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Abstract

Odera Oruka’'s Sage philosophy project, his debnitof philosophy, the method of

interviewing sages, and the differentiation betwésk and philosophic sages, have

been discussed and criticised at length. Unforeipatess known is Odera Oruka’s

work on Ethics. This is especially regrettablehesphilosophical work had two main

objectives:

* The liberation of philosophy in Africa from ethngical and racist prejudices

(Sage philosophy).
» The reconstruction of the dimension of sagacitghilosophy which got lost

in technical and analytic language during the destades. Philosophy became

a kind of expert knowledge with specialized terngy, thereby losing its
holistic outlook and practical relevance.
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For Odera Oruka, who situates himself in the Saxraadition of philosophy,

philosophy is not a science in the ivory tower, bas to contribute to the betterment
of the life of the people - it has to be made pcatt Philosophers have to deploy the
results of their thinking to the well-being of thesommunities. This is what he

considers, following Socrates, the sagacious diroard philosophy.

The aim of the present article is to highlight g#thical dimension of Odera Oruka's
work, and to show the inseparable relationshiphef$age Philosophy project and his
works on ethics, with a special focus on his cohadpglobal justice. At the same
time, the article attempts to show the relevanc®aéra Oruka's work to the world

philosophical discourse.

Key Words

Henry Odera Oruka, Socrates, sage philosophy, blpiséice, human minimum,

poverty, intercultural philosophy.
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"... and while I have life and strength I shall never cease from the practice and teaching
of philosophy, exhorting anyone whom I meet after my manner, and convincing him,
saying: ‘O my friend, why do you who are a citizen of the great and mighty and wise city
of Athens, care so much about laying up the greatest amount of money and honour and
reputation, and so little about wisdom and truth and the greatest improvement of the
soul, which you never regard or heed at all?™"

(Socrates' Defensk)

Introduction

For Odera Oruka, who situates himself in the Sacrtaadition of philosophy (see
various references to Socrates in Odera Oruka 19®@psophy is not a science in
the ivory tower, but has to contribute to the bretkent of the life of the people. The
aim of the present article is to show the insegdaraklationship of his Sage
philosophy project and his works on ethics, witkpecial focus on his concept of
global justice. | will try to show the importancd questions related to Sage
philosophy (wisdom research) for the world phildsicpl discourse — as well as
Odera Oruka's (still widely neglected) contributiorthe debate on global justice. My
over-arching objective is to open the debate orbajlqustice to an intercultural

discourse.

The article is divided into three sections. Thetfsurveys the Socratic approach to
the search for wisdom and its importance for tretony of philosophy. The second
introduces Odera Oruka’s way to wisdom: first, is project of Sage philosophy,
where | draw parallels to the Socratic understapdinwisdom, especially under the
focus of wisdom as ethical commitment; and secantijs concept of global justice
as an example of ethical commitment. In my conoluditry to open both of Odera

Oruka’s concepts to an intercultural approach titopbphy.

! Plato:Apology Translated by Benjamin Jowett. Provided by Therlret Classics Archive. Available
online at http://classics.mit.edu//Plato/apologynht
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1. The Wisdom of Socrates

The virtue of wisdom has been appreciated sardejuity all over the world, and

enjoys a long history as a topic in the humanitldewever, during the past few
centuries, as a consequence of modernity, wisd@rcéased to play a major role in
academic discourse, due to a higher appreciatioteatnical, specialist or expert
knowledge. Only recently has wisdom received remkwatention, both in several
sciences and in the public sphere in general, dwarious factors. Demographic and
social developments (e.g. the increased life egpegtand the growing importance of
old age to our societies), and the increasing distation in a world which is

becoming more and more complex and confusing, eeaistl as an effect of
globalization, have brought wisdom back into focis.a context in which neither

traditional institutions such as family or religiomor ideologies can offer safety and
orientation any more, the experiential pattern adem promises to provide the

lacking guide posts.

The etymology of philosophy (ancient Greek: 'lowe fvisdom') is evidence that

wisdom is constitutive for the very establishing miilosophy as an academic
discipline in Europe. The search for wisdom and diepute on what wisdom is or

might be accompanied the self-definition of philolsp for centuries in Europe,

beginning with the controversy between the soplaists Socrates/Plato. In contrast to
other disciplines (like psychology), the questfesdom and its definition across the
history of philosophy is not simply one topic amonthers, but reflects how

philosophy understands itself at a meta-philosapHevel (Ritter and Grinder 2004,

371).

The roots of the ancient Greek and occidental qunokwisdom can be traced back
to the ancient civilisations of Egypt and MesopadtaifAssmann 1991). One of the
first written records on wisdom can be attributedtiie Egyptian writer, Pthahotep,
around 2200 B.C. But only in ancient Greece diteation on wisdom give birth to a
new academic discipline: philosophy. While the gstshclaim to possess knowledge
and wisdom, the philosophers - Socrates being thst routstanding example -
consider themselves only as friends or lovers afdein. With Socrates, wisdom
attains the meaning of knowledge about the limitsus knowledge, in contrast to the
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sophists’ pseudo-knowledge. Moreover, Socrates iotenthe practical dimension of
wisdom, and formulates the ethical imperative te aar knowledge for the sake of

the common good.

