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ABSTRACT 

 There is no African intellectual who is not profoundly apprehensive about the 

precarious predicament of human life in the continent. Indeed, Africa’s contemporary 

disheartening anthropological picture seriously calls to question about the place of human 

dignity in the ontological texture of the continent. It is worrisome to conjecture Africa’s 

defence of human dignity and the awful disregard for human life in the continent. The 

African sad anthropological predicament calls for a re-education on the ontological value of 

the human person in the continent. For Africans to escape the imminent tragedy of self-

extermination in the world, the spread of authentic pan-African humanism is inevitable.     
 

(1).   The Challenging Headaches of this Essay 

 African literatures are replete with Africa’s profound respect for human life and 

dignity. Indeed, in defence of the respect for human dignity in Africa, all of us Africans 

would rapidly run to what has become a repeated dogma that “Africans respect the sacredness 

of human life”. The preoccupation of this essay is not to disprove the claim that Africans 

respect life; it is rather an intellectual worry about the deplorable picture of human existence 

in Africa. It is motivated by the dehumanizing manner in which human beings are treated in 

Africa, although it is on various apologetic literatures that Africans are socialists, 

communalists and hospitable by nature and believe profoundly in the respect of human life 

and dignity. Although it is credible that Africans believe in human dignity and in the 

sacredness of human life, the contemporary existential anthropological picture gives rather 

depressing images of uncontrolled human abuses in the black continent. L. Igwe has stated it 

in objective terms that:  

Africa has a long way to go in terms of upholding the values of human rights and 

dignity. In fact it is in Africa that we have countries with some of the worst cases of 

human rights violations. People are denied their rights by states. The human rights 

mechanisms are weak and ineffective. They exist mainly in paper and not in practice1.  

One, therefore, wonders seriously about the conflicting strands of human dignity and 

indignity in Africa (dignitas et indignitas Hominis). The claim to the respect for human life 

and dignity in Africa raises disturbing questions when one beholds, from all corners of 
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Africa, how Africans are maltreated by their fellow Africans with all impunity. The 

anthropological reality makes one wonder how to square Africa’s respect for human life and 

dignity par rapport human massacres in the continent? How do we explain human miseries 

and sufferings the origins of which are traceable not to nature but to Africans themselves? 

How do we claim to respect human life when all round the continent, Africans are treating 

other Africans like animals and worthless beings? How do we step-over the horrors of 

indignity to human flourishing in Africa?  

This essay, therefore, faces as its objective the disturbing confluence of appearance and 

reality regarding human dignity in Africa. It directs our attention to the superficial 

decorations about human dignity in the continent. It invites all thinking beings to wake from 

anthropological make beliefs to look objectively at the pitiable fragility of human life in 

Africa. It strongly decries the paper eulogies on African’s respect for life par rapport the 

ineffable ignoble plight of the human person in the black continent. It objectively underscores 

the pathologies of being human in Africa. It insists that the laudations on African’s respect 

for life are not as they have been universally proclaimed. Daily experiences delineate the 

pangs of being human in the continent. It is unarguable that the human person can be the 

victim of any circumstance in any place, at any time in Africa. This essay convincingly 

suggests that if serious attention is not paid to Africa’s current anthropological crisis, 

especially to the incessant wars at the heart of the continent, Africans might be wiping 

themselves out of the face of the earth. The relevance of this essay consists in its call for 

authentic pan-African humanism as modus operandi to consolidate respect for human life and 

dignity in Africa. As a philosophical work, the methodological approach to this essay is 

neither experimental, nor by questionnaires, but experiential and rationalistic. It is 

experiential in the sense that it derives not from mere rumour, but from the experience of 

being human in Africa (les experiences vecus). The experiences of Africa’s anthropological 

crises help to shape the intellectual or rationalistic grasping of their philosophical 

implications for Africa. This essay limits its scope on the challenging situations of the dignity 

and indignity of the human person in Africa. 

Realizing the objective of this essay demands, first of all, examining the etymological 

meaning and the historical development of the concept of human dignity in the annals of 

history. Secondly, it would ex-ray the basic foundations of human dignity in Africa; then the 

disturbing features of human abuses and their causes in Africa. There would be suggestions 

on how to advance the course of human dignity and respect in the continent. Conclusively, it 
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will call for an authentic pan-African humanism in Africa, as a way out of the contemporary 

gross human indignity in the African continent. I congratulate many who have written 

extensively on human rights in Africa, but I strongly believe that this essay is rare in African 

philosophical literatures, for it deals on human dignity not necessarily on human rights.    

(2). The General Concept of Human Dignity 

The term dignity is associated with the Latin dignitas, which has the same connotation with 

the Greek ῃ ᾀξια meaning “the worth or value of a thing”. From its commercial sense, ῃ ᾀξια 

means “the money-value, or price of a thing”2. Dignitas relating to the deponent verb dignor, 

signifies “to deem worthy, to regard as fit or becoming, to deign”3. Thus, the meaning of the 

word dignity consists in comparativeness evaluating the worth of something in relation to 

some other things. That is why C. T. Lewis thinks that dignitas implies “worthiness, greatness 

and rank”4. P. Nolan instructs that the word dignity means “excellence or high degree”5. 

There is the view that dignity “refers to status and respect”6. Christopher McCrudden thinks 

that dignitas hominis implies “status”. In his perspective, “Honour and respect should be 

accorded to someone who was worthy of that honour and respect because of a particular 

status that he or she had. So appointment to particular public office brought with it dignitas”7. 

In like manner, Christopher MCCrudden quotes Cancik who opined that dignitas “denotes 

worthiness, the outer aspect of a person’s social role which evokes respect, and embodies the 

charisma and the esteem presiding in office, rank or personality”8. 

Dignity, therefore, would signify the intrinsic worth or value of a thing in relation to other 

things. A philosophical assessment of a thing’s value entails a high degree of objectivity, 

disinterestedness, impartiality, and prejudice. Talking about the dignity of something would 

demand assessing the value of the thing as it exactly reveals itself without fear or favour. This 

agrees with Thomas Aquinas position that “dignity signifies the goodness of something on 

account of itself” (dignitas significant bonitatem alicujus propter seipsum)9. Lekan Akinosho 

comes very close to Aquinas’ definition of human dignity by stating that: “Human dignity 

refers to a state of righteousness, integrity, self-worth or virtue in human being”10.  

(3). Human Dignity: A Brief Historical Development 

The term human dignity developed with time from the philosophical, religious, political and 

medical domains. All these intellectual persuasions are unanimous that man is a being of 

special significance, of ineffable dignity. Philosophically, the ancient Greek pre-Socratic 

philosophers did not use the expression human dignity (dignitas hominis), but their 

anthropology singled out man among other earthly things as a being with a dignified 
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immortal soul. Plato marvelled over the divine qualities of the human soul regarding its 

divine descent, moral and intellectual powers and mostly its endowment with immortality. 

Aristotle noticed how the possession of reason eminently distinguished man from the brute 

animals placing him in the class of the gods to whom belongs the power to exercise the virtue 

of reasoning. Cicero who can be said to have first used the expression human dignity sees 

how reason places man above the dumb creatures. According to him: (...) it is vitally 

necessary for us to remember always how vastly superior is man’s nature to that of cattle and 

other animals; their only thought is for bodily satisfaction (...). Man’s mind on the contrary is 

developed by study and reflection (...). From this we may learn that sensual pleasure is 

wholly unworthy of the dignity of the human race11. Thomas Aquinas took pain to instruct on 

the divine origin of man, his moral and intellectual endowments and his eschatological 

invitation to eternal communion with God ( homo ad visionem Dei destinatur). Pico della 

Mirandola features in the Renaissance period as the prophet of human dignity regarding his 

oration on the dignity of man (oratio de dignitate hominis). Shakespeare saw man as the 

master-piece of God’s work and as the paragon of all animals12. Emphasising on the 

irreplaceable value of the human person, Immanuel Kant instructs in his Metaphysics of 

Morals that humans should not be used as means but as ends in themselves13.  

