meeting, the Sheets travelled 
to see the college in its Liberian 

Travis and Gina Sheets
...truly successful agriculture requires not so much arduous labor as 
awareness, observation, connection, and persistence. Ultimately, it is not the 
growing technique which is the most important factor, but rather the state of 
mind of the farmer. 
   -Masanobu Fukuoka
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context. Upon their return, Gina and 
Travis were confirmed in their voca-
tion to Liberia.

Born and bred Indiana farm-
ers, both Gina and Travis (now 
also fellows at Sagamore Institute) 
were well equipped for their work 
in Liberia. Gina has professional 
training in economic development 
and business administration from the 
University of Oklahoma and Stani-
slaus State University in California. 
She has more than thirteen years of 
practical, professional experience 
in economic development. Travis, 
with a degree from Indiana’s Purdue 
University, has ten years of experi-
ence in diversified farming where 
he raised all natural pasture poultry, 
free range laying hens, pasture beef, 
rainbow trout, and a variety of fruits 
and vegetables for retail sale.

In January 2013, while Travis 
began the work in Liberia con-
structing the Agricultural Center on 
LICC’s campus, Gina was appointed 
Director of Indiana State Department 
of Agriculture. Her appointment 
followed a distinguished service as 
Director of Economic Development 
for Indiana State Department of Ag-
riculture where she promoted Indiana 
agriculture in China and Japan. 

Once they had decided for 
Liberia, the Sheets began to prepare 
mentally and physically for life over-
seas. They established a non-profit 
corporation to support their work in 
Liberia. Gina resigned her job with 
the State of Indiana. They sold most 
their belongings and moved perma-
nently to Liberia for work at LICC’s 
Agriculture Center. 

In Liberia, they established a 

demonstration farm where agricul-
ture education and diversified farm-
ing occur. In the diversified farming 
operations, vegetables, fruits, roll 
crops, fishery and rabbit husbandry 
are produced and researched. The 
farm is slowly emerging as a small 
scale agribusiness. Gina serves as 
Vice President of Administration in 
addition to teaching, and Travis leads 
the Agriculture Program at LICC.

Believing that hope is stron-
ger than fear, the Sheets aspire to 
cultivate hope through agricultural 
and personal transformation. Fear, 
they perceive, is unproductive and 
destructive, holding fast a people 
for many generations. The Sheets 
are interested in building individual 
capacities so to deepen and expand 
individual contributions to commu-
nity life.

Agriculture in Africa: 
The Opportunity

African agriculture is a great 
unrealized potential. Agriculture is 
Africa’s economic backbone: 40% 
of all hard currency earnings come 
from agriculture, making it the 
largest contributor to African GDP. 
But the sector is underperforming. 
In Africa, agriculture is the mainstay 
of the rural economy and the main 
supporter of 70-80% of the total 
population (CAADP, NEPAD, 2003). 
Africa holds “60% of the world’s 
uncultivated arable land” (YouTube, 
2013 – Agriculture in Africa). 

Africa’s agricultural potential is 
one of the factors attracting the ex-
pertise of change agents, like Travis 
and Gina Sheets to Liberia. In all of 
Africa, only 7% of the arable farm 
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land is irrigated (CAADP, 23). Of the 
total land mass suitable for farming, 
83% has limited soil fertility ac-
counting for US $1-3 billion loss per 
year (CAADP, 24). When farmers 
are better skilled and equipped, 
Africa will realize the full measure 
of its soil.

In 2003, agricultural work made 
up 60% of the African labor force; 
yet the continent relies on exter-
nal inputs to meet its food needs 
(CAADP 2003.) In the year 2000 the 
continent received 2.8 million tons 
of food aid which is a quarter of the 
total global food aid (CAADP 2003). 
The annual cost of imports is $50 
billion (YouTube, 2013 – Agriculture 
in Africa). Liberia imports 75% of its 
grain, which is amongst the highest 
in Africa (Brautigam 233, 251). Sim-
ilarly in 2006, the total imported rice 
bill of Mozambique, Liberia, and 
Senegal amounted to $2 billion. Still, 
it is reported that 200 million people, 
largely in Sub-Saharan Africa, are 
malnourished (CAADP 2003).

The current food gap could be 
an opportunity to boost the domes-
tic market economy and grow the 
independence of smallholder farm-
ers by increasing their productivity 
(CAADP 2003). A new appreciation 
of the agricultural sector in light of 
its agribusiness potential, combined 
with incentives for high yields may 
draw young professionals from the 
urban to rural business markets 
(YouTube, 2013 – Agriculture in 
Africa).

According to the World Eco-
nomic Forum, success in the agricul-
tural value chain hinges on making 
improvements to relevant business 

value chains such as market, infra-
structure, insurance, finance, and 
technology (YouTube, 2013 – Ag-
riculture in Africa). There are many 
areas in the value chain that could 
use improvement. 

Markets often have middleman 
rates that may take advantage of 
farmers. The lack of road infra-
structure coupled with the high 
percentage of landlocked countries 
in Africa, can increase transporta-
tion cost for landlocked countries 
by about 50% compared to coastal 
countries (Juma 2011). Land tenure 
or ownership is insecure in many 
areas leaving farmers with little 
security for their investments. In his 
book, The New Harvest, Calestous 
Juma highlights that China’s recent 
agriculture success is linked to its 
focus on the needs of smallholder 
farmers. He sees this as a model for 
Africa in its quest for an agricultural 
revolution. 

Even if farmers increase produc-
tion, factors that constrict market po-
tential must be changed. In Nigeria, 
cassava yields are the highest in the 
world. However, because of inferior 
infrastructure much of that yield is 
lost in the raw or natural state (You-
Tube, 2013 – Agriculture in Afri-
ca). To help clear the infrastructure 
clutter, Nigerian minister of agricul-
ture Akinwumi Adesina worked to 
completely privatize the seed market 
in 90 days (YouTube 2013 – Agricul-
ture in Africa) This policy initiative 
in combination with the new elec-
tronic wallet cell phone technology, 
which unites farmers nationwide, has 
brought improvement to the coun-
try’s agricultural sector (YouTube, 
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2013 – Agriculture in Africa).
The Comprehensive Africa Ag-

riculture Development Programme 
(CAADP) has been developed 
to spur agricultural development 
through appropriate policies. The 
CAADP document is the product 
of a partnership between the New 
Partnership for Africa’s Develop-
ment (NEPAD) and the Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO) of 
the United Nations. NEPAD’s vision 
through the CAADP is to see a 6% 
growth in agricultural productivity 
by 2015 (CAADP 2013). 

To reduce the number of mal-
nourished Africans, the CAADP is 
focusing on four developmental pil-
lars: resource management, market 
access, food security and research in 
agriculture. These four goals outlined 
in the CAADP has seven signatories, 
including Liberia (Ministry of Agri-
culture, 2009).

Since its development, CAADP 
has connected the system of invest-
ment in African agriculture so that 
efforts are centralized in enabling 
regulations and united in goals. 
Now that the CAADP’s framework 
is in place, agricultural reform has 
climbed up the priority list in several 
countries. In 2011, NEPAD reported 
that budget allocation to agriculture 
was greater than the targeted 10% in 
eight countries, and greater than 6% 
in ten countries (Kimenyi, Routman, 
and Westbury, 2012).

Agriculture Policy in Liberia
The Government of Liberia (GOL) 
views agriculture as the linchpin of 
economic development. In 2008, 
Liberia implemented the Poverty 

Reduction Strategy as a way to elim-
inate hunger and create jobs (World 
Bank, 2008). In the 2010 Liberia 
Agriculture Sector Investment Pro-
gramme (LASIP), Liberia notes how 
investors are switching focus from 
the rubber industry to agriculture 
sub-sectors like rice, palm oil, cocoa, 
coffee, and bananas (LASIP Report, 
6).

The US Government’s global 
hunger and food security initiative 
is in cooperation with the Liberia’s 
food security agenda through the 
Feed the Future (FTF) Multi-Year 
Strategies (MYS) for 2011-2015. The 
initiative aims at reducing poverty 
and hunger by the implementation of 
sustainable programs. The objectives 
of the national USAID/Liberia’s FTF 
MYS are to support Liberia’s Agri-
culture Sector growth and improve 
nutrition in Liberia (LASIP Report, 
15). This framework highlights 
“transforming staples’ value chains,” 
“developing income and diet diversi-
fication,” and “advancing the en-
abling environment” as key areas for 
investment (U.S Government, 2011).

FTF MYS has strategically cho-
sen relevant Liberian staples of rice, 
cassava, vegetable horticulture, and 
goat husbandry as value chains of 
interest. These staples hold potential 
for income and nutrition, and fulfill a 
special interest in the role of women 
(U.S Government, 2011). Within Li-
beria, the FTF focuses on six coun-
ties in Liberia with a high potential 
for agriculture development because 
of high population, high number of 
farmers, increased levels of poverty, 
and location along Liberia’s eco-
nomic development corridors (U.S 
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Government, 2011). 
Nimba County, home of LICC, 

is listed amongst these strategically 
focused counties.

In light of these policy goals, the 
Sheets and their team at LICC are 
in a position to offer support to the 
USAID FTF Liberia strategy in the 
areas of horticulture, fundamental 
agriculture production practices, 
agribusiness development, agricul-
ture leadership development, and 
animal husbandry.

Liberia’s Agriculture
Liberia’s agricultural potential has 
yet to be even partially realized. 
Though the majority of the popula-
tion consists of farmers, production 
remains a significant challenge. 
According to development statistics 
listed in the FTF MYS, Liberia’s 
GDP decreased by 66% from 1987-
2005. Counted as one of the world’s 
poorest countries, Liberia is ranked 
162 out of 169 countries in the 2010 
UN development program. Poverty 
grips the population with about 64-
84% living below the global poverty 
line of $1.25 a day. Food insecurity 
is up to 42%, hitting children espe-
cially hard. Nearly half of children 
under age five experience stunted 
growth, while 15% of children under 
age five are underweight (U.S. Gov-
ernment, 2011).

Liberia faces a severe infra-
structure challenge. Currently, a vast 
majority of roads are unpaved and 
impassable during the six-month 
rainy season. Access to electricity is 
confined to only 5% of the popula-
tion (Gina Sheets email correspon-
dence). These factors put a toll on 

access to inputs, services, and mar-
kets (U.S Government, 2011). Land 
ownership is full of inconsistencies 
in the statutory and customary laws, 
resulting in insecure and unclear land 
tenure. With little security that seeds 
will be safe until harvest, farmers are 
not empowered to invest in produc-
tion.

Liberia’s two highest yielding 
crops are rice and cassava, which 
are grown by 74% and 62% of the 
population respectively (FAO, 2014). 
Liberia’s primary export crops from 
trees are rubber, oil, palm and cocoa 
(LASIP Report 2009). 

In Liberia, agricultural output is 
derived from three types of farms: 
traditional, commercial and conces-
sion. Traditional farming systems 
involve production of food for home 
consumption. Commercial farms are 
larger and usually owned by Libe-
rians, and the concession farms are 
owned and operated by foreign firms 
(FAO, 2014).

Liberia has four large commer-
cial farms (Gina Sheets email corre-
spondence). The rest of the farms in 
the country are smallholders’ lot, no 
larger in size (100-400 square feet) 
than a backyard garden in the United 
States. In general these farmers 
have little education and training for 
long term expanded production and 
increase productivity (Gina Sheets, 
email correspondence). 

Wulki Farms near Monrovia is 
the largest livestock and vegetable 
farm in Liberia with a capacity for 
30,000 egg layers. It has been in 
operation for more than ten years and 
is the only producer of table eggs 
for commercial purposes in Liberia 
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(Wulki Farms, 2009). The Wulki 
Farms only competition is imported 
produce (Gina Sheets, email corre-
spondence).

Another major commercial farm 
is Grain Coast, located in the city 
of Bentol. Grain Coast farm works 
closely with smallholder farmers 
to enhance easy access to markets 
and cheaper, safer pesticides and 
fertilizers. Practicing organic farm-
ing with a philosophy of respect for 
the land, Grain Coast provides each 
smallholder farmer with equipment 
packages that are usually unavailable 
to the farmer, like drip irrigation 
systems and plastic mulch (INDI-
EGOGO, 2014)

The World Food Program (WFP) 
also has a farm in Liberia with a 
program called Purchase for Prog-
ress (P4P). Since 2009, P4P has 
addressed constraints along the value 
chain and develops capacity in farm-
ers’ expansion to markets (Parkinson, 
2013).

Bong County houses a goat 
farm which was donated by the US 
Ambassador Deborah Malac. With 
a capacity for 500 goats, the facility 
works to improve the genetic pool of 
the goats and train farmers to keep 
their animals healthy (US Embassy, 
2014).
 
Cultivating Knowledge
With its abundance of arable soil, Li-
beria’s agriculture should thrive. The 
wealth of a nation does not consist 
in its natural resources, but rather its 
people’s labor and productivity. The 
Sheets have found that lack of edu-
cation has a direct correlation to low 
production rates. The average wom-

an receives 1.6 years of education 
and the average man, 5.8 years (US 
Government, 2011). The civil strife 
has stunted academic development 
by many years for many people. 

Education is the main focus of 
the Sheets’ work at the Agriculture 
Center in Ganta. They have assisted 
in the development of the curricu-
lum for agriculture and other disci-
plines at LICC. Travis also travels to 
remote villages to teach agricultural 
practices (Gina Sheets, email corre-
spondence). 

