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Abstract

H. Odera Oruka’s philosophy, as can be discernaa fnis various works, revolves around the
issue of social justice. In this paper | seek towshhow Oruka’s idea of social justice is

inextricably bound up with his conceptions of hunmigyints and humanism, and his contention
that one of the fundamental principles of sociatife is the recognition and realization of the

human minimum as the most basic universal humadnt.rig
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Introduction

H. Odera Oruka’s philosophy, as can be discernaa fnis various works, revolves around the
issue of social justice. He had a passion for #tabéishment of socio-economic structures that
would guarantee that all human beings live in dignand are thus able to be part of the
community of moral agents. In this paper | seekhiow how Oruka’s idea of social justice is

inextricably bound up with his conceptions of hunmigynts and humanism, and his contention
that one of the fundamental principles of sociatipe is the recognition and realization of the

human minimum as the most basic universal humédnt.rig

The paper sets out with an examination of Orukasception of freedom and liberty, after
which it focuses on his assessment of the stafire@fiom in Africa, his evaluation of freedom at
the global level, and his contention for the neédacclear conceptualization of the human

minimum.

Oruka’s Conception of Freedom and Liberty

Oruka's view of liberty is well articulated in theok, The Philosophy of Libert{1991/1996). In
that work, he sets out by presenting a brief sunfethe historical understanding of liberty from
classical Greece to modern Europe. He observeghbanhost common conception of freedom
among the thinkers of these two historical perio@gle a distinction between mental and social
freedom. Mental freedom emerges from that litem@as a state that pertains to an individual’s
unconstrained exercise of intellectual activitiethex as a rational pursuit of truth or as an
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exercise of one’s will, and is considered to benary to social freedom. But Oruka does not
agree with this view. He sees the two as necegsatdted such that they cannot be separated in
the practical world. He argues that because ond exist before one can think, social liberty
cannot be secondary to mental freedom. What is nsoree social liberty is viewed primarily as
the enjoyment of civil or political rights, it ifié condition under which the exercise of mental
freedom becomes possible. Moreover, thinking iglligaabout anything other than things that
pertain to life (Oruka 1996, 9-10). Thus to emphagnental freedom at the expense of social
freedom amounts to emphasis on the individual atetkpense of society, a mode of thinking
which Oruka does not agree with. He also pointstioat placing emphasis on mental freedom
seems to ignore the fact that freedom is considaresthdamental right in virtue of its role as a
possession by which one makes demands on othettsoMWihis social role freedom would lose
its thrust as a value (Oruka 1996, 59-60, 81).

Oruka further contends that like other values atergid as rights, liberty is relational. As such,
it cannot logically be sought outside the socialtegt, nor can it be sought for its own sake, but
to fulfill ends whose necessity or goodness arédyeascumbered or endangered by actions of
other people (Oruka 1996, 51). Consequently, hesgar stipulative definition that takes into
account those aspects of liberty that he deems tadking in both classical Greek and later
European conceptions. He proposes that an adedefitdtion of liberty should be expressed
thus: ‘iberty for X in S”, where X may represent any individual and S repress some
particular society or community (Oruka 1996, 50-5)erefore he writes, fiberty for X in S’
means that ‘X has, with respect to S and with etyualith others in S, ability and opportunity
to obtain or satisfy X’s primary and secondary rsei@dS™ (Oruka 1996, 52).

In the light of this definition, one would not haldeerty if one had some needs but lacked either
the ability or opportunity to fulfill those needsr if the needs are not fulfillable at all on
grounds that lack of opportunity to fulfill themtise result of either direct or indirect actions of
others that make meeting one’s needs impossibleke01r996, 55-57). One is directly prevented
from fulfilling one’s needs if another person aatsa manner that is explicitly intended to
prevent one’s needs from being fulfilled, for insta, if there is some law that prohibits certain
persons from admission into certain schools, hakpior restaurants. But one may also be
indirectly prevented from fulfilling one’s needs, ifor instance, one is subjected to some
condition in which one is unable to financially@ffi to meet the needs. Therefore, poverty is an
indirect hindrance to the meeting of such importae¢ds as education and healthcare. This is

why it does not make much sense to defend theatlé@edom in such cases by arguing that a
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poor person is free to access such services when stee is not in a condition that would make

having such services a matter of election on hiseompart.

Human needs can be either primary or secondaryk@0r@96, 60-63). Primary needs are those
requirements that make human life possible: wittibatn the kind of life that is understood to
be specifically human would not be possible. We easume, for example, that having
livelihood at the biological level is essential filre sustenance of any life at all. But having
humans foraging from landfills or dumpsters forveeal is not exactly what anyone expects of
humans as their regular mode of living, as thissdoa distinguish such practice from what, say,
beasts do in the wild. The difference between hwsvaard wild beasts, then, must be sought in
the mode of procuring the materials that the body needs ifersurvival, that is, in the
organization of such procurement that might incladeonly the regularity, but also the quality
of the procurement to meet the standards requarethé good of the specifically human life.

However, theanodesof meeting the needs that pertain to specificallgpnan life are not limited

to the procurement of food, although this is fundatal. We know, for example, that human
life is built around the acquisition and use ofanrged knowledge. Like food, acquisition and
use of organized knowledge guarantees human suiwian incremental scale commensurate
with the changing complexity of threats to humarnvsal from both nature and other humans.
Creation and delivery of knowledge in an organigghner in incremental levels commensurate
with human ability to comprehend and successfudiglya such acquired knowledge is therefore
a primary human need and right. In addition, we @&y reasonably, that the need for food and
education is in service of the guarantee that wesacure from threats to our lives that would
result from not being able to feed ourselves, aotbeing able to have the knowledge for
countering threats from our surroundings (Oruka6l198D-62). It follows that there must be
something greater than the specific provisipas se It is our need once we are alive that we
continue to meet these needs, in the very leasheakevels minimally required for a properly
human life. Security or protection from threatghsrefore also a primary human need (Oruka
1997, 85; Shue 1980, 20-22).

