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Phi losophers i n A f r i c a have been on the 

defensive for quite some t ime. They have 

been told that phi losophy is irrelevant, or 

a l u x u r y , o n the c o n t i n e n t . W i t h i n 

academia, phi losophy departments are cut 

or never emphas ized i n the f i rs t p lace . 

Some of th is c r i t i c i s m , 1 t h ink , is just 

a n o t h e r v e r s i o n o f c u t t i n g out the 

humani t ies i n favor of the sciences and 

other f i e lds more di rect ly related to jobs, 

a reduct ive move that is also on the rise i n 

the U . S . , Canada and Europe as we l l as 

A f r i c a . 

S u c h stereotypes of the d r eaming , do-

n o t h i n g p h i l o s o p h e r c a n be f o u n d 

thousands of years ago, i n Aris tophanes ' 

satire of Socrates i n The Clouds. Such 

perceptions continue. In a second-year 

student paper here at Universi ty of Na i rob i , 

a s t u d e n t c o m p a r e s J o h n M u i r ' s 

environmenta l phi losophy wi th that of H . 

O d e r a O r u k a . T h e s tudent e x p l a i n s , 

"Compared to John M u i r , Odera O r u k a is 

seen to have f a l l en short where it mattered 

m o s t . E t h i c a l t h o u g h t w i t h o u t 

c o r r e s p o n d i n g p o l i t i c a l ac t ion is of no 

a v a i l . " Mui r ' s love of nature was translated 

into the founding of the Sierra C l u b , wh ich 

act ively works to protect the environment. 

In contrast, what has Odera O r u k a done? 

H e l d a few conferences, wrote and edited 

a few books - a l l words, of course.^ Th i s 

is the k i n d of argument that can lay low 

the most a c c o m p l i s h e d of a c a d e m i c s , 

i n c l u d i n g ourselves, probably. 

Odera O r u k a seems an u n l i k e l y target for 

c r i t ic i sms of i rrelevance. Cer ta in ly he d id 

not i n d u l g e i n i v o r y - t o w e r i s m ; he fel t 

passionately about the plight of common 

people and the poor, and was ready to 

challenge global systems that perpetuated 

s u c h mis t rea tment . P h i l o s o p h e r s l i k e 

Odera O r u k a have responded, not only 

because they were chal lenged by skeptics 

to do so, but because l i v i n g i n this wor ld 

w i t h one's eyes opened to rea l i ty , one 

cannot help to see suffer ing and in jus t ice , 

and feel compel led to do something about 

it.^ But the question is always, how best 

to r e s p o n d ? We c a n i m a g i n e that 

ph i losophers , l i k e so many others, can 

engage themselves i n causes i n their spare 

t i m e , as do any j o b h o l d e r s . B u t the 

challenge is , how to do so f ru i t f u l l y as a 

philosopher, not just as a ci t izen? What 

spec ia l sk i l l s can the phi losopher b r ing to 

this situation? 

Lansana K e i t a wrote an essay, wh ich Odera 

O r u k a i n c l u d e d i n his Sage Ph i losophy 

b o o k that c o u l d be i n t e r p r e t e d as a 

challenge to the Sage Ph i losophy project. 

K e i t a states, " I f the pursuit of research in 

tradit ional A f r i c a n thought is to serve the 

narrow purpose of proving to others that 

' A f r i c a n s knew how to think consistently 

before co lon ia l t imes, ' and that ' A f r i c a n 

world views were not inherently irrational.* 

then it is d i f f i cu l t to see how this debate 

could have any great impact on the current 

transformations t ak ing p lace in A f r i c a n 

society." '^ K e i t a sugges ts that w h i l e 

academic debates such as this can be 

afforded i n affluent European universi t ies . 

A f r i c a n un ive r s i t i e s s h o u l d i d e a l l y be 

pursuing a more pract ical goal. It is a mark 
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of Odera Oruka's open-mindedness that he 

takes his c r i t ics seriously. In fact whi le 

found ing the study of Sage Phi losophy, he 

h i m s e l f has not omitted his own cr i t ics . I 

th ink that the reason he inc ludes K e i t a i n 

h is co l l ec t ion is because he th inks that 

K e i t a has a v a l i d c r i t i c i sm. 

So, what does K e i t a think that philosophers 

should do instead? A s he expla ins , "The 

theoret icians of phi losophy i n an A f r i c a n 

context must attempt to construct a modern 

A f r i c a n phi losophy wi th the notion that its 

f o r m u l a t i o n w o u l d be gea red towards 

h e l p i n g i n the development of a modern 

A f r i c a n c iv i l iza t ion ." '* K e i t a is already 

c o n v i n c e d tha t A f r i c a m u s t b e c o m e 

modern and technologica l , and not turn 

" b a c k w a r d " to look ing at traditions unless 

i t i s to h e l p one to go f o r w a r d . S u c h 

presupposi t ions permeate most literature 

on d e v e l o p m e n t a n d was the r e i g n i n g 

ideology i n the development f i e l d for many 

d e c a d e s , e s p e c i a l l y the 1 9 5 0 s to the 

1970s. Bu t K e i t a th inks that technology 

alone is not neutral and not always he lp fu l . 

Instead there is a need for phi losophers 

to, "assist i n the constant d iscuss ion of the 

opt imal set of value judgments and cul tural 

assumptions that soc ia l i nd iv idua l s must 

make to take the fu l les t advantage of the 

s u m of sc ien t i f i c knowledge available."^ 

K e i t a saw the ph i lo sophe r as someone 

engaged i n c r i t i c a l analysis , and therefore 

"less paradigm-bound than colleagues i n 

the soc ia l sc iences , more i n c l i n e d to see 

how the par t icu lar fi ts into the universa l — 

to see the w h o l e p i c t u r e . " F o r these 

reasons K e i t a thought of the phi losopher 

as not bound to one narrow d i s c ip l i ne , but 

ins tead engaged i n s tudying "economic 

theory, p o l i t i c a l theory, h is tor iography, 

anthropology and the other sc iences of 

h u m a n behavior."^ 

That Odera O r u k a takes Keita 's chal lenge 

to heart is seen i n his essay first pub l i shed 

i n 1989, "The Ph i losophy of Fore ign A i d : 

A Q u e s t i o n of the R i g h t to a H u m a n 

M i n i m u m . " Seeing the phi losopher as an 

o m b u d s m a n of so r t s , he ag rees tha t 

economic theories should not be left to the 

e c o n o m i s t s . A s he e x p l a i n s at t he 

beginning of his essay, 

A f e w c a u t i o n a r y r e m a r k s a re 

necessary i f this paper is to l i m i t the 

severe censure that it i s l i k e l y to 

a t t r a c t . T h e s e r e m a r k s a re 

part icularly a imed at specialists i n the 

f i e l d of economics . In modern t imes 

i t a p p e a r s tha t m a i n s t r e a m 

profess iona l economis ts treat the i r 

subject as a spec ia l aspect of 'posit ive 

s c i e n c e . ' T a k e n i n t h i s s e n s e , 

economics as a subject becomes what 

John Keynes descr ibed as 'a body of 

systematized knowledge concern ing 

what i s ' - i.e. economics becomes one 

of the p u r e o b j e c t i v e e m p i r i c a l 

sciences. A n d as a pure e m p i r i c a l 

science economics is seen as a subject 

w h i c h phi losophers are too innocent 

to discuss.'^ 

But Odera O r u k a goes on to note that some 

e c o n o m i s t s a l so a d m i t the n o r m a t i v e 

aspect of their d i s c i p l i n e . It is not only 

about "what i s , " but also "what should be." 