Philosophy surely harped on the dignity of man, but it was the religious domain that 

championed its universal propagation. Inspired from the Christian Bible (Genesis 1:26) that 

man was created in the image and likeness of God, Christianity took it upon herself to 

dogmatize and spread the story of the sacredness and dignity of man made in the image of 

God. From the authority of the Holy Bible, man was declared a sacred inviolable property of 

God, a creature destined to eternal communion with God. Politicians, from the 18th century, 

couched on the philosophico-religious intuition on human dignity to campaign for human 

liberty and rights. American independence, the French and German respective declarations of 

human and people’s rights, and finally the Universal Declaration of Human Rights were paint 

pictures of the recognition of the ontological pre-eminence of the human person (la grandeur 

de l’homme). Belief in the inviolable dignity of man constitutes the brain behind checkmating 

the medical fields to avoid treating humans like mere animals.       

Africa’s unquestionable belief in human dignity inspired the “African States members of the 

Organization of African Unity” to formulate the “African Charter on Human and People’s 

Rights”. The step was, in addition, a furthering of the values of the “Charter of the United 

Nations and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights”. The formulation of the “Charter” 
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was considered inevitable for the promotion of “freedom, equality, justice and dignity” 

among African peoples. The sanctity of the prospective human rights were not said to 

originate from the divine, but from “the attributes of human beings”14.  

Harping on the inalienable dignity of the human person, the Charter made it binding that 

within the ambient of the law, “Human beings are inviolable. Every human being shall be 

entitled to respect for his life and the integrity of his person. No one may be arbitrarily 

deprived of this right”15. Article 5 has it that: “Every individual shall have the right to the 

respect of the dignity inherent in a human being and to the recognition of his legal status. All 

forms of exploitation and degradation of man particularly slavery, slave trade, torture; cruel, 

inhuman or degrading punishments and treatment shall be prohibited”16. The Charter further 

stressed on the equality of every individual before the law and equal respect for all: The 

Charter recognized every individual’s right to liberty and to the security of his person. Each 

individual has the right to have his cause heard, freedom of religion, of information and self-

expression, free association, freedom of movement, to leave and return to his country, to seek 

asylum in another country when persecuted, right to state services, right to private property, 

right to work, right to health maintenance, right to education, right not to be discriminated 

against17. The Charter is the summary view of Africa’s fundamental respect for the dignity of 

the human person.          

 

(4). The Foundations of Human Dignity in Africa 

I consider it important, before exposing the various ways in which humans are abused in 

Africa, to treat the foundations of human dignity in Africa. There are some fundamental ways 

by which Africans express their recognition of human dignity. The first is through some 

African names. Some African names underscore the human person as manifesting the 

ontological dignity and beauty of being. Among the Igbos of Nigeria, for example, the human 

person is called mmadu. Etymologically, mma means “beauty”, and ndu means “life”. The 

human person in the Igbo ontological sensibility means “the beauty of being”. This is not just 

aesthetic beauty based on corporal proportional symmetry, but man seen as dignifiedly 

radiating the ontological beauty, excellence, and goodness of being. Anselm Amandikwa 

testifies to the dignifying texture of mmadu in the Igbo mentality in his statement that: “(...) it 

is the belief of the Igbo that the goodness and beauty of life is fully manifested in the human 

person”18.This is an ontological natural privilege man singularly possesses among all other 

creatures.  
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Endowment with reason earmarks man’s super-ordinating dignity in the world. Africans 

agree with the rest of the human race that the possession of reason is a powerful 

distinguishing mark between humans and the brute animals. An African reacts angrily and 

feels offended, insulted and belittled when called an animal, because he or she feels reduced 

to the class of irrational brute creatures. On African’s innate knowledge about how reason 

constitutes the distinguishing mark between humans and the animals, Nwachukwuike, S.S 

Iwe states that “Nature has equipped man with the powers of reasoning, volition, and moral 

sense, which constitute the natural basis of man’s personal dignity, personal freedom and 

moral responsibility”19. 

T. Uzodimma Nwala has rightly observed that in Igboland (Africans), “Man is not only 

regarded as the most important being in creation, he is also regarded as being superior in 

natural intelligence to other beings, including the spirits (except Chukwu, the Supreme Being 

who is the Supreme Intelligence)”20. For the Africans, therefore, reason constitutes the major 

distinguishing mark between humans and the brute natures and guarantees the 

incommensurable rank and excellence of humans par rapport the lower natures. 

Belief in the centrality of man in the universe is another factor guaranteeing man’s superiority 

and ontological excellence in creation. According to J. S. Mbiti, “African ontology is 

basically anthropocentric: man is at the very centre of existence, and African people see 

everything else in its relation to this central position of man”21. Emeka C. Ekeke opines that 

“The Africans see man as the centre of the universe. The concept of man as the centre of the 

universe may be found in other religions and so could serve as a theme for comparative study 

with other religions. He is the priest that links the universe with God who created and 

sustains it”22. Man is therefore a bridge between divinity and humanity, the spiritual and the 

material, the infinite and the finite.  

The dignity of man can further be accessed through African’s belief that the human person 

has a strong affinity with God. God is the most Supreme Being and most ineffably 

dignifying. Man in African cosmogony is a divine creature, God’s best divine technology; the 

only terrestrial creature that enjoys ontological affinity with God. Man among all the created 

things is God’s best choice; God’s most beloved, indeed, sharing divinity with God. Some 

African myths of human origin depict how God took special care to make man out of clay. 

Some myths marvel about how God, after making other things, lowered man from the sky to 

the earth. The Bachwa Pygmies understand themselves as “the children of God”. The Chagga 

tribe believe that “the first man descended from heaven on the spider thread”. According to 
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the Langi people, “there is another world beyond this one, which is older, invisible and very 

far away. It was from that other world that the first husband and wife came, these having 

been created by God as he has created all things in both worlds”23. One of the cosmogonic 

stories of creation among the Igbo race of Nigeria, holds that Chukwu, the supreme deity, 

called the first man he created ifenta (junior light) “indicating that man is next to God in the 

order of created beings in the visible order”24 The anthropological myths of origin equally 

point out that other living things were created to serve man’s needs. African anthropological 

mythologies couched in cosmological stories, direct our minds to the African sense of the 

nobility of humans in the world. The singularity, peculiarity and primacy of humans over 

other living things are the point of emphasis. J. S. Mbiti rightly captured Africa’s  dignifying 

sense of man’s affinity with the race of the ‘gods’ when he stated that: “This picture of man’s 

origin places man in a position rather different from that of other created things: he comes 

from ‘above’, from ‘another’ region of the universe, from a position ‘nearer’ to God than that 

of other things”25.  

Africa’s conviction on the sacredness of human life is a further pivotal argument on the 

dignity of the human person. Most arguments on African’s defence of human dignity draw 

their archetypal breath from what has become an anthropological dogma that “Africans 

respect the sanctity of life”. Life in the African worldview is the terminus a quo and the 

terminus ad quem (the point of departure and the point of arrival) concerning all human 

activities. It was neither Christianity nor western education that taught Africans about the 

sacredness of life in general and of human life in particular. African sense of human dignity 

derives heavily from her profound respect for the sacredness of human life. The sacred is 

often contrasted with the profane. The sacred is that which is “holy”, “set apart from the 

ordinary” or from the profane (lacking respect, not connected with religion). As something 

mostly dedicated to a ‘god; the sacred evokes awe, respect, reverence and inviolability, a 

taboo. Life is always considered so sacred in Africa that it cannot be tampered with 

unnecessarily. The primacy of life in Africa did not escape the attention of Benson O. Igboin 

when he wrote that: “Among the various African values, the sacredness of human life is of 

utmost importance. The respect and dignity accorded human life cannot be over-emphasized. 