Finally, on this list, one must address the questibhow the meeting of these needs becomes a
reality for every human person whose natural irstsréney define. It would be an oxymoron to
argue that the needs are primary to human lifesgnheimans possessed the freedom to acquire

or realize them.
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Primary needs are fundamental and universal anthairbasis, are rights. This means that there
cannot possibly be any other needs that overridmtiSecondary needs, on the other hand, are
those requirements that enrich life. Although iifeuld still be possible without them, such life
would probably be only of low quality (Oruka 199H4l). In Oruka’s view, primary needs are
physical security, food, shelter, clothing, knowgedfreedom (of action and movement), health,
and sex. Sex gets onto the list as a biologicaésety for the survival of human community,
but can be viewed as a primary need only if it ianged that humans cannot survive as
individuals without community. Secondary needs aoene specific requirements that are
contingent upon the primary needs, such as, fomplg the freedom to express oneself, to
assemble with others, to have an opinion, to bgioels or areligious, to have culture, and to
have sex for pleasure (Oruka 1996, 60-63).

The classification of human needs into primary astondary is very important in two
significant ways. First, the fulfillment of primanyeeds is a priority for all human beings and
human societies, and, secondly, when there is icomfetween the fulfillment of the primary
and secondary needs, the fulfillment of primary dseenust take precedence over that of
secondary needs. Thus for Oruka, liberty can b@any or secondary depending on the needs
for which it is sought. This idea also entails faet that liberty, or lack of it, is a matter of
degree depending on the extent to which one’s nasléulfilled. Oruka outlines and explains
the freedoms that correspond to such needs. Thesecanomic freedom, political freedom,
intellectual freedom, cultural freedom, religioweddom, and sexual freedom (Oruka 1996, 64-
83), each of which comprises subordinate freedoarsvery specific ends. Of them all,
economic freedom is the most basic because, asaCemglains, it is a complex freedom
comprising, among other things, the freedom regatm the fulfillment of most of the basic
human needs such as freedom from hunger, freeddmdshelter, freedom from disease and
ill health, freedom to find work and earn incomeddreedom to use one’s earning as one

wishes.

Political freedom comprises other freedoms somevimch relate to the fulfillment of basic
needs, such as freedom of action (that is, theln@eto act according to one’s conscience) and
freedom to have education (or, freedom from ignoexnDue to its broadness, political freedom
enables the fulfillment of several other subordndéteedoms which are entailed by our
membership in communities, such as the freedomat@ lan opinion (also called freedom of
thought), freedom of expression, freedom of assgnfidedom to get the right information,
freedom to seek power, freedom to vote, and freetoimrm or belong to a political party. And

since most of these freedoms relate to the ful&hitof secondary needs, political freedom can
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be considered a secondary freedom. Most of thetibomsts of political freedom define or

articulate our civil rights. But it is also seconglao economic freedom because its effective
enjoyment is a function of economic freedom. Thenan need for the freedom to engage in
economic activities for the provision of livelihoad what leads to the need to have the
appropriate regulatory arrangements that guarartégrotect such pursuits for all, thus making
economic and political freedoms to be complementBut because it is more basic, economic
dependency is always likely to threaten and, atyidhas shown, often compromise political
freedoms. Across the globe, economic dependencg major hindrance to the effective

enjoyment of political freedom (Oruka 1996, 67-71).

Cultural freedom means the ability and opportundyelect to live according to one’s own
preferences perceived as the best ways to reagdnabtheir lives, whether in accordance with
or differently from the ways prescribed by one’s$tuxe, while still fulfilling both primary and
secondary human needs. It involves seeking whainwae consider a satisfying, gratifying, or
happy life. And being a secondary freedom, its @dies primarily in the enrichment of human
life for the practitioner, and cannot thereforeiamlly involve seeking a decadent or worse
mode of life, or life which is in total disregarfl@her people’s feelings and cultural choices. As
such, this is freedom to meet such needs as wisbitthey are that one can enjoy privately as
fulfilling to one without interference or pressufi®m others whose similar or comparable
freedoms such choices do not directly affect. Aimttesthe practice of culture takes place in
communal settings, it presupposes political freedomd demands political protection (Oruka
1996, 79-80).

Intellectual freedom, which refers to the unconegd ability to seek and practice one’s
knowledge or express one’s thought, comprises o#lated freedoms such as the freedom to
read and write, the freedom to conduct experimants research, and the freedom to practice
critigue as an inherent part of participating ie @icquisition and dissemination of knowledge.
These freedoms have been curtailed in a varietyayk by oppressive ideological governments
and movements. Across the globe, the emergenagalitarianism in the post-WW | years led
to the prescription of content of knowledge by selely banning learning resources and
herding humans into repetitive and uncreative dognitorture. Thus, both conceptually and
historically, this complex freedom implies and sgs from political freedom (Oruka 1996, 71-
74, 80).
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Religious freedom means the unconstrained abifityndividuals and groups to live according
to their own choice of religious faith driven bybalief in a supernatural being or beings; or to
live without any such belief at all as their owtioaal determination or cultural allegiance may
lead them. Since most religions claim to guide rtlagiherents towards a good life, religious
freedom entails the pursuit of the good life as rbhaydirected by one’s religious belief. This
necessarily means that religious freedom presugpaseeral of the freedoms already discussed
above, as religious belief and practice involvesediom of thought, political freedom that
provides the conducive political atmosphere fori@vand practicing the beliefs that one’s
choice of religion prescribes and, finally, culiui@edom from discrimination by those whose