Since (European) antiquity, wisdom has been ungedstto have both an
epistemological and a practical dimension: to asely means to be able to apply the
right knowledge, in order to live a good and vidsolife in harmony with the
community. Furthermore, Socrates represents a madtl shift in the main interests
of ancient philosophy, a shift which is commonlyles "the Socratic turn": while the
lonian natural philosophers before Socrates wermlyndevoted to observations of
nature and questions about the source of all beBgsrates focused on the practical-
moral behavior of his fellow men and on questiohthe moral foundation of human
life. While examining traditional concepts of madyalcorrect behavior and
maintaining a critical distance vis-a-vis his conp®raries, the Sophists, Socrates was
searching for the universal in ethical matters. lkom, no action can be evaluated as
brave, just, or good as long as it has no univigrsaicepted concept of bravery,

justice and the good. For him, the primary tasktufosophy is to find these concepts.

However, Socrates never claimed that he alreadggsssd these universal concepts.
On the contrary, he always assured his interlosutaat he did not have solutions, but
rather knew that he did not know. But for him tkiad of knowledge of one's own
limits of knowledge is still higher than the preeletined pseudo-knowledge of the
Sophists, who pretended to have answers, withduingothe fundamental question
of how a general knowledge of virtue is possiblecrates’ outlook was the beginning
of a new kind of moral justification, where the sawf morality is based on human
self-consciousness: a behaviour counts as virtaolyswhen it knows its purpose, its
meaning and its target. It is a self-confident vatra founded on knowledge. Virtue
consists in the knowledge of right action and, tsiseachable. Lack of knowledge or

ignorance is the worst enemy of virtue.

But how do we define concepts or terms of univevsdidity? Socrates developed a
method which had a major impact on the further preg of philosophy in Europe,
and was named after him: the Socratic Method oreutais (midwifery). Its basic

principle is the dialogue: Socrates and his copates search in a dialogue of equal
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partners (learners) for universal concepts. Thetista point of various Socratic
dialogues are traditional notions of virtues sushustice, courage, etc. In the course
of the conversation, the justifiability of thesetinas is examined. Uncritically
accepted opinions and prejudices are revealed anthsked. The dialogue is for
Socrates an indispensable condition for the dewvedmp of thought in a cognitive
process in which all participants are equally ineol. However, results or definitions
are not provided by the traditional Socratic dialeg (as they were handed down to us
by Plato or Xenophon). Usually we remain doubtfudl zonfused, like Euthydemus,
who complains at the end of a conversation withr&es, that he cannot trust his own
answers any more (Xenophon 1973, 1V, 2, S. 19)ré8es confines himself to sowing
doubts and to promoting the birth of new ideasnroagoing process of questioning
conventional answers (like his mother, the midwsieeTheaetetus

In sum, for Socrates wisdom is characterized bywareness of the limitations or
borders of human knowledge. Wisdom is the knowled§eone's own lack of

knowledge. Moreover, wisdom is for Socrates prattoowledge for the betterment
of the community. It is a moral-based knowledgeyresgsed in a virtuous and good

life for the wellbeing of the community.

During the Christian late Antiquity and Middle Ager particular since Augustine,
the meaning of wisdom undergoes profound changeslaifts from secular issues of
justice, courage or good leadership, to a theoddgooncept. The differentiation
betweensapientiaand scientia between an experience which is accessible only by
revelation and the knowledge of secular affairsstil influential. Later on, the
Renaissance splits the concept of wisdom evendurttow, each author proposes his
own concept of wisdom - either as a religious pinegiwon or a secular one, either as

a gift of God or as a human virtue.

The progress of modern sciences in particular despéhe gap between sagacious
knowledge (wisdom) and science. Locke’s famous rhoflehe human mind as a
tabula rasawhich is gradually filled with sensory impressiongplies that theonly
knowledge accessible to humans has to be a pastemo, based upon experience.
This led in the long run to a strict separationwastn scientific knowledge and

wisdom (as the “other”, “esoteric” knowledge) arahtled faith and wisdom into the
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realm of what cannot be verified and trusted. Assailt, the typical modern equation
between science and knowledge brought about thkisan of wisdom from the

canon of knowledge, and finally to its oblivion.n@t forms of knowledge than the
scientific approach, like mystic or religious reatgbns, as well as normative
traditional thought, subjective life experiencesgedimation practices, etc. were

rejected as illegitimate sources of knowledge (A@wsm1991).

The often tense relations among philosophy, retiggmd sciences in the Western
context is an ongoing theme of discussion in pbpby. Nevertheless, the research
on wisdom is still rather marginalised in philosgpfihe rare works on this topic -
mostly studies on the meaning of wisdom in theonysbf philosophy - often include
lamentations that contemporary philosophy has itsstsagacious dimension, and
thereby its holistic worldview and practical relega. In other words, Western
philosophy developed in the last two centuries &sd of expert knowledge with a
specialized terminology, similar to other scienf@&ldenfels, in Oelmuller 1989, 9
ff.), and appears to be incompatible with a geneatesentation of sagacity.