Gina is focusing on an education 
model based on hands-on research. 
In addition to a study researching 
the tropical wilt disease of tomatoes 
for direct production benefits, the 
Taiwanese World Vegetable Center 
asked Gina to research the germi-
nation rates of new tropical tomato 
seeds (Gina Sheets, email correspon-
dence). Students assisting Gina with 
the research learn invaluable skills. 
Horticulture students are also gaining 
experience with onion production 
research through greenhouse trials 
and documentation. While sweet 
potatoes are currently the tuber being 
studied on the farm, there are plans 
to research cassava for use as a fuel. 
Using an interdisciplinary approach, 
Gina teaches business practices to 
students who help run the rabbit farm 
in the agriculture center (Gina Sheets 
email correspondence). The Sheets 
hope to pursue additional opportu-
nities in the areas of fisheries, wood 
furniture production, and textile for 
Liberian smallholders (Gina Sheets 
email correspondence).

Gina is also working to improve 
education opportunities in food 
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production for women, as Liberian 
women farmers produce about 60% 
of Liberia’s agricultural products 
(UN Joint Program Report, 2012). 
In support of the FTF policy prior-
ities (U.S. Government), Gina has 
started a pre-kindergarten program 
for children whose mothers are en-
rolled in agriculture training school, 
empowering women farmers and 
their children simultaneously (Gina 
Sheets, email correspondence). 

To increase production and 
develop character, the Sheets teach 
a curriculum called Foundations for 
Farming (FFF) to Liberian farmers. 
The FFF method places emphasis 
on farming practices with minimum 
waste, precise use of resources, and 
an attitude of generosity and joy. As 
a sustainable, holistic practice, FFF 
combats both poor resource manage-
ment and corruption as a lifestyle.

Mirroring the goals of Libe-
ria, the FFF method includes crop 
rotation with no burning or plowing 
the ground. The Liberian farmers 
are used to cutting and burning trees 
down every season to clear land for 
plowed fields. This slash and burn 
practice leads to deforestation and 
denitrification of the soil. Liberia 
is host to two out of the three re-
maining ancient rain forests in West 
Africa, which could be lost if defor-
estation continues. 

An integral technique to the 
FFF method is covering every area 
of tillable soil with organic matter 
mulch. The mulch blanket reduces 
the growth of competitive weeds 
and feeds nutrients to the soil as it 
decomposes. Poor soil quality in 
Liberia is one of the major barriers 

to production. After only one year 
of FFF practices, the color of the 
soil changes from gray to rich black. 
The rainy season, which produces 
200 inches of rainfall annually, can 
easily strip a field of top soil through 
erosion. The mulch blanket effective-
ly holds the soil in place even during 
downpours, and captures moisture 
to prevent premature evaporation 
from the hot sun. Though the heavy 
rainfall can be problematic, it is not 
without its usefulness. The Sheets 
intend to harness the plentiful rain-
water as an asset (Gina Sheets, email 
correspondence).

Liberian farmers trained by the 
Sheets at LICC Agriculture Center 
in the FFF method have expressed 
enthusiasm about propagating the 
method in their home villages. Her 
students have been impressed by 
the methods preliminary results 
in yields, and its potential earning 
power. These farmers may be at the 
start of experiencing knowledge as 
freedom and power (HITHM, 2013).

While creating measurable 
results is a main component of the 
Sheets’ teaching, instilling integrity 
is equally integral to their mission. 
With their lives as models, Gina 
and Travis teach upcoming leaders 
the accountability that comes with 
responsibility. “From everyone who 
has been given much, much will be 
required; and to whom they entrusted 
much, of him they will ask all the 
more.” (Luke 12:48). Responsibil-
ity is destiny. Leadership free from 
corruption is crucial to rebuilding 
Liberia. 
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Liberia’s Relevant History
The compromised state of Liberian 
agriculture reverberates a tale of past 
conflict, political strife, violence and 
the intrigues of realpolitik in inter-
national affairs. Twenty-five years of 
civil disturbances have left the econ-
omy and the country in shambles, 
severely limiting public services. 
Liberia was established by freed 
American slaves in 1847 as Africa’s 
first independent republic with a 
constitution and polity mirroring the 
United States. The country remained 
stable until 1980 when it suffered a 
violent military coup (BBC, 2013). 
The military coup disrupted a long 
and delicate process of Liberia’s 
coalescence into a nation-state, and 
marked the beginning of Liberia’s 
decline and disintegration. The enor-
mities of the coup and its aftermath 
lead to a second violent upheaval in 
1989. The 1989 upheaval disintegrat-
ed into a fourteen year civil war. The 
war officially ended in 2003.

The civil disturbances - includ-
ing the war - robbed Liberia of any 
meaningful development efforts, 
leaving its people poor and devastat-
ed. Liberia is heavily dependent on 
foreign aid. “The US bilateral assis-
tance alone was equivalent to two-
thirds of the government’s budget” 
(U.S. Government, 5). Corruption 
and selfishness wreaked havoc on 
Liberia’s economy. Consumed with 
survival, the country had no energy 
for improving developmental re-
sources, and so the nation regressed. 
Its infrastructure crumbled. The 
Liberian agricultural sector was but 
one of many casualties of Liberia’s 
civil disturbances.

Leadership and Development
It has been rightly said “the growth 
and development of people is the 
highest calling of leadership.” The 
new Liberian leadership has em-
barked on a process of restoration. 
Liberia finds an encouraging model 
for restoration in Rwanda. 

Rwanda is currently one of the 
better functioning states in Africa, 
and one of the fastest developing 
nations in the world. Like Liberia, 
Rwanda has a history of unrest 
leading to corruption, violence and 
the intrigues of realpolitik in interna-
tional relations. Rwanda’s relations 
with its former colonial masters is 
burdened by mistrust and ill will.

Civil disturbances in Rwanda 
appeared in multiple massacres and 
eventually the Rwandan Genocide 
of 1994, where 800,000 Rwandans 
were killed within a month (Cassell, 
2012a). After the country had anni-
hilated an eighth of its population, 
many fled from Rwanda in shame 
and fear, including the international 
community. For those who stayed to 
pick up the pieces of the self-mutilat-
ed land, only hope remained.

Fueled by a determination to 
redeem the past, the new Rwandan 
leadership followed its vision of 
restoration to secure the nation-state, 
cultivate reconciliation, develop 
people and grow the economy. So 
reforms are focused on security and 
unification of the nation-state, the 
court system, education, and the 
economy.

The new Rwandan leadership 
has achieved success with the help 
of a zero tolerance corruption policy 
that holds government officials ac-
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countable, a dedication to increasing 
competency that engages the educat-
ed of the Diaspora, and a determina-
tion to learn from its past. Under this 
new leadership, Rwanda has seen an 
8% annual economic growth for at 
least a decade, while enjoying more 
security and better governance. Over 
a million people have climbed out of 
poverty because of discerning policy 
reform. Progress is such that in 2012, 
the World Bank referred to Rwanda 
as a country “at peace and among the 
most stable in the world.”

The advantageous leadership 
reform modeled in Rwanda is incre-
mental in Liberia with considerable 
room for growth. It is the goal of the 
Liberian Government for “Liberia 
to be a broad-based middle-income 
country by the year 2030, leaving no 
Liberian behind” (U.S. Government, 
19).

From the close of the civil war, 
Liberia has benefited from positive 
economic trends. Since 2005, the 
Liberian economy has grown at a 
yearly rate of 7% (Cassell, 2012a). 
Foreign direct investment and 
government revenue in Liberia have 
both increased greatly. The net flow 
of FDI in 2010 was $453 million. 
Since 2005, government revenue has 
increased by 445% (Cassell, 2012b). 
The Ibrahim Index of African Gov-
ernance rated Liberia as one of the 
most notably improved nations in all 
of its area of governance from 2006 
to 2010 (Cassell, 2012b). According 
to the Ministry of Finance in Libe-
ria, the country’s GDP is expected 
to slow down 6.8% in 2014 (Toweh, 
2014). The GDP is projected to rise 
to 8.6% in 2015, as regulatory and 

infrastructure improvements lessen 
the cost of doing business in Liberia 
(African Development Bank, 2014). 
Policy reforms will need to be ex-
panded, enriched and deeply rooted 
to continue the required high rate of 
growth for national development. 
Of course, the Ebola health crisis 
has cast a shadow over all of these 
projections.

The national leadership will 
continue to need the support of 
other national, community, and local 
change agents to sustain the recovery 
of Liberia. To ensure the replenish-
ing of strong leadership skill, the 
National Leadership Development 
Program policy has been drafted. As 
with all policy efforts, implementa-
tion will be important to success. In 
2009, The President’s Young Profes-
sionals Program began in order to 
offer leadership training centered on 
integrity and honesty for the private 
and public sectors (Norman, 2013). 
Strong decisive moral leadership 
with a clear vision of a good and just 
society is in Liberia’s best interest. 

Cultivating Change
Through the Agriculture Center at 
LICC, the Sheets are witnessing 
the effects of their work. They are 
encouraged to see Liberians nurtur-
ing seeds to full growth with a care 
for the environment and reaping a 
good harvest from their own agri-
cultural labors. One farmer named 
John was so impressed by the yield 
of his pepper plants from the FFF 
method that he committed to return 
to his village and share the value of 
the method. A young woman named 
Eran, seeks to learn farming to 
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provide for her family. Eran hopes to 
graduate with an associate degree in 
agriculture from LICC. She is paying 
for her schooling with money earned 
from employing her newly acquired 
agricultural knowledge and skills on 
her farm (Gina Sheets, email corre-
spondence).

The Sheets’ goal for the future is 
that the agriculture department will 
be taken over by capable Liberians 
teaching as professors and farming 
at the Agriculture Center. They see 
Liberian-grown agricultural exports 
providing income for Liberians and 
sharing with the world the produce 
of Liberian soil. The focus of the 
Sheets work in Liberia is to see this 
great vision realize (Gina Sheets, 
email correspondence). There remain 
however, many challenges to growth 
in the areas of physical infrastruc-
ture, the development of appropriate 
market mechanisms, strengthening 
the legal system around land tenure, 
and the development of human ca-
pacity. The Sheets’ work profession-
ally and spiritually in conjunction 
with other enabling factors provide 
much hope for Liberia’s future in ag-
riculture and development, notwith-
standing the current crisis of Ebola.

Commitment to a transcen-
dent hope drives the Sheets in their 
work. “Seeds, like souls, must be 
nurtured. [We] cannot walk away 
only to return and pray that enough 
nourishment was given to the seed 
in our absence.” They are committed 
to nurturing growth in people and 
agriculture by living alongside Li-
berians, being there to see that seeds 
of excellence, knowledge and love 
blossom in both agriculture and in a 

new generation of Liberians ready to 
change themselves, the life of their 
country and the world. (Gina Sheets, 
email correspondence).

Conclusion
The Sheets work at LICC in mentor-
ing and nurturing farmers with skills 
and knowledge to excel undergirds 
the best efforts of the Liberian lead-
ership. The development of a nation 
begins with the development of its 
people. As a mainstay of Liberia, 
growth in the agriculture sector will 
be strategic to Liberia’s national 
development and overall economic 
prosperity for the foreseeable future. 
Official Liberian government policy 
is to encourage growth and devel-
opment in the agricultural sector. 
Local change agents, like the Sheets, 
concretize that policy in the reality 
of Liberia by sowing the seeds of 
knowledge and integrity into future 
Liberian leaders, who, it is hope, will 
change agriculture in Liberia for the 
better. 

The Sheets’ ambitious vision is to 
see the African continent emerge as a 
business partner in the international 
community beyond food insecurity 
and poverty, transcending its current 
status as a mere donor recipient. 
This is also the fervent hope of many 
Liberians, notwithstanding the many 
severe losses that Liberia has sus-
tained over the last three decades. 
The high calling here is for every Li-
berian and all international partners 
to rise to the standards of servant 
leaders who run to a great purpose. 
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Feeding Africa Through New Technologies

Calestous Juma is a world 
renowned scholar and Professor of 
the Practice of International Devel-
opment and Director of the Science, 
Technology, and Globalization 
Project at the Harvard Kennedy 
School of Government. In his book, 
The New Harvest: Agricultural 
Innovation in Africa, Juma focuses 
on enlightening high-level decision 
makers on the role of science and 
technology in African agricultural 
development. 

The Belfer Center at Harvard 
University has commented that 
“Africa is at a crossroads. It is being 
plagued by persistent food short-
ages and now these challenges are 
being compounded by new threats 
arising from climate change.” (This 
brief review benefits from Harvard 
University Belfer Center summary of 
The New Harvest.) However, Africa 
faces three opportunities that can 
help transform its agriculture into a 
force for economic growth. The first 
opportunity concerns the advanc-
es that have been made in science, 
technology, and engineering around 
the world that offer Africa the tools it 
needs in order to promote sustainable 
agriculture. The second opportunity 
concerns African efforts to create 
regional markets which will provide 
new incentives for agricultural pro-
duction and trade. The third oppor-
tunity comes from a new generation 
of African leaders that is helping the 
African continent focus on long-term 

By Donald L. Cassell, Jr., AIA, Senior Fellow, Director Sagamore Institute,
Joe Friedrichsen and Fiyinfolu Arotiba, Sagamore Interns

economic transformation. 
With these opportunities in 

mind, Juma provides policy-rele-
vant information on how to align 
science, technology, and engineering 
missions with regional agricultural 
development goals. He argues that 
agriculture needs to be viewed as 
a knowledge-based entrepreneurial 
activity. Juma’s argument is based on 
the premise that smart investments 
in agriculture will have multiplier 
effects in different sectors of the 
economy, which will help to spread 
prosperity. Juma is interested in how 
emerging technological innovations 
can be adapted to local conditions. 
He believes that part of the solution 
to Africa’s food security problems is 
application of scientific and techno-
logical innovations. 