Respect for humanity spreads beyond the confines of nuclear family”26. Benjamin I. Ewelu 

believes that “in every culture, human life is treated as something sacred. In many African 

cultures (as is the case in many other cultures), respect for human life is ritualized. Life is 

also considered as the basic human right”27. For Africans life is supreme and at all 
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circumstances, human life is considered sacred and inviolable. Referring to the Igbo sense of 

the sacredness of human life, T. Uzodinma Nwala agrees with Arinze Francis that “the 

unlawful shedding of blood is defilement to the sacred earth (…)”28. 

The recognition of the sacredness of human life evokes respect for the human person. The 

human person is not a creature to be treated and handled anyhow. He commands respect both 

in his unfolding ontology and in his capacity as a property of God. On Africa’s respect for the 

human person, R. H. Bell writes that:  “African humanism, on the other hand, is rooted in 

traditional values of mutual respect for one’s fellow kinsman and a sense of position and 

place in the larger order of things: one’s social order, natural order, and the cosmic order”29. 

Respect is due to certain recognition of worth, eminence and excellence. Africa is, indeed, a 

continent where deep respect is accorded to the human person qua person then age and social 

status can intensify it. The sense of the sanctity of life demands fundamental respect for each 

and every human person. Each person enjoys this respect basically as a human being, because 

she is the epiphany of the ontological beauty of being. The Igbos, as in other cultures, 

respects the individuality of every human being, because each person is a “force”30, an 

inexplicable and mysterious being. The individual is also seen as owned by God the creator, 

and thus is God’s very property. Hence, to maltreat any human person is to offend God 

directly.  

Africans see personal autonomy and a successful self-management as a sure expression of an 

individual’s dignity.  Individuals who are creative, self-dependent, self-orienting, self-

expressing and showing sense of leadership are fully recognized and respected in all African 

communities. Emphasizing on the autonomy of the individual in Africa, N. K. Dzobo looks at 

the African man as a creative agent. Dzobo writes: 

The conception that creativity is the essence of true human personality implies that 

man is not just a being who thinks but also a being who acts to change his world. This 

implies that man is free and self-determining and has a say in shaping his own history 

and destiny. Through his free action, he releases forces which shape the world and 

society, and because of his dual nature he also can release forces which will destroy 

society and the world. The two forces are basic to his nature and he does not evolve 

from one into the other. Since this capacity to action is essential to being a man it 

follows that where freedom to act is denied there is a diminution in the fullest sense of 

humanity; one’s dignity is taken away and one’s capacity for creativity is destroyed31.    
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Those who are judged to be responsible, self-determining in human endeavours are accorded 

respects in their communities.  

Social status (rank) helps to evaluate a person’s worth in society. African society is 

hierarchically structured. Apart from the fundamental dignity and respect each and every 

human being merits on account of being primarily human, social status, additionally, 

determines the rating of a person’s value and the social respect accorded to her. Nobility or 

prestige is shaped by one’s economic weight, the nature of family one belongs to, one’s 

traditional title in society, the type of function one performs in society or one’s academic 

rank. In Igboland in Nigeria, popular farmers, titled men, kings, great warriors, wrestlers, and 

those who married more than one wife were men of dignity. Robin Cohen is aware of social 

hierarchy in the ancient traditional African communities. He writes: 

Many traditional communities indeed exhibited clear-cut lines of social-stratification, 

sometimes reinforced by ethnic and religious distinctions. Despite the general absence 

of the private ownership of land, one can quote examples of domestic and chattel 

slavery (such as that existing in several West African kingdoms); tribal aristocracies 

(such as the domination of the Tutsi over the Hutu); rankings of descent groups (as 

among the Swazi) theocracies (such as the domination of the Amhara in Ethiopia), or 

caste differences (as in Senghor’s Senegal).... Besides the earlier specific examples of 

traditional forms of stratification, dignitaries and state functionaries who attained their 

social ranks through non-universal criteria (through membership of a particular ethnic 

group, their position in a lineage or through the holding of ritual qualifications), were 

widespread over much of Africa32. 

Belongingness to one’s native community strongly counts in assessing dignity. An individual 

might rise to various statuses in society and could merit respect and honour from such ranks, 

yet the individual’s dignity ultimately is not purely ego-bound. ”No human person is an 

island”, people say. “A tree,” it is again said, “cannot make a forest”. As the Akan people 

say: “When a person descends from heaven, he/she descends into a human society”33. An 

individual cannot survive all alone; he needs the assistance of others to realize his full 

potentiality. Despite his ontological otherness (l’aterité ontologique), uniqueness and 

singularity, an individual needs a human community to love, appreciate and recognize his 

worth. Africans, also, enjoy communal dignity. Benjamin I. Ewelu has observed that, in 

Africa, “A person’s worth is determined by the number of persons he has as his relatives”34. 

Stressing on the “I-We” relationship in Africa, Sylvanus I. Nnoruka states that: “To be an 
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individual implies willingness to integrate oneself into the community”35. A Bantu origin 

South African word, ubuntu, which has now acquired a philosophical signification, delineates 

strongly on the value of communal dignity in Africa. Ubuntu truly means: “I am what I am 

because of who we all are”36. In 2008, Bishop Desmond Tutu further explained Ubuntu 

harping strongly on the almost worthlessness of a person completely isolated from others. He 

writes: 

One of the saying in our country is Ubuntu—the essence of being human. Ubuntu 

speaks particularly about the fact that you can’t exist as a human being in isolation. It 

speaks about our interconnectedness. You can’t be human all by yourself, and when 

you have this quality Ubuntu—you are known for your generosity. We think of 

ourselves far too frequently as just individuals, separated from one another, whereas 

you are connected and what you do affects the whole World37.  

 Unbuntu concept places high regard on collective survival, on collective dignity and 

generosity. An individual exists because the others are there supporting him/her. Ubuntu has 

become an African socialist philosophy which repeats the “we-dignity”: “I am because we 

are”. The dignity and narrative identity of each person are ontologically rooted in his/her 

historical community.   

In assessing dignity, Africans also pay strict attention to moral probity. Kwame Gyekye has 

rightly stated that: “the concept good, bad (or, evil), right and wrong feature prominently in 

African moral thought (…)”38. African traditional communities placed high premium on 

moral probity essentially for the security both of the individual and of the entire human 

society. It is believed that an individual’s crime can irate the gods which, consequentially, 

can endanger not only the life of the individual but also that of the entire community. African 

morality pivots greatly on character. The Igbos of Nigeria say that: “character is 

beauty”(agwa wu mma). “When a person is known to be honest or generous or 

compassionate, he would be judged by the Akan as a good person, by which they mean that 

he has a good character (suban). A person would be judged as having a bad character if he is 

considered dishonest, wicked or cruel39”. The individual is expected to behave well for the 

security of all. The expression “moral makes man” is very true in Africa. Without morals 

humans would not have been considered much more different from the lower animals. Hence, 

the beauty, dignity and worth of an individual consists on his/her character/behaviour. One 

seriously looses dignity with bad character, though one is still regarded as a human being. 

That is why K. Gyekye on how bad character mares the value of an individual in African 
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mentality states that: “The reason for the judgment that an individual is not a person if he 

behaves or does not behave in a certain way is that the individual’s actions and behaviour are 

considered as falling short of the ideals and standards of personhood”40. There is, therefore, 

serious approach to behavioural issues in order to avert individual or social mishaps. The 

more society finds one honest, charitable, philanthropic, humble, just to others, mature and 

disciplined, not involving oneself in robbery, betrayal, adultery, incest, one is accorded 

meritorious respect in society. 