Indeed, i n other works , K e i t a has argued 

that economics can never be as strict as 

the na tu ra l s c i ences , because there is 

a l w a y s a n o r m a t i v e a spec t to h u m a n 

economic choices w h i c h makes accurate 

p r e d i c t i o n imposs ib le . ^ T h i s is where 

O d e r a O r u k a foresees h i s n i che i n the 

discussions regarding development. H e 

w i l l l e ave the d i s c u s s i o n o f ' p o s i t i v e 

e c o n o m i c s ' to the economis t s , but w i l l 

h i m s e l f u t i l i z e the f i n d i n g s of pos i t i ve 

economics " fo r r ecommending e th i ca l ly 

a p p r o p r i a t e a c t i o n s a n d the r a t i o n a l 

r e o r g a n i z a t i o n a n d r e d i s t r i b u t i o n o f 

resources."^ In the essay, he says he w i l l 

concentrate on the issue of fo re ign a i d . 
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something he considers i n the rea lm of 

normative economics. A n d here he argues 

that "experts i n economics should not close 

the door to the non-experts, for the subject 

is too important i n the everyday l i f e of 

everybody to be left s imply to the monopoly 

of the experts."*^ 

Odera Oruka's Arguments of the 
1970s Challenged and Changed In the 
1980s and 90s 

But O r u k a s 1989 essay "The Phi losophy 

of Fore ign A i d : A Quest ion of the Right to 

a H u m a n M i n i m u m , " is not the first and 

o n l y t i m e that O r u k a has a d d r e s s e d 

economic issues, and he is also not the first 

phi losopher to do so. John R a w l s ' famous 

book,i4 Theory of Justice, whi le ostensibly 

about j u s t i c e , is also very m u c h about 

income dis t r ibut ion , and therefore about 

economics . Odera O r u k a was one of many 

ph i losophe r s wor ldwide who wanted to 

fo l low the impl ica t ions of the theory for the 

c o n t i n u e d c o l o n i a l (and pos t - co lon ia l ) 

l e g a c y o f i n c o m e a c c u m u l a t i o n f o r 

no r the rn i n d u s t r i a l i z e d coun t r i e s , and 

f u r t h e r i m p o v e r i s h m e n t o f s o u t h e r n 

countries. 

Char les Bei tz was one of the first to use 
R a w l s ' ideas to argue for in te rna t iona l 
income redis tr ibut ion. A c c o r d i n g to Bei tz , 
R a w l s was wrong to th ink that economic 
redis t r ibut ion could be done on a national 
l e v e l . R a w l s i m a g i n e d tha t u n e v e n 
d is t r ibut ion of natural resources over the 
p lane t was l i k e uneven d i s t r i b u t i o n of 
ta lents among i n d i v i d u a l s , and so not 
subject to redistribution. Beitz rejected this 
c o m p a r i s o n a n d a r g u e d that R a w l s ' 
exper iment (of ra t ional agents choos ing 
beh ind a v e i l of ignorance) must take place 
on an internat ional level.^^ W o u l d one let 
E t h i o p i a n s s tarve, fo r e x a m p l e , i f one 
rea l ized that one might be an E th iop i an 
oneself? 

Odera Oruka's approach was different . H e 
argued that R a w l s ' set-up a l lowed for too 
large a gap between the r i ch and the poor. 
E v e n i f a l l people's basic phys ica l needs 
were met (a requirement for the Rawls i an 
set-up), the cont inued existence of r iches 
amidst humble mediocri ty would have two 
negative effects. First , disparities of wealth 
would carry over into other rights such as 
po l i t i ca l rights. I l lustrat ing his point wi th 
a fu tur is t ic reverie, he wonders i f people 
on a certain planet who l ived a s imple but 
comfor tab le l i f e , w o u l d have the same 
rights as the super-r ich among them who 
c o u l d a f fo rd l i f e - e x t e n d i n g technology, 
l i v i n g several t imes as long as those of 
humbler means. Certainly, since their l ives 
were longer , they c o u l d p r a c t i c e f ree 
speech, run for of f ice , and practice other 
rights to a greater extent than those with 
shorter l ives . 

Here , Odera Oruka's c r i t i c i sms of Rawls 
fo l low those of Joe l Fe inbe rg , who also 
argues that the r i c h c a n more e a s i l y 
practice rights such as right to a fa i r t r ia l , 
since they could afford good lawyers. ̂  ^ But 
Odera O r u k a applies the same insights to 
the international scene, arguing that his 
futur is t ic scenario was in fact very close 
to the current set-up, where lack of basic 
m e d i c a l f ac i l i t i e s and sanitat ion for the 
poor reduces their l ives drast ical ly, whi le 
e v e n the m i d d l e c l a s s e s o f m a n y 
industr ia l ized northern nations can get the 
basic care that w i l l ensure they survive 
more routine ailments. Indeed, many of the 
current r i c h can afford to f ly abroad for 
e x p e r t c a r e , i n c r e a s i n g t h e i r l i v e s 
d r a m a t i c a l l y over the average age of 
A f r i c a n s . 

But Odera Oruka's second point was that, 
i n a wor ld of class dis t inct ions , the poor, 
even when having basic needs met, w i l l 
not be given the same respect as those with 
l a rge r f u n d s . H e la te r g ives K e n y a n 
examples of how "l i t t le people" (with l i t t le 
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money) are abused by pubHc servants who 

m a k e w a y f o r the r i c h i n n e e d o f 

a s s i s t a n c e . T h e r e f o r e , c o n t i n u i n g 

d i s p a r i t i e s tha t R a w l s i m a g i n e s are 

harmless , are not to be tolerated, due to 

the ha rm done to personal dignity. 

Desp i t e O d e r a O r u k a and others ' c a l l s 

du r ing the seventies for a closer economic 

equi ty of a l l people globally, the opposite 

resul ted. The gap between r i c h and poor 

grew larger. Not only was the socia l i s t ic 

c a l l for greater economic equali ty ignored, 

but even the duty to f i l l people's bas ic 

n e e d s was q u e s t i o n e d i n t heo ry a n d 

pract ice . Phi losophers l i k e A y n R a n d and 

Garrett H a r d i n provided the ideology for 

the a c t i o n s o f R e a g a n - T h a t c h e r 

economists , who suggested that the poor 

must rather starve and die than become 

perenn ia l chari ty cases for those who have 

r i c h e s . Y e a r s o f C o l d W a r m i l i t a r y 

spending caused the U . S . S . R . to col lapse , 

and the wor ld lost a key example (despite 

its many shortcomings) of actually exist ing 

s o c i a l i s m . E c o n o m i s t s a r g u e d tha t 

governments had to cut soc ia l spending on 

educat ion , heal th and welfare , destroying 

an already precarious socia l safety net. B y 

the late 1980s and 90s , we f i n d O r u k a 

bat t l ing against the free market capitalists , 

a rguing that there is a moral argument for 

ensur ing that a l l the world's peoples have 

t he i r most b a s i c needs met (a " m o r a l 

m i n i m u m " ) . Gone are the early days of 

i d e a l i s m w h e n b a s i c needs were not 

e n o u g h ; no longer does he a p p e a l fo r 

equal i ty of economics and soc ia l status. 

The fight is more dire now, it is between 

s u r v i v a l or s tarvat ion. O r u k a w i l l now 

c o n s i d e r h i m s e l f l u c k y to get a b a s i c 

m i n i m u m — exact ly what he argued was 

inadequate i n the seventies. 

The Context of the 1980s - 90s 
Debate 

A y n R a n d , the phi losopher of cap i ta l i sm 

and defender of self ishness as a v i r tue . 

argues that we have a necessity only to help 

others i n an emergency, and only for a short 

whi le . W h e n the ship s inks , yes, we should 

try to save drowning passengers. But once 

the person is ashore, what i f they now t e l l 

y o u o f t h e i r c h r o n i c i l l n e s s , t h e i r 

underemployment? R a n d suggests that 

once to shore, your duty to that person is 

finished. Poverty is a misfor tune, but not 

an emergency, she states. She th inks that 

everyone would agree to this l i m i t e d mora l 

obligation. Af te r a l l , we a l l have busy l ives . 

W e c a n ' t p u t o u r o w n l i f e p l a n s 

permanently on ho ld , as we cater to others' 

n e e d s . B u t of course this explanat ion is 

too narrow. Poverty can k i l l as can any 

emergency. Pover ty , s i n c e it i s deep -

seated, needs sustained effort to be turned 

a round . R a n d ' s t empora ry s a c r i f i c e , a 

" q u i c k f i x " based on temporary i n d i v i d u a l 

effort, w i l l not do the job . A n d the ways i n 

w h i c h others are enr iched at the expense 

of the poor shows that work to al leviate 

poverty is not opt ional : f a i l i n g to do so 

means compl ic i ty wi th in jus t i ce . 