Above all, the relation wisdom-philosophy-sciencether regions of the worchot

to mention theintercultural dimension of wisdamhas hardly been taken into
consideration. Wisdom is not only a phenomenon whg known in all human
cultures, but also quite a number of cultures hexen longer traditions than Europe
in reflecting on sagacity. Via the reflection onthg/and religion, wisdom found its

way into philosophical thinking for example in Japa

Nevertheless, in Western philosophy wisdom has ficdi standing: where
philosophy is understood as an institution or gisee, i.e. as part of the system of the
sciences, the ancient definition of wisdom and ggaphy does not play a role any
more. Modern science became the strongest challengesdom, not only criticizing
it, but also ultimately excluding it from the canohknowledge and ignoring it. Other
forms of knowledge, such as mystical vision, relig revelation, traditional
normative knowledge, or anonymous subjective egpeg of life no longer apply as
legitimate sources of knowledge. In Western traditithe relationship between

wisdom and knowledge, wisdom and philosophy as albhilosophy and science is
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still up for debate and certainly very differentliy, not contrarily defined (see
Oelmduller 1989; Borsche 1995; Maxwell 2007; Gloy2p

It is time to reconsider the relationship betweasdem and philosophy — not only
because of the unsatisfactory technical languageontemporary philosophers and
the domination of expert knowledge, but, furthereydrecause of a newly emerging
intercultural dialogue in philosophy, which foraescidental philosophy to justify its

concept of wisdom in the face of other traditiohthought?

2. Wisdom and Henry Odera Oruka

One of the recent examples of a deeper exploratiadhe concept of wisdom, which
shows a certain affinity to Socratic wisdom, is He®@dera Oruka’Sage Philosophy
Henry Odera Oruka (1944-1995) was one of the momhiment representatives of
African philosophy. His philosophical work is cheierized by a special proximity to
the reality of life of the people in his countryeifya, and overall in Africa. The focus
of his ethical works was on questions such asdhewing:

* What does freedom and independence mean in a pmstdovorld?

* What is the situation of democracy and human righisfrica?

* What is the moral legitimacy of development aid?

Topics such as the protection of the environmeottias justice, and the quest for the
relevance of philosophy today were on Oruka’s agend

The sapiential dimension of philosophy consistsddera Oruka mainly in the ethical
commitment of the philosopher, i.e. in his or héforts to apply concepts and
theoretical tools to the benefit of the communggg Odera Oruka 1990; Graness and
Kresse eds. 1997, 254). The sage "... aims attheakbetterment of the community
that he lives in" (Odera Oruka in Graness and $&@esds. 1997, 254). For him,
philosophy as 'love for wisdom' is not a sciencethe ivory tower, but has to
contribute to the betterment of the life of the jpleo

2 See Hans Waldenfels: "Thesen zur Weisheit. Audaespektive Asiens" (Oelmiiller 1989, p. 9ff.) or
keyword 'Wisdom' inRoutledge Encyclopedia of PhilosoptBadward Craig, London 1998, Vol. 9).
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Philosophy is an art of reasoning and providesitecal intellectual
weapon and methodology for analysing and synthesighe basic
problems of man, society and nature. ... The maimrtfan of moral
and social philosophy is to apply rigorous analginc synthetic reason
to the basic moral and social problems and helpxfdain or define
moral good, moral evil and the requirements of mdwist social order
(Odera Oruka 1997, 140).

However, the conception of contemporary philosophthe academy is far from the
Socratic understanding of philosophy, a fact thatording to Odera Oruka, has to be

changed.

The Sage Philosophy project

Odera Oruka became known for I[8age Philosophyproject (started in 1974%age
Philosophy as a reaction against the colonial prejudiceghefinferiority of African
cultures and the myths of African “communal thinkinas stated for example by
Placide Tempels or representatives of Ethno-phibgdike Alexis Kagame, E.A.
Ruch or Leopold Sédar Senghor), attempts to identiflividual philosophers in
traditional African communities. Academically traoh philosophers went to village
communities to carry out interviews about philosophtopics (such as truth, God,
and the good life) with people identified as sdggsheir own communities. The talks
were recorded and later analyzed. According tordselts of the analysis, Odera
Oruka differentiates between the folk-sage (sagd® wncritically report the
knowledge of the ancestors) and the philosophie ¢sages who are able to evaluate
the communal heritage of knowledge critically, whieesent their own reasonable
points of view, and who are able to reject old @iptes on rational grounds).

Sage Philosophy’mtention is set against ethno-philosophical attesng systematize
folk beliefs and present them as philosophiggnophilosophydescribes African
philosophy mainly as traditional communal thinkiag it can be found in proverbs,
fables, special features of African languagesBtts view is reflected in expressions
such as Bantu philosophy, Akan philosophy, and reth€®©dera Oruka himself

describes the intention of his project as follows:
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The existence of the sage-philosophy refutes batview that African
Philosophy is only folk wisdom and the view thatlsg to restrict
philosophy only to written professional philosopli@dera Oruka
1990, 31).

Against Ethnophilosopis Odera Oruka advances the criticism in the firse khat it
fuses mythologies or ideologies with philosophy. lfowrites in his famous article
"Mythologies as African Philosophy* (first publisthén 1974)3

What may be a superstition is paraded as 'Africdigion’, and the

white world is expected to endorse that it is irtle@ereligion but an
African religion. What in all cases is a mythology paraded as
‘African philosophy' and again the white cultureawgaited to endorse
that it is indeed a philosophy, but an African pedphy. What is in all
cases a dictatorship is paraded as 'African derogcrand white

culture is again expected to endorse that it isAs@l what is clearly a
de-development or pseudo-development is describedeaelopment’;
and again the white world is expected to endoraeithis development
- but of course 'African development'." (Odera Qruk Graness and
Kresse eds. 1997, 23).