 If earthly life were the-be-all-and-end-all man would have been the poorest of all creatures.  

Africa’s unalloyed belief in the immortality of the human soul constitutes a further witness to 

the transcendental worth of man in the universe. Apart from peculiar nuances of beliefs, 

Africans, before the advent of Europeans and Christianity, were already fully cognisant that 

death is not the be-all-and-the-and-all about human life. They strongly believed in the 

continuity of human life after death. This is, furthermore, another remarkable difference 

between humans and the other animals. Humans, unlike the other animals, are believed to 

survive death. It also highlights the peculiarity of the human person in being and the 

communitarian dimension of African life. After physical death one rejoins finally his/her 

ancestors. The African belief on the immortality of the humans is confirmed by this quotation 

from Arthur G. O. Ozumba. 

The question of immortality of the soul is not a controversial issue in African reality 

scheme. It is taken as a truism. The soul of man is immortal. It continues to exist after 

the dissolution of the body. Its abode is determined by how well it lived here41.      

 

Moja Afryka, gives a summary report of people’s belief about life after death in African 

communities. In his perspective, after death human person continues to live on as a spirit. The 

network of relationships that characterizes human existence is not interrupted. Moja refers to 

Gehman who said that ‘death is a necessary door through which the living passes in order to 

take up the inevitable role as the living dead. Death is transition to the final destiny of all men 

and women’. Moja quotes Mbiti who affirms that ‘life goes on beyond the grave’.  Moja also 

appeals to Birago Diop, who quoting Taylor endorses the view that “Those who are dead are 

never gone: they are in the thickening shadow (…) they are in the wood that groans, they are 

in the fire that is dying (…) they are in the forest, they are in the house, the dead are not 

dead”42. It is to the dignity of man that he survives physical death.  
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Summarily, among other unmentioned points, African names, rationality, the centrality of 

man in the universe, the sacredness of human life, man’s affinity with God, moral probity, 

social status, personal autonomy. Communal identity and the immortality of the human soul 

highlight man’s enviable position in the universe. They instruct us on the ineluctable 

ontological transcendence of the human person.    

(5).   The Disturbing Features of Human Abuses in Africa 

The excursus into the foundations of human dignity has depicted incontestable ways in which 

Africans appreciate and respect the value of the human person. Yet such social and 

intellectual intuitions on the pre-eminence of the human person have been interlaced with 

embarrassing human abuses. Africans have been humiliated by various experiences of 

indignity. Indeed, contemporary Africa is socially suffering from an inexplicable 

forgetfulness of human dignity. The various dehumanizing experiences do not owe their 

social phenomena to modernity; they are traceable to the pre-colonial times. The aim of this 

section is simply to show the various ways in which humans are abused in Africa, in which 

Africa’s respect for human dignity has become a mere window dressing. 

While we take note of the values of the communal structure of consanguine families in the 

pre-colonial Africa, we must not, on the other hand, close our eyes over some inhuman 

practices that coloured their world. The traditional African past was fully cognisant of the 

ontological qualities of the human person, but it was not purely a wide spread age of 

“compassion” and “innocence” as Jean Jacques Rousseau would have us associate with the 

primitive world43. There were also serious human abuses in those epochs, too. Thus, it is 

realistically “untrue that an idyllic past once existed in Africa characterized by tribal peace 

and harmony”44. There were inter-tribal wars aimed at territorial extension in which many 

individuals or families were killed or enslaved as prisoners of war. It has been noted that 

“The war chiefs’ and the chiefs of the land then embarked on raids and wars to extend their 

power over families and villages, and this became a means of enrichment”45. Inter-ethnic 

enmity and inter-tribal wars made the conquered susceptible to exploitation, enslavement and 

subjugation. Ritually, there were human sacrifices in those days and awful cultural practices 

that played down on women dignity were factually in vogue. There were vicious 

anthropological practices that horribly displayed man’s inhumanity to man. 

The 18th century slavery was the culminating point of Africa’s cosmic humiliation. It is 

pathetic, in the first place, to notice that some African chiefs and war lords co-operated, 

effectively, in what some have called the “African Holocaust or Holocaust of 
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Enslavement”46. Before the horrors of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, slave trading was already 

going on in the pre-colonial heartlands of Africa. “Slavery was practiced in some parts of 

Africa, Europe, Asia, and the Americas before the beginning of the trans-Atlantic slave trade. 

There is evidence that enslaved people from some African states were exported to other states 

in Africa, Europe and Asia prior to the European colonization of the Americas”47. According 

to John K. Thornton, “Europeans usually bought enslaved people who were captured in 

endemic warfare between African states. There were also Africans who had made business 

out of capturing Africans from neighbouring ethnic groups or war captives and selling 

them”48. During this epoch, prisoners of inter-ethnic wars, criminals of all kinds, kidnapped 

strangers and even disobedient children in certain families, to avoid shedding human blood 

by killing them, were sold into slavery to other parts of African states mainly to get rid of 

them. In their new homes, they became servants to their proprietors. Many died due to 

excruciating flogging, starvation, hard labour and undue beating and punishments.            

The experience of colonization was highly dehumanizing as European imperialists regarded 

Africans as non-human beings and treated them as such.  European encounter with Africans 

from the 15th century, initiated by the Portuguese, gradually metamorphosed from mere 

commercial trading to the enslavement of Africans. The lucrative slavery and the rich natural 

resources of the African continent led to European settlement on the various parts of the 

continent and finally to colonization. Slave trading exposed the imperialists not only to the 

continent’s natural mineral endowments, but also to the agricultural texture of the continent’s 

landmass. European scrambles for Africa began to generate conflicts among the colonizers 

and eventually in the Berlin Conference from November 15th 1884-January 30, 1885, the 

European powers decided that “formal notification should be forwarded to concerned 

European powers for any territorial claim along Africa’s coastline. Claims were to be 

supported by evidence of effective occupation. Such evidence was to include the 

establishment of a degree of government and administration by the claimant”49.This decision 

was taken without any African representative. The African continent was partitioned among 

European colonial competitors (Portugal, France, Britain, Netherlands, Belgium, Italy, and 

Germany) without formal discussion with indigenous Africans. They looked at Africans as 

subhuman beings absolutely inferior and incomparable to their ontological worth. 

Exploitation and military subjugation were the lots of Africans. Many Africans were 

mercilessly gunned down who tried to resist European unwarranted aggression into the 

continent.                
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Africans did struggle against European domination till the majority of African countries 

gained independence from the white colonizers. The celebration of liberation would have 

guaranteed Africans a more flourishing future as the continent was being piloted by African 

leaders. Power changed hands but the anthropological humiliations did not vanish. Africans, 

after independence, were faced with two major angles of dehumanization: dictatorial 

domination and inter-tribal rivalry, both of which fathered deadly wars in the continent.  

According to Adebola B. Ekanola, “One does not need to search too long before realizing 

that the culture of violence abounds in contemporary African societies”50. Challenges against 

dictatorial attitudes towards the management of national economy and unpatriotic control of 

the proceeds from natural resources led to various colours of hostility and dehumanizing wars 

in various parts of Africa. Again, tribal rivalries over the control of power and natural 

resources sparked off wars that consumed many in the continent.  One would wonder about 

the number of Africans who were coldly murdered by their fellow Africans due to various 

inhuman wars? There is hardly any African country which has not experienced conflicts 

either internally or between other countries and in which thousands of lives were destroyed. 

When we talk about the general scarcity of African population, let us not forget that we owe 

such to re-occurring wars in the continent. These were wars during which many families, 

villages and towns were exterminated or chased out of their homes due to incessant 

hostilities. Some statistics of wars in Africa can give us a bird’s eye view of the groaning of 

the continent over unjust wastage of human lives in its geo-political confines.  