beliefs one may choose not to share (Oruka 199G,776

Relatively less widespread and sometimes more @eensial than the aforementioned freedoms
is sexual freedom, or the unconstrained abilityhatright age as determined by law and reason,
to engage in sex either as a means of perpetuatidgpreserving the human species, or for
pleasure. As a drive that comes directly from kgatal make-up, the ability to satisfy one’s
sexual desire in a manner not biologically harmiéubneself or to the person with whom one
chooses to have the union, sexual freedom is aapyifteedom regardless of whether those
who engage in it want to procreate or to have pleasAlthough it is separate from others by
virtue of its specificity, it is entangled with @hfreedoms, especially cultural and religious
freedoms. Given the controversy it bears in ouefirhis also dependent upon political freedom
as a civil right. This means that effective enjoytnef sexual freedom would not be possible

where cultural freedom is lacking or severely segped (Oruka 1996, 78-80).

Oruka argues that of all the freedoms listed abegenomic freedom is the most fundamental.
In his view, one needs economic freedda)(in order to enjoy political freedonf), which in
turn provides the general umbrella protection foe €njoyment of cultural freedorkd). The
three freedoms are related and collectively cortagnother three freedoms, namely intellectual

freedom Fi), religious freedomHr), and sexual freedonfk$):

... Feis the most fundamental liberty and it remaingeassary condition fafp
which in turn becomes a condition féc andFc in turn is necessary for the three
liberties,Fi, Fr andFs. These three liberties are independent of onehenoDne
does not, for example, need sexual freedom in otdeexercise intellectual
freedom and vice versa. Similarly, no intellectaakexual freedom is necessary
for those seeking religious freedom; religious n®akd nuns are, for example,
often freer and happier living in exclusion fromcéés that encourage intellectual
or sexual tastes (Oruka 1996, 80).
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Thus the issue of freedom is a central theme irk®suphilosophical reflections. He did not

believe that making a distinction between meneg¢diom and social freedom was of much help.
For him, mental freedom is only an aspect of sdceddom, because it can never be exercised
independently of certain social conditions that enaks execution possible. Such social
conditions necessarily affect intellectual practiaed vice versa. In other words, freedom is
never sought for its own sake but for ends othan ikself such as to fulfill certain human needs.
One is free only to the extent to which the ne@dlsahich freedom is sought are fulfilled. But
given that human needs are either basic or secpndaris freedom basic or secondary.
Freedoms sought to fulfill basic needs are basedoms, while freedoms sought to fulfill
secondary needs are secondary freedoms. Orukddteer@nceives freedom as necessarily
social, that is, relational. Its enjoyment entaidgts and obligations (Oruka 1996, 9-10, 59-63,
88).

The State of Freedom in Africa

Although the above list and description of freeddmase a tinge of a critique of the colonial

universe to them, Oruka’s preoccupation with freedeas probably even more motivated by
what he regarded as the deplorable state of freedguostcolonial Africa. It was his view that

there was not much use of talking about freedoneasipeople - ordinary citizens - were
conscious of being free. Awareness of one’s freedonrights is pivotal, because doing must
always begin with one’s self awareness as an ag®ttjs, an unconstrained actor. Secondly,
this consciousness must entail one’s awarenessvefa things: of the conceptual and practical
needs for which freedom is sought; of the prioatian of these needs; of those factors that

hinder freedom; and, finally, of the need to remthem:

To be conscious of freedom is to be conceptually @mactically aware of those
elements, physical and social, that deny one fr@ediois to be conscious of the
need to remove such elements as a necessity foretisation of freedom.
Hence, to be fully conscious of freedom is to basoious of all those factors
that hinder freedom (Oruka 1996, 87).

One will then not be sufficiently conscious of fieen when one mixes up
primary and secondary freedoms: when one opts $ecandary freedom instead
of opting for a primary freedom. On the basis @ tonfusion one demands, say,
a television set instead of a sanitation gadgetaminstead of a house, the
opportunity to excel in the culture of a “mastecaainstead of the indigenous
ability to remove the social-cultural base thatpg¢éwates racism, one demands
the removal of a colonial governor while leavingauthed the removal of the
colonial medal decoration - one demamaditical independence but leaves out
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economic or cultural independence. One is inspired by noulf Hruth
Nkrumahian maxim, ‘seek ye first political kingdasnd all else will be added
unto thee’ (Oruka 1996, 88).

The fundamental question raised in the passagesabavhether African nationalists who led
the struggle against colonialism were sufficierdbnscious of the implications of the freedom
for which they struggled. It seemed to Oruka thastof them had not developed an adequate
consciousness of freedom, namely, that the pdlidod cultural freedoms that they so loudly
advocated entailed the other freedoms as listeddasdribed above, or that the political and
cultural freedoms would themselves not be viablesensible enough without an effective
economic freedom. Without economic freedom, piorfsfeican leaders had not won any real
freedom to bring home or to be proud of, thus Igrégaving African peoples as illustrations of
the old adage that “you are what you eat”. Africauntries are yet to realize that failure to
control their economic resources is one single ambstto having genuine freedom and
independence (Oruka 1996, 87-89; 1997, 106-107).