The New Harvest builds on the 
findings of the report, “Freedom to 
Innovate: Biotechnology in Africa’s 
Development,” prepared by the High 
Level African Panel on Modern 
Biotechnology of the African Union 
(AU) and the New Partnership for 
Africa’s Development (NEPAD), 
of which Juma was Co-Chair. The 
primary recommendations of the 
panel included the need for individ-
ual countries within Africa to work 
together at the regional level to scale 
up the development of biotechnolo-
gy.

Juma positions agriculture at the 
center of efforts to spur economic 
development in Africa because he 
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believes agriculture sets the pace of 
African development. African coun-
tries need to make the most of re-
gional communities by enacting poli-
cies that emphasize a strong increase 
in technological capacity of agricul-
tural production. Juma explains that 
policies and institutional changes are 
needed to promote agricultural in-
novation. In The New Harvest, Juma 
outlines the policies and institutional 
changes needed to promote agricul-
tural innovation and explores the role 
of rapid technological innovation 
in fostering sustainable agricultur-
al. In order to promote prosperity, 
generate growth, and move beyond 
subsistence agriculture, Juma argues 
that it is essential for rural innova-
tion systems be strengthened so that 
effective clusters that can add value 
to unprocessed raw materials are de-
veloped, and that value chains across 
diverse sectors such as horticulture, 
food processing and packaging, food 
storage, transportation, and food 
safety are all promoted.

Juma discusses the critical link-
ages between food security, agri-
cultural development and economic 
growth and explains why Africa has 
lagged behind other countries in 
agricultural productivity. He argues 
that improving Africa’s agricultural 
performance will require deliber-
ate policy efforts to bring higher 
technical education, to the service 
of agriculture and the economy. 
He considers how to improve the 
productivity of agricultural workers 
through technological innovation.

Juma reviews the implications of 
the various advances in science and 
technology and their potential use for 

African agriculture, also examining 
in this context both local and indig-
enous innovations in Africa. Juma 
provides a conceptual framework for 
defining agricultural innovation in 
a systematic context by examining 
the connections between agricultural 
innovation and wider economic poli-
cies. He outlines the key linkages be-
tween infrastructure and agricultural 
innovation. As agriculture is inher-
ently a place-based activity, the study 
seeks to outline strategies that reflect 
local needs and characteristics.

Juma considers the role of 
education in fostering agricultural 
innovation. Most of the strategies 
he mentions that would strengthen 
the technical competence of Afri-
can farmers entail major reforms in 
existing universities and research 
institutions. Juma presents the use-
fulness of various policy tools used 
to promote agricultural enterprises. 
Some of these tools include: direct 
financing, matching grants, taxa-
tion policies, government or public 
procurement policies, and rewards 
to recognize creativity and innova-
tion. He draws on examples such 
as China’s mission-oriented “Spark 
Program” that has helped popularize 
modern technology in rural areas and 
has spread to more than 90 percent 
of China’s counties.

Juma outlines regional approach-
es for fostering agricultural innova-
tion. Unfortunately, regional cooper-
ation in agriculture is still in its early 
stages, which means that major chal-
lenges lie ahead. Juma argues that 
Africa should intensify its efforts to 
use regional bodies as agents of agri-
cultural innovation through measures 
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such as regional specialization. He 
also encourages the African conti-
nent to factitively explore new ways 
to strengthen the role of the Regional 
Economic Communities (RECs) in 
promoting common regulatory stan-
dards. Juma is very optimistic about 
African development following this 
trajectory.

Juma concludes by recommend-
ing an increased cooperation of 
government, industry and academia. 
Climate change is recognized as one 
of the main obstacles to African ag-

ricultural development. Technology 
innovation will help to mitigate the 
effects of climate change. This can 
be achieved by increasing agricul-
tural focused research at academic 
institutions sponsored by govern-
ment and the private sector. Regional 
Economic Communities can also 
enhance the prospects for growth and 
advancement through cooperation 
to achieve individual and collective 
development in agriculture and the 
African economy.
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Land Tenure Security and its Environmental 
Impact in SubSaharan Africa
By Andrew R. Falk, Senior Fellow, Sagamore Institute 

Kenya, Nairobi Area, Kibera Photo: Steffan Jensen

Introduction
Too often the blame for Sub-

Saharan Africa’s problems is placed 
on rapid population growth, poverty, 
and the AIDS epidemic. While these 
are problems that the region certainly 
faces, a much more fundamental 
problem is insecure land tenure, 
which leads to poorly administered 
or nonexistent land governance and 
the resulting waste of resources and 
potential. Most African countries are 
using antiquated, ineffective methods 
to determine and administer land 
rights, and only about ten percent 
of the continent’s tillable land is 
registered. 

Liberia is no exception to this 
situation; as recently as 2008 the 
World Bank concluded that “security 
of land tenure in today’s Liberia 

is weak to non-existent.” Recent 
developments, however, offer hope 
for a brighter future. For several 
years Liberian leaders have been 
studying and drafting policies to 
address these concerns, and on 
May 21, 2013, the Liberian Land 
Commission presented a Land 
Rights Policy to Liberian President 
Sirleaf. The Policy seeks to provide 
secure land rights, economic growth, 
equitable benefits, equal access, 
equal protection, and environmental 
protection. 

This article first briefly defines 
land tenure. It then addresses four 
major points: 1) it recounts the 
history and status of land tenure 
in Sub-Saharan Africa in general 
and in Liberia in particular; 2) it 
categorizes six benefits flowing 
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from secure land tenure, and in 
particular explains how land tenure 
provides environmental protection 
and why such protection/action is 
needed; 3) it discusses what Liberia 
is doing to promote land tenure, 
and by extension, environmental 
protection; and 4) briefly highlights 
what more can and should be done to 
accomplish these goals.

Before launching into a 
discussion about land tenure in 
Liberia, it is necessary to briefly 
discuss what is meant by “land 
tenure”. Land tenure is the 
relationship among people with 
respect to their use of land and 
natural resources. In short, land 
tenure systems determine who can 
use what resources for how long and 
under what conditions. Particularly 
relevant for purposes of this article 
is the notion of land tenure security, 
which is the certainty that an 
individual’s rights to the land will be 
recognized by others and protected 
when those rights are challenged.  
Individuals with insecure tenure 
have no confidence that their rights 
to the land will withstand competing 
claims, and the very real risk that 
they may lose their rights to the land 
through an eviction.

Land Tenure and Property Rights 
Liberia, like its sister African 

states, has a dual tenure system; the 
first is statutory and case-law based, 
while the second is the customary 
law, flowing from local lineage-
based rules regarding property. 
Liberia’s statutory law was initially 
enacted when freed slaves from the 
United States and the Caribbean 

moved to Liberia. The American 
Colonization Society purchased land 
from the indigenous people living 
in what is now Liberia; this land 
became “public land” and was sold 
to citizens as, in the Western system, 
fee-simple land based on recorded 
deeds.

The Liberian Constitution 
guarantees that “all persons, 
irrespective of ethnic background, 
race, sex, creed, place of origin or 
political opinion, are entitled to the 
fundamental rights and freedoms 
of the individual,” a guarantee 
that includes land rights (Land 
rights policy 2013). Despite this 
guarantee, from the time of Liberia’s 
establishment as a country the lands 
of customary communities have been 
less secure than private lands (Land 
rights policy 2013).

While tensions have long flared 
between Liberia’s two systems of 
tenure – and indeed, conflicts over 
land contributed to Liberia’s civil 
war - not until recently has Liberia 
ever had a clearly defined land rights 
policy (Land rights policy 2013). 
Ever since the end of the civil war 
in Liberia, which had amongst its 
causes land tensions, Liberia has 
taken steps to promote land tenure 
reform. In 2000, it enacted a new 
minerals and mining law; two years 
later, in 2002, it enacted a new 
petroleum law; and in 2006, the 
country enacted its National Forestry 
Reform Act.

Most relevant to the discussion 
here, in 2009 Liberia created a Land 
Commission to address the country’s 
land tenure issues, the work of which 
is discussed below. 



www.sagamoreinstitute.org 23

Benefits from Secure Land Tenure
At least six benefits accompany 

secure land tenure. First, where 
an individual has secure land 
tenure, he will receive a return on 
investments in and improvements to 
the land. Because of an individual’s 
confidence that he will reap the 
benefits of his labor and that his 
investment of time and resources 
will be rewarded, he is more willing 
and likely to invest in longer 
term improvements, including 
crop rotations, manuring, and soil 
conservation. 

Second, as a result of 
improvements to the land and 
more diligent care of the property, 
it is not surprising that greater 
productivity results, with greater 
sustainability. Multiple studies 
have shown that strengthened land 
tenure results in increased crop 
yields. Conversely, where tenure 
security is lacking and individuals 
have no incentive to invest in long-
term improvements such as soil 
conservation and irrigation, land 
quality tends to deteriorate and 
agricultural productivity suffers 
(World Resources 2005, 57)

Third, property with secure land 
tenure is much more attractive to 
and suitable for transfer and outside 
investment. Land with secure tenure 
may be bought and sold without 
fear that another will come and 
demand that the land be returned to 
another owner with superior title to 
the land. As land becomes relatively 
more scarce while at the same time 
the land becomes more productive, 
the value of the land increases 
significantly. 

Fourth, individuals with secure 
land tenure gain capital that can be 
used to obtain credit and collateral, 
leading to additional productive 
investments. South American 
economist Hernando de Soto argued 
forcefully in his work The Mystery 
of Capital that capitalism has failed 
in many places throughout the world 
because many developing and former 
Communist countries lack the ability 
to create capital. 

Fifth, as a result of each of the 
factors above, the poor who have 
secure land tenure will experience 
improved livelihoods. Land tenure 
security leads to poverty reduction 
because it allows the poor to grow 
more food, harvest products for 
consumption or trade, invest in 
economically productive activities, 
and use property to obtain credit 
(World Resources 2005, 59).

There is a growing consensus 
that establishing secure property 
rights and making rural land work 
for poor farmers and rural producers 
is one of the keys to effective 
poverty reduction (World Resources 
2005, 62). “[T]enure reform has 
emerged as an essential component 
of a broader sociopolitical 
transition to greater democracy 
and decentralization in developing 
countries” (World Resources 2005, 
62). 

Finally, secure land tenure 
leads to environmental protection 
and better stewardship of natural 
resources on the land. 

Environmental Protection and 
secure land tenure

Prior to the early 1990s, many 
people believed that more affluent 
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economies tended to damage and 
destroy their natural resources and 
environment faster than poorer 
economies. In 1991, however, 
research began to establish that some 
indicators of environmental quality 
actually improves as income and 
consumption levels also rose (Yandle 
2002).

Providing secure land tenure 
under a rule of law, along with 
enforcement of contracts and 
effective environmental regulations, 
can help a country achieve its 
environmental goals faster. (Yandle 
2002, 14) 

Secure land tenure results in 
greater environmental protection not 
only in the context of free markets 
but also through better stewardship 
of natural resources. Farmers who 
have secure land tenure are not only 
motivated to make improvements 
to aid in their agricultural work 
but also to help improve their 
environment. In addition to pursuing 
soil conservation, such individuals 
are also much more likely to plant 
trees on their property. For example, 
researchers discovered that tree cover 
as a percentage of land increased on 
farms and decreased off farms over a 
30-year period in Uganda. 

Promoting Land Tenure Security 
Ever since the end of the civil 

war in Liberia, which had amongst 
its causes land tensions, Liberia has 
taken steps to promote land tenure 
reform. In 2000, it enacted a new 
minerals and mining law; two years 
later, in 2002, it enacted a new 
petroleum law; and in 2006, the 
country enacted its National Forestry 

Reform Act.
Most relevant to the discussion 

here, in 2009 Liberia created a 
Land Commission to address the 
country’s land tenure issues. The 
Commission recognized that Liberia 
had never had a “clearly defined 
land rights policy” and expressed 
its belief that “[e]very Liberian 
feels on a daily basis its absence” 
(Land Rights Policy 2013). The 
purpose of the Land Commission 
then was to “improve the daily lives 
of all Liberians” by eliminating 
“the anxiety and uncertainty they 
feel over land rights”. (Land Rights 
Policy 2013)

Policy recommendations
Liberia and its sister states 

have reason to hope that many 
of its issues with land tenure will 
be reduced if not resolved in the 
near future. Like its sister states, 
Liberia recently published its Land 
Rights Policy. Many of the policies 
provided therein are based on sound 
principles. What remains to be seen, 
however, is how these policies will 
be implemented. Further study 
will be required as the Liberian 
legislature begins considering how it 
can and should put these policies into 
action.

Hernando de Soto describes in 
his book The Mystery of Capital the 
extensive steps that the poor in many 
nations, including his home country 
of Peru, as well as the Philippines, 
must complete in order to obtain 
deeded title to their land. Liberians 
face many of the same challenges. 
Not only is such an excruciating 
process torture for the landowner, 
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it is a significant disincentive to 
even starting the process. One 
of the highest priorities in land 
tenure reform for Liberia and her 
sister Sub-Saharan countries is to 
streamline this process, making it 
an easier, faster, less-expensive and 
less-intimidating process for citizens 
desiring to title their property. 