Poverty is another humanly deadly scorching wind in Africa. According to Kempe R. Hope, 

“Poverty is a particularly disturbing phenomenon in Africa. Despite being one of the most 

richly endowed regions in the world, the continent remains the poorest”51. The name “Africa” 

has become, for the foreign nations, synonymous with poverty, disease, misery and suffering. 

It is the general view that the “majority of the world’s poorest countries are in Africa”52. It 

has further been observed that “African nations typically fall toward the bottom of any list 

measuring small size economic activity, such as income per capita or GDP per capita, despite 

a wealth of natural resources. In 2009, 22 of 24 nations identified as having Low Human 

Development” on the United Nations’ (UN) Human Development Index were located in Sub-

Saharan Africa. In 2006, 34 of the 50 nations on the list of least developed countries are in 

Africa”53. Africa is a continent in which many have superfluous, some just enough and the 

rest barely anything to hold on to. A journey across the continent reveals people who are 

living in ghettoes, squalors, in little grass huts and many others who are completely homeless. 
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They take shelter under trees, beside the debris of vehicles, in corners of market squares, 

sleep around Church buildings; and some roam around the city streets taking shelter wherever 

possible at night. They are at any time under the mercy of the rain, the scotching heat of the 

sun, and the freezing cold of the night.  

Thousands of Africans have bled or are still bleeding from the inhumanity of terrorism. The 

word “terror” is a situation of extreme fear. To terrorize is to “to frighten or threaten people 

so that they will not oppose something or will do as they are told”54. “Terrorism”, however, 

lacks a clear cut definition; it is rather discussed with respect to its various manifestations in 

political, religious and social affairs. Common views indicate, despite divergent views, that 

“terrorism involves extraordinary violence. It is intended to create massive fear and it 

involves a planned attack for a purpose, often against something or someone. Terrorism is 

meant to have an audience”55. Additional view sees terrorism as a systematic use of terror, 

especially as a means of coercion”. Thus, terrorism has been employed to refer “to those 

violent acts which are intended to create fear (terror), and are perpetrated for a religious, 

political, or ideological goal; and deliberately target or disregard the safety of non-

combatants (civilians)”56. Terrorism has been practiced by a broad array of political 

organizations for furthering their objectives. It has been practiced by right-wing and left-wing 

political parties, nationalistic groups, religious groups, revolutionaries, and ruling 

governments. An abiding characteristic of terrorism is the indiscriminate use of violence 

against non combatants for the purpose of gaining publicity for a group, cause, or 

individual57. The evil practices of such terrorist groups like Boko Haram in Nigeria, or El 

Shabab in Somalia have claimed millions of lives in Africa. They engage in bombing down 

houses, destroying public commercial centres, embassies and in dreadful mass killing; and 

Africa remains helpless before insecurity threats from the terrorist groups. 

In addition to terrorism, kidnapping has gradually become a second nature in Africa. 

Kidnapping is another world terrorist phenomenon which both ancient and modern African 

societies have heavily had greater share in. The criminality of kidnapping consists in the fact 

that it is “the taking away or transportation of a person against that person’s will, usually to 

hold the person in false imprisonment, a confinement without legal authority”58. Kidnapping 

was existent in pre-colonial Africa, widened its ugly tentacles during the trans-Atlantic slave 

trade, and has become a common place phenomenon all over Africa in recent times. 

Kidnapping has various countenances in Africa: cultural, religious, political, individual, 

cultural, financial and colonial. In all its shapes and forms, the victim pays a huge sum of 
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money for his or her ransom or risk death. Merciless starving, torture and dehydration 

accompany such ungodly acts. Victims of kidnapping hardly get over their inhuman 

traumatizing experiences.  

Apart from kidnapping, human trafficking has become a modern day evil in Africa. This is 

where humanity is being grossly abused in modern Africa. Human trafficking is intrinsically 

“illegal, inhuman and immoral”59. The UN Convention against Transnational Organized 

Crime defines human trafficking as the “recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or 

receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of 

abduction, or fraud, or deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of 

the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having 

control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include at a 

minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, 

forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of 

organs60”. The UN definition of human trafficking implies that whenever it takes place, it is 

primarily and wholesomely maliciously intentioned and it is done to exploit the vulnerable 

trafficked victim. Patricia Ebegbulem, following the United Nations, has defined human 

trafficking as “(...) the movement of vulnerable person across borders or internally using 

deception or coercion for the purpose of exploitation for forced labour or servitude in slavery-

like conditions”61. From the above definitions, the inhuman outlook of human trafficking 

cannot be in doubt. It disorientates the whole life history of the victim, subjects the victim to 

exploitations, denies him or her education and separates the captured perpetually from the 

natural families, which indeed is very painful.    

The increasing forgetfulness of human dignity has given way to utter disregard for human 

respect in Africa. The sense of the primacy of the individual, the autonomy and value of the 

human person has seriously dwindled in the African continent. Instead of respect and 

appreciation of the other, the individual has become an object of ridicule, of abuse, of scorn, a 

nobody, one that can be addressed, spoken to and treated any how at any time (n’import 

comment). How many times have we seen on the roads some Africans stripped completely 

naked (male/female), for one reason or the other, by African soldiers or police? How many 

Africans have been gunned down on the roads and streets by the military for flimsy reasons? 

Disagreements over certain issues offer opportunities to beat and knock someone brutally 

down. Who is not cognisant of how Africans shout abusive words at themselves at the 

slightest provocation? Fighting in public meetings, in motor parks, in market squares, in 
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secondary schools and universities, in public offices even in religious gatherings has become 

the order of the day. Many are still licking wounds inflicted on them by their fellow Africans. 

 Lack of human respect has aggravated trifling with human life. The sacredness of 

human life has lost its lustre in the African world. Human life has been de-sacralised in all 

shapes and forms in the continent. Human life can easily be tampered with or be terminated 

at any little provocation. Suicide used to be a destabilizing condition in any African 

community. What does it take now for someone to take his/her life today? Spilling blood 

through deliberate abortions does not disturb the conscience of anybody any more. Some 

pregnant women have been beaten to death by their wicked husbands. Some women have, as 

vengeance, plotted to kill their husbands.     Jealousy, envy, greed, land dispute, distribution 

of family properties have led to various colours of fratricide in the continent. Many adults and 

children can still recall and narrate how their respective fathers were butchered by their very 

uncles or assailants over issues that needed simply discussion.  

Human abuses seem to establish its stronghold in the unceasing subjugation of women in 

Africa. Most Africa societies, indeed, run patriarchal societies, where being male is what 

counts and being a woman ties with servitude. The ignoble status and dehumanizing 

experiences of African women featured in most early and recent African writers series. 

Chinua Achebe, in his book Things Fall Apart, narrates how Okonkwo was severely punished 

for beating his wife mercilessly during the week preceding the new yam festival thereby 

breaking the week of peace. The ill treatment of women in Africa featured in Buchi 

Emecheta’s The Slave Girl. Ali Mazrui’s The Black Woman and the Problem of Gender, 

describes how women are subjected to “economic manipulation, sexual exploitation and 

political marginalization”62. Flora Nwapa’s one is enough, is an example of a book that tried 

to react against patriarchal domination. In Africa, the male folks enjoy more authoritative, 

self-asserting liberty than the female. Africa is a continent where established patriarchy 

places women at the service of men, which in turn places the women under brutal bondage 

and underserved treatments. N. S. S. Iwe has rightly pointed out that “There is no doubt that 

in history the dignity of women has suffered exploitation, humiliation, degradation and 

inhibition because of the domineering ignorance and prejudice.63” J. Tenshak has further 

remarked that: “The African woman occupies a unique but unenviable position in the world. 