Political freedom cannot be an end in itself. Agartant as it may be, it is merely a gate to
other freedoms which describe practical self-detestion in the lives of the citizens of a
nation, including their freedom to put in place alitcal order and leadership of their
preference. It is obvious that Oruka drafted théesmdor these views in the period of great
political upheaval in Africa, probably in the yeamswhich the last of the draconian African
rulers were trying their best to cling to power foghlessly suppressing citizens’ freedoms and
violating human rights with impunity. In his ownuwary, Kenya, academicians had become a
politically endangered species in the last decddPamiel arap Moi’'s dictatorship, academic
innovativeness had been dealt a death blow, andebbacademic profession was increasingly
equatable with a suicidal tendency. As disconteith Wloi's dictatorship grew, his (Moi’s)
removal was widely viewed as Kenya’'s second libenatand the view that there was need for
the removal of similar regimes in Africa spreadotigh the continent. In the light of these
developments, especially where the suppressiorcadeanic freedom symbolized the highest
political achievement of the dictators, Oruka’deefions were inevitably directed at reassessing
whether political freedom from colonial control hageant anything to anyone in the new

nations. Oruka himself puts it thus:

There is no doubt that many of the people involwvethe liberation struggles see
the end of those struggles simply as a matter wingr away the colonial or
racist administration and taking over the officesated by the colonial regime.
When they take over they expect to run the cownirnethe same style as the
former colonial regime except, however, where thegect that the benefits will
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be to themselves and to the fellow Africans. If sinetypes of people are
persuaded that national liberation is somethingentban the mere removal of a
colonial regime, they must need to know the end oftional liberation - they
must need to know and practice the ideology onbmss of which their post-
colonial nation will be organised.... Otherwise tleple will, when the colonial
regime is removed, find themselves unable to knohatwto do with the
“liberated” country. They will also find that, théhave no need and reason to
unite. The consequences are neo-colonialism, isibalsectionalism, corruption,
inefficiency and power struggles (Oruka 1996, 109).

Pervasive neo-colonialism, tribalism, corruptiord grersistent internal conflicts and wars are
real hindrances to the enjoyment of greater freetoAfrica. Without seriously addressing the
issue of freedom, Oruka argued, real social deveét would most likely continue to elude
African people. Oruka explains: “This ‘completeKkaaf idealism’ on the part of leaders makes
them have little concern for their state and itsifet and they become poor representatives of the
masses. They are representatives of the peopladbuor the people” (Oruka 1996, 102). An
ideology is very important in showing people theiabvalues and ideals by and for which they
should live. Yet, at independence, many Africatestdacked explicit ideological frameworks to
guide their politics. Leaders who advocated andtad the so-called African socialism were
often incoherent or inconsistent (Oruka 1996, 102)1

To undercut Africans’ yearning for freedom, coldniagimes in Africa propagated the myth
that colonialism did not underdevelop Africa thrbugxploitation, but that Africa was already
long underdeveloped before colonialism arrived,olvhis why, in their view, it fell easily and
quickly to colonialism. On the contrary, therefotlegey would argue, colonialism was meant to
develop Africa (Oruka 1996, 89). The resulting idgy of domination based on the practice of
Africans’ economic dependency further led, as weeallicated by the leading scholars of the
new analytical—critical framework of political ecamy, to the polarization between the
countries of the north and the so-called “undertigpeel countries”. The misleading impression
one gets from these economic theorizations of tyisgothat the colonial countries were already
fully developed themselves and needed no more dewant, while the so-called
“underdeveloped” countries were the ones that reeatl/elopment at the behest of those
already developed. As a result, the colonial coemtwere purportedly benefactors rather than
exploiters. Yet, as Oruka explains, no country verefully developed such that it needs no
further improvements in the lives of its peopleiroithe kind of knowledge from which these
improvements accrue. On the contrary, the so-cédtlegeloped” countries have continued to
depend on their former colonies for material suggplio their industries as well as for the local
knowledge that accompany the preparation of thestenmls (Oruka 1997, 108-113).
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Oruka further explains that development cannot ¢pgated with material well-being to the
exclusion of other forms of freedom. Rather, a ¢ours fully developed if and only if all the
freedoms are fully enjoyed by every citizen: “If il a nation, the concepN‘is developed
means that in N the people have their economicsantb-cultural needs fully satisfied, i.e., that
in N one has all the social freedoms such as ecmnqguulitical, cultural, intellectual, religious
and sexual freedoms”(Oruka 1997, 95). But “If Nieation, the concepil‘is underdeveloped’
means that in N the people have their economicsac-cultural needs inadequately satisfied,
i.e., that in N, the people do not sufficiently baall the social freedoms such as economic,
political, cultural, intellectual, religious and xaml freedoms” (Oruka 1997, 113). Thus
according to Oruka’s conception of development,coantry is or can be fully developed, as

development is a complex and ever continuing places

Oruka explains that due to lack of economic freedtima postcolonial condition remains one
that is defined by a relationship of persistentgadge. Instead of acting free, African countries
have continued to look up to their former colontadsters for advice and direction, a condition
that greatly undermines any chance of autonomysatfeletermination (Oruka 1996, 96-99). In
Oruka’s words, “African nationalists and leadersevilius made to see the necessity of adapting
all their needs to those of the metropolitan centr€heir economies, cultures, political
constitutions, etc. were allowed to be the sagdlliof the metropolitan centres” (Oruka 1996,
97). Thus it was Oruka’s view that even after peditindependence Africa continues to suffer
pervasive abject poverty and persistent civil dotslwith their attendant untold suffering and
unnecessary loss of human life. This raises theeis# the very meaning of freedom and

independence, and the extent to which such vahgesuarently enjoyed in Africa.