O d e r a O r u k a p e r s o n a l l y t a c k l e d the 

arguments of Garre t t H a r d i n , who was 

opposed to food banks w h i c h w o u l d serve 

as emergency food sources dur ing famines . 

H e wanted food banks rep laced , not wi th 

a more in-depth poverty a l l ev ia t ion p l a n , 

but rather, wi th starvation. Those who l ive 

i n ar id regions, wi th poor so i l , or overtaxed 

fert i le l and , H a r d i n suggested, should die 

off now; because i f they were a r t i f i c i a l l y 

saved by the ar r iva l of food a id , they wou ld 

only mul t ip ly , to exacerbate the p rob lem a 

generation later. In his essay, "Parenta l 

Ear th E t h i c s , " Odera O r u k a charges that 

"One problem wi th Hard in ' s thesis is that 

it i s g i v e n as i f there are no debts or 

common wealth between the boaters and 

the swimming m i l l i o n s . T h e poss ib i l i ty 

that those about to starve are actual ly owed 

something by those u n w i l l i n g to he lp them 

is not imagined by either R a n d or H a r d i n . 

But i n reality, many of the poor die because 

the r i ch were so stingy that they d i d not 
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give the poor their due. The poor die i n 

s lums because their landlords refuse to 

invest i n br inging the bui ldings up to safety 

codes. Workers die i n accidents because 

employers w i l l not spend the needed funds 

for safety devices . Odera O r u k a tries to 

prove the exis tence of a debt l i k e this 

between the r i c h and the poor i n his essay 

on the moral m i n i m u m . If people of the 

r i c h northern nations owe the fu l f i l lmen t 

of basic needs to those of the poor south, 

then choosing not to help them is not a 

mora l option. 

S u c h a n i m p o r t a n t t o p i c as m o r a l 

obl igat ion to a l l l i v i n g persons has been 

a d d r e s s e d by s e v e r a l p h i l o s o p h e r s i n 

addi t ion to Odera Oruka . Perhaps the most 

w e l l - k n o w n is Peter Singer, who c la ims 

that we must a l l stop and he lp others i n 

dire need as long as it does not greatly 

inconven ience ourselves. Fo r example , 

who wou ld deny the obl igat ion to save a 

s t r a n g e r f r o m d r o w n i n g i f the o n l y 

inconveniences are taking a few minutes 

of one's time and getting one's clothes wet? 

Since there are no geographical boundaries 

to this mora l ob l iga t ion as l o n g as our 

actions can be effective at a distance, those 

of us i n the r i c h northern countries have 

no choice but to adopt a s imple l i festyle 

and devote a l l excess funds to poverty 

a l lev ia t ion . A f t e r a l l , people i n the wor ld 

are greatly suffer ing due to starvation, and 

lack of education and medica l services. In 

the meant ime, those we l l -o f f use the funds 

that cou ld alleviate these dire problems on 

tr i f les for a m u s e m e n t . ^ T h i s u t i l i ta r ian 

argument that aims at the greatest good for 

the greatest number has i n sp i r ed other 

phi losophers , such as Car lo F i l i c e , who 

argues that a l l educa t ed persons w i t h 

a c c e s s to i n f o r m a t i o n o n p o l i t i c a l 

condi t ions i n the wor ld , have the moral 

obl igat ion to try to prevent atrocities, or to 

stop them once they have begun. 

The problem with the u t i l i t a r ian approach 

is that it is cons idered a ph i losophy of 

a l t r u i s m by ph i lo sophe r s s u c h as A y n 

R a n d . For her, forced sacr i f ice of self for 

the greater good of the whole violates the 

ind iv idua l , and eliminates freedom. So. the 

o ther s ide of the deba te w i l l r e m a i n 

unconvinced of the duty to help others. 

F r o m a d i f ferent , L o c k e a n perspec t ive . 

H i l l e l S t e i n e r has a r g u e d tha t j u s t 

dis t r ibut ion of wealth entails egalitarian 

a l l o c a t i o n of n a t u r a l r e sou rce v a l u e s 

amongst a l l people of the globe. H e notes 

that L o c k e stated that we have "'duties to 

acquire no more than an equal port ion of 

such [raw natural] resources, leaving (as 

L o c k e put it) ' enough and as good for 

others.' " If this was fo l lowed, there could 

be no s u c h t h i n g as h o m e l e s s or 

resourceless people. The posi t ion of the 

proletarian, being born into this world with 

nothing but its labor power to se l l , goes 

against L o c k e a n not ions of property.'*^ 

Steiner cites several philosophers working 

on ideas of a g loba l resources tax that 

would carry out the impl ica t ions of this 

understanding of l imi t ed property rights.-" 

S i m i l a r arguments on l i m i t e d proper ty 

rights were made by Cathol ic popes. For 

example, i n 1931, i n Quadragesinio Anno, 
w h e n P o p e P i u s X I a r g u e d a g a i n s t 

s o c i a l i s m a n d i n f a v o r of the p r i v a t e 

o w n e r s h i p of p r o p e r t y , he a d d e d an 

emphasis on the social purpose of property 

that emphasized the right of a l l people to 

use the goods of the earth. B y 1961, Pope 

John X X I I I had real ized that one cou ld not 

rely upon i n d i v i d u a l property owners to 

carry out the redis t r ibut ion of their own 

property according to soc ia l need, and so 

he suppor ted state i n t e rven t i on w h i c h 

w o u l d , t h r o u g h t a x a t i o n , p r o v i d e 

necessities for the poor. In 1967, Pope 

P a u l V I i n Populorum Progressio c r i t ic ized 

an in te rna t iona l n e o c o l o n i a l s i tua t ion 

brought about by so-ca l led "free trade.** 
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H e emphas ized the "duty of soHdar i ty" 

between r i c h and poor, saying that every 

person is a part of the global p roblem of 

" u n e q u a l d i s t r i b u t i o n of the means of 

s u b s i s t e n c e o r i g i n a l l y i n t e n d e d f o r 

e v e r y b o d y to use a n d e n j o y , " a n d 

r e c o m m e n d e d " e x p r o p r i a t i o n b y 

governments of unused or poor ly used 

estates or those wh ich brought hardship 

to peoples or countries."^^ 

O d e r a O r u k a h i m s e l f was a p r a c t i c i n g 

Ca tho l i c , and was schooled by Cathol ics 

i n h i s y o u t h . B u t , l i k e m a n y o t h e r 

phi losophers , he d i d not choose to base 

his arguments on papal authority. A s F r e d 

K a m m e r explains , the message of Cathol ic 

documents on soc ia l teachings have been 

l a r g e l y i g n o r e d , among other reasons , 

b e c a u s e " i n g e n e r a l , a u t h o r i t a t i v e 

s ta tements — whe the r f r o m c h u r c h or 

government - have less attraction today. . . " 

w h i c h is " c o n v e n i e n t , " because , the i r 

m e s s a g e m a y be d i s t u r b i n g or 

uncomfortable.^^ Despi te the Church ' s 

proclamat ions that private property must 

be shared, this often ends up as nothing 

m o r e t h a n a n a p p e a l to i n d i v i d u a l 

conscience , and acts of charity interpreted 

as vo lun ta ry supererogat ion . N a t i o n a l 

programs for the benefit of the poor are 

dismant led, perhaps i n part due to Cathol ic 

voters and other Chris t ians unaware of any 

obligat ions their fa i th may make on them. 

S i n c e s o c i a l i s m is d e n o u n c e d , m a n y 

r ema in unaware that their property rights 

might be cons idered anything less than 

a b s o l u t e . T h e t r a n s i t i o n f r o m "great 

documents" to act ion is fur ther hampered 

by the same church ' s p roh ib i t i on of its 

clergy's involvement i n concrete po l i t i ca l 

movements.^^ 

O d e r a O r u k a a n d f e l l o w A f r i c a n 

phi losopher Segun Gbadeges in chose not 

to fo l l ow the above l ines or arguments. In 
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his essay "Ph i losophy and H u m a n i s m i n 

A f r i c a , " O r u k a c l a i m s that what A f r i c a 

needs is cr i t ica l and dia lec t ica l philosophy, 

w h i c h w o u l d a r r i v e at t e n t a t i v e 

conclus ions , and exper imenta l projects to 

improve A f r i c a . H e argues that A f r i c a does 

not need ethno-religious solutions w h i c h 

tend toward dogmatism. H e sees the m a i n 

func t ion of mora l and soc ia l ph i losophy as 

apply ing rigorous ana ly t ica l and synthetic 

reasoning to the moral problems of the day, 

by postulat ing alternatives "to the current 

p r e v a i l i n g and d e h u m a n i z i n g e th ics of 

p o l i t i c a l might."^'^ O d e r a O r u k a a n d 

Gbadeges in w i l l both argue i n favor of the 

mora l obl igat ion for the r i c h to provide 

basic assistance to a l l the world's poor f rom 

the U . N . Charter, emphas iz ing the h u m a n 

rights aspect, a dec ided ly deonto logica l 

approach. 