She has borne the weight of inferior status and prejudice derived from her sex as well as her 

colour”64. Indeed, all the factors of dehumanization in Africa preponderate on women. In one 

way or the other, women do not receive the full respects they should have as members of the 
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human race. According to Kimani Njogu, “Gender inequality manifests itself in a number of 

spheres within the family, labour market, politico-judicial structures and in cultural-

ideological productions, for example in the mass media”65. Women are largely treated as 

another sub-species of human beings, men’s slaves and property; and they have been 

mentally indoctrinated to believe that they are in all intent and purpose subservient to men.  

Indignity is also manifest in the denial of basic human rights. Influenced by the universal 

declaration of human rights, the African Charter on human rights stipulates that each human 

person has basic rights such as right to education, life, self-expression, to own property, to 

belong to a religious faith of his/her choice, to marriage, to work, to legal justice, right to 

personal respect and right to belong to a country. But insights into Africa reveal how those 

stipulated human rights exist largely in the books and rarely in reality. Charles M. N. 

Chudwudozie expresses his disappointment with the human rights declaration thus:  

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, proclaimed by all governments in the 

United Nations, that centres on the assumption that “All Human Beings are Born Free 

and Equal in Dignity and Rights” are not seriously kept by a number of governments 

and peoples. It continues to be simply a declaration. The violations that are 

perpetuated everyday around the globe especially in the Third world countries make 

mockery of the declarations66.  

Africans do not worry about human rights claims because human rights agencies hardly 

respond to peoples’ complaints. Again, many do not even know when to make claims and 

who they should address their claims to. The man dies, in Africa, who is ignorant of his basic 

human rights.   

Lastly, only experience can explain the plight of the disabled in Africa. The disabled or those 

recently called the “physically challenged” cannot exhaust their awful experiences about 

being African citizens. The developed nations appear to have overcome, to a large extent, the 

setbacks of natural debilitations. They have various programmes for the education of the 

disabled such that most of the physically challenged do easily fit in into the society and 

equally manage themselves without assistance from people. In their respective debilitating 

situations, they are trained to read, move about, do business like any normal person, work as 

civil servants and earn salaries at the end of the month like normal persons. The lot of the 

majority of the disabled in Africa: blind, dumb, deaf, lame, crippled, paralyzed is to beg 

beside the road streets. Their respective families often treat them unkindly regarding their 

education and general development.     



JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC RESEARCH FOR MULTIDISCIPLINARY 
Impact Factor 1.393, ISSN: 2320-5083, Volume 1, Issue 10, November 2013 

 

198 
www.jiarm.com 

The above instances show the nerve aching faces of human life in Africa. Let us search 

further for the reasons of such inglorious situations of human life in the continent. 

(6):    The Causes of Indignity in Africa 

 Traditional metaphysics holds firm that “every effect has a cause”. The business of 

philosophy revolves around tracing the ultimate reasons of things. This section engages itself 

in evoking some of the major causes of human abuses in the African continent. The first is 

what we regard as the de-theologization of the human person. Benson O. Igboin has rightly 

observed that “It is a fact that in African traditional belief, God is the explanation of all 

things”67. African anthropology has a profound religious bend; man’s life is deeply rooted in 

God, without which humans would lose much value and worth. Humans originate from God, 

and are as special creatures of God, to an inexplicable extent divine. African religious beliefs, 

therefore, captured to its very essence the divine texture of the human person. Thus, from the 

religious perspective, the human person, in Africa, is judged as having some chord of 

connection with the divine. Such theistic anthropology is gradually being eroded giving way 

to almost a purely contemporary materialistic view of man. The increasing wave of a-

religious anthropology has generated the treatment of Africans like animals. The life of an 

African is generally now no different from that of any other animals because of the de-

robbing of people of that religious aura that clothed them with dignity and respect.      

The next important cause is the de-valorization of the ontological image of the human person. 

The singular grandeur of the human person has suffered devaluation not only theologically, 

but also philosophically. The Boethian- Thomistic exalting anthropological ontology depicts 

the human person as an “individual substance of a rational nature” (individua substantia 

rationis naturae)68. This definition targets the human person in her unique ontological status 

as a being. The metaphysics of the Thomistic anthropological iconology perceives the human 

person in her rational subjectivity, unshared individuality, unrepetability and 

incommunicability. The definition calls for the recognition of the excellence of the human 

person, which most phenomenalizes in her intellectual endowments and exploits. However, 

anti-Thomistic anthropologists, harping rather on the social and communitarian dimension of 

human life, tackled the Thomistic definition of man mercilessly. African thinkers would, 

against Thomas Aquinas, emphasize the “we” rather than the “I” on their definitional 

approach to man: “I am, because we are and since we are, therefore, I, am”69. The 

exaggerated communitarian definition of man in Africa has rapidly beclouded the picture of 

the human person qua individual in her unique existence. Community-oriented-life-obsession 
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in the continent has eclipsed the phenomenology of the human person in her ontological 

uniqueness. The African “we” (collective) mentality has helped to promote the loss of the 

sense of the ontological uniqueness of the individual in being; it has exaggerated the 

emphasis on the communitarian dimension of human life, resulting in the devaluation of the 

beauty and excellence of the individual qua individual. The existential plights of the 

individual are subsumed under the legacies of African communalism in which the individual 

has no value outside the society. There is a certain forgetfulness that without the individual 

there is actually no community. This oversight, namely, of the incommunicable singularity of 

the individual has led to the treatment of the human person in whatever degrading manner 

possible.          

Having lost both his theological and philosophical value, the individual is currently treated 

like an animal. The manner in which the army and police mishandle their fellow Africans on 

the road is totally subhuman. The Sun News carried the awful and dehumanizing story about 

Mercy Okpithe, who in Batch C, was doing her orientation training in Anambra State, 

Nigeria.   Mercy was brutally maimed by one Captian Beke while in the orientation camp. 

According to the Daily Sun, “Mercy was savagely beaten, and by the time the assault ended, 

she was left crippled unconscious. She has since been left to her fate, even as doctors have 

warned that she suffers from a spine injury”70. We have not for the moment been rightly 

informed about the lady’s fault, but the brutality is dumb founding. Mercy’s case is one out of 

so many in Nigeria and other parts of Africa. Furthermore, people have continued to decry 

the pitiable conditions of African prisons, which are replete with abandoned merely breathing 

human beings. The refugee camps round the continent are incomprehensibly horrifying. 

Kidnapped victims are reduced to goats by tying them under trees in the forests. Armed 

robbers beat their victims to stupor shooting them at will and living them to bleed to death. 

The most pitiable group is African women. They are raped and treated anyhow during wars, 

armed robbery attacks and social upheavals.   

.Another cause of human abuses, in Africa, borders on poor education regarding the dignity 

of the human person. N. Horn has rightly stated that: “Despite the initial emphasis on the 

international community, the Universal Declaration on Human Rights (UDHR) and the 

covenants on human rights training in international human rights law, it seems as if Africa 

has never really bought into it. While it caught up on the ratification of human rights treaties, 

it failed in teaching the weak, the marginalized, and society at large, but also the powerful 

judiciary. An African human rights culture and a general knowledge of the rights of all 
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people are still not fully developed, therefore”71. Horn’s perspective underscores how poor 

education and shallow enlightenment seriously weakens human rights campaign in Africa. 

Both the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the African Charter on Human and 

People’s Rights underline not only the right of each human person to formal education but 

also the duty of being taught to respect the dignity and fundamental rights of others. 