According to Oruka, there are in the current Afnigaolitical experience two ways in

which the philosophical truth that “the independeastfree meets its antithesis. One is
the now widespread realisation that most of thacAfr republics (though regarded as
independent states) are, with respect to the folwokmial powers, sovereign but not
free. The other is that the post-independence agasg among many African peoples,
that for them independence has not eradicated ¢beoenic and cultural servitude

brought by the colonialists; and they further olssethat even the colonial political

servitude which independence did destroy had beyglaced by another form of political

servitude (Oruka 1996, 99-100).
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Oruka thought that the need for attention to thendiw good was more acute in Africa where,

due to rampant human rights abuses, most countessrved to be called African Republics of
Inhumanity and Death (ARID):

The value of human life in ARID is below the minimuemanded by humanity,
and intolerable to any normal human consciencee isfhard and godless; it is
“brutish, nasty and short.” Thus ARID is completalfgd when the question of
humanism is raised. There is no single humanist itheit. And worse still, there
is no philosophy or ideology coming to it eitheorfr within or without that
would help liberate the people. Frantz Fanon sasvahong time ago - the great
danger to Africa is the absence of ideology (OrL887, 143).

A look at Africa today confirms that the situatioepresented by the acronym invented by
Oruka, ARID, continues to characterize life in maklyican countries. Many people are still
being maimed, killed or turned into refugees witbmacross the borders of their countries by
interstate or intrastate wars, while many otheesrandered destitute by famine and preventable
diseases. In some cases, these problems are ¢t disult of actions by governments or arise
from government-sponsored violence on their ownpfgeowhile in others they have resulted
from the apathy of people in government. It is igranacceptable that some individuals and
institutions should be allowed to cause death arftersng, either directly or indirectly by
deliberately declining to prevent the causal coodg of the plight of the very people they are

supposed to protect and lead.

The State of Freedom: A Global Perspective

According to Oruka, lack of true freedom is notAdrican peculiarity. Because poverty remains
a crucial cause of loss of true freedom, the spoégmbverty across the globe carries unfreedom
with it, making poor people everywhere the subj@ttsnanipulation by the nations on whose
finances their economies depend. Despite the diftedlegrees of dependency, much of the so-
called global South, where most of the world’s ptig, suffers from inadequacy of freedom,
or limited freedom, if you wish. And of them allfricans have the least amount of freedom
despite supplying the highest percentage of theralatesources and raw materials that drive the
economies of the rich nations. In his article, “festements of Philosophy and One Current
Practical Necessity for Mankind” (1987/1988), Orukad argued that the enjoyment of the
basic freedoms, as we outlined earlier in this pg@ruka 1996), is one of the practical
necessities of human life. This article appearshapter 9 in his boolgractical Philosophy: In
Search of an Ethical Minimud997) under a slightly different title. There \ngtes:
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In human life there are certain needs whose fudfiiimis a condition for the
survival of the human species and for any meanirgg&ative action. Such needs
have basic socio-eco-biotic characteristics. Ara/tare what | wish to refer to
here as the practical necessities of human lifactnal life they have to do with
the necessities for (i) biological/physical humaurvssal, (i) freedom from
abject ignorance and (iii)) a certain minimum ofndig for persons and races.
The fulfilment of such necessities is a priorityatiprecedes all thought and all
philosophy (Oruka 1997, 99).

The necessity to have these needs met cannot lpecst any debate, and denying them to
anyone or any group would amount to threatening trexy survival (Oruka 1997, 100-102).

Therefore, he argued, eradication of world povéatyect or absolute poverty) is the obligation
of all capable human beings, and hence a concemumfanity as a whole. He believed that
philosophers had a special moral mission to adteuthis basic duty of all to each other and to
the human race. To complete its mission, philosdms/to extend its functions to the ethics of
human life and the conditions for the improvemehthe world for human existence. This

concern calls for philosophers to help reorganisé mationalise the available knowledge in
order to improve human understanding and the welédrmankind. And here lies the moral

mission of philosophy. In our times it is more urg¢han the concern, say, to develop new

methods for solving classical metaphysical parad@@guka 1997, 99).

It is the search for such principles that Orukatlpaattempts in the article “Parental Earth
Ethics”, which later appears as book chapters (@896, 111-121; Oruka 1997, 146-151).
The article was first published in 1993 in the dalQuest(Vol. VI, No. 1 June) as a response
to an article by Garrett Hardin, “Lifeboat Ethicehe Case Against Helping the Poor” (Sterba
1997, 78-8). In arguing against the rich helping fpoor, Oruka countered, Hardin fails to
explain the dependency of the richer countrieshef global North on the so-called “poor
countries” of the South for the sources of theialtte The amassing of wealth by the North has
not been a unilateral venture, and the deliberaseuring of the contributions of the South leads
to the false impression that the North owes nothimghose countries from which they have
sucked the resources on which Northern economipgsmnde The issue is, therefore in Oruka’s
view, not just one of recognition, but indeed of thstribution of the end products. Oruka aptly

points out this shortcoming in Hardin’s argumenbag others.

In “Parental Earth Ethics”, Oruka observes that fiving conditions of most African
populations, and the populations of the global Boate not only in deplorable states, but are
also likely to worsen. Most of the people in thesgions live below the poverty line that

inhibits them from living at the level of minimunequirements commensurate with human
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dignity as per the definition of freedom outlinedose. To rectify these anomalies, Oruka

proposes an ethical principle for distributing vdortesources that would guarantee the
enjoyment of the fundamental human rights as ammim requirement of universal justice. He
referred to this principle as the ethics of thentigp a human minimum. This is the right to
which every human being is entitled because itn@sfithose conditions upon which human life
separates from the lives of brutes: it gives eveeythe basis for demanding the fulfillment of
those needs upon which this difference dependidrsense, the principle goes beyond merely
requiring the recognition and respect for the fundatal rights of other human beings. The
right to a human minimum refers to those needs @ahitiman being must fulfill to live as a
person, that is, with the basic freedoms we desdréarlier as entitlements (Oruka 1997, 83-88,
146-150).