For Odera Oruka, in contrast to the approaclttinophilosophyphilosophy is a
critical-reflexive thought process, characterizedlbgical consistency and always
tied to individual thinkers. The goal of his prdjes the liberation of African
philosophy from ethnological and racial prejudices)d a clear differentiation

between philosophy and myth, proverbs or folk wrado

Odera Oruka assumes that a large part of the pogiabculture and thought systems
has remained intact even after the end of col@mgland that there are people whose

education and way of life is still deeply rootedhese traditions:

.. most of the ‘tribal’ cultures and thought remairiatact even after
colonialism. And there were people whose educadiah view on life
were wholly or mostly rooted in this. So, | decidedselect my sample
from among the people considemise by their own communities and
who were at the same time free from the effect esWrn scholarship
... Such people, | believed, were genuine repredeasaof traditional
Africa in a modern setting (Odera Oruka 1990, 6).

% See H. Odera Oruka, “Mythologies as African Phifusy”. In Graness and Kresse 1997, pp.23-34.
First published irEast African JournalVol.9 No.10, 1972, pp.5-11.
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But who is a ‘wise' person? According to Odera @yuk person can be called wise
when he or she is familiar with the cultural bediehorms and myths of his/her
community, and if he or she is respected in thgareé by the members of the said
community and asked for advice. Furthermore, a v employs "... abstract
reasoning for the understanding and solution ofoic questions of human life and
nature" (Odera Oruka 1990, 36).

The men and women selected by Odera Oruka andebhm were from different
ethnic groups and mostly illiterate. Interviews twithem were conducted on
philosophically interesting questions and in tleeim languages. The interviews were
recorded and later transliterated (see Odera Or@Ra and 1992). With the transfer
of the conversations into the written form, the Wiexige of these African wise men
and women was not only accessible to a larger nuofiggeople, but was at the same
time saved from being forgotten — as the famousaviakriter Amadou Hampatée Ba
warned in his speech at a UNESCO meeting in 1982Africa, when an old man
A

dies, it's a library burning."Today this warning adorns the UNESCO building in

Paris.

Odera Oruka’s project takes an important step tdsvéine preservation of traditional
knowledge in Africa, while also contributing to amependent history of philosophy
in Africa. Its reconstruction is, due to the prdway oral tradition in large areas of

Africa for centuries, facing major difficulties; as Odera Oruka puts it,

Given the absence of the practice of writing, ihdé easy to trace who
the philosophers were and what ideas they expourtdedever, by

talking to the living sages, it is possible to gaglimpse of what could
have been the case. Besides, the thoughts of $uoly kages are
valuable in themselves. Exposing the value of gholights is again
one other important aim of the sage-research teatave undertaken”
(Odera Oruka 1990, 36).

It is encouraging that the project 8&ge Philosophis not only discussed in a very

lively and critical manner in Africa and beyond,tlibat some subsequent projects

“"En Afrique, quand un vieillard meurt, c’est unelisithéque qui brile.For the documentation and
discussion of the famous phrase see Amadou Tour&gnldriss Mariko eds. 200 Amadou
Hampaté B4, Homme de science et de sagesse: mglpogele centiéme anniversaire de la
naissance d'Hampaté BRaris: Karthala, pp.56-58.
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have been initiated in different regions of Afriffar example by Muyiwa Falaiye,

Nigeria, see Falaiye 2006).

The objective ofSage Philosophyhowever, goes beyond the reconstruction of pre-
colonial philosophical knowledge: it also aims taka indigenous traditions fertile
for the solution of today's problems in Africa, Bu@s conflict mediation,
environmental degradation, issues of democracysaedl justice, or very practical
issues such as family planning. The American pbpber Gail Presbey cooperated
for several years with Odera Oruka at the UniversftNairobi, and also conducted

interviews with sages in Kenya. She writes:

[Odera Oruka] ... was interested in the philosoplages as critical
thinkers engaged in shedding light on and solvirggdroblems of their
communities, by critically drawing upon their tradns as well as
practicing their own form of creative insight. Agpect he had just
finished before his death involved interviewing esagegarding their
own attitudes and the attitudes of members of tleeimmunities
toward family planning (Presbey 2000, 523-524).

Presbey argues that in this regard (the practitatteof the knowledge of sages for
their communities) African sages can pose a chgdleto academic philosophers
(Presbey 1996). This challenge is that philosophy to be made sagacious and
relevant to humanity. This is the ultimate messafeOruka’s Sage Philosophy
project. The search for the sages in our contemypdeairopean societies would

certainly be fitting for a comprehensive reseandjqzt.

Odera Oruka underlines the importanc&age Philosophgs follows:

It is our conviction that both a nation and an wndlial can best
develop only on the basis of self-generated and-dsdined
philosophy. This is not to discard the value ofestVe borrowing
from other cultures and peoples. After all, bormogvis a common
historical practice in all human life. But borrowinmust be
distinguished from ... ‘apemanship’. ... We belietr&t the sage
philosophy movement in African scholarship is bespipped to
demonstrate indigenous and self-generated Afritelogpphy” (Odera
Oruka 1992, 20).

The precondition for combatting socio-economic degtion, cultural-racial
mythology and the illusion of appearances, theetlmestacles of philosophy as Odera
Oruka calls them (Odera Oruka 1997, 283), is aoremhous philosophical tradition,
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rooted in the relevant cultural conte$age Philosophis to be seen as a part of such
a liberating process. Thus whether or not Oderak&suproject and method are
similar to the Socratic way of philosophizing, @@an Azenabor for example
opposes a comparison between the Socratic methdd Sage philosophy; see
Azenabor 2009, 82-83), it ismdoubtedlycommon to both philosophers, Odera Oruka
and Socratésthat both of them were motivated in their thirkiny the strong will to
contribute to the betterment of their communities.