Sources
Bruce Yandle et al., The Environmental Kuznets 
Curve: A Primer, PERC Research study May 
2002. Pg. 1, 3,4,14 (web: http://www.macalester.
edu/~wests/econ231/yandleetal.pdf) 

World Resources 2005: Land tenure. Pg. 57, 59, 
62.

Liberia Land Rights policy 2013 § 2.5, 3.
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Singapore and Africa: Lessons from Singapore
By Donald L. Cassell, Jr., AIA, Senior Fellow, Director Sagamore Institute
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When Singapore gained its 
independence from Great Britain in 
1965, it had few natural resources, 
a small population of no more than 
2 million people, poor sanitation 
and education, a GDP of $400 USD, 
a 14% unemployment rate (Vietor 
& Thompson, 2008, 3), and very 
little land space to grow. Moreover, 
its hostile neighbors and domestic 
race riots threatened to collapse the 
endeavor from the start. For this 
reason, Singapore was considered 
a “basket case.” Like any other 
developing country, it was notorious 
for a depleted treasury, growing 
unemployment, slogan-shouting 
and strike-happy trade unions, riot-
prone students, and wide-spread 
social indiscipline. Consequently, 
the small city-state was regarded as 
one of the riskiest places in the world 
for investment. As a result, experts 
predicted myriad of calamities for 
Singapore such as growing unrest, 

and worse, a communist take-over.
Fast-forward fifty years and the 

island city-state is now one of the 
world’s wealthiest countries with a 
GDP per capita of over $50,000 and 
a GDP of $339 billion (CIA World 
Factbook). Singapore has gone from 
a regional entrepot to a major global 
exporter. It is now considered an 
alpha+ global city, which simply 
means that it is an important node 
in the global economic system. 
Dubbed a miracle by the internation-
al community, Singapore’s economy 
developed with astounding speed 
and efficiency into one that relies on 
exports in consumer electronics, IT 
products, pharmaceuticals and the fi-
nancial sector. However, Singapore’s 
rise to prominence was not alchemy. 
The country’s transformation from 
backwater outpost to business hub 
was due to leadership and carefully 
crafted policies. Singaporean leaders 
had a good grasp of their country’s 
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developmental needs and appropriate 
solutions that had to be construct-
ed. The Singaporean transition may 
be attributable to five factors: (1) 
free-market economy, (2) prudent 
budgeting, (3) high savings, (4) 
sound social policies, and (5) strong 
leadership. Ultimately, Singapore’s 
growth was forged through trials of 
economic hardship and sacrifice.

Today, Singapore is 100% 
urbanized with no hinterland. It is a 
small city-state of 276 square miles 
(716.1 square km) with a diverse 
population of 5.46 million people. 
This multiracial, multicultural, 
multi-religious, polyglot population 
is composed of 74.2% Chinese, 
13.4% Malay, 9.2% Indian and 3.2% 
assorted others. It has four official 
languages:  English, Mandarin 
Chinese, Malay, and Tamil (Vietor 
&Thompson, 2008, 2).  Singapore 
does not have any natural resources 
to export. It does, however, have a 
deep-water port. Singapore also does 
not have a large market. The city-
state functions as a parliamentary 
democracy, a pleasant legacy from 
its colonial past. The Singaporean 
city-state was also driven to create 
a new kind of economy, one  that 
experimented with new methods and 
schemes. Though Singapore’s case 
may be unique, it still contains useful 
lessons for developing countries. 
Former UN Secretary General Kofi 
Annan said of Singapore, “[It] will 
be of great interest to people of other 
developing countries and to all those 
who are interested in their fate.” 
African countries, many of which 

suffer from severe challenges of their 
own, can benefit from the example 
set by this resource-strapped island 
nation.

Like many developing countries, 
Singapore’s story began with 
colonialism. A tropical outpost, 
Singapore was founded by Sir 
Thomas Raffles in the name of the 
British East India Trading Company 
in 1819 as an entrepôt. Given its 
geo-strategic position along the Strait 
of Malacca, Singapore grew into a 
sleepy trading post for British ships 
carrying spices from Southeast Asia. 
When Raffles arrived on the island of 
Singapore, there were approximately 
120 Malays and 30 Chinese. He 
subsequently opened the island to 
immigration. Many immigrants came 
to the island to earn a living prior 
to retirement in their homelands. 
As a result, the island was viewed 
primarily as a work-place. Thus there 
was not much of an attachment to 
it (Murrey, Perera, 1996, 14). By 
1860, Singapore had a population of 
about 80,000, with about half being 
Chinese. On February 15, 1942, the 
Japanese Imperial Army invaded 
British Malaya and eventually 
captured Singapore. Subsequently, 
the people of Singapore suffered a 
brutal occupation by the Japanese. 
However, following the surrender 
of Japan in September of 1945, 
the British repossessed the 
island. Singapore remained under 
British rule until it was granted 
independence in 1965. 

PostureIn 1963 Singapore joined 
Malaysia primarily for strategic 
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reasons: a tiny city-state without a 
substantive attachment to a larger 
political entity will always lead 
to a precarious existence. In order 
for it to survive, it will have to 
be carefully managed, especially 
because it lives on a knife edge with 
very slim margins for error. Ethnic 
and racial tension in Malaysia soon 
forced Singapore to disengage 
from the Malaysian federation. By 
1965, Singapore had left the Malay 
federation and was precariously on 
its own. Malaysia still provides most 
of Singapore’s water supply to this 
day.   

On August 9, 1965, the 35 year-
old Lee Kuan Yew became the prime 
minister of a now independent small 
island city-state that much of the 
world expected to fail. The economy 
of the former British colony was 
non-existent, and its polarized ethnic 
mix threatened to collapse the state 
from the inside out. Moreover, 
Singapore’s hostile neighbors, 
Malaysia and Indonesia, had every 
intention of unseating Singapore as 
the regional entrepôt. Singapore also 
suffered from a broader communist 
threat to its constitutional order.

Aware of the enormous 
challenges that laid ahead for 
his government, Lee approached 
the building of Singapore with a 
problem-solving mindset. He was 
interested in a “whatworks” attitude 
to achieve his vision of Singapore 
becoming a world-class country. 
His approach to statecraft has been 
dubbed “strategic pragmatism” 
(Murray & Perera, 1996, 35). 

Lee was not an ideologue of any 
stripe; he was not enamored by 
theories. Instead, his interest was 
in real solutions to the problems 
that Singapore faced. Singapore 
needed to do things better, faster, and 
cheaper than its neighbors. Given 
regional tensions, Singapore would 
also have to leapfrog its neighbors by 
attracting Foreign Direct Investment 
(FDI) in order to export back to 
the developed world. Furthermore, 
Singapore had to become more 
rugged, better organized, and more 
efficient than others in the region, 
because if they were only as good as 
their neighbors, then there would be 
no compelling reason for businesses 
to be based in Singapore. Reflecting 
on the post-independence situation, 
Lee later wrote:

“After pondering these 
problems and the limited options 
available, I concluded an island 
city-state in Southeast Asia 
could not be ordinary if it was 
to survive. We had to make 
extraordinary efforts to become a 
tightly knit, rugged and adaptable 
people who could do things better 
and cheaper than our neighbors, 
because they wanted to bypass us 
and render obsolete our role as 
the entrepot and middleman for 
the trade of the region. We had 
to be different (Murray & Perera, 
1996).”
Lee Kuan Yew immediately went 

to work with his problem-solving 
approach to statecraft. “We had 
to create a new kind of economy, 
try new methods and schemes 
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never tried before anywhere else 
in the world, because there was no 
other country like Singapore,” Lee 
(2000) wrote. Even though Lee 
may have looked at other countries 
for ideas, Singapore’s policies 
weren’t mimicry. Rather, policies 
were carefully crafted according 
to Singapore’s idiosyncrasies and 
specific goals. Thus, Singapore 
was driven by a vision and strong 
practical will to implement that 
vision.

Lee identified and prioritized the 
country’s most pressing needs as: 
defense and security, law and order, 
the economy, and human capacity. 
In his own words, he was focused on 
“getting the basics right” (Schuman, 
2009). Consequently, national 
security was a policy priority. Lee 
bolstered Singapore’s defenses 
against Indonesia and Malaysia 
while seeking official international 
recognition in the UN, and securing 
Singapore’s legitimacy in the region. 

Diplomatic linkages were 
part of his national security 
strategy. Domestically, Lee quickly 
established law and order. His 
ministry of interior and defense 
helped to build up both the police 
and the army from scratch. Singapore 
requested assistance from friendly 
states to train the new Singaporean 
security forces. Lee however, was 
not content with having attachments 
to Asia. Lee was determined not 
to be defined by his region, so he 
reached out beyond the boundaries 
of Asia and into Western Europe 
and the United States. Lee would 

ultimately redefine Asia through 
his reform efforts and showed other 
countries the way forward.

After securing the state, Lee 
turned his attention to the economy. 
While Singapore initially geared it-
self for import substitution, it quickly 
shifted to export-oriented growth by 
attracting American multinational 
corporations (MNCs). Singaporean 
policy makers were less concerned 
about nurturing indigenous firms 
run by local entrepreneurs, than they 
were with turning to other people to 
create the companies and markets 
for Singapore. Concerning this, Lee 
commented that, “had we waited for 
our traders to learn to be industrial-
ists we would have starved” (Yew, 
2000, 85,). As a result, the govern-
ment aggressively pursued interna-
tional companies. They knew that 
at the beginning, MNCs would only 
bring in second or third generation 
technology. Despite this problem, 
they reasoned that it was better than 
what they currently had. Thus, the 
government targeted corporations 
that could create the largest number 
of jobs, import new technology, train 
Singaporeans in advanced technical 
and management skills, and produce 
exports. The authorities used MNCs 
and their well-established market-
ing networks to fuel Singapore’s 
economy. From the beginning, the 
micro-state was highly attached to 
globalization. It was more concerned 
with the heavy use of FDI in order 
to generate rapid growth. As a result, 
Singapore was willing to accept a 
very high level of foreign influence 
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in the economy. Government policies 
essentially internationalized the local 
economy. Consequently, Singapore 
accepted and benefited from wholly 
or majority owned foreign firms.

FDI has greatly contributed 
to the growth and transformation 
of Singapore. It has transformed 
Singapore’s industrial sector such as 
petroleum refining, metals, food and 
beverages, petrochemical produc-
tion, labor-intensive export indus-
tries as consumer and component 
electronics, textiles and garments, 
shipbuilding and repairing, skill and 
capital-intensive, high-value-added 
petroleum products, and industrial 
machinery. FDI  has also provided 
much needed capital, technolo-
gy, and managerial and marketing 
expertise. FDI is a part of Singa-
pore’s broad strategy in establishing 
economic and political security. It 
has generated rapid growth while 
securing the resources to promote 
domestic economic development.

To attract the attention of 
American MNCs, Singapore had to 
set itself apart by becoming more ef-
ficient and better organized than any 
other country in the region. To do 
this, it provided low wages, stability, 
and the tax environment to attract 
MNC’s. These policies provided tax 
relief to industries vital to Singa-
pore’s economy. “Pioneer status” 
for startups and MNCs making 
significant investments could receive 
tax exemption for five to ten years.  
“From manufacturing firms during 
the late 1960s and 70s to financial 
services firms during the 1980s and 

technology companies during the 
1990s, tax incentives were used to 
help move Singapore up the value 
chain.” Singapore constructed ready-
built factories and industrial estates 
to house foreign firms. When more 
land was needed to expand these 
estates, Singapore spent billions of 
Singaporean dollars on land recla-
mation to accommodate this need. 
This depth of responsiveness allowed 
businesses to get going quickly. For 
example, National Semiconductor 
was able to begin production within 
two months of their proposed inter-
est. Other major corporations like 
Texas Instruments and Hewlett-Pack-
ard also signed up. By 1972, the US 
was the largest foreign investor in 
Singapore, employing thirteen thou-
sand people (Schuman 2009).

In marketing itself to the world, 
a delegation was sent to Africa to 
drum up trade, but unfortunately, 
Africa was not then ready. Singapore 
promoted partnership with the great 
nations of the world. They made 
permanent expansive international 
partnerships integral to their nation-
al development strategy. This was 
an extraordinary position to take at 
the time given the prevalence of the 
nationalist zeitgeist in Asia, and the 
accompanying narrow reading of in-
dependence and self-determination.

Yet, and rightly so, Singapore 
wants to ensure  that all investments 
benefit the domestic economy in 
order to make it more resilient, and 
also to help raise the standard of 
living for Singaporeans. For this 
reason, the city-state has been careful 
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to target international partners that 
could create jobs with real and long 
term value in technology, manage-
ment and technical expertise. As a 
tiny city-state with no hinterland, an 
export-oriented growth was strategic. 
Thus, the world would later become 
its vast hinterland. Singapore’s Eco-
nomic Development Board (EDB) 
was so successful in attracting labor 
intensive industries that they actu-
ally ran out of workers and had to 
supplement them with foreign labor. 
To be competitive, Singapore had 
to tap global resources, technolo-
gy, and talent to overcome limited 
local resources. In fact, Singapore’s 
immigration law is slanted towards 
high skill persons. Singapore is also 
interested in people beyond their na-
tional borders. Foreign workers, both 
skilled and unskilled are important 
to its economy, particularly in its 
construction, ship building, ship 
repair, and electronics industries. 
Singaporean policy makers have pri-
oritized nurturing an outward-look-
ing mindset in its people because 
of its globalized interest in strategic 
international partnerships for nation-
al development.