The Human Minimum

Most theorists of rights agree that demanding teens under specific rights is rationally
defensible. For example, according to Henry Shéeright provides a basis for a justified
demand. If a person has a particular right, theadehthat the enjoyment of the substance of the
right be socially guaranteed is justified by goedsons, and the guarantees ought, therefore, to
be provided” (Shue 1980, 13).

Human rights are moral rights, thus they may notebérceable by law. Their appeal is
however not weakened by that fact. They acquirer tappeal from the prevailing moral
principles and beliefs, and are promoted as theés lmasd goal of social and political orders.
Thus, according to some philosophers, Oruka indutieey are neither the function of nor the
basis for benevolence or charity (Edwards 1967; $&8e 1980, 14; Oruka 1997, 89). They are
tied to an understanding of the basic requiremehts specifically human life that must attend
to its dignity (Kucuradi 1982, 47-48). Thereforeyialation of a human right is a threat either to
human survival or dignity. To have a right is tavd@n adequate justification why the substance
of the right ought to be granted (Shue 1980, 18yd&tds writes:

A man with a right has no reason to be gratefuhtobenefactors; he has ground
for grievance when it is denied. The concept prpssps a standard below which
it is intolerable that a human being should falbtjust in the way that cruelty to

an animal is not to be tolerated but, rather, thehan deprivations affront some
ideal conception of what a human life ought to ike,la conception of human

excellence. It is on the face of it unjust that eamen enjoy luxuries while others
are short of necessities, and to call some intéugsties and others necessities is
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implicitly to place them in an order of prioriti@s claims. Upsetting that order
then demands to be justified (Edwards 1967, 199).

It is Edwards’ view that except under justifiablecamstances, the pursuit of basic human needs
ought to take precedence over that of secondaryg trad are merely sources of enrichment.
This ought to be the case at both the individual societal levels, because basic rights define
the lower limit of a decent human life. Oruka cdhiss limit the human minimum (Oruka 1997,
87), while Shue calls it the moral minimum. Thisnimium, in Shue’s words, “concerns the
least that every person can demand and the lestst\tbry person, every government, and every
corporation must be made to do” (Shue 1980, plw).have a right is to have or enjoy the
substance of the right (Oruka 1997, 86). But whes mot within one’s ability to provide for the
substance of a right, one is justified to demarat #ome other person or persons make some

arrangements so that one will still be able to gtij@ substance of the right (Shue 1980, 16).

As earlier noted, basic human needs include phlysezaurity and subsistence (Shue 1980, 20-
24). Physical security includes such needs as grotefrom harm or threats of it in any form,
including subjection to death, mayhem, rape orwdssaubsistence includes needs for adequate
food, adequate shelter, adequate clothing, unmallatr, unpolluted water, basic healthcare,
freedom of movement, and access to knowledge (OtQR&, 60-61; Sterba 1991, 113). It was
Oruka’s view that everyone needs these goods @iseaqua norfor human survival (Oruka
1996, 62-63)Basic needs are therefore those requirements thstt Ine satisfied in order not to
seriously endanger one’s health and sanity (St#894, 108). They form the necessary content
of the right to life, in agreement with Sterba’swithat one’s right to life “would most plausibly
be interpreted as a right to receive those goodsresources that are necessary for satisfying
her basic needs” (Sterba 1991, 108). The righfead therefore analytically equivalent to what
Oruka calls the right to a human minimum (Oruka 7,987-88). Being basic, this right is
absolute, and therefore an inherent necessityh@renjoyment of other rights. According to
Shue (1980, 26-27), the enjoyment of any othertrgglesupposes this right to life. This also
means that the right to life, or the human minimeamnot be limited (restricted), compromised
or overridden by any other consideration, nor ke/eéhjoyment of any other right (Oruka 1997,
88; Savci 1982, 61).

Any attempt to limit, compromise or override oneght to life to a level below the human
minimum becomes a threat to one’s health or saaityl therefore a threat to one’s natural
rights, namely, the rights that are inextricabtarirwhat it means to be human. If this happened,

one would be unable to exercise one’s reason anduct oneself as a moral agent (human
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person). In such a situation, one would be foreeddt on one’s instinct. Such a person is not

reasonably and morally expected to respect any daflany other person (Shue 1980, 29-30).
But even if such a person wanted to respect thesigf other people, that is, to behave morally,
he or she would not be able to do so because hisroonly preoccupation would be his or her

own survival.

Thus according to Oruka, the right to a human mimmis the basis for a justified demand by
anybody that the world (not just his society) Haes duty to guarantee that he is not denied the
chance to live a life of minimum good health; ahdwd he or she find himself or herself in a
situation where this right is denied, he or shikily to be tempted to disregard his or her own
moral obligations toward others, and society ahalavwill have no adequate moral ground for
expecting him or her to respect anybody else’strighanything, including those rights that are
protected by the principles of territorial sovergigand national supererogation (Oruka 1997,
88). Being universal, the right to a human minimummposes obligations that transcend
territorial, national, racial, or religious boungar (Oruka 1997, 87). As Shue aptly put it, “Basic
rights, ..., are everyone’s minimum reasonable demaipon the rest of humanity. They are the
rational basis for justified demands the denialvbfch no self-respecting person can reasonably
be expected to accept” (Shue 1980, T®e right to a human minimum is therefore a uniakrs
right possessed by every person as a human beedpéS1991, 108).

We can reinforce the rationale for the universdigaltion to promote the human minimum by
appealing to Singer’s moral argument for assistiregabsolutely poor. In so doing, we would be
assuming that living in absolute or abject povestynalytically equivalent to living a human
life that is below the human minimum, unless thereevidence to the contrary. Singer’s
argument runs as follows: If one can prevent somgthad without sacrificing anything of
greater or equal comparable moral significance them ought to do it. Absolute poverty is a
bad thing. And there is some absolute poverty ehatcan prevent without sacrificing anything
of greater or equal comparable moral significarideerefore, such a person ought to prevent
some absolute poverty. Singer argues that whendhegeople allow the poor to suffer and die
when they themselves can prevent such sufferingdaadh, they actually engage in reckless
homicide for which they are morally blameable (®in§997, 90-91).