The Concept of Global Justice

The issue of justice has a central place in thediocdialogues. Socrates not only
analyzes justice as a personal virtue, but alsmtpdio its social and political
dimensions. A comprehensive examination of whauss and what is justice takes
place in the dialogue with Thrasymachus (in thst foook of Plato'®epubli¢. Here
Socrates pursues the question of justice with ttiféerent interlocutors. Now, Odera
Oruka did not make the question of justice a topidis interviews with traditional
sages in Kenya (at least as far as | know from publications). This is very
unfortunate, since the material could have providedwith an interesting basis to

draw parallels to the Socratic dialogues.

Nevertheless, justice was a major topic in Oderak®s ethical works. However,
while his Sage Philosophy projeas well known and has been discussed quite
intensely, his work on Ethics is unfortunately lelssown. This is especially
regrettable, since, as we have already noted, lssophical work had two main
objectives: The liberation of philosophy in Afridaom ethnological and racist
prejudices (Sage philosophy), and the reconstnuafothe dimension of sagacity in
philosophy, which means the ethical commitment lwfgsophers, their attempts to
apply the results of their thinking to the promatiof the well-being of their
communities. In his own case, he dedicated a hageqgb his philosophical work to
ethical problems such as liberty, justice, demogciaud the parental earth ethics (see
especially the collected essays in Odera Oruk@ractical Philosophy 1990).

Furthermore, he was an outspoken opponent of theeDArap Moi regime. His

® Odera Oruka sees Socrates rather as a sage phélosopher (Odera Oruka 1990, p.xxvii).
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sudden and tragic death in December 1995 mighelaged to his critical articles -

another possible parallel to Socrates.

While the idea of 'global justice' only starteddlay a role in the Euro-American
debates in principle since the beginning of the meennium, Henry Odera Oruka
had already used it in 1981, about 20 years befastarted to be a central topic in
Europe and America. He used it in the same way igsuised in the current debates,
namely, as a concept that elevates the contexteofpplicability of the principles of
justice to a worldwide level, linking it to the pEmnsibility of all for the enforcement
of justice throughout the planet, and in doingfsothe first time, adapts the concept
of justice to the current level of internationailkages in all areas. As a philosopher
from Kenya, and thus in a marginalized positioewery respect, his work remained,
unfortunately, largely unnoticed - a loss for thstdry of philosophy and for the

current debate, as | will try to show presently.

For Odera Oruka the question of social justiceniserently one which exceeds
national boundaries, a question that can only béiesti and solved on a global level.
Furthermore, he considered the problem of povestyas a moral question of charity
or humanitarian assistance, nor even of restitutot as a matter of justice, and

ultimately as a question of an enforceable law.

Odera Oruka’s two key articles on the topic of ipestare “John Rawls’ Ideology:
Justice as Egalitarian Fairness” (1981) and “ThdoBbphy of Foreign Aid: A
Question of the Right to a Human Minimum” (1989).

The first article advocates for an egalitarian apph to global justice: global justice
means equal distribution of the wealth of the wardl the removal of all inequalities.
He blames the system of capitalism itself, in paitir the prevailing relations of
ownership, as responsible for the emergence oémerdevelopmental differences in
the world, and makes the interesting distinctiotwieen “socially significant personal

property” and “Socially insignificant personal pesfy”:

[Socially significant personal property] involvdsetsole ownership by
an individual or family of such things as land taets, mines or
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capital. The possession of any of these economanmegives one an
important status in productive property. (Oderakari997, 122).

Socially insignificant personal property, on thdest hand, "... does not give any
social power over others. It involves the possessicsuch things as clothes, furniture
and books." (Odera Oruka 1997, 122).

Odera Oruka concludes: Socially significant pers@maperty, which serves for the
accumulation of capital, has to be restricted toeatent that the existence of all

people in this world will be guaranteed.

In 1989, Odera Oruka’s understanding Global justice changed fundamentally.
From then, he definelobal justiceas a kind ofregulative ethical ideal, and
postulated the right to Human minimunas an absolute right. The right to a human
minimum is founded on the non-defeasible right éf-greservation. Since the self-
preservation of a person is the first and fundaalemtcessity to making use of all

other rights, its denial causes the loss of essemtictions of a human person:

For all human beings to function with a significadegree of
rationality and self-awareness, they need a cent@mmmum amount of
physical security, health care, and subsistendelaw this minimum
one may still be human and alive. But one cannotessfully carry
out the functions of a moral agent or engage iratore activity.
Access to at least the human minimum is necessawgn(if not
sufficient) for one to be rational and self-consisioWithout it, man is
either a brute or a human vegetable. Man losesvéng minimum
necessary for a decent definition of human beindef@ Oruka in
Graness and Kresse eds. 1997, 53).

A denial of the human minimum means, for the a#fddndividual, that he or she is
incapable of exercising the essential functions gferson. A 'person’ is defined by
Odera Oruka as a rational, self-confident, moradliing being, who is in a position to
achieve a fair deal. The term 'person’ includesathiéty of self-determination and
self-designer of one’s own life. Person therefor@udes qualities that go beyond the
mere belonging to the specieshmimo sapiend?eople who do not obtain the status of
a person are no longer able to act ethically, dedefore drop out of the ethical
community. They are no longer subject to the comtgisgrrules, and do not take any
responsibility for their actions (Odera Oruka ira@ess and Kresse eds. 1997, 52-53).