We c o u l d say, i n Oruka ' s case, that he 

chooses to not b e c o m e i n v o l v e d w i t h 

chu rch groups advocat ing soc ia l change, 

or to h i g h l i g h t a n d advoca te p o l i t i c a l 

parties on the domestic scene. Instead, h is 

emphasis on phi losophy and internat ional 

pol i t ics means that he aims his message 

at students (in the univers i ty context) and 

e d u c a t e d K e n y a n s ( t hough h i s m a n y 

commentaries i n K e n y a n newspapers) and 

persons and institutions abroad. A c c o r d i n g 

to A l a m i n M a z r u i and W i l l y M u t u n g a , 

under M o i and K A N U ' s ru le i n K e n y a , 

v i c t i m s of the d readed P r e s e r v a t i o n of 

P u b l i c Securi ty A c t (who are impr i soned 

without charges or trial) have mostly been 

"members of the midd le class , (academics 

a n d u n i v e r s i t y s t u d e n t s , l a w y e r s , 

journalists)."^^' They take this to be a s ign 

that it is the midd le class that is the most 

invo lved i n the struggle for change i n the 

country; i f that is so, we c a n unders tand 

why Odera O r u k a th inks a battle of ideas 

can have results both i n K e n y a and abroad. 
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Odera Oruka and the Human Right to 
Life 

That there is a need for a redis tr ibut ion of 

the earth's resources is a fact for w h i c h 

Odera O r u k a finds copious evidence. A s 

he commented when he wrote i n the m i d 

1 9 9 0 s , the r i c h e s t twenty pe r cent of 

people i n the world make 66 times as much 

money as the poorest twenty per cent. Now 

the figure has grown to 77 to 1.̂ ^ But on 

what grounds s h a l l r e d i s t r i b u t i o n take 

p l a c e ? O d e r a O r u k a l o o k s at the 

arguments that redis t r ibut ion should be 

seen as retr ibut ion for past wrongs, but he 

rejects that approach, for not a l l poverty 

i n the wor ld can be d i rec t ly l i n k e d to a 

c o l o n i a l legacy. Indeed, the latest U N D P 

statistics show E th iop i a to be one of the 

poorest countries i n the wor ld , and yet it 

has a proud history of successful ly f ight ing 

co lon i a l i sm , be ing occup ied by Italy for 

on ly f i v e years. H o w c o u l d it demand 

rec t i f ica t ion f rom the co lon ia l powers i n 

amounts large enough to cure its poverty 

problem? L i k e w i s e , there are some r i ch 

countr ies , Odera O r u k a notes, that d i d not 

take part i n co lon ia l i sm. Should they then 

be exempt f rom income redistr ibution? 

O d e r a O r u k a r e j e c t s the use of 

internat ional a id as an adequate basis for 

redis t r ibut ion. Firs t ly , he is suspicious of 

m u c h a id . It ends up he lp ing the donor 

country's economy more than the recipient. 

I n d e e d , m u c h of the recent l i t e ra tu re 

c r i t i c a l o f d e v e l o p m e n t p r o j e c t s has 

e x p o s e d how deve lopmen t a i d c a n be 

manipula t ive or ha rmfu l . But the worst 

th ing about development a id , according to 

O d e r a O r u k a , is that the donor country 

considers i tse l f to be invo lved i n an act of 

supererogation. H e is concerned that the 

nations w h i c h receive a id or loans "often 

f ee l (or are made to feel) a sense of self-

p i t y . "^ ' ' H e d e s c r i b e s f e e l i n g s of 

humi l i a t i on that come f rom rece iv ing a id . 

H e therefore concludes that r i ch countries 

m u s t pay , bu t not as a n ac t o f 

supererogation, but as an obl igat ion. O n l y 

i f they are obl iged to pay out of a sense of 

duty can the recipient gain self-respect. 

H e then puts forward his argument that 

since human beings have a right to Hfe, 

then humans are w i t h i n the i r r ights to 

demand that others who have a surplus 

mus t f i l l t h e i r m i n i m u m n e e d s . H e 

expla ins how this obl iga t ion transcends 

n a t i o n a l b o r d e r s . T h o s e who l i v e i n 

another country cannot argue that their 

obl igat ion to f i l l the m i n i m u m needs of 

others stops at the i r n a t i o n a l borders , 

because the right to l i ve belongs to a l l 

humans. 

If a basic m i n i m u m were guaranteed for 

a l l people, then poor countries would not 

fee l pressured to accept unfa i r business 

arrangements. Odera O r u k a asks us to 

imagine a b i l l iona i re who f inds minera l 

deposits i n C h a d . The b i l l iona i re asks the 

s tarving v i l lagers i f they w i l l s ign over 

minera l rights i n exchange for food and 

water. O f course they w i l l accept the dea l , 

how c o u l d they not? A s O d e r a O r u k a 

states, " i n actual practice there are affluent 

nations w h i c h use their wealth and power 

to make deals wi th sma l l starving nations, 

dea l s w h i c h are g ross ly u n f a i r to the 

latter."^'« 

O d e r a O r u k a c o n c l u d e s h i s essay by 

defending h imsel f against those who might 

t h i n k that h i s d e m a n d f o r a h u m a n 

m i n i m u m , f u n d e d by r i c h countr ies , is 

impract icable . H i s rejoinder is that his 

p lan is indeed possible . H e argues that 

the "was ted c o n s u m p t i o n " i n the r i c h 

countries alone could alleviate much of the 

poverty i n other nat ions . H e ends by 

support ing the movement i n development 

w h i c h focuses on "basic needs." Indeed 

this is an important d i rec t ion. The basic 

needs approach insists that development 

means not only growth but also "persistent 

a n d m e a s u r a b l e p r o g r e s s a n d s o c i a l 
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improvements for the poor and resource-

weak groups."^^ Bas i c needs are i n three 

bas ic categories: 1) food, sheher, clothes 

and da i ly necessit ies; 2) access to pub l i c 

services l i k e d r i n k i n g water, sani tat ion, 

h e a l t h a n d e d u c a t i o n ; 3) a b i l i t y to 

p a r t i c i p a t e i n , a n d i n f l u e n c e , l o c a l 

c o m m u n i t y and na t iona l p o l i t i c s . T h e 

approach also explains that the poor are 

s tuck i n a poverty c i r c l e , because they 

don' t have the resources to change the 

mechan i sms that keep them i n poverty. 

A l s o , t h e y are o f t e n d i v i d e d a m o n g 

themselves , and up to ten per cent are 

c h r o n i c a l l y i l l , so it i s d i f f i c u l t to act 

co l lec t ive ly . The condit ions that produce 

poverty interact wi th each other. 

I n t h i s con tex t , wha t c a n be done to 

al leviate poverty? Those who advocate the 

B a s i c N e e d s a p p r o a c h sugges t tha t 

i nexpens ive p roduc t iv i ty improvements 

w o u l d increase the buy ing power of the 

poor. The effects of their increased buy ing 

power, and therefore demand, would then 

s t imulate the economy. Unfor tunate ly , 

many development analysts are suspicious 

of this approach; perhaps it doesn't f i t their 

usua l grand-scale and moderniz ing plans . 