Humanism and the Right to a Human Minimum

Given the moral nature of human rights, Oruka tinbugat philosophers had the primary duty
to concern themselves with their promotion, espigcid define and explain them as the
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ultimate goal of any social and political order. bielieved that moral approaches to solving
current problems in the world are superior, and lddee far more effective than military
options. All scholars, but philosophers especiablyght to take it as their duty to help in the
search for the moral solutions to world problentie most urgent of which he identified as
abject poverty and conflict, particularly the presfs of a nuclear war. Philosophers, he
believed, can help in the search for permanentisokito the threats to humanity that emanate
from these problems by giving both descriptive gmdscriptive attention to the content of
human good. In other words, moral good, not miitanight, will guarantee security for
mankind (Oruka 1997, 132-133).

The right to a human minimum is therefore the bematk for humanism. In “Philosophy and

humanism in Africa”, a paper first published in 89&And reprinted as a chapter in his book,
Practical Philosophy: In Search of an Ethical Minim (1997), Oruka defines humanism as the
positive quality, security and well-being of humexistence as either individual or collective
life (Oruka 1997,139). He thought of humanism asideal which is attainable through, yet

greater than, the sum of the contents of a humaimmm. It is the ultimate end toward which

the endeavors defined in the human minimum shoitd @ruka argued that humanism is the
ultimate moral good that is served by the attairnnoérthe subservient goods like happiness,
freedom, duty, power, perfection, self-realizatibnowledge, and faith in God:

Take for example, the standard of happiness. Happirs not real unless it is a
result or a symbol of the good and true quality aedurity of one’s life.
Happiness derived for instance, from stolen goada sweet poison cannot be
real happiness. Like happiness, freedom is not +éalis meaningless and
dangerous- if it is not in line with the qualitycasecurity of one’s life. Freedom
of destitute, slave or madman cannot be real fir@eddkewise, the possession of
power is futile and undesirable unless it guarantbe security of he who has it
and those on behalf of whom it is possessed anatiegd ... (Oruka 1997, 139-
140).

Although “Philosophy and Humanism in Africa” wasitten in 1978, the ideas articulated
therein, such as collective responsibility for gfremotion of the human good in Africa and the
world in general, have only recently moved to thater of philosophical reflections worldwide.
The solution to the rampant lack of social jusigcéo make respect for human rights as defined
in the idea of the human minimum a globally enfatile objective of all governments
organizations, and individuals. All governments tbk world, and all organizations and
individuals of good moral reason should recogniespect, and act at all times to promote for
all the right to a human minimum as an absolute amdersal right. Ensuring its universal

enjoyment should be an obligation of all governmagatganizations, or individual persons who
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have the means, and its beneficiaries should bey@ve regardless of national, ideological,

racial or religious affiliations.

It should be pointed out that Oruka’s discontenthvathnophilosophy, a dominant feature of
philosophical practice by African scholars duringet first few decades of political

independence, was due to his belief that the momem&as not capable of rising to the

challenges of the new realities in Africa. He there frequently talked with disappointment

about the lack in Africa of philosophical thouglmdapractice that could help liberate its people
from the prevailing political acts of inhumanityy Bontrast, he believed, a critical tradition of
philosophy would help by first analyzing the preseleplorable conditions of human existence
in Africa, and then prescribing the minimum moralogd that ought to be met by all African

governments and states as a condition of theitinegcy (Oruka 1997, 138-140, 144). What is
more, Oruka’s inception of the “Sage philosophy eraent” and his insistence that the ordinary
person had important critical ideas worthy of p&diphical consideration by professional
philosophers was meant first and foremost to etlaseacademics’ imaginary and self-imposed
bifurcation of human experience in which they ththkt they tread a world removed from that
of the people with whom they share the same paljteconomic, linguistic, and other important

cultural factors that promote thought (see Oruka1}9

In addition, Oruka proposed the formation of anamigation for the promotion of humanism in
Africa (OPHA) by African and Afro-Asian philosopse(Oruka 1997, 144). He considered the
need to address the poor state of humanism in aAtilaicbe so urgent that the formation of
OPHA to promote critical philosophy necessary tsrinitiation and nurturing could not wait

only for long-term solutions (Oruka 1997, 144). OPtould have the function, among others,
of promoting critical philosophical thinking andauation of the social and moral order in the
various African states. It would also define thenimum moral good below which no state
could go without meeting with continental and gllolbandemnation and excommunication
(Oruka 1997, 144).

Furthermore, Oruka proposed the formation of a d@vagbvernment - the government of
humanity - to check on the conditions that not otilgeaten human survival but also limit
human freedom (Oruka 1997, 126-133), akin to whaitis. P. Pojman later called for (Pojman
2006, chapter 2). Such a world government oughatee the mandate and ability to oversee and
enforce the right to a human minimum, even if d@ngequires that it overrides the sovereignty
of some nations (Oruka 1997, 133; Pojman 2006, 56-5
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Obstacles to the Enjoyment of the Right to a HumaiMinimum

Among the obstacles on the path to universal hunagpiness is the mismanagement of world
resources. Experts tend to agree that there is thareenough wealth in the world to support
every human being currently existing to live abée human minimum. For example, in the
1990s a number of scholars asserted that the wmdduces sufficient goods and other
resources to meet the cost of satisfying the humammum of every existing person in their
respective societies (see for examples Sterba 1991:115; Singer 1997, 86-87). According to
Sterba, “it has been projected that if all the Erdénds were optimally utilized a population of
between 38 and 48 billion people could be suppbdriBterba 1991, 115). On his part, Singer
observed that “The world does produce enough fddakeover the poor nations themselves
could produce far more if they made use of improagucultural techniques” (Singer 1997, 87).
In Singer’s view, the fundamental problem is witle Wistribution of wealth. There is need, he
observed, to transfer some wealth from the riclu@ft) nations and individuals to the poor
ones (Singer 1997, 87). If this were to happemetheould also be need to transfer improved

technologies to the poor nations to enable theaptwnally utilize their resources.