16 Anke Graness

In his understanding of the term ‘person’, Oderakarapparently follows Kant, for
whom the status of being a person is linked to act@bility, freedom of agency and

self-legislation. Persons are carriers of rights daties (Kant 1990, 58).

A prerequisite to obtaining the status of a persosecuring the human minimum.
This includes according to Odera Oruka physicalisgg health, and subsistence. He
tries to expand the definition of primary goodsia book,The Philosophy of Liberty
(1991) to a certain degree (including knowledgei, ibis still limited to life-saving

factors.

Now, most of the modern ethical approaches takedbm rights as the first moral
principle (see John RawlSheory of Justicel971; Juergen Habermas' and Karl Otto
Apel's project of an Ethics of DiscoufseBut Odera Oruka states that economic
needs are always prior to political or intellectnakds!For, before somebody is able
to take part in a moral or any other kind of dissey certain basic (material) needs
have to be fulfilled. Only then will a human beibg able to argue and decide freely.

The right to a human minimum is, according to Oderaka, universally valid, that
is, absolute, and every moral agent is obligeduarantee this right to every other
human being. This right is attributed to every haonheing by virtue of his or her

being human:

... the right to a human minimum is the basis foustified demand by
anybody that the world (not just his society) Hes duty to ensure that
he is not denied a chance to live a basically hgdite (Odera Oruka
in Graness and Kresse eds. 1997, 54).

Without entrenching this basic right, every othight loses its meaning because of
the loss of moral agency. But the right to a humammum means at the same time a
universal duty of every person to guarantee a icen@nimum standard of living to
all other human beings.

As a kind of categorical imperative, the basic gipte of Odera Oruka’s ethical

approach might be stated as follows:

® e.g. Jurgen Habermas 19®t|auterungen zur Diskursethikrankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp and Karl-
Otto Apel. 1973Das Apriori der Kommunikationsgemeinschaft und@iiendlagen der Ethik: Zum
Problem einer rationalen Begriindung der Ethik initzleer der Wissenschafin: K.-O. Apel.:
Transformation der Philosophi&rankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp, Vol. 2.
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Ensure that the basic needs of every human beitigsmworld are met
to the extent that he/she is able to act as adieession maker and that
he/she is able to argue for his/her interests byher self.

Thus for Odera Oruka, foreign Aid for economicalgak nations is not a kind of
charity, but a right for the poor nations to reegiand a duty for the rich nations to
provide so that everybody may attain the human mmm. From the foregoing,
Odera Oruka derives the following obligations &t ¢fobal level:

- Property rights are rightgima facieand not absolute rights. There are always many
matters of greater moral significance than thetriglproperty.

- Being aprima facieright, it can legitimately be overridden by somiethof greater
moral significance, e.g. by sending food to stagumillions to guarantee the human
minimum. Odera Oruka derives a right to developmadt and suggests that rich
nations must invest in a reserve pool for the pooations. (Odera Oruka in Graness
and Kresse eds. 1997, 56-57).

- He proposes a principle from which external i@esnce in the internal affairs of
any nation that treats its citizens as 'subhumaasld be legitimate (Odera Oruka in
Graness and Kresse eds. 1997, 50).

Odera Oruka suggests the redistribution of whatalls “national supererogatiofi'lt
has to be redistributed in such a way that neitherconsumption damages the
environment nor single individuals lose their irdm@rright of self-preservation. He
gives three arguments to legitimize the redistrdyutof “national supererogation”

among poor nations:

" Unfortunately, Odera Oruka does not define thentérational supererogation”. Supererogation (Lat.
supererogatio, payment beyond what is due or a$i@d,super= beyond and erogare = to pay out)
means the performance of work beyond what is requir expected. In ethics it indicates an act
that is good but not morally required to be dohé hot an economic category, but it seems that
Odera Oruka uses the term to describe 'nationdthvea the gross national product of a state,tor a
least that part of the GNP which goes beyond tgenirneeds of a nation state. He gives a rather
moral description of the term:

"The principle of national supererogation protecttate from blame if it remains indifferent to the
needs of those outside its borders, however needgtarving such people may be. Yet, at the same
time it inspires a nation to demand showers ofger#iit decides to offer foreign aid;
“supererogation” in this context is the claim thtdtes are not obliged to aid others, but shoudd on
state decide to help another, then the donor habswiute right to decide the terms and time of the
donation" (Odera Oruka in Graness and Kresse &85, 48). It is a weak term which makes it
difficult to apply his concept politically.
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1. "National supererogation® is based on propertytaghut there are always
rights that are morally more important than rigistproperty. Thus,
“national supererogation” cannot be an absolutetrig

2. No nation can prove that its territory belongs bnadred percent to it, or that
it gained the territory by legitimate means only.
3. The principle of supererogation makes sense ontpimection with moral

agency; this means it applies only if rules of nhogaponsibility are respected
(Odera Oruka in Graness and Kresse eds. 1997, 66-57

Odera Oruka’s concept of global justice has renthisieetchy, maybe due to his
sudden and early death. Nevertheless, it offeresomportant suggestions for today's
debate on global justice. With reference to thespia} nature of man (bodiliness),
Odera Oruka focuses on the one and only preregusiany other liberty. He insists
that the right to a human minimum, as the basaladther rights, has to have priority
over all other rights. This is a remarkable poihview. Most of the modern ethical
approaches do not take basic questions, such asftipgople below the existential
minimum, into consideration. Rather, they startirtmeflections with an individual
already able to be a moral agent. The current detraglobal justice revolves around
the tension between freedom and equality or betvpeetcularists (nationalists) and
cosmopolitans. A living wage is in the majority tble concepts already granted and
not explicitly taken into consideration. But for recthan one billion people, this is
simply not the case. The 'oblivion of the body' htige the result of a dirth of ethical
insight from industrial nations, where daily fodthusing and health care are now
taken for granted. From the reality and daily eipare of the people in so-called

developing countries, this question is necesseaibed in a different way.