Singapore was careful in the 
kind of advice it either received 
or desired from the international 
community. Generally, there was a 
preference for advice and advisors 
from small states that had already 
built influential economies such as 
Belgium and the Netherlands. In 
some respect, and to this end, Albert 
Winsemius, a Dutch economist and 
UN advisor to Singapore became a 

key advisor to Lee Kuan Yew on the 
economy in the area of industrial 
development and growth. Winsemius 
is credited with influencing some of 
Singapore’s most important econom-
ic policies.  

The government of Singapore 
has a considerable stake in the 
economy. The state has played 
a major catalytic role in shaping 
Singapore’s comparative advantage. 
It is a most efficient state that has 
succeeded in creating successful 
government led companies. 
Singapore Airlines, a government 
led company, in 2002 was the 
most highly rated and profitable 
international carrier in the world 
(Vietor & Thompson, 2008, 8). 
While the government of Singapore 
is truly government to the core, in 
discipline, it seeks to operate more 
like private industry. For example, 
many of its departmental budgets are 
actually tied to the country’s GDP 
performance. This was done in order 
to reduce corruption. To accomplish 
this, civil service salaries were made 
competitive with the business world. 
In Singapore on average, government 
officials are better remunerated than 
in other countries. Singapore seeks 
to attract the best and brightest 
people of high moral standards into 
government and public service. They 
are prepared to remunerate them 
well so that they are not tempted into 
corruption. Government minister pay 
scales were determined by a salary 
equivalent to 60% of the median 
salary of top eight earners across six 
professions. Moreover, bonuses and 
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departmental budgets were tied to the 
county’s GDP performance (Vietor & 
Thompson, 2008, 5).  

This heavy role of the state in 
the economy is now appreciated by 
scholars and thinkers as the Asian 
developmental state model. This is 
the model that the Japanese used to 
help write the script on how the state 
may be used in national development 
and economic growth. The role of 
the Singaporean state in the economy 
may be likened to the old Japanese 
Ministry of International Trade and 
Industry (MITI). That role is one 
of being a competent consultant 
in providing capital, technical, 
professional and administrative 
assistance, and creating the 
necessary policy environment for 
businesses and industry to flourish. 
Singapore established an equivalent 
state institution when it created 
the Economic Development Board 
(EDB) as an engine for its economic 
growth. The EDB is an efficient and 
inventive task force that coordinates 
between various government 
departments and ministries to make 
foreign investment in Singapore as 
smooth and attractive as possible. 
EDB became a one-stop-shop for 
foreign investors. EDB also setup 
a foreign office in New York City 
to attract investment to Singapore. 
Regarding  this approach, Lee 
commented, “When we invite you to 
invest, we are going to help you to 
make your investment successful” 
(Schuman, 2009).     

Singapore continues to maintain 
a pro-business policy on labor 

and productivity. It has some of 
the lowest taxes in the world, 
which benefits local employment, 
technology, managerial expertise 
transfer, and the development 
of human capital in Singapore. 
Singapore’s strong government 
has created favorable conditions 
for investment and trade, allowing 
the city-state to thrive on free trade 
in a foreign investment friendly 
environment.

Performance
Singapore purposed for itself 

the creation of a first world oasis in 
a third world region. In Lee Kuan 
Yew’s own words: “We did not 
measure up as a cultivated, civilized 
society and were not ashamed to set 
about trying to become one in the 
shortest time possible. First we edu-
cated and exhorted our people. After 
we had persuaded and won over a 
majority, we legislated to punish the 
willful minority” (Yew, 2000). This 
is a bold statement made without 
prevarication or equivocation. It is 
incisive and will not be qualified. Yet 
there is something of a hyperbole 
about this statement, given that the 
people in reference are of an ancient 
stock, long familiar with the making 
of great cities and texts. Nevertheless 
Lee’s comment reflects a fierce de-
termination to change and rise above 
his immediate depressing conditions 
and into something higher, in order 
to go beyond the heritage of his 
ancestors. His was a great vision of 
himself and of his people. He would 
leave no stone unturned so that he 
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might not starve or beg. Lee and the 
people of Singapore were responding 
to a challenge and a threat.  

Singapore has one of the most 
transparent and straightforward 
investment regimes in the world, 
bringing clarity to its political and 
economic policies. In the process, 
Singapore became reliable and cred-
ible to investors. These policies also 
create a wholesome and functioning 
society for themselves. Singapore is 
a highly efficient and  stable society 
with low corruption and exceptional 
centralized leadership. According to 
the Corrupt Practices Investigation 
Board, any person found guilty of 
corruption could be fined for up to 
$100,000, and imprisoned for five 
years or both. (Vietor & Thompson, 
2008, 5). Singapore has developed 
top-rate security, infrastructure, 
telecommunications, education, 
transportation, and health services. 
Both its leadership and people have 
placed a premium on excellence and 
thoroughness, knowledge, prudence, 
and discipline. In fact one may think 
of the city-state as one large center of 
excellence. It is obsessed with  order, 
law, predictability, and control.

The leadership of Singapore 
believed that the main answer to Sin-
gapore’s developmental needs laid 
in hard work. They are of the strong 
opinion that the world does not owe 
Singapore a living. This way of 
thinking and doing has encouraged 
Singapore to finance over 95% of 
its own development needs (Murray 
& Perera, 1996). The leadership has 
followed prudent budgetary practices 

so that there is a budget surplus each 
year. Singapore does not believe in 
financing development or funding 
annual operating expenditures on a 
deficit. High saving rates through the 
compulsory Central Provident Fund 
(CPF) has provided the country with 
the necessary capital to invest in 
education, health, infrastructure, and 
industries. The focus is on the people 
and the things that are important to 
their well-being.  

The Singaporean leadership is 
driven by the one goal of elevat-
ing their people from poverty into 
a thriving economy. They seek to 
end poverty, ignorance, disease and 
inequality of opportunities. Singa-
porean authorities have been dogged 
in pursuit of the realization of these 
ideals. To achieve this goal, they 
have mined for intelligent ideas all 
over the spectrum of human thought 
and society, and have flouted con-
ventions and ideology in their efforts 
to formulate sound policies for the 
realization of their high purpose of 
ending material poverty for their 
people.

Singapore has been careful to 
train its officials in infrastructure, 
planning, and public administration. 
The city-state endeavors to 
establish a meritocracy without 
the accompanying narcissism by 
emphasizing the importance Asian 
cultural values of community 
and family, and the place of the 
individual in this context.

For Singaporean officials, the 
creation and enlargement of the 
national cake is a very important 
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facet of economic development, as 
is the equitable sharing of that cake. 
The government is insistent that 
economic growth must benefit and 
be seen to benefit the vast majority, 
even the entire population. The 
symbiotic relationship between 
government and labor union 
cannot be maintained if workers 
feel unfairly and unjustly treated. 
The government wants to ensure 
that all Singaporeans benefit from 
Singapore’s progress.

Importance of People
The Durants, a husband and 

wife team of American historians, 
wrote that “man, not the earth, 
makes civilization. The only real 
revolution is the enlightenment of 
the mind and the improvement of 
character, the only real emancipation 
is individual...” (Durant, 1965, 72). 
Lee Kuan Yew would have agreed 
with the Durants. He and Singapore 
are living examples of the Durants’ 
conclusions after long years of 
their study of human history. The 
one singular factor in Singapore’s 
success is its people.

The Singaporean city-state has 
been blessed with talented leadership 
in both business and politics. This 
leadership has been for the most 
part, incorruptible and pragmatic 
in dealing with the state’s political, 
economic and educational priorities. 
They are determined, devoted, and 
inventive in both the private and 
public sectors. This is a leadership 
with vision and the capacity 
to implement that vision. This 

leadership makes things happen. One 
of these great leaders remarked that 
“vision alone is not sufficient. Many 
of us have vision, but it is the will, 
the ability to implement the vision 
that is important.”

And then there is the great 
Prime Minister, Lee Kuan Yew. 
He is a constant factor in the 
Singapore story. Within the legal 
arrangements and limitations of 
the parliamentary system, some 
informed commentators would have 
us yet appreciate Lee’s ministry as a 
modern day example of the Platonic 
ideal of the philosopher-king. 
Rightly is his wisdom sought after 
by leaders from around the world. 
Lee instituted creative economic 
policies that transformed Singapore 
into a major industrial financial 
center and extended its influence 
beyond the warrant of a micro-
state. He guided his nation with an 
expansive vision and an indomitable 
will. Lee is certainly one the greatest 
statesman in the second half of the 
20th century. Former British Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher, having 
read all of Lee’s policy speeches 
and followed the implementation 
of these policies, concluded that he 
was never wrong (Schuman, 2009). 
An extraordinary statement indeed, 
even if it must be humbly added 
that Lee was not perfect, though he 
be numbered amongst some of the 
wisest men and women of the 20th 
century.

However, it is important to 
understand that Lee and his cohorts 
of leaders did not just appear, they 
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emerged from a people. Therefore, 
Singapore’s creation of wealth 
requires a cultural context because 
culture matters. Leaders are 
reflective of their communities. This 
is almost inescapable. A strong and 
morally sound leader reflects a strong 
constituting community. In the case 
of Singapore, that community, or the 
people, is the secret to its success 
as a nation state. The Singaporeans 
collectively are a hardworking, 
disciplined, and obedient people 
with a thirst for knowledge. They are 
responsive to good leadership that is 
self-sacrificing, thrifty, courageous, 
and purposeful. Likewise, they have 
a profound respect for hierarchy, 
bureaucratic excellence, education, 
and a strong work ethic. They are 
committed to the family unit, with 
a deep appreciation for the values 
of the larger community. They take 
seriously the ethics of putting the 
needs of the larger society above 
those of the individual. These 
customs and tradition have made 
for a disciplined work force and 
proven fundamental to Singapore’s 
economic development. Philosopher 
and mathematician Alfred North 
Whitehead said, “the art of progress 
is to preserve order amid change 
and to preserve change amid order.” 
The Singaporeans have sought to 
manage change amidst order, making 
it fit within unchanging values 
and lasting truths. Singaporean 
leaders have encouraged the 
people to be opened to social and 
technological innovations that are 
necessary for modernization and 

economic growth. They would like 
Singapore to be a learned nation 
where there is continuous learning 
and growth. The leaders have 
come to appreciate that the future 
belongs to those who make the 
most productive use of information, 
knowledge, and technology. They 
see that information, knowledge and 
technology are now key factors in 
economic success and not natural 
resources. Here the Singaporeans 
speak authoritatively as a fact of 
their experience. Singapore now 
aspires to the highest standard of 
technical-professional knowledge 
and conduct. Singaporean policy 
makers seek to inculcate the 
population with the need to always 
be outstanding as their reason for 
being, that they should never settle 
for second best.

Conclusion
Singapore is the most carefully 

crafted and highly engineered newly 
industrialized state in Asia. It has 
one of the world’s busiest ports, 
in addition to the largest container 
port in the world. It is also a major 
regional hub, with a focus on IT, 
automation, and biotechnology 
industries. These industries are 
globally recognized for their cell 
research. Singapore is a top tier 
world city that had  an estimated 
188,000 millionaire households in 
2011 (Fang, 2013). 

Singapore’s success is partly 
attributed to prudent policies and 
political stability, high saving rates, 
emphasis on education and training 
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and investment in infrastructure.  
Singapore’s, indeed Asia’s, 
tremendous gains were won with 
herculean effort.