However , John Mar t i nus sen th inks that 

s u c h a n a p p r o a c h m i g h t not be as 

m a r g i n a l i z e d as one might t h ink . F o r 

example the W o r l d B a n k , i n 1990, ca l l ed 

for productive use of the poor's labor (labor-

in tens ive technologies) , access to bas ic 

s o c i a l se rv ices , and di rect a i d to those 

worst off.^^ 

I f i n d Ode ra Oruka 's insistence on f i l l i n g 

bas ic needs a good approach. I only w i sh 

that he w o u l d e m p h a s i z e , i n h i s b r i e f 

a l lus ion to the basic needs approach, that 

it focuses on encourag ing employment 

oppor tuni t ies i n s m a l l scale businesses 

and the in fo rma l sector. It is perhaps this 

experience of employment that could br ing 

about the self-respect wi th w h i c h Odera 

O r u k a is concerned. A l s o , the Bas ic Needs 

A p p r o a c h emphasizes not only that " a i d " 

(or as O d e r a O r u k a w o u l d p r e f e r i t . 

necessary f i l l i n g of people 's r ights) i s 

given, but that the " a i d " is used i n a certain 

w a y to r e a c h g o a l s w h i c h are m u c h 

d i f f e r e n t l y p o s i t e d t h a n the e a r l i e r 

deve lopmen t p l a n s w h i c h e m p h a s i z e d 

heavy indust r ia l iza t ion . 

However, wou ld c a l l i n g the funds needed 

for the Bas i c Needs A p p r o a c h something 

l i k e " required response to h u m a n r ights" 

rather than " a i d " at a l l change the effect 

the funds would have on the economy? It 

c o u l d be a r g u e d tha t m a n y A f r i c a n 

c o u n t r i e s ' e c o n o m i e s a l r e a d y m a i n l y 

operate by "the acqu is i t ion of resources 

ou t s ide the c o u n t r y fo r r e d i s t r i b u t i o n 

i n s i d e , " as Senegalese economis t M . L . 

Dia l lo suggests.*^^ W h i l e this redistr ibution 

is according to Odera Oruka 's suggestion, 

it doesn't result i n any se l f - re l iance but 

o n l y c o n t i n u e d d e p e n d e n c e , a n d the 

redis t r ibut ion never makes it to those who 

need it most w i t h i n the A f r i c a n country. 

Chaba l and Daloz argue that certain people 

wi th in A f r i c a n countries gather their r iches 

f r o m the dependency s i tua t ion between 

their countries and those w h i c h give a id , 

r e s u l t i n g i n a r e l u c t a n c e to s top the 

d e p e n d e n c y s i t u a t i o n . G b a d e g e s i n ' s 

argument that focuses on p r o v i d i n g job 

opportunities provides a l i n k mis s ing i n 

O d e r a Or u k a ' s a ccoun t r e g a r d i n g how 

redis t r ibut ion w i l l make las t ing changes. 

Gbadegesin and the ''Right to Work" 

I w o u l d l i k e now to l o o k at a s e c o n d 

phi losopher who has fel t the need to b r ing 

philosophy, especial ly A f r i c a n philosophy, 

away f rom the lofty p la ins of metaphysics , 

or annals of history, to the contemporary 

p r o b l e m s f a c i n g h i s c o u n t r y . S e g u n 

G b a d e g e s i n , i n h i s b o o k African 
Philosophy: Traditional Yoruba Concepts 
and Contemporary African Realities 
(1991), tries to create a bridge between the 
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past and the present, suggesting that we 

can only understand the problems fac ing 

N i g e r i a today i f we look into the behefs , 

values and perspectives of people i n the 

soc ie ty . In te res t ing ly , he was w r i t i n g 

around the same time that Odera O r u k a 

wrote h i s essay on fo re ign a i d . In the 

s e c o n d par t of the book he turns h i s 

a t ten t ion to N ige r i a ' s p o l i t i c a l , s o c i a l , 

economic and cul tural problems. H i s main 

concern is that N i g e r i a n capi ta l is ts are 

raping the economy. They l ack ini t iat ive 

and enterprise, and so they l ive off of the 

work of others. H e sees solutions to the 

p r o b l e m as b e i n g : s e l f r e l i a n c e ; t rue 

po l i t i c a l and economic freedom; and the 

d o w n p l a y i n g o f the s i g n i f i c a n c e of 

ethnicity. S ince Gbadeges in has c l a r i f i ed 

that the prob lem he sees is on a national 

l eve l , it makes sense that the poverty he 

sees i n N ige r i a can be solved on a national 

l eve l . H e doesn't speak here of looking 

for in te rna t iona l sources of weal th , but 

ra ther of sha r ing the ex i s t i ng na t iona l 

weal th more equitably. Th i s is certainly 

feas ible because Nigeria 's o i l gives it the 

potential to be one of the richest countries 

i n the wor ld . However, his ma in emphasis 

is not on redistribution of wealth, but rather 

o n r e d i s t r i b u t i o n of e m p l o y m e n t 

oppor tun i t i e s , and pay based on one's 

wor th . S i n c e h is c o m p l a i n t about the 

r u l i n g bourgeoisie i n N ige r i a is that they 

don't work, his solut ion deals wi th g iv ing 

people the opportunity to work. 

In N i g e r i a , G b a d e g e s i n notes va r ious 

versions of the attitude that work is a curse. 

S o m e p e o p l e are f r u s t r a t e d b e c a u s e 

despite hard work, they do not get out of 

poverty. Yoruba songs consider work as a 

cure for poverty. They assert that loi ter ing 

and idleness are not h e l p f u l and not to be 

tolerated. But back then, the context was 

not exploitat ive. Now the system favors 

parasi t ism over usefu l labour. Gbadegesin 

is sympathetic to the notion of work as a 

"curse" due to an unjust socia l -economic 

sys tem. B e c a u s e of t h i s , it w o u l d be 

unreasonable to th ink that poverty can be 

al leviated by i nd iv idua l work-effort . How, 

i n this larger context, is one supposed to 

be able to cont inue to have a pos i t ive 

attitude toward work ing hard? 

L i k e Odera O r u k a , Gbadeges in notes that 

p o v e r t y i n v o l v e s not j u s t l o w 

remunerations, but also low respect. One 

is not taken seriously as a person.^^ But 

as i f these problems wi th work are not 

enough, there is the fur ther p rob lem of 

unemployment . N o matter how bad it 

might be to have a c rummy job, it's worse 

to have no job at a l l . These concerns b r ing 

Gbadegesin to discuss unemployment and 

the r igh t to w o r k . G b a d e g e s i n s tates . 

"Work is the respectable means to meeting 

the bas ic needs of l i f e ; therefore, there 

should be a guaranteed right to it for a l l 

those w h o w i s h to work."'^* T h e U N 

D e c l a r a t i o n of H u m a n R i g h t s s a y s : 

"Everyone has the right to work, to free 

choice of employment, to just and favorable 

c o n d i t i o n s of w o r k a n d to p r o t e c t i o n 

against unemployment ." 

H o w shal l we interpret this right? Does this 

mean that the State must provide means 

of employment for people? Gbadeges in 

thinks so. A is enti t led to X , w h i c h means 

X is due to A . W h o can provide the jobs, 

other than the State? A s he explains, "The 

right is h e l d against the socie ty i n its 

corporate existence as represented by the 

government."'^'^ Or, does it merely mean 

that the State cannot in te r fe re w i t h a 

person's right to work? H e th inks this 

vers ion of the right would be too weak. 

N o z i c k argues that a l l rights enta i l is the 

g iv ing of permiss ion. Gbadeges in th inks 

th is is i n s u f f i c i e n t . T h e r e w i l l be no 

obligat ion on the part of the grantor. But 

then the right would be pointless. It would 

l e a v e p e o p l e h e l p l e s s . H o w e v e r 

Gbadegesin agrees that there is a problem, 

i n that the meaning of the right to work, i f 
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pressed f u l l y , wou ld conf l ic t wi th the right 

to property. 

H o w c o u l d the r ight to work be f i l l e d ? 

T h e r e a re f o u r w a y s to h e l p the 

unemployed , wi th varying degrees of state 

involvement : 

a) m a k i n g l a n d and cap i ta l avai lable to 

them to engage i n farming; 

b) m a k i n g c a p i t a l and other factors of 

p roduc t ion avai lable to them for self-

e m p l o y m e n t i n o t h e r p r o d u c t i v e 

sectors; 

c) g iv ing them a job i n pa id employment 

r e q u i r i n g no f o r m a l e d u c a t i o n a n d 

t ra in ing; and 

d) g i v i n g t h e m f o r m a l e d u c a t i o n a n d 

t ra ining to prepare them for, and absorb 

them into, pa id employment i n s k i l l -

r equ i r ing jobs.^^ 

H e r e , Gbadeges in admits that there is a 

feasab i l i ty p rob lem. N ige r i a has a labor 

force of 8 0 m i l l i o n , and so the government 

can' t supply cap i ta l for them a l l . S t i l l he 

ins i s t s that the state must p rov ide the 

cap i t a l , based on its func t ion , w h i c h is to 

assist the f u l l development of persons. To 

say that workers have no choice but to work 

f o r c a p i t a l i s t s who o w n c a p i t a l i s to 

cont inue class divisions.^^ H e th inks that 

the government can f u l f i l l its obl igat ion i n 

three di f ferent ways: 1) nat ional ize the 

means of product ion and become the sole 

supp l i e r of jobs; 2) create condit ions for 

jobs i n the private sector by deregulation; 

or 3) offer jobs to those who can't find them 

i n the private sector. 

B u t what about the problem of countries 

where there is a right to work, w h i c h have 

low p roduc t iv i ty because of low worker 

motivat ion? 

Gbadeges in states that just because one 

has a r i gh t doesn ' t m a k e i t ab so lu t e . 

Because one has a right to f reedom does 

not mean that one cannot be put i n j a i l . 

The right to work w o u l d not mean one 

cou ld not be f i r ed . 

Gbadeges in conc ludes by in s i s t i ng that 

deve lopment must focus on the s o c i a l , 

economic, and po l i t i ca l . H e is worr ied that 

accept ing the " i n v i s i b l e h a n d " of the West 

w i l l result i n t rad i t iona l A f r i c a n values 

be ing swept aside. H e insists that we must 

find a way to coordinate feel ings of h u m a n 

w e l f a r e a n d f e l l o w - f e e l i n g w i t h 

development goals of p roduc t iv i ty . We 

need "development wi th a h u m a n f a c e . " 

Evaluation and Conclusion 

I f i n d it interesting that both Ode ra O r u k a 

and G b a d e g e s i n , w h e n l o o k i n g at the 

problems of their countries, turn to the UN 
Declaration of Human Rights fo r the i r 

so lu t ions . T h e i r concre te sugges t ions 

fo l low the deductive conclus ions based on 

the def in i t ion of a h u m a n be ing and the 

h u m a n r i g h t s tha t f o l l o w f r o m tha t 

desc r ip t i on . T h e y do not b e g i n i n the 

economic realm, wi th economic feas ib i l i ty 

as their first goal. T h e y start w i th what 

"ought" to be, and then try to figure out 

how to make that "ought" happen. It is 

therefore s t i l l a ques t ion as to whether 

economists and phi losophers w i l l ever be 

able to see eye to eye on these issues. W i l l 

one l ea rn f r o m the other? O r w i l l they 

continue to not be able to understand each 

other? 

Problems wi th Gbadegesin 's project have 

to do wi th the contrast between the i dea l 

role of the state, and its ac tual cond i t ion . 

Certa inly, i f we c o u l d count on states to 

make decis ions wi th the common good at 

heart, then we cou ld trust the state wi th a 

l a rge r ro le i n d e v e l o p m e n t . H o w e v e r , 

what's happened to many deve lopment 

economists i n the last twenty to thirty years 

is that they have become more skep t i ca l 

o f the s ta te ' s a b i l i t y to a d m i n i s t e r 

d e v e l o p m e n t p r o g r a m s f a i r l y a n d 
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effect ively. Gunna r M y r d a l has c r i t i c ized 

the "soft State," one that cannot implement 

po l ic ies that go against the interest of the 

b u r e a u c r a c i e s or p o w e r f u l g roups i n 

society. W h i l e the state "as it should be" 

could perhaps be an engine of development 

and/or redis t r ibut ion, the state as it is (in 

so many countries), M y r d a l suggests, is not 

capable of doing so.^^ 

O f course i n f o c u s i n g on the state the 

daunt ing p rob lem of corrupt ion cannot be 

avoided. But many have suggested it can 

be e f f e c t i v e l y t a c k l e d . L a r r y D i a m o n d 

expla ins that i n Nige r i a , it is a mistake to 

assume that corrupt ion problems are due 

to a p o l i r i c a l cul ture w h i c h accepts the 

pract ice . Indeed, among poHticians there 

is a d i s junc t ion between word and deed. 

Po l i t i c i ans and pub l i c servants know a l l 

too w e l l the norms of d e m o c r a c y a n d 

" incant them l i k e a mantra ." Yet they do 

otherwise. The people, l ikewise , know they 

have been betrayed, but are only too glad 

to j o i n i n the scramble for something for 

t h e m s e l v e s . T h e r e c u r r i n g p r o b l e m , 

a c c o r d i n g to D i a m o n d , has to do w i t h 

"perverse incen t ives . " There are many 

opportunit ies to low-r i sk r iches through 

corruption (especially i n a government run 

w i t h o i l money) , w h i l e en t repreneur ia l 

oppo r tun i t i e s are l i m i t e d and chancy . 

S i n c e " e t h i c a l r e v o l u t i o n s a n d s o c i a l 

m o b i l i z a t i o n s w i l l not c h a n g e these 

under ly ing real i t ies ," these incentives to 

w r o n g d o i n g mus t be c h a n g e d by the 

in t roduc t ion of punishments for corrupt 

d e a l i n g s , o v e r s e e n by a c o u n c i l 

i n d e p e n d e n t of government i n f l u e n c e . 

C o n s i d e r i n g that N i g e r i a has an act ive 

associat ional l i f e , a p lura l i s t ic society and 

an i n q u i s i t i v e press , there is hope for 

improvement."*^ 

T h e f a c t that b o t h O d e r a O r u k a a n d 

G b a d e g e s i n put fo rward so lu t ions that 

depend on the H u m a n Rights Charter, and 

therefore the a b i l i t y of the U . N . or the 

i n d i v i d u a l governments to u p h o l d and 

implement them, means that l i k e - m i n d e d 

p h i l o s o p h e r s mus t t a c k l e t h i s l a r g e r 

feas ib i l i ty issue regarding the capaci ty of 

a c t u a l l y e x i s t i n g s t a t e s . O n l y b y 

address ing f ea s ib i l i t y issues as w e l l as 

m o r a l i s sues c a n p h i l o s o p h e r s m a k e 

pract ical contributions to issues of poverty 

a l levia t ion. 

The inabi l i ty of corrupt states to implement 

job creation as w e l l as f i l l basic needs is 

c o m p l e m e n t e d b y r e c e n t e c o n o m i c 

ideology w h i c h emphasizes pr ivat izat ion 

and the reduct ion of the state role i n the 

e c o n o m y . T h i s t r e n d i s pa r t o f the 

background of why job creation and basic 

needs projects suddenly seem so r ad ica l 

and almost imprac t i ca l , when they were 

more routinely accepted as feasible and 

desirable i n the 1970s. Arguments that 

increased spending on the poor leads to 

i n f l a t i o n s h o w that the p o o r b e a r a 

d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e b u r d e n i n the 

s tabi l izat ion of the economy. W h y must 

the poor have needed funds denied them, 

just to ensure the value of a currency that 

the r i c h possess? 

The International Monetary F u n d ( IMF) 

and W o r l d B a n k ( W B ) are, of course , 

n o t o r i o u s f o r h a r m i n g the p o o r b y 

i n s t i t u t i n g the i r s t ruc tu ra l ad jus tmen t 

programs (SAP ' s ) to save the economy 

w h i l e h a r m i n g the mos t v u l n e r a b l e . 

Niger ians popular ly referred to S A P ' s as a 

"death pil l ." '** But even i n countries l i k e 

S o u t h A f r i c a , w h e r e I M F a n d W B 

pressures have been m u c h less than for 

other A f r i c a n countries, there has been a 

neo l ibera l shif t i n the A f r i c a n Na t iona l 

Congress ( A N C ) , a c c o r d i n g to F r a n c o 

B a r c h i e s i . T h i s s h i f t , b e i n g l e d by a 

p r e v i o u s l y e x i l e d l e a d e r s h i p w h i c h is 

technocratic, market-oriented, and led by 

Pres iden t Thabo M b e k i , has d i s p l a c e d 

those who weie part of the internal mil i tant 

opposit ion to apartheid. It has resulted i n 
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s e t b a c k s f o r the l a b o r movemen t a n d 

lessened welfare po l ic ies , whi le the state 

engages i n l iberal izat ion, privatization, and 

economic restructuring.'*^ Recent ly , the 

Congress of South A f r i c a n Trade Un ions 

( C O S A T U ) has threatened a general str ike 

to protest the government's pr ivat izat ion 

pol ic ies . The C O S A T U position paper said 

'Tt is inherent ly d i f f i cu l t i f not imposs ib le 

to compel private interests to serve the poor 

or intervene strategically to restructure the 

economy."'*^ They argue that market forces 

shou ld not govern the de l ivery of bas ic 

services ( inc luding water, sewage, housing, 

h e a l t h , t r a n s p o r t , e l e c t r i c i t y a n d 

t e l e c o m m u n i c a t i o n s ) . T h e A N C 

government at this point has sa id that it 

w i l l not sh i f t or compromise f r o m their 

pr iva t iza t ion posi t ion. So the major trends 

t h r o u g h o u t A f r i c a , w h e t h e r d i r e c t l y 

enforced by the I M F and Wor ld B a n k , or 

ind i r ec t ly dictated by the need to compete 

i n a cut-throat g lobal economy, are going 

i n the opposite d i rec t ion of the ca l l s of 

Ode ra O r u k a and Gbadeges in . 

O f course, to point out that the conclusions 

f r o m one's mora l phi losophy goes against 

the gra in of current societal practices is 

not i n i t s e l f a c r i t i c i s m of one's mora l 

conclus ions . Indeed, it cou ld easi ly be the 

case that society is wrong, and that the 

ph i losopher is right. Kan t , considered the 

f a t h e r of d e o n t o l o g i c a l a r g u m e n t s i n 

general and h u m a n rights arguments i n 

par t icular , c l a i m e d that any statement of 

mora l duty must be attempted i n real l i f e , 

even i f d i f f i c u l t ; there cou ld not be such a 

th ing as a mora l duty w h i c h no one had 

the duty to implement.'*'* I mysel f th ink 

the appeal to human rights is an excel lent 

strategy, but it leaves a yawning chasm 

between what should be done, and what 

the contemporary economic powers that be 

are w i l l i n g to do. To bridge that chasm w i l l 

take several actors, act ing f r o m different 

angles. I wou ld l i k e to see contemporary 

phi losophers engaged i n explor ing ideas 

w h i c h attempt to bridge the gap between 

theory and pract ice . A n d I a m encouraged 

to see activists cont inuing to chal lenge the 

e c o n o m i c o r g a n i z a t i o n s o f the r i c h 

countries to exercise responsibi l i ty toward 

the poor, unemployed , and w o r k i n g poor 

around the globe. Cer ta in ly the emphasis 

on human rights must also come i n to play 

to protect activists protesting against the 

I M F , W o r l d B a n k , W o r l d T r a d e 

Organizat ion ( W T O ) , and other power fu l 

e c o n o m i c o r g a n i z a t i o n s . W h e n 

governments use bruta l force to torture, 

a r res t , or k i l l those w h o p ro t e s t the 

preva i l ing wor ld economy, it is cer ta in ly 

an issue of human rights. 

B o t h O d e r a O r u k a a n d G b a d e g e s i n 

emphasize issues of redis t r ibut ion. T h i s is 

p a r t l y the l e g a c y o f R a w l s . B u t 

philosophers must also look at product ion. 

Odera O r u k a sounds as i f he w o u l d rely 

on the posit ive economists to provide the 

funds , w h i c h he w i l l then d iv ide accord ing 

to mora l p r inc ip les . It is a k i n d of d i v i s i o n 

of l a b o r : the e c o n o m i s t s m a k e , the 

philosophers take (on beha l f of humani ty 

a n d the c o m m o n g o o d , o f c o u r s e ) . 

However, d is t r ibut ion affects p roduct ion . 

Cer ta in forms of d i s t r ibu t ion discourage 

p r o d u c t i o n . F o r e x a m p l e , w h e n 

agr icu l tu ra l i s t s are u n d e r p a i d fo r the i r 

p roduce , they may not be mot iva ted to 

increase product ion. Peasants often drop 

out of the cash crop economy when they 

realize the pr ices of their produce are set 

a r t i f i c i a l ly low so that the government can 

take a large share of the profits (this was a 

practice dur ing co lon ia l times i n A f r i c a , 

w h i c h was cont inued i n many countries by 

the newly independent governments).^^ 

W h e n workers are exp lo i t ed , they may 

refuse to work hard . The r i c h companies 

are also af fec ted by what may seem as 

minor cuts i n their profits. If taxes or wages 

become too h igh , they relocate, or shut 

d o w n to r e i n v e s t e l s e w h e r e . I n t h i s 

context, how can governments w h i c h would 
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fo l low the counse l of Odera O r u k a count 

on a steady supply of cash to redistribute? 

In nations l i k e N i g e r i a w h i c h gains much 

of its government's budget f r om majori ty 

shares i n o i l c o m p a n i e s , the m o d e l of 

redis t r ibut ion seems close to reality. A s 

long as global o i l prices remain stable, one 

can imagine enough o i l product ion to f u n d 

various job creat ion programs as w e l l as 

other welfare programs. But it has been 

p r e c i s e l y i n the r e s o u r c e - e n d o w e d 

countries of A f r i c a where poverty has been 

the worst, and where po l i t i ca l instabil i ty, 

r e p r e s s i o n , a n d wars have f l o u r i s h e d . 

Where resources have been greatest, there 

has been the most foreign interference, as 

bus inesses f r o m other count r ies chase 

prof i t s . C h a s i n g after petro-dol lars and 

diamonds has l ed to wars i n A n g o l a and 

the Democra t i c R e p u b l i c of Congo; the 

presence of so m u c h o i l money i n Niger ian 

government has made rampant corrupt ion 

easy, as ind iv idua l s take pub l i c funds for 

their private use. W h i l e it is a b less ing to 

h a v e l a r g e f u n d s a v a i l a b l e f o r 

redis t r ibut ion, it also brings these added 

d a n g e r s , a n d p r a c t i c a l s o l u t i o n s to 

redis t r ibut ion (especially those that insist 

o n g r e a t l y i n c r e a s i n g f u n d s to be 

r e d i s t r i b u t e d ) m u s t a d d r e s s t he se 

menac ing trends.'*^ 

Perhaps there is a need to rad ica l ly re

th ink and re-structure economic relations, 

something that cou ld not be achieved by a 

redis t r ibut ion alone. It is problematic for 

Odera O r u k a to go along wi th an overly 

s i m p l e d i c h o t o m y b e t w e e n p o s i t i v e , 

" s c i e n t i f i c , " "ob jec t ive" economics and 

normative economics , and insist that he 

w i l l leave posit ive economics i n the hands 

of the economic experts. Is there such a 

th ing as an ideologica l ly neutral science 

of e c o n o m i c s ? Is not a l l e c o n o m i c s 

ideological? A s M a r x noted, cap i ta l i sm 

as an economy revolves around commodity 

fe t i sh i sm - act ing as i f the product is the 

most important value , whereas people are 

reduced to producers or consumers of the 

product. Is this sc ien t i f i ca l ly object ive, 

or i s i t r a the r a w e i r d a n d d i s t o r t e d 

percept ion of the world? Does not such a 

perception have consequences i n people's 

da i ly l ives? People become expendable 

or even nuisances i f the i r l abor is not 

needed, or i f they do not have the funds to 

purchase products. 

Perhaps what Odera O r u k a means is that 

the statistics that economists can provide 

can be the subject matter for ref lec t ion by 

philosophers. But even statistics are not 

necessari ly objective and neutral . Take 

for example the role of measur ing poverty 

or development by the use of G D P (Gross 

D o m e s t i c P r o d u c t ) . It was t a k e n f o r 

g ran t ed to be a r e l i a b l e i n d i c a t o r of 

prosperity; but by the 1970s it was real ized 

that even countr ies w i t h g rowing G D P 

cou ld be exper iencing increas ing poverty. 

Today the U n i t e d Nat ions Development 

P r o g r a m ( U N D P ) uses i n d i c a t o r s that 

m e a s u r e not o n l y G D P bu t a l s o l i f e 

expectancy and adult literacy, among other 

factors. Cer ta in statistics reveal or mask 

real condit ions; so one must carefu l ly p i ck 

and choose the "ev idence" presented by 

"pos i t ive" economics.*' 

A s is the case wi th so many of the phys ica l 

sciences, people may surround scientists 

with an aura of truth and object ivi ty above 

and beyond what they r igh t ly deserve. 

Economists are also dea l ing i n the realms 

of theory, and many have advanced their 

theories before adequately testing them on 

the real wor ld , or before rea l iz ing various 

condit ions and contingencies w h i c h wou ld 

affect the outcomes of their predict ions . 

F o r e x a m p l e , W . W . R o s t o w b e c a m e 

p o p u l a r i n the 1 9 6 0 s f o r h i s " a n t i -

communis t mani fes to" w h i c h suggested 

that tradit ional societies had to prepare for 

an economic " t a k e - o f f that wou ld lead 

them to "h igh mass consumpt ion ." Th i s 

transformation would be made possible by 
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h a v i n g the g o v e r n m e n t m a k e l a r g e 

investments. Rostow's theories were only 

loosely substantiated f rom examples f rom 

some i n d u s t r i a l i z e d countr ies . Yet h is 

m o d e l was t a k e n se r ious ly , a n d m a n y 

d e v e l o p i n g coun t r i e s i n v e s t e d h e a v i l y 

a long the l ines of h is suggestions, only to 

be h a r m e d la ter by the f a i l u r e of such 

investments and an inab i l i ty to pay back 

the loans on w h i c h they were based.'*^ A s 

M a r t i n u s s e n notes, ea r ly deve lopmen t 

economists made many mistakes, based on 

the presumpt ion that economics alone can 

solve problems. These early dominant and 

grand theories often produced incorrect 

predic t ions and strategies that ended wi th 

l i t t le or no results.'*^ 

Perhaps instead of seeing economists as 

scientists, we should see them as indulg ing 

i n a k i n d of re l igious fa i th - nowadays, 

f a i t h i n the marke t . A s commenta to r 

M i c h a e l Kins ley , explains i n a recent Time 
magazine ed i to r i a l , the work ings of the 

market are a mystery to economists as w e l l 

as laypeople . However, the author exhorts 

us to cont inue to bel ieve i n the market , 

because al though we may not understand 

how it works , it " rea l ly does." Therefore 

we must not interfere wi th its spontaneous 

w o r k i n g s . S u c h d e s c r i p t i o n s m a k e 

economists sound more l i k e true believers 

i n the " inv i s ib le hand" than scientists. A n d 

i n fact , m u c h success i n economics seems 

due more to the "gambler 's h u n c h " than 

r a t i ona l p l a n n i n g — a fact w h i c h leads 

Sami r A m i n to refer to the capital ist global 

economy as an " E m p i r e of C h a o s . B u t 

there is no need for humani ty to imagine 

i t s e l f the h u m b l e f o o t s e r v a n t o f a n 

autonomous economic system, or engage 

i n awestruck wonder at the mystery of the 

market . H u m a n s make economies, so they 

also can change them. (This last point is 

reiterated by A m i n , when his cr i t ics charge 

h i s soc ia l i s t reforms wi th be ing too far 

a f i e ld of current practices.) Granted, when 

economies are so global ly inter twined, it 

becomes d i f f i c u l t for any one na t ion to 

divert to its own path. But g lobal iza t ion 

act ivis ts point to concrete successes i n 

r e p e a l i n g at least some of the nas t i e r 

economic practices and abuses.'^^ A l l this 

means that philosophers should not restrict 

thei r normat ive re f l ec t ions to issues of 

redistr ibution alone, but should explore a l l 

aspects of economics , i n c l u d i n g issues of 

product ion. 

F ina l ly , I would l i k e to turn to an issue 

that both Odera O r u k a and G b a d e g e s i n 

have addressed, the issue of recogni t ion 

a n d s e l f - r e s p e c t . T h e i m p o r t a n c e of 

recognit ion is out l ined i n the insights of 

authors such as Frantz Fanon and, more 

recently. A x e l Honneth.^'^ Odera O r u k a 

insists that the most h u m i l i a t i n g aspect of 

receiving a id is i n be ing made to fee l badly 

about oneself. T h i s aspect needs closer 

scrutiny. Just what is it that causes the 

humil ia t ion? Odera O r u k a suggests that 

i t i s k n o w i n g that the o the r p a r t y i s 

invo lved i n an act of supererogation. Fo r 

i f the other party d i d the exact same act ion 

(giving funds), but the g iv ing of funds were 

seen as an obl igat ion, then the rec ip ient 

would not fee l self-pi ty or humi l i a t ion . Fo r 

these reasons, g iv ing what is needed to f i l l 

one's bas i c needs must be c o n s i d e r e d 

obligatory. 

I th ink this interpretation is problemat ic . 

W i l l these perceptions and feelings change 

i f the " a i d " becomes obl igatory? A s a 

para l le l , think of welfare and chari ty i n the 

U . S . context. Money to f u n d welfare is 

c o m p u l s o r i l y t a k e n f r o m p e o p l e ' s 

paychecks i n the fo rm of taxes, and those 

who qua l i f y for welfare receive it as an 

e n t i t l e m e n t . D o e s t h i s l e s s e n the 

resentment f rom those who give, and does 

it l e s sen the h u m i l i a t i o n of those who 

receive? Does one who goes to the welfare 

o f f i c e to co l l e c t one's en t i t l ement f e e l 

better about themselves than the person 

who goes to the char i ty- run soup k i t c h e n 
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for a meal , or the church-run shelter staffed 

b y v o l u n t e e r s ? T h i s i s not meant to 

d i s c o u r a g e the a r g u m e n t i n f a v o r of 

compulsory welfare . In fact it cou ld be 

argued that it is needed because i f left to 

cha r i t y , p e o p l e c o u l d lose in te res t i n 

h e l p i n g others, s u c c u m b i n g to apathy. 

T h i s analogy is only used to point out that 

m a k i n g something compulsory does not 

automatical ly l i f t the burden of self-pi ty 

or humi l i a t ion . 

However, it cou ld be argued that accepting 

w e l f a r e i s a c c o m p a n i e d b y s u c h 

humi l i a t i on because the A m e r i c a n pub l i c 

has not b e e n f u l l y c o n v i n c e d o f i t s 

n e c e s s i t y . T h e i d e a o f r i g h t s a n d 

entit lements that serves as the basis for 

the w e l f a r e s y s t e m was not p r o p e r l y 

in terna l ized by a broad base of the p u b l i c , 

or, it has been eroded by many years of 

R e a g a n o m i c s . S k e p t i c i s m r e g a r d i n g 

obligations of those wi th money toward the 

unemployed and poor i n their own country 

has grown to such an extent i n the U . S . 

that bad ly needed welfare programs have 

b e e n c u t , r e p l a c e d w i t h " w o r k f a r e " 

programs which are punitive i n their intent. 

Rather than sharing Gbadegesin's concern 

that a l l who want work should be able to 

f i n d it , "workfare" programs have as their 

pr imary intent assuring the taxpayers that 

nobody is gett ing a " f ree r i d e . " M a n y 

Amer i cans are i n denia l of the systemic 

product ion of poverty i n the country, so 

enamored are they wi th the "you can make 

i t " ideology. In order for respect to be 

restored to the nation's poor (as a f irst step 

to u n d e r s t a n d i n g the w o r l d ' s p o o r ) , 

e d u c a t i o n is n e e d e d to h i g h l i g h t how 

inst i tut ional ized rac i sm and sexism create 

poverty at home.^^ O n l y through increased 

understanding can we expect that people 

w i l l sh rug of f the rugged i n d i v i d u a l i s t 

ideology and see the poor as those wi th 

va l i d needs that must be addressed. O f 

course, when it comes to educat ion and to 

seeing through ideology, philosophers have 

a b ig role to play. Further works l i ke Odera 

Oruka 's and Gbadegesins 's w h i c h explore 

s o l u t i o n s to o u r p l a n e t ' s r i c h - p o o r 

dichotomy should be encouraged. 
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