Odera Orukas principle of global justice takes ltiteer reality of his continent into
consideration, a reality that cannot simply be éttgn in philosophical reflections.
Therefore his ethical approach is characterizedabyery important change of
paradigm concerning the question of justice: frdra paradigm of equality to the

paradigm of responsibility for the other.
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3. Conclusion: The relevance of Odera Oruka's Sagehilosophy and
Concept of Global Justice

Africa is a continent which rarely finds attentionphilosophical institutes in Europe.
While Asian philosophical traditions and schoolstlte medieval Arabic philosophy
is widely recognized and taught at universities eplteges in europe, one cannot find

lectures on philosophy in Africa.

There are many reasons for this kind of ignoradtcean partly be attributed to
colonial and racist prejudices that have circuldtedover 200 years, such as Hegel's
assertion of Africa as a continent without hist@rdegel 1955, 216) or Lévy-Bruhl's
assertion of a "primitive mentality" among Africaimicapable of higher intellectual
achievements (see Lévy-Brubh mentalité primitive 1922), making it difficult for
European scholars to pay attention to Africa asdphiilosophic traditions. Another
reason for this dirth is the lack of knowledge abafiica and its intellectual history.
The main reason, however, is the marginalizatioAfdata in the international arena,
which also has an impact on the academy. The impsmimes obvious in a certain
kind of "institutionalized ignorance" towards thenk of social theorists from Africa.
The fact that the views of Henry Odera Oruka renadithe periphery of the world
philosophical discourse is not due to the relevarides arguments - as | have tried to
show above -, but rather to the poor material doovth for academic work in many
African countries (funding, publication opportuegi participation in international

conferences, scholarships and other requirementcéalemic work).

Philosophical concepts do not emerge in a spekifitorical, cultural, linguistic and
political context (just to name a few factors, whoontribute to the formation of the
specific content and methods) alone, but also urddrin financial and technical
conditions, which are anything other than of plolgsical nature. Nevertheless,
material conditions are a relevant factor in resp@the question, whether a concept
will be noticed in the international community dfilesophers or not. For the value of
a philosophical argument alone, it is irrelevanevehit was developed. However, for
its acceptance and actual implementation in theodise, the place of its origin is
unfortunately quite considerable - if not decisilgnorance about Odera Oruka in the

debates on global justice today can mainly be éxpih by the fact that he
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philosophized from the periphery under very limitegportunities to publish and
distribute his ideas. Most of his articles and t®alere published in Kenya, which
makes them difficult to access in Europe.

However, bothSage Philosophynd the global justice concept provide interesting

ideas for the international discourse. Let me sttt the global justice concept.

Odera Oruka underlines in his approach, that huipeamgs need, as a precondition to
obtain the status of a moral agent, first of &l& meeting of physical needs. To act as
a moral agent requires more than simply stayingealt requires a certain degree of
de factofreedom (material resources included). Odera Opgkats out that even the
right to life loses its normative force if at thanse time the right to minimal
conditions under which life and the use of freedoghts will be possible is not
recognized! Accordingly, Kant's right to freedorhgtbasis of today's Euro-American
discourse on justice) has to be criticized on ttoeigd that the human rights cause of
action is not expanded in terms of the materiaddons to exercise freedom. This is
a shortcoming, which clearly has to be overcomefawor of an extension of

subsistence rights.

If people are not able to dispose of any matemslurces, a sufficient resource
ownership moves to the rank of a freedom permitiogdition. In this case, a
sufficient resource ownership becomes a conditmmright, freedom and human
dignity, and proves to be one of the basic gooddf-determination requires the
provision of the opportunity to stay alive, and theailability of options and
alternatives. In this respect, a link between tlaemal aspect of human existence and
freedom rights is essential. The human right td-deermination, to live a life
according to one’s own ideas, the right to be retgokas ‘an end in itself’, constitutes
a legal basis for a claim to be provided with sloservices - even services that go
beyond subsistence. A life that follows the tracksmisery and struggle to survive

will take place without one's own participationitin

What is more, if the value of the right to freeddmappears in a state of destitution,
our ethical and political self-understanding losissnatural law core. Odera Oruka

pointed this out early. His thoughts deserve tinbegrated into the current discourse
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on global justice, from which the material basis gibbal justice sometimes

disappears from view.

The main idea of Sage Philosophy has a relevanicg gp@yond the African context:
if we refer back to Socrates and Odera Oruka - afgocertainly separated by more
than 2,000 years of cultural history, but, at thme time, share certain points in their
approach to philosophical and social issues -d¢bgdn from their teachings is, that it
is important to make philosophy practical. One wéyoing this could be to find the
sages of our societies today and to give them eevand a greater weight in our
respective communities. The other way is to apply philosophical tools to the
ethical and political issues of our time — insteddiealing mainly with issues from
the history of philosophy (history of philosophy vwgithout doubt the strongest
discipline in our institutes of philosophy, bothresearch as well as in teaching). The
third measure is to open philosophical discourseotepts from different regions of
the world. Culturally, socio-economically, politigaand historically different worlds
lead to very different questions and problems - dlgb to different answers to the
same questions. In this respect, a debate on kibscees with global relevance has to
be opened to an intercultural approach, and hdaki® the experiences of different
contexts into account. With special reference tocat norms and principles with a
claim to universal validity, the following challeagof an interculturally oriented
approach to philosophy has to be taken into corsdid®: "... do not consider a
philosophical argument as well founded, which hasrbdeveloped by people of a

single cultural tradition only." (Wimmer 1996, 93).