The World Competitiveness 
Report notes eight factors necessary 
to a nations’ sustainable economic 
prosperity. These are domestic 
economy, internationalization, 
government, finances, infrastructure, 
management, science and 
technology, and people. At this 
point in time, Singapore is ranked 
second on the list, meaning that it is 
the second most competitive nation 
in the world. This is three places 
above the United States, which is 
ranked fifth. We may appreciate the 
following points about Singapore’s 
national development (World 
Economic Forum).
�� Singapore developed effective 
institutions that are both inclusive 
and centralized, which has helped 
create a strong government. 
Although it has a strong central 
authority, the centralization has 
not marred its ability to deal justly 
with constituent parts. It helps the 
state to avoid confusion, con-
flict and decline. Singapore is a 
country that works because of the 
efforts that are put into it.
�� Singapore has put a strong em-
phasis on educational excellence, 
and on imaginative and pragmatic 
policies to attract and  retain for-
eign investment. Its policy makers 
understood the basics and got 
these basics right. They invested 
heavily in education to build up 
human capital, in infrastructure to 

reduce business costs, and main-
tained healthy, stable macroeco-
nomic environments to help keep 
inflation and budget deficits low.
�� Singapore had no resources ex-
cept its people and their cultural 
values, from which, emerged the 
farsighted vision of its states-
men. Singapore’s wealth creation 
requires a cultural context. The 
values held by the Singaporean 
people that are essential to rapid 
development include: education, 
savings, a spirit of self-sacrifice 
and social cohesion based on 
common social norms, the im-
portance of learning, scholarship, 
hard work and thrift, stability 
and discipline, order, loyalty to 
family and community, and the 
acceptance of hierarchy. The main 
objective for Singapore is to have 
a well-ordered society so that 
everyone can enjoy freedom to 
the maximum.
�� Singapore saw the connections 
between education, entrepre-
neurship, innovation, and man-
agement. Government policies 
fostered private enterprise, which 
led to a profound appreciation 
amongst Singaporeans, for the 
building blocks of globalization. 
This includes: the free market, 
free trade, and the free flow of in-
vestment. Singaporeans saw that 
free enterprise, promoted by the 
government, generated wealth and 
opportunity on an unprecedent-
ed scale. Singapore’s statesman, 
Goh Keng Swee has noted that, 
“Developing nations need not go 
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beyond Adam Smith for guid-
ance on their economic policies” 
(Schuman, 2009). Singapore is 
a text book case of the power of 
free-market and free enterprise.  
�� Singapore’s model can be  trans-
ferred to other countries.
�� Singapore created a meritocratic 
environment to encourage excel-
lence and competitiveness.
�� Singapore appreciated the value 
of international partnerships. Sin-
gapore took full advantage of the 
global system of free trade under 
American auspices to generate 
exports, investments, jobs, and 
growth. The US provided aid, 
military protection, guidance, 
and access to the large American 
market, which set in place region-
al and international conditions 
that allowed Singapore and Asia 
to thrive. Lee Kuan Yew said 
that, “Without the United States 
providing security and stabili-
ty throughout the region, there 
would have been no growth” 
(Schuman, 2009).
�� Singapore is a diversified service 
and manufacturing-based export 
economy. It is a regional center 
for trade arrayed with top-notch 
transportation, communication, 
and banking facilities.
�� Economic boom is far more than 
just a route to wealth. It defines 
a nation’s purpose, and gives it 
an engendered sense of pride and 
confidence to help elevate the 
nation to a position of respect and 

power in the global economy. For-
giveness and reconciliation: The 
leadership in Singapore seemed 
able to let go of their colonial 
past. They have grown to appreci-
ate not only the losses of that past 
but also its gains. They now deal 
with their former colonial masters 
on equal terms in an atmosphere 
of collegiality and trust, even 
putting value on certain aspects 
of the colonial legacy as integral 
to their cultural heritage without 
apologies to nationalist. At a state 
dinner receiving Mrs. Margaret 
Thatcher of Great Britain Lee 
Kuan Yew had this to say: “We 
have used to [our] advantage what 
Britain left behind: the English 
language, the legal system, parlia-
mentary government and impar-
tial administration.” And Mrs. 
Thatcher’s response, he noted, 
was also gracious:  “I like to think 
that once you learnt it from Brit-
ain. And now we are relearning 
it from you … Talent, initiative, 
adventure, Endeavour, risk, confi-
dence, vigor had made Singapore 
an example to others nations of 
success - an example whose clear 
message is that you can’t enjoy 
the fruit of effort without first 
making the effort.”    
The ever wise Singaporean au-

thorities are worried about the social 
infrastructure and the perpetuity of 
their gains. They are concerned that 
the moral fabric of the next gener-
ation may not be up to the task of 
maintaining Singapore. Indeed, as 
has been noted, maintaining Sin-
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gapore is a delicate task with little 
room for error. Likewise, it is also 
a concern that the next generation, 
having not experienced the hardship 
of their parents, may become soft 
and luxuriate in their hard earned 
wealth. This is an ancient concern. 
It has to do with the rise and fall of 
empires, dynasties and states. 

Given the nature of mankind, a 
materially realizable goal may only 
temporarily exhaust her interest. A 
contemporary thinker has captured 
the problem thus: “early in human 
development, races of people are 
sufficiently under the duress of real 
needs to exalt the virtues that can 
make them strong. But after they 
become strong, they have no sus-
taining principle that will allow the 
further development of virtue to 
maintain their society. They lack the 
tension adequate to maintain charac-
ter in their citizens. No stable society 
can, therefore, be long maintained 
if it is prosperous. A transcendental 
principle and tension is lacking …” 
(Willard. D 1988). Given the onto-
logical makeup of humanity, there 
must be a sacred fire to tend. For at 
length, it will always be reaffirmed 
that men and women do not live by 
bread alone. Africa will do well to 
remember this fact of being as she 
learns from Singapore.
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Leadership and Reform
By Maavi A. Norman, PhD Candidate, Northwestern University, 
Research Fellow, Sagamore Institute

Democracy can be promoted by inventive political practitioners as well as by 
favorable socioeconomic processes and the former do not necessarily have 
to wait upon the latter. Statesmen are to political development what entre-
preneurs are to economic development. Indeed, they may be more important 
insofar as political development is less dependent on material resources and 
consists essentially in appropriate inclinations and conduct. “

- Robert Jackson & Carl Rosberg 
Personal Rule: Theory and Practice in Africa 

Positive political developments 
proved elusive in many parts of 
Africa during the early post-indepen-
dence era. The hope and euphoria 
that accompanied independence was 
soon tempered by unfavorable polit-
ical, economic, and social outcomes. 
Economic crises, civil wars, military 
coups, curtailment of rights and free-
doms, and increased authoritarianism 
proliferated during this era. Robert 
Bates’ analysis in When Things Fell 
Apart identified the late 1960s–ear-
ly 1970s as a critical juncture for 
Africa.

At this point, economic de-
velopment policies inherited from 
colonial administrations confronted 
harsher global economic conditions 
just as publics in newly independent 
countries gained a greater voice in 
politics to demand accelerated eco-
nomic development. The result was 
increased authoritarian rule across 
the continent as leaders focused on 
maintaining political order and en-
suring political survival. Claude Ake 
noted, “The struggle for power was 
so absorbing that everything else, 
including development, was margin-
alized” (1996:7).

Yet a few African leaders un-
dertook reforms aimed at positively 
transforming their states. What 
explains their impetus for breaking 
with the status quo during this period 
of systemic regression on the conti-
nent, and why do leaders undertake 
reforms when risks may outweigh 
the long-term personal and societal 
benefits?

Africa’s decline shortly after 
independence has been attributed to 
a host of structural factors, ranging 
from the weak illiberal institutions 
inherited from the colonial era, to 
ethnic fragmentation which spurred 
ethnic conflict, to an overdependence 
on primary commodity exports 
which rendered their economies par-
ticularly vulnerable to fluctuations or 
manipulation of global commodity 
prices. The confluence of these fac-
tors increased vulnerability and en-
gendered a short-term preoccupation 
with political survival. Christopher 
Clapham asserts that “survival is not, 
of course, the only goal of rulers, but 
it is nonetheless the precondition for 
pursuing any other goals” (1996:5). 

Most theories that have emerged 
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to explain African leaders’ resis-
tance to reforms during this period 
invariably emphasize structural 
factors: institutional legacies from 
colonial rule, ethnic fractionaliza-
tion, the “natural resource curse,” 
and Africa’s subordinate position in 
the global economic structure (Van 
de Walle, 2001; Bates, 2008; Gold-
smith, 2000). The proliferation of 
military coups d’état across Africa 
and other internal threats resulted in 
an emphasis on political survival and 
reluctance to pursue risky reforms 
(“African Military Coups,” “Coups 
and Conflict”). Patrick McGowan’s 
data on the prevalence of coups in 
West Africa show that “from inde-
pendence through 2004, the sixteen 
West African states have experienced 
forty-four successful military-led 
coups, forty-three often-bloody 
failed coups, at least eighty-two coup 
plots, seven civil wars, and many 
other forms of political conflict.” 
(“African Military Coups,” “Coups 
and Conflict”). Many of these mili-
tary coups were a direct response to 
political or economic reforms.

The destabilizing effects of 
coups and other drivers of instability 
consequently transformed the nature 
of governance in Africa. Many 
leaders found the pursuit of reforms 
risky, as they threatened the interests 
of certain powerful groups in society 
who mobilized to subvert or revert 
such changes. The paradox of reform 
is that the losers in the reform pro-
cess can identify themselves and mo-
bilize to protect their interests, while 
the winners, as future beneficiaries of 

reform, cannot readily identify them-
selves. Thus, the latter experience 
greater barriers to collective action 
while the former experience relative-
ly low barriers. Non-reform therefore 
has been a rational-choice calcula-
tion for most African leadership.

Theories that explain the wide-
scale pursuit of reforms during the 
“Third Wave of Democratization,” 
beginning in the 1990s, do not ac-
count for the important outliers who 
defied these conditions to embark on 
reform from the 1960s through 1990. 
Domestic political protests (Bratton, 
Van de Walle), international political 
conditionality (Dunning), econom-
ic crises (Van de Walle), and other 
structural factors are used to explain 
the decision-making processes of 
African leadership. Agential factors 
such as political orientation, values, 
world view, and ideology are fre-
quently discounted in these accounts, 
portraying a monolithic group of 
leaders devoid of agency, reactionary 
in response to external stimuli, and 
not exhibiting any unique proclivi-
ties, inclinations, or principles.

The problem with these assump-
tions and overly structural theories is 
that they do not give sufficient space 
to the choices of leaders. While 
structural factors matter in establish-
ing constraints and creating opportu-
nities, their effects are not determin-
istic. Leadership matters, as well as 
the policies promulgated by respec-
tive leaders. There are two subsets 
of likely reformers—Reformer by 
Choice and Reformer by Expedien-
cy—differentiated by regime politi-
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cal capacity. Political capacity is the 
ability of a regime leadership to exert 
power within the society through its 
extractive and institutional capa-
bilities, coercive capacity, and the 
leader’s extant political capital.

Reformers by Choice are defined 
as those who govern in a stable po-
litical environment and possess high 
amounts of political capital. Reform-
ers by Expediency are those who 
govern in an unstable environment 
and possess low amounts of political 
capital. The former, possessing high 
levels of regime political capacity, 
are likely to feel more secure than 
the latter.Because of their perceived 
security, Reformers by Choice are 
more likely to undertake politically 
risky reforms. However, just be-
cause one can reform doesn’t mean 
they will, as is evidenced by many 
intransigent high capacity Middle 
Eastern regimes. Therefore, values, 
principles, worldview, and political 
orientation are important in explain-
ing the ultimate pursuit of reform by 
this subset of leaders.

Lacking security, Reformers by 
Expediency take significant risks be-
cause they are extremely vulnerable 
and have limited options, and they 
see short-term payoffs through re-
form. A comparative historical anal-
ysis of the Jerry Rawlings regime in 
Ghana and the William R. Tolbert 
regime in Liberia illuminates how 
these personal and broader domestic 
variables successfully generated po-
litical, economic, and social reforms 
in post-Independence Africa.

William R. Tolbert Jr. of Liberia – 
Reformer by Choice

President William R. Tolbert Jr. 
of Liberia came to power on July 23, 
1971, following the death of Presi-
dent William V.S. Tubman. Tolbert 
pursued reform shortly after assum-
ing the presidency, though Liberia 
had just experienced astronomical 
economic growth (Dunn). Existing 
structural theories cannot explain this 
pursuit of reforms. Several scholars 
attribute reforms to endemic eco-
nomic crises, which pressure leaders 
to make reformist concessions to 
appease societal actors. 

Alternative arguments credit 
international pressures, namely po-
litical conditionality enshrined in aid 
programs, with generating reforms in 
Africa. 

However, during the Cold War 
era many Western powers propped 
up regimes that were notorious 
for economic mismanagement and 
political repression. There were 
no coordinated efforts by Western 
countries and International Financial 
Institutions (IFIs) to induce reforms. 
Additionally, as Clapham points 
out, “African states were not mere-
ly passive victims of programmes 
imposed on them, but were able to 
devise alternative responses to the 
demands made on them…including 
resistance or subversion” (1996:152). 
Like many other African leaders of 
the time, Tolbert did not experience 
significant international pressures to 
introduce reform measures.Another 
argument is that widespread political 
protests generate reforms by bringing 
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enough pressure on leadership in a 
politically unstable environment. The 
Liberia that Tolbert inherited was 
uncharacteristically stable for an Af-
rican state. In 1971, the ruling True 
Whig Party was the longest-serving 
continuously governing party in the 
history of the world. Hence, political 
stability was a defining feature of 
Liberian politics. 

Tolbert undertook reforms in a 
context devoid of popular protests. 
I attribute his reformist thrust to his 
religious, cosmopolitan, and en-
trepreneurial values influenced by 
his vocation as a Baptist minister, 
successful farmer and entrepreneur, 
and his extensive international expo-
sure. Liberia’s stability increased his 
perception of his regime’s political 
capacity while decreasing his estima-
tion of potential threats facing his re-
gime or risks inherent in reforming.  

Tolbert also brought tremendous 
political capital to the presidency, 
such as personal economic resources, 
nineteen years of experience as vice 
president, and extensive international 
connections. This likely enhanced 
his sense of political efficacy and de-
creased his perceived risks inherent 
in dismantling and transforming an 
entrenched political system. Prin-
ciples could therefore be privileged 
over short-term political survival 
considerations. When threats are 
viewed as negligent, as is general-
ly the case with the Reformer by 
Choice, values and principles rather 
than political pragmatism are likely 
to play a greater role in domestic and 
foreign policy pursuits.  

Jerry Rawlings of Ghana – 
Reformer by Expediency

Jerry Rawlings’ pursuit of 
reforms during the early 1980s also 
presents a challenge to existing 
theories on reform. Arthur Goldsmith 
argues that institutional weakness 
and violent politics create an envi-
ronment in which autocratic political 
leaders rationally choose short-term 
gain rather than longer-term devel-
opment (1993). Political survival 
overrides other considerations such 
as the pursuit of progressive reforms.  