We also look at African Governments’ lip-service towards the defence of human rights as 

another promoter of indignity in the continent. The African Charter on human rights and the 

constitutions of the respective African countries surely forbid trampling on people’s dignity 

and rights in the continent. The government of each African country would insist that she is 

solely there for the promotion and defence of people’s rights. Indigenous Africans, however, 

know where the truth truly lies. If there is any intention for the protection of human rights in 

Africa, it is for the protection of politicians and the bourgeois of the African society. The 

respective African governments have not truly shown that they are there for the interest of the 

common citizens. Egypt, pre-revolutionary Tunisia, Ethiopia, Nigeria, Algeria, Somalia, 

Sudan, Uganda, Rwanda, Zimbabwe, Ivory Cost, Liberia are countries whose government’s 

human rights records have been considered so poor by human rights agents72.      

Human rights as a legal concept are a relatively recent notion in Africa. The United 

Nations Systems, international law and the African Union have certainly all 

contributed to the establishment of a human rights system in Africa, which has 

positively and indispensably influenced the advancement of human rights and of 

justice. However, some of the promises made about such rights being guaranteed 

under global, continental, regional and national legal instruments have remained 

unfulfilled.73  

Coupled with governments’ lip-services attitudes on human rights defence is ineffective 

human rights agents. It would not sound convincing to deny the establishment of human 

rights movements by some African governments in recent years. Those governmental 

establishments, however, are mainly to respond to pressures from some international human 

rights organizations on the need to constitute some “agencies for the protection, promotion 

advancement and safeguards of human rights and social justice in Africa”74. Establishing 

human rights agencies might not be the problem, but how to keep them effectively 

functioning. One of the principal problems is that the phrase just used—“African human 

rights movement”—“is more wishful thinking than reality”75. The passivity of the agencies 

indicates that they are not fully conscious of the enormity of the task assigned to them. Some 
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of the Staff of the agencies wait for their monthly salary and never worry about the human 

rights situation of the people. How many of the agencies in Africa have objectively 

challenged the various facets of human rights abuses in Africa? The African governments, in 

their turn, hardly motivated the human rights agencies by taking care of their operational 

financial needs.  

An unmistaken cause of human abuse in Africa is racial or tribal or ethnic discrimination. 

The International Convention on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (article 1) does not 

define "race" but it does define "racial discrimination" to mean "any distinction, exclusion, 

restriction or preference based on race, colour, descent, or national or ethnic origin which has 

the purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an 

equal footing, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, 

cultural or any other field of public life." Ethnicity is explicitly subsumed under this 

definition by the term "race". Most human rights treaties simply refer to "race" and do not use 

the terminology of "ethnicity"76. From this definition, we can look at discrimination in Africa 

from various angles. Africans live according to autonomous ethnic groups that discriminate 

among themselves. Within the larger ethnic groups determined mostly by language, there are 

sub-consanguine clan groups. Each ethnic group is strongly consciousness of its identity and 

separateness from other ethnic groups. An ethnic group would want to maintain her identity 

and purity such that it would not tolerate the intrusion of any other ethnic groups into its 

affairs. One ethnic group might presumably regard itself as competitively far superior to other 

ethnic groups in all things. Inter-ethnic relationships are viewed seriously with bias, because 

no ethnic group would want to be dominated by another. If there are burning issues between 

one ethnic group and the other, the matter is resolved through dialogue by emissaries from 

both ethnic groups. Uncontrolled inter-ethnic differences, due especially, to land or boundary 

dispute, can easily lead to disagreement, violence and often war in which surely many would 

be killed or maimed, and women raped and properties damaged.   

Africans have also suffered from political instability in the continent. It has been observed 

that “Despite robust economic growth over the last decade, political instability remains an 

ongoing concern for continued growth on the African continent”77. Indeed, Antony O. 

Ong’ayo has observed that “in terms of political instability in Africa, it is also undeniable that 

the continent has had some difficult moments during the last fifty years or so”78. Pre-colonial 

Africa was replete with inter-tribal wars. Colonization abated the high wave of continental 

fratricide. Post independent Africa has not shown that she is capable of self-management 
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without internal wars and hostilities. Power tussles manifest in coups d’état and counter 

coups, disagreement over election procedures have been at the origin of indiscriminate 

political turbulence in Africa. In such egoistic power struggles, some lasting for years, human 

lives are lost, social development stagnates, and the lives of humans, in the idea of Hobbes, 

become poor, nasty, brutish and short.         

There is no doubt that western economic and political polices against Africa have furthered 

miseries in the continent. Although Europe and America tend to promote social development 

in Africa; it should be underlined that western influence on the African continent constitutes 

part of the causes of political instability and human misery in Africa. Politically the 

westerners, during elections support political personages, not because they are going to 

deliver the political packages; they simply want those through whom they can continue to sap 

the continent’s human and natural resources. Again, western economic policies place Africa 

at various disadvantaged positions, whereby the mineral resources harnessed in Africa are 

used to service debts owed to foreign countries. Antony O. Ong’ayo details the consequences 

of western exploitative and impoverishing economic engagements in Africa. He writes:  

Political instability in Africa may owe much of its cause to internal factors, however, 

the interpenetration of internal and external factors especially geo-political and 

economic interests of the international community constantly play a significant role in 

undermining the very processes and institutions that are expected to nurture 

democracy and to in still a sense of stability for social development in Africa. In 

combination to such factors as unequal development, poverty, disease, violence and 

the manipulative tendencies of the local elite, political and economic stability in 

Africa is constantly under threat. The threat is, however, not emanating from within 

the continent but from external interests whose taste for African resources, continue to 

shape the dynamics in areas related to governance79.   

We see brain drain as a serious cause of misery and poverty in Africa. Stephanie Hanson 

defines brain drain as “the exodus of skilled workers from their home countries”80. It is 

believed that brain drain is not a new phenomenon worldwide. It is currently affecting India, 

China, Ireland and Russia81. But it is feared that Africa would pay dearly for it if brain drain 

is not seriously controlled, because it is affecting the continent most. The exodus of highly 

trained manpower from developing countries to industrialized nations is not a new 

phenomenon; however, the magnitude of the problem in Africa and its alarming increase 

presents a growing urgency for action as the consequences of brain drain threaten to stunt the 
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overall development of the continent82. Education and productive capacities continue to 

stagnate so long as the African best brains continue to abandon the continent for greener 

pastures in more civilized countries. The consequences are perpetuated misery and poverty.     

Small Arms Proliferation has contributed its quota to Africa’s down-troddenness. The 

invention of guns and the filtering of dangerous weapons into many hands are constantly 

employed as instruments of human abuses in Africa. The secret dissemination of 

ammunitions has overcome the whole continent such that terrorist acts are in vogue at every 

corner of Africa. An internet article “on proliferation of small arms in Africa” has decried its 

deadly consequences on human life and security. 

 

The proliferation of light weapons and illicit arms trafficking in Africa pose a major 

threat to peace, security and development in the continent. Although they do not in 

themselves cause the conflicts and criminal activities in which they are used, the wide 

availability, accumulation and illicit flows of such weapons tend to escalate conflicts, 

undermine peace agreements, intensify violence and impact on crime, impede 

economic and social developments and hinder the development of social democracy 

and good governance83. 

The head of the “Peace and Security Department of the African Union”, Peter O. Otim, has 

observed that “the fight against proliferation of Small Arms and Light Weapon (SALW) is 

critical for peace and security in Africa”84. Otim stresses further that small arm proliferation 

is “responsible for destabilizing the African continent through drug trafficking, terrorism, 

transnational organized crime, insecurity activities, looting as well as domestic violence, 

economic and social development”85. Zebulon Takwa has observed the serious danger of 

small arms proliferation in West Africa. In his perspective, “Trafficking in illegal arms has 

become a lucrative and dangerous game played by many parties in the region. Despite the 

ECOWAS Moratorium, armed crime, violence and conflict remain a reality across West 

Africa. Instead of providing a framework for response, the Moratorium appears to have 

remained an expression of intent”86. The United Nation’s General Assembly harping on the 

dangers of the proliferation of small arms in Africa has stressed seriously on arms control in 

Africa, because “it promotes conflict, the displacement of people, crime and terrorism, 

thereby undermining peace, reconciliation, safety, security, stability and sustainable social 

and economic development87”.  
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The media shares in toying with human life in the African continent. According to Nenad 

Jevtic, “The mass media refers collectively to all media technologies which are used for mass 

communication and to the organizations which control these technologies”88. The media 

include all means of communication through radio, newspapers, internet, cinema, televisions, 

magazines and internet-handsets89. The mass media is believed to have dominant effects on 

all people. The quotation that follows indicates that:  

Mass media does affect the way in which masses think and act. It influences their 

behaviour both positively and negatively. The positive effects are surely celebrated by 

one and all. But the negative effects are not conducive to a healthy society90.  

It may not sound appropriate to log in the media as sources of human rights abuses, while the 

media have busied themselves exposing all sorts of human abuses all over the world. While 

acknowledging the positive works of the media, it must be underlined that they have 

contributed enormously to human abuses in Africa. What we regularly encounter in the media 

are mostly the wrong, the distasteful, the obscene and the bad. From bad books they get 

exposed to “indecency and inappropriate acts”. The youths acquire from the media the habit 

of drinking, and many often become drunkards, from exaggerated advertisements on the 

radios, newspapers and films. The advertisements of modern public kitchens serving much of 

fast chemical food and sugary drinks are disposing their clients to early obesity, diabetics, 

hypertension and other sicknesses. Social vices like kidnapping, raping, armed robbery, acts 

of deception, abortion, fraudulent acts and so forth are mimicked by youths after watching 

films relating to these anti-social activities. Now and then, innocent Africans fall victims to 

these social vices copied and mimicked from the media.          

Egocentric attitudes have played sad roles in the African dehumanizing story.  The 

contemporary African mentality of “I or no other person” regarding social, political and 

cultural affairs has acquired so much depth in the African fabric such that it is now breeding a 

high dose of human abuses. The “if not me nothing holds” mentality has awfully penetrated 

all the categories of African sociality. I invite you to look into the political arena. It easily 

comes that someone thinks that without him no other person would ever be chosen as the 

president of his party. He considers himself as first among equals (primus inter pares) and 

that without him as leader of his party, nothing would ever function. He would engage in all 

sorts of dreadful things even killing to make sure he realized his dream. There are many 

countries in Africa in which, an individual has frequently emerged as the president of the 

nation for several years now. It is either him or social catastrophe. He takes up arms 
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whenever he considers himself a loser in the game. The “I” or no other person else attitude, 

constitutes the breeding ground of political assassinations, dictatorial oppressions, corruption, 

poverty, social retardation and unpatriotic behaviours.   

The increasing wave of blind materialism has dealt dangerous blows against human survival 

in Africa. Materialism is an effort to keep metaphysics and especially God out of the 

explanation of the nature of things. Materialism tries to explain “everything in terms of 

material events”91. Materialists believe that a “purely materialist account can be given of 

everything we know”92. Materialism can also be defined as the “attitude that the physical 

well-being and worldly possessions constitute the greatest good and the highest value in 

life93”. We are understanding materialism in Africa, not necessarily about not believing in the 

agency of God in the world, because some wealthy people believe in God; but in the sense 

whereby many people evaluate their dignity and personality according to the volume of their 

wealth; according to the properties they have accumulated in life. Europe and America are 

the leading continents in the propagation of having over being, of materialism over human 

value. According to Yuram Abdullah Weller: 

That materialism is engrained in American culture is beyond doubt, as are its 

dehumanizing negative consequences. America leads the Western world in murders, 

violent crimes, incarceration, divorce, abortion, single-parent homes, obesity, teen 

suicide, drug consumption, cocaine use, and pornography94.     

In modern Africa, there is a serious misunderstanding between “being” and “having”. What 

counts in Africa now is not being—the quality of life, but nobility through gross acquisition 

of material wealth. Everybody has been cued into the unfortunate race to accumulate wealth 

upon wealth at any cost, by all means possible. Display of financial affluence, not necessarily 

acquired by honest means, and which surfaces through the orchestration of flashy cars, 

complex buildings, gorgeous dressing, sumptuous meals, and public display of money is the 

order of the day. Whoever does not do this in modern Africa would not count as being noble. 

Who would not like to shine? African politicians set the pace for the accumulation of wealth 

through all means possible. The populace followed. The rush for wealth, and struggle against 

poverty in Africa, has become the bedrock of lust, envy, false comfort, idolatry, selfishness, 

lack of compassion, greed, theft, jealousy and loss of sense of right or wrong95. What matters 

is one’s power to accumulate as much as possible, even if at the cost of another person’s life.  

The medical centres have severally been flogged for being often negligent on the course of 

human survival. Human abuses are prevalent in African hospitals and in other so called 
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medical centres. It appears that the medical practioners have forgotten their obligation to save 

life at all costs. It is painful when a person who got involved in a serious motor accident is 

left unattended for hours or sometimes totally unattended because the person was not brought 

to the hospital with police report. There are some hospitals in which the relations of a sick 

person must give some token to the matron in charge in order to have the sick relation 

properly attended. Thus, we can imagine what those who have no extra money as token go 

through in such hospitals. In the past, a medical doctor would be seriously worried trying to 

find explanation for the death of a patient. The death of a patient is really not the cup of tea 

for some modern doctors. Majority of them know privately that the death of some patients 

was due to their very carelessness of medical ignorance. The case of charging a doctor to 

court in Africa for carelessly killing a patient does not regularly exist because the patient 

before undergoing a major operation has to sign accepting the consequence of the outcome of 

that operation. Difficulties in accessing orthodox hospitals push some Africans to medical 

quacks. Indeed, quacks in the medical field are agents of human rights abuses in Africa. 

Indeed, the havocs masterminded by medical quacks can only be equated to the belligerent 

hostilities in the continent. Traditional herbal medicine is on the increase in the continent. It 

is estimated that about 80% of Africans make use of traditional medicine96. The consequent 

health hazards are glaring to all. 

Africans have gone through excruciating situations due to increasing wave of unemployment 

and delayed poor wages. The question of unemployment stands vehemently opposed to the 

African Charter’s position that each person has right to work. Indeed, unemployment has 

become a hard nut to crack in the African continent. The miseries of unemployment have 

made many think that spending money going to school is a mere waste of time and energy. 

“Why formal education, many ask, when by the end of the day, one has no hope of being 

engaged somewhere to start a living?” The dehumanizing drama of unemployment is, indeed, 

heart breaking. According to Allison McClelland and Fiona Macdonald, “The personal and 

social costs of unemployment include severe financial hardship and poverty, debt, 

homelessness and housing stress, family tensions and breakdown, boredom, alienation, shame 

and stigma, increased social isolation, crime, erosion of confidence and self-esteem, the 

atrophying of work skills and ill-health”97. Most of the revolutions that took place in 2010 

across Tunisia, Libya, Yemen, Syria and Egypt were reactions of youths against the miseries 

of unemployment. They could not resist reacting against a grim and hopeless future owed to 

life without descent job. The Nigerian unemployment situation is such that after school 
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youths begin to run round all the corners of the country looking for anything called paid job. 

Lack of unemployment leads the youths to various anti-social and dehumanizing behaviours 

the victims of which are not the government officials who cannot fulfil their election 

promises, but poor innocent citizens of Africa.        

Ignorance of due rights is another contributing factor in Africa’s pitiable human condition. 

Many Africans are illiterates and even the educated ones are largely ignorant of their civil 

rights. Expressing his view about illiteracy in Nigeria and, of course, in Africa, Godwin O. 

Nzeh has rightly observed