According to Oruka, however, there are at least twajor obstacles to the worldwide
distribution of wealth and enjoyment of the rightat human minimum that need urgent attention
and international cooperation. They are:
() The principle and current practice of internatiojuatice.
(i) Ignorance of the nature of the basic rights andctireesponding universal obligations
(Oruka 1997, 83-85).

Oruka explains that the principle of national sepegation states that a people having territorial
sovereignty have a right over its resources and daayhatever it wishes with its possessions.
As a corollary of the principle of territorial saeggnty, this principle exonerates a state from
any moral blame if “it remains indifferent to theads of those outside its borders, however
needy and starving such people may be” (Oruka 189y, If a state decides to help those
outside its borders, it will be understood, on ltlasis of this principle, that such an act is purely
an act of charity and it has absolute right totketconditions of the help and to demand praise
for such help.

It is therefore evident that the current practiéenternational justice is inconsistent with the

demands of the right to a human minimum that imposkligation on all people who are
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capable, regardless of their race or country, smenthe enjoyment of the right for those unable

to ensure it for themselves. It seems, therefdrat there is need to formulate an adequate
ethical rationale and blueprint for the just dlsmtion of global resources among earth’s
inhabitants, and by which the demands of globaligasmay override those of international

justice in case the two are in conflict (Oruka 1983-90, 130-132, 147-150).

The other obstacle to humanism is ignorance oh#tare of human rights as occupying a place
of priority above all other interests. An understiag of the nature of basic rights would lead to
an appreciation of their universal correspondingjgations. Such appreciation would cause
people to become aware of their duties to humaasty whole. The presence of this obstacle
also explains the persistence of certain barresgecially those serving political purposes, such
as the failure of some governments to give priotatythe allocation of their resources to the
provision of basic human needs, or their unwillieg® to intervene where other, errant
governments blatantly violate the fundamental gglf their citizens, which inhibit the
realization of the right to a human minimum and laarem in the world. Criticism of the failure
of European and American governments to intervenprévent the now infamous genocidal
outbreak in Rwanda until it was far too late tovera the death of more than eight hundred
thousand people is a case in point. Similar fagureCentral Europe and in the Darfur Region
of Sudan have also been recorded as grave morapdiistal shortcomings that have led to

unnecessary loss of human lives.

Oruka observed that people need to be educatetieodangers of fear, greed and irrational
pride (Oruka 1997, 133-134) as the breeders ofgantam and conflict in the world. He argued
that fear is perhaps the leading cause of wargdbas@erceived differences of class, tribe, race,
and gender. For him, class ideology, tribalismisra¢ and sexism are not only impediments to
human freedom, but also the cause of much of husu#iaring and loss of life in our time, and

their origin is traceable to lack of sound moraleation.

Furthermore, Oruka pointed out that greed, asmdisfrom ambition, is also a threat to human
freedom and survival. Greed motivates one to anpassessions regardless of, and at the
expense of, other people’s well-being. Any persomowbears this character trait hardly
appreciates the moral imperative to help thosesgdnIf it is not checked, or if it is allowed to
pass as ambition, greed becomes a definite obsitadlee discharge of responsibility towards
the realization of the right to a human minimum. tBis account, greed is evidently unjust
(Oruka 1997, 134).
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Irrational pride, in Oruka’s view, is also a vick.prevents people from developing moral
empathy and therefore blinds them from recognizinty toward other people. Oruka believed
that it is irrational pride that sustains misuseoiver of any kind and the quest for dominance
of one nation over another, as happened in theafdSarope’s colonial conquest of most of the
rest of the world and her subsequent ideologicabnemic and military domination thereof
(Oruka 1997, 134).

Conclusion

In both life and profession, Oruka was a champibthose who were marginalized from what
contemporary academic opinion deemed to be worthytheoretical consideration. His
humanism is therefore not limited to the claim that should all take suffering seriously, but
also includes the realisation that there must Ineetioing wrong with our sense of honesty if on
the one hand we want to recognize our indebteditegmch other for all those matters that
define us as members of a community while, at #raestime, also claiming that it is a just
society which leaves everyone to his or her owe tacause each one has only himself or
herself, or its own people in the case of a stehe primary objects of their social and moral
responsibility. Oruka in fact believed, as | haned to show, that it is the latter attitude that i
to blame for contemporary global conflicts. His iios can therefore be viewed as a warning to
the world that the dictatorship of the elite, whegtby education, political position, wealth, and
other assumed positions of privilege over the nmaigied and suffering majority, cannot
sustain world peace for long. As such, “promotiegge by fighting poverty” can no longer be a
mere slogan. Building community by taking care atte other must be the surer way ( Oruka
1997, 100-101). Moreover, Oruka believed that deamcis one of the means for overcoming
conflict and other threats to human survival andediom. He saw the enhancement of
democracy as part of the moral duty of all towdrd promotion of the human good in the

context of the human minimum:

Perhaps by the turn of the century there will baesv rebirth of the global
democratic spirit. It is now a moral duty for ptstiphers and the scholars of
humanity the world over to study the state of theglvand suggest how a new
and sustaining global democratic spirit can be §Gmuka 1997, 136).
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