Rawlings came to power through 
a military coup d’état amidst dete-
riorating economic conditions in 
an unstable political environment. 
The political instability endemic 
to Ghanaian politics should have 
discouraged him from undertaking 
risky reforms. While the pursuit of 
reforms during periods of econom-
ic crisis is consistent with existing 
theories, the nature of the reforms he 
undertook, such as devaluation of the 
currency, elimination of subsidies, 
and other austerity measures, made 
conditions worse for the majority of 
the populationThe political protest 
hypothesis is also not supported by 
Rawlings’ pursuit of reforms.  Raw-
lings’ repressive regime systemati-
cally neutralized threats and political 
opponents to his rule. Widespread 
political protests in support of 
reforms were non-existent when he 
embarked on a reformist path, and 
he did not encounter international 
pressures to reform. His links to 
the Eastern socialist bloc during the 
East–West confrontation of the Cold 
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War buffered any potential Western 
pressures to reform. His decision to 
radically reorient his regime from so-
cialism to Western neo-liberalism in 
order to receive aid from the World 
Bank was based on political pragma-
tism. Having previously castigated 
the World Bank as a tool of neo-lib-
eral imperialist forces, Rawlings’ 
“U-Turn” was expedient in securing 
favorable loans in order to bolster his 
regime’s capacity in the short term 
thereby ensuring his political surviv-
al over the long term. This decision, 
and the strategies he employed, were 
pragmatic. Rawlings was certain to 
purge his once-inclusive ruling coa-
lition of radical elements, who were 
against this course of action, once his 
decision had been made. Rather than 
introduce economic liberalization 
along with political liberalization, 
economic reforms were accompanied 
by increased political control and 
restriction of political freedoms.

For the Reformer by Expediency, 
firmly held principles and values are 
not the primary motivating factor in 
explaining the pursuit of reform. Ex-
planatory value lies in the regime’s 
low political capacity coupled with a 
high perception of threats. 

Conclusion
These comparative case stud-

ies illuminate the roles that values, 
principles, political orientation, and 
worldview play in political decision 
making in Africa, in concert with 
structural factors or in spite of them. 
Political leaders all over the world 
are constantly tasked with balancing 

between doing the “right” thing and 
doing what is politically expedient 
in order to ensure political or per-
sonal survival. Reforms sometimes 
emerge out of this political calculus, 
and at other times, they are inimi-
cal to a leader’s interest or political 
survivability. Structural factors and 
impersonal socioeconomic processes 
may create the conditions conducive 
for reforms, but they are insufficient 
in completely accounting for how 
leaders assess and choose to address 
various political considerations con-
fronting them. 

Rawlings and Tolbert pursued 
reforms under conditions very sim-
ilar to those of their predecessors. 
However, they made categorically 
different decisions once in power. 
Leadership matters, even if structur-
al factors demarcate the constraints 
and incentives at hand. A leader’s 
perception of risk and appraisal of 
his or her political capital and the 
overall capacity of the regime is key 
in explaining variation in outcomes.

To be sure, the Cold War’s end  
brought changes in the international 
system, with implications for Afri-
can leadership. The promotion of 
democracy, good governance, and 
human rights has become a hallmark 
of Western nations and International 
Financial Institution’s engagement 
with the developing world, particu-
larly Africa. Western nations’ incen-
tive to prop up illiberal autocratic 
allies on Africa has been replaced 
with a credible commitment and 
concerted effort to induce political, 
economic, and social reforms. The 
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outcome has been positive. A new 
breed of African reformers has in-
deed emerged.  

However, the recalcitrance of 
certain African leaders still presents 
a challenge. China’s growing influ-
ence and “no strings attached” aid 
also has the potential of undermining 
the reformist agenda being imposed 
by the conditionality enshrined in 
Western aid. Dismantling entrenched 
institutions, breaking from the status 
quo, introducing austerity measures 
in the short term and challenging 
vested interests still present a polit-
ical risk to African leadership. The 
sometimes-dire consequences of re-
form for African leaders persist, most 
evident in President Joyce Banda’s 
recent loss in her bid for re-election 
in Malawi after introducing a host 
of IMF- and World Bank-sanctioned 
economic and social reforms.. While 
in many instances change can be 
attributed to impersonal processes, 
scholars who focus singularly on 
these factors run the risk of over-
simplifying outcomes or obscuring 
important drivers of change.
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Intellectual Humility
By Mr. Joel Carini, Graduate Student Westminister Theological Seminary 

Mr. Joel Carini was invited to write this piece after I read a speech that 
he delivered on the theme of the present article, “Intellectual Humility.” This 
is indeed a universal and rightly applicable subject matter to any human 
community, especially to those who would build a modern nation-state. 
Intellectual humility is also an ancient theme carefully considered by many 
sages and saints over millennia. The cultures in the East have even stylized 
it giving to it an outward expressive form in cultural modes of behavioral 
gestures. The Greek tragedy of Oedipus deals with the effrontery of human 
arrogance and calls attention to the need for humility to be intensely 
cultivated so that we as individuals and communities might flourish as human 
beings. It is thus applicable to Liberia. Our interest is a human interest, 
being particularly applicable to scholars, thinkers, policy makers, activists 
and leaders – all those who would be teachers and cultural authorities 
interpreting history, understanding the present and predicting the future. 
We cannot be sure that we know enough to know about the mystery that is 
humanity, not being God to know the end from the beginning and ourselves 
completely. Even God, as ancient revelations and texts tell us, is great in 
His lovingkindness and compassion. It is best that we are modest in what 
we do know and cautious in asserting our claims, being careful to build 
on what has already been accomplished, not assuming that our recently 
acquired knowledge sufficiently comprehends the whole of human knowledge 
and life, or the knowledge and life of a single small republic like Liberia. 
Development is not primarily about new appropriate technologies, laws and 
institutions, it is first and foremost about human existence and purpose, our 
deeds and meaning.     

At the beginning and then at 
the end of his book Metaphysics, 
philosopher Peter Van Inwagen 
expresses his doubt that his 200-page 
book will provide the reader with any 
definitive answers to metaphysical 
questions (Inwagen 1993). Historian 
John H. Arnold writes in his History: 
A Very Short Introduction, that 
historians ought to be hesitant to 
glean lessons from history, given 
the unique particulars of historical 
situations (Arnold 2000). Senior 
students, in a recent capstone course 
at a Christian college, expressed 

their concern that the next generation 
of Christians address issues of 
moral and religious truth with great 
patience and understanding. In each 
of these cases, those involved are 
concerned to act with intellectual 
humility, no doubt each in reaction 
to dogmatism within metaphysics, 
within interpretations of history, and 
within Christian conduct. Intellectual 
humility is a timely topic, a concept 
frequently invoked, but rarely 
analyzed, one exception being W. 
Jay Wood and Robert C. Roberts’ 
book Intellectual Virtues: An Essay 
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in Regulative Epistemology.1 
The ninth chapter of that book, 
“Humility,” is the inspiration for this 
essay. Throughout this essay, we 
will examine intellectual humility by 
addressing the questions, what are 
moral and intellectual virtue? What 
is humility? What is specifically 
intellectual about intellectual 
humility? When is firm conviction 
incompatible with intellectual 
humility? And finally, how do firm 
convictions and intellectual humility 
coexist? I will argue that they 
must, in order for us to be people 
concerned with both virtue and truth.

Virtue and Intellectual Humility
What is virtue? Roberts and 

Wood write in Intellectual Virtues, 
“A human virtue is an acquired 
base of excellent functioning in 
some generically human sphere 
of activity that is challenging and 
important” (2007, 59). Roberts and 
Wood connect their definition to that 
given in earlier philosophy: “In the 
history of philosophy virtues have 
often been thought of as fulfillments, 
realizations, mature states, or 
‘perfections’ of human nature 
or some aspect thereof. Thomas 
Aquinas, for example, defines a 
human virtue as a ‘maximum of a 
[human] power [potentia, faculty]’ ” 
(2007, 65). A list of human powers 
and their corresponding virtues 
would be long, but at minimum, 
every human person has a moral 
1  In contemporary speech, “virtue” is associated 
more with moral virtue. Here we will use “virtue” 
in the older sense for which moral virtue is only 
one type of virtue.

capacity, a will, and an intellectual 
capacity, a mind. Therefore, among 
human virtues there are some moral 
and some intellectual.  As intellectual 
virtues, Aquinas acknowledges 
primarily wisdom, understanding, 
and science (or knowledge). What 
Aquinas identifies as intellectual 
virtues are not moral virtues with 
intellectual application, what we 
might think intellectual humility is 
(though, Aquinas does acknowledge 
prudence to be an intellectual virtue 
in addition to being a moral virtue, 
prudence being right thinking about 
how we should act). Rather, the 
intellectual virtues are the perfections 
of the intellectual power, the mind 
or the intellect, the perfections of 
which are wisdom, understanding, 
and knowledge. As we will see, 
intellectual humility is technically 
a moral virtue, a perfection of the 
will, but a moral virtue with great 
importance for the intellect.

Turning now to the definition 
of humility, humility can be most 
clearly defined by contrast with its 
corresponding vice, namely, pride. 
Within pride are subsumed many 
more specific vices such as vanity, 
arrogance, and self-righteousness. 
Roberts and Wood define vanity 
as “an excessive concern to be 
well regarded by other people, 
for the social importance their 
regard confers on oneself.” (2007, 
237). They define arrogance as “a 
disposition to ‘infer’ some illicit 
entitlement from a supposition 
of one’s superiority, and to think, 
act, and feel on the basis of that 
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claim”(2007, 243). Thus, Aquinas’ 
descriptions of pride make good 
sense; he says, “Pride [in Latin, 
superbia] is so called because a man 
thereby aims higher [in Latin, supra] 
than he is” (Q.162, a.1) and, “Pride 
is the (inordinate) desire of one’s 
own excellence” (Q.162, a.3) The 
definitive New Testament injunction 
against pride, and therefore for 
humility, is, I think, Romans 12:3: 
“I say to everyone among you not 
to think of himself more highly 
than he ought to think, but to think 
with sober judgment.” Therefore, 
to be proud is to think of oneself 
more highly than one ought to think, 
from an inordinate desire for one’s 
own excellence. Accordingly, to be 
humble is not to be proud, not to 
think of oneself more highly than one 
ought to think, in such circumstances 
where it might be tempting to do 
so. Humility is not underestimating 
one’s worth or capacities, but more 
properly being unconcerned or 
inattentive to them. It is what C.S. 
Lewis and Tim Keller after him have 
called self-forgetfulness. The humble 
person is not inclined to think less of 
himself; rather, he is less inclined to 
think of himself. And humility being 
a negative virtue, a lack of the vice 
of pride, it is always accompanied 
by some positive virtuous concern, 
a concern for some good other than 
personal status.

Humility is a moral virtue 
because its corresponding vice, 
pride, stems from the will: “Pride is 
the inordinate desire of one’s own 
excellence.” But it also has obvious 

intellectual implications in that a 
prideful person estimates her own 
excellence as greater than it is. A 
wrong desire leads to a false belief; 
moral vice leads to intellectual 
vice. Thus, humility will better fit a 
person to believe truth, especially 
concerning herself. Moral virtue 
ensures intellectual virtue. So then, 
what is intellectual humility? Once 
again, I will define it in distinction 
from intellectual pride. To be 
intellectually proud is to think of 
one’s intellect more highly than one 
ought, from an inordinate desire for 
one’s own intellectual excellence. 
Accordingly, intellectual humility 
is the virtue of not thinking more 
highly of one’s intellect than one 
ought, when it would be tempting to 
do so. Since humility entails a lack of 
concern for one’s status, intellectual 
humility entails a lack of concern for 
one’s intellectual status, which could 
be having wisdom, understanding, or 
knowledge in some area. Humility 
is always accompanied by a concern 
for a good greater than one’s own 
status, intellectual humility is always 
accompanied by a concern for the 
good of truth. Thus, the intellectually 
humble person is a lover of truth who 
is not concerned with being someone 
who has wisdom, knowledge 
or understanding, but is instead 
concerned with learning wisdom, 
knowledge, and understanding. If I 
am concerned to know the truth, I 
need not be concerned that I don’t 
have it yet. Thus, the primary way 
intellectual humility is exhibited is 
in a willingness to be brought up 
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short, to learn, to be taught. The 
intellectually humble person is, 
above all, teachable.

In the intellectual life, people 
have widely different standings. 
There are people with all levels of 
intellectual virtue, and no one is 
ultimately at the top. Even a highly 
intelligent professor in one field may 
be hardly knowledgeable in another 
field. For any one intelligent person, 
there is always someone more 
intellectually virtuous than he in 
another area. Furthermore, there are 
limits to human knowledge in every 
area, and there are some intellectual 
virtues we simply cannot attain, 
at least in our current condition. 
Therefore, everyone has reason to 
exhibit intellectual humility. In light 
of this, let us look at a few examples 
of intellectual pride and humility.