Debates on global justice or on the issue of wisdanmot and must not be conducted
without the voices of authors from Africa, Latin &nica and other parts of the world

- otherwise, the discussion remains a regionalreggmonic one.

References

Assmann, Aleida. ed. 199Weisheit. Archéologie der literarischen Kommuniaatill.
Minchen: Wilhelm Fink Verlag.

Azenabor, Godwin. 2009. "Odera Oruka’s Philosof@agacity: Problems and Challenges of
Conversation Method in African Philosophy'hought and Practice: A Journal of the
Philosophical Association of Kenya (PARYyemier Issue, New Series, Vol.1 No.1,
June 2009, pp.69-86.



22 Anke Graness

Borsche, Tilman ed. 1998Veisheit und Wissenschdftiinchen: Wilhelm Fink Verlag.

Craig, Edward. 199&outledge Encyclopedia of Philosophpl.9. London: Routledge.

Gloy, Karen. 2007Von der Weisheit zur Wissenschaft. Eine GenealogieTypologie der
Wissensformerfreiburg im Breisgau: Alber Verlag.

Graness, Anke and Kai Kresse eds. 18#facious Reasoning: H. Odera Oruka in
memoriam Frankfurt: Peter Lang.

Graness, Anke. 201Das menschliche Minimum. Globale Gerechtigkeitaftikanischer
Sicht: Henry Odera Orukd:rankfurt/M.: Campus.

Hegel, Georg W.F. 195%0rlesungen Uber die Philosophie der Weltgeschiddad I: Die
Vernunft in der Geschichtélamburg: Meiner.

Kant, Immanuel. 199Metaphysik der SitterStuttgart: Reclam Verlag.

Maxwell, Nicholas. 2007=rom knowledge to wisdom: A revolution for scieand the
humanitiesLondon: Pentire Press.

Odera Oruka, Henry. 1989. “The Philosophy of Farelid: A Question of the Right to a
Human Minimum”.Praxis InternationalVol.8 No.4, 1989, pp.465-475. Reprinted in
Graness and Kresse eds. 1997, pp.47-59 and Odeka @997, pp.81-93.

--. 1990.Sage Philosophy: Indigenous Thinkers and Modernalieebn African Philosophy
Leiden: E.J. Birill.

--. 1991.The Philosophy of LibertyAn Essay on Political Philosophitairobi: Standard
Textbooks Graphics and Publishers.

--. 1992.0ginga Odinga: His Philosophy and Beliefgairobi: Initiatives Publishers.

--. 1997. “The Philosophy of Foreign Aid: A Questiof the Right to a Human Minimum”. In
Graness and Kresse eds. 1997, pp. 47-59 and ira@aekaPractical Philosophy
1997, pp. 81-93. First published in: Praxis InternationaNol. 8, Nr. 4, London,
1989, S. 465-475.

--. 1997. “John Rawls’ Ideology” Justice as Egai#ta Fairness”. In Odera Orukiractical
Philosophy1997, pp.115-125. [First published under the tlRawls’ Ideological
Affinity and Justice as Egalitarian Fairness” ind.&ricsson edlustice, social, and
global. Papers presented at the Stockholm Internatioymap8sium on Justice, held
in September 1978. Stockholm: Gotab, 1981, p.77-88.

--. 1997 Practical Philosophy: In Search of an Ethical Minim. Nairobi: East African
Educational Publishers.

Oelmdller, Willi ed. 1989Philosophie und Weisheaderborn / Miinchen: Ferdinand
Schoningh Verlag (UTB).

Platon. 2004Samtliche Werke in drei Banddbarmstadt: Lambert Schneider.

Plato.Apology Translated by Benjamin Jowett. Provided by Therlmet Classics Archive.
Available online at http://classics.mit.edu//Plajmdlogy.html

Presbey, Gail. 2000. “H. Odera Oruka on Moral Reasy. Journal of Value Inquing4,
pp.517-528.

--. 1996. “African Sage-Philosophers in Action:®dera Oruka’s Challenges to the narrowly
academic Role of the PhilosopheEssence: An International Journal of Philosophy
Vol.1 No.1, pp.29-41

Rawls, John. 197Eine Theorie der GerechtigkeRrankfurt / M.: Suhrkamp. (engl. orig.
Theory of justiceCambridge, MassT.he Belknap Press of Harvard University Press
1971/1975)

--. 1999.The Law of People€€ambridge, MassT.he Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press.

Ritter, Joachim and Karlfried Griinder et al. 208#&torisches Warterbuch der Philosophie
Vol.12. Basel: Schwabe.

Tempels, Placide. 195Bantu PhilosophyParis: Présence Africaine.

Wimmer, Franz M. 1996. "Polylog der Traditionenpmilosophischen Denken:
Universalismus versus Ethnophilosophie?”. In Sahtkii Hans J6rg and Ram Adhar
Mall eds. 1996DIALEKTIK. Enzyklopédische Zeitschrift fir Philosiog und
WissenschaftermNo.1, pp. 81-98.

Xenophon. 1973rinnerung an Sokrateseipzig: Reclam.