It is quite common for people 
to form street-level opinions of 
academic fields, to look down 
on those who study them, and to 
assume that their field of study is 
unnecessary or not very valuable. 
For example, general public opinion 
about the field of philosophy is that 
it is stuffy and irrelevant. Though 
many philosophers would agree 
in regards to the work of their 
ideological opponents, (almost) 
no philosopher thinks that of the 
discipline itself. Much can be learned 
through the study of philosophy, 
and premature judgments about its 
value as a discipline are only likely 
to handicap people in the search 
for truth. A person who assumes 
his judgment of philosophy is well 

founded when it is not is guilty of 
intellectual pride and is liable to 
intellectual error. Similarly, many 
people refer to their preferential 
radio or TV commentators as their 
main source of political commentary. 
However, since popular media is 
often driven more by ratings and 
financial success than by truth, these 
commentators do what they can to 
criticize their opponents. This leaves 
an intellectually arrogant audience 
that is uninterested in pursuing 
other sides of political issues, and 
is likely to be persuaded by the 
straw man arguments, and to make 
these same arguments themselves. 
Another example of intellectual 
arrogance would be a person 
knowledgeable in one field inferring 
that he has the authority to speak 
in another field. A prime example 
would be some outspoken scientists, 
very knowledgeable in biology 
or in physics, making very bold 
metaphysical and theological claims, 
as if their positions were the only 
reasonable ones. Most often, their 
positions are far from the universally 
accepted positions among scholars 
tasked with studying them. In each of 
these cases, someone thinks higher 
of himself than he ought with respect 
to knowledge, instead of making 
truth the highest end.

Conversely, Roberts and Wood 
cite the physicist Subramanyan 
Chandrasekhar as an example of 
intellectual humility, who “was able 
to do innovative work in physics 
well past the age at which most 
people retire, while most physicists 
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do their innovative work only when 
young.” Chandrasekhar said:

For lack of a better word, there 
seems to be a certain arrogance 
toward nature that people 
develop. These people have had 
great insights and made profound 
discoveries. They imagine 
afterwards that the fact that 
they succeeded so triumphantly 
in one area means they have a 
special way of looking at science 
which must be right. But science 
doesn’t permit that. Nature has 
shown over and over again that 
the kinds of truth which underlie 
nature transcend the most 
powerful minds (2007, 253).
Loving truth and willing to 

be found not to have found it, 
Chandrasekhar makes himself much 
more likely to find truth in the end. 
Students are often prime examples 
of having intellectual humility. 
Their humility is not as remarkable, 
given that most have little difficulty 
recognizing the intellectual 
superiority of their teachers. 
However, it is precisely this which 
makes one’s youth such a good time 
to learn. Among Christians (who 
are often criticized for divisiveness 
and dogmatism), ecumenicity and 
willingness to talk about areas 
of doctrinal disagreement reflect 
intellectual humility in an important 
way. A humble Lutheran should be 
able to listen to the concerns of a 
Pentecostal, and respond in a way 
that shows concern for truth rather 
than concern for being right. In 
each of these examples, intellectual 

humility is shown by a concern for 
truth which is relatively unimpeded 
by concern for intellectual status.

Humility and Conviction
Having seen thus far that 

intellectual humility is the moral 
virtue of not thinking more highly 
of one’s intellect than one ought, 
we come to the question of how 
intellectual humility and firm 
conviction interact. First, when is 
firm conviction incompatible with 
intellectual humility? Of course, 
part of the answer will concern 
disagreement. Intellectual humility 
requires not thinking more highly 
of one’s intellect than one ought; if 
upon disagreeing with someone, I 
believe myself clearly in the right 
and my interlocutor clearly in the 
wrong, am I then thinking more 
highly of myself than I ought? Not 
necessarily. When the interlocutors 
are not intellectual peers, say a 
student versus his teacher, the 
student has much greater reason to 
question his conviction than does the 
teacher. If the teacher thinks himself 
right and the student wrong, chances 
are, because of the disparity in 
intellectual standing, that the teacher 
is thinking of himself only as highly 
as he ought to think. Therefore, one 
case in which intellectual humility 
might conflict with firm conviction 
is the disagreement of an intellectual 
superior.

But in the case of Subramanyan 
Chandrasekhar mentioned above, 
the intellectual humility he displays 
has little to do with disagreement 
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with any other physicist. Rather, 
he is willing, more generally, to 
be brought up short by conflicting 
evidence. Because his concern is 
for truth and not for intellectual 
status, he is willing to conclude 
that his previous understanding was 
incomplete or incorrect in light of 
conflicting evidence. This same 
characterization of intellectual 
humility subsumes the previous 
example of the disagreement of 
an intellectual superior, because 
an interlocutor’s disagreement is 
reason to weaken one’s conviction 
insofar as their disagreement counts 
as evidence against one’s position 
(more likely in case the interlocutor 
is one’s intellectual superior). What 
we must then conclude is that 
intellectual humility is incompatible 
with firm conviction only when 
intellectual humility allows us to 
see evidence that conflicts with 
our conviction. It is not generally 
incompatible with firm conviction, 
but only when combined with 
evidence against one’s conviction.

However, the question of 
conviction’s compatibility with 
intellectual humility can be 
approached from a different angle: 
objective analysis of human 
intellectual power. A general 
recognition of the fallibility and 
the historical situation of human 
knowers suggests the possibility of 
error in every act of cognition, in 
greater or lesser degree. Intellectual 
humility requires recognizing this 
limitation with respect to everything 
we know. Thus, even without 

specific evidence against particular 
convictions, intellectual humility 
requires a person to hold every 
belief with relatively less firmness. 
However, that conflicts with our 
previous conclusion, that intellectual 
humility is only incompatible with 
firm conviction when one possesses 
specific evidence against one’s 
conviction. I will not challenge 
the general possibility of error in 
human cognition, though it must be 
recognized that in many cases this 
possibility approaches zero. Rather, 
I will dispute whether this general 
recognition requires a person to 
hold any particular belief with less 
firmness. As an example, let us take 
my historical belief in the existence 
and rule of the Roman emperor 
Julius Caesar. Given the historical 
distance between he and I, there 
is some possibility for error in my 
knowledge of him. However, as 
far as his real existence at a certain 
point in time is concerned, and in 
light of the great body of evidence 
for his existence and influence, this 
possibility seems utterly remote. 
The possibility being negligible, 
of course, my historical conviction 
is unshaken. However, that Julius 
Caesar one time said precisely these 
words, “Et tu, Brute?” I do not 
hold with conviction, in accordance 
with the greater possibility of error 
and less evidence. It seems that 
to the extent I am convinced that 
something is true, I will also doubt 
the possibility for error. Rather than 
general belief in the possibility 
of cognitive error lessening my 
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conviction, more frequently 
conviction lessens my belief in the 
possibility of error with respect 
to that conviction. Moreover, the 
general recognition of the possibility 
of human error is a judgment 
somewhat detached or abstracted 
from particular instances of human 
cognition, an objective judgment. 
When I am attached to an instance of 
my own human cognition, however, 
and feel quite convinced that 
something is the case, the objective 
judgment can do nothing to shake 
my firm subjective conviction.

So then, it appears that our first 
conclusion was correct. Intellectual 
humility on its own is not a reason 
to lessen our convictions, but only 
when combined with evidence that 
contradicts them, in which case, it 
would properly be the evidence, 
not the intellectual humility, 
which is substantially opposed 
to our conviction. Thus, it seems 
that intellectual humility and firm 
conviction must coexist.

Since they are by no means 
contradictory or necessarily 
conflicting, an example should easily 
illustrate how they might fit together. 
Lauren believes in Keynesian 
economics. Betsy holds to Austrian 
economic theories. These two start 
discussing their differences (the first 
sign of their intellectual humility), 
and though they discuss and debate 
long and hard, each is unshaken in 
her economic convictions. However, 
because of their intellectual humility, 
each woman seriously considered 
the merits of the other’s position, 

and now respect the opinions of the 
opposing side. Furthermore, each has 
a more fully developed defense of 
her theory against the other because 
she was pressed for answers through 
their dialogue. In this situation, 
intellectual humility had many 
beneficial effects, even though it did 
not drive either woman to change her 
conviction.

Nevertheless, not every belief is 
a conviction; not every doctrine is 
a dogma. To the extent that a belief 
is uncertain for us, to that extent 
intellectual humility may require 
us, in the face of contrary evidence 
or disagreement, to sincerely 
reconsider. For example, Jacques 
believes that the French Revolution 
was a movement for freedom 
and against tyranny. Samuel, 
however, believes that the French 
Revolution was an anti-religious 
and bloodthirsty grab for power. 
Jacques and Samuel meet each other 
and discuss the Revolution. If they 
are intellectually arrogant, they will 
not get very far in conversation, 
because their opinions are in such 
conflict. But with some intellectual 
humility, Jacques can learn about 
the horrors of the Reign of Terror 
and have a more sober view of the 
purpose and effect of the Revolution, 
and Samuel can understand the 
virtuous principles upon which the 
Revolution officially stood and the 
positive impact the Revolution had 
upon France in spite of its abuses. In 
this case, intellectual humility allows 
people who see only part of the 
truth to see another part of the truth, 
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despite the prima facie challenge the 
other side gives to his belief.

In summary, intellectual humility 
is not itself in conflict with firm 
conviction, but is, only when it 
enables us to see evidence that helps 
us to modify our understanding. 
Those with firm conviction 
can simultaneously exhibit 
humility and intellectual humility 
specifically, without weakening 
their conviction. Nevertheless, with 
beliefs of relatively less certainty 
or importance, intellectual humility 
may require the reconsideration of 
a belief or particularly prudent and 
loving behavior.

The chief reason this thesis 
is of significance today is that 
contemporary culture is taking a turn 
away, not only from dogmatism, but 
from all firm conviction. This way 
of thinking is the purported mortal 
enemy of intellectual arrogance 
and friend of intellectual humility. 
However, the heart of this new 
way of thinking is not its ethical 
teaching but its particular judgment 
of human intellectual capacity. 
Recent thinkers emphasize the 
historicity and subjectivity of the 
human knower and how this limits 
the human intellect’s capacity 
to arrive at objective truth. This 
attitude has existed with respect 
to religious knowledge since the 
Enlightenment, and with respect 
to moral knowledge not quite as 
long, but gradually the attitude has 
extended even to scientific types of 
knowledge, as each area of inquiry 
comes to be thought of as a language 

game whose axioms are determined 
not be the things in themselves 
but by pragmatic human concerns. 
Contemporary thinkers trumpet 
the virtue of intellectual humility 
precisely because its estimation of 
human intellectual status is lower 
than that of previous Western 
intellectual movements. But what 
they teach that is really distinctive 
is not the virtue of humility but the 
thesis of the absolute subjectivity 
and historicity of human thought. It 
is that thesis which tends to conflict 
with the thesis of this essay, namely 
that intellectual humility is not itself 
in conflict with firm conviction, 
but only when it enables us to see 
evidence that helps us to modify our 
understanding. That contemporary 
thesis judges that the human intellect 
is universally distanced from 
understanding things in themselves, 
such that every conviction must 
be held loosely. The danger of this 
attitude is particularly significant in 
its effect upon moral and religious 
beliefs, the types that philosopher 
Charles Taylor (not the former 
President of Liberia) labels “strong 
evaluations” (Taylor, 1989). Taylor, 
in Sources of the Self, argues that 
moral beliefs and other more broadly 
ethical judgments, together with 
our articulation of what grounds 
these “strong evaluations,” make up 
the horizons in which human life 
is lived. He highlights that at one 
time and in many cultures today 
the predicament of human life was 
that “in which an unchallengeable 
framework [made] imperious 
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demands which we [feared] being 
unable to meet” (1989, 4). Today, 
in the majority of the Western 
world, the predicament is instead “a 
threatened loss of meaning” (1989, 
18). Accordingly, Taylor says: 

“the shift between these two 
existential predicaments seems 
to be matched by a recent change 
in the dominant patterns of 
psychopathology. It has frequently 
been remarked by psychoanalysts 
that the period in which hysterics 
and patients with phobias and 
fixations formed the bulk of their 
clientele, starting in their classical 
period with Freud, has recently 
given way to a time when the 
main complaints centre around 
‘ego loss,’ or a sense of emptiness, 
flatness, futility, lack of purpose, 
or loss of self-esteem. . . . It 
seems overwhelmingly plausible 
a priori . . . that the comparatively 
recent shift in style of pathology 
reflects the generalization and 
popularization in our culture of 
that ‘loss of horizon’, which a few 
alert spirits were foretelling for a 
century or more” (1989, 19).

What are the effects of this 
loss of framework? Taylor claims, 
“Living within such strongly 
qualified horizons (those that explain 
meaning and value) is constitutive of 
human agency….. Stepping outside 
these limits would be tantamount 
to stepping outside what we would 
recognize as integral, that is, 
undamaged human personhood” 
(1989, 27). Thus, the loss of horizon 

threatens integral human agency 
itself, meaningful human life. 
A mistaken view of intellectual 
humility is part of the fabric of this 
loss of horizon, and this mistake 
is what I have sought to correct. 
Intellectual humility is a virtue of 
vital importance to the health of 
human civilization; but the religious 
and moral skepticism defended in its 
name are not. Perhaps I could have 
saved us some time by just reading a 
few lines from G.K. Chesterton who 
many years ago answered the same 
question much more succinctly:

What we suffer from today is 
humility in the wrong place. 
Modesty has moved from the organ 
of ambition. Modesty has settled 
upon the organ of conviction; 
where it was never meant to be. 
A man was meant to be doubtful 
about himself, but undoubting 
about the truth; this has been 
exactly reversed... At any street 
corner we may meet a man who 
utters the frantic and blasphemous 
statement that he may be wrong. 
Every day one comes across 
somebody who says that of course 
his view may not be the right one. 
Of course his view must be the 
right one, or it is not his view. We 
are on the road to producing a race 
of men too mentally modest to 
believe in the multiplication table 
(Chesterton 1909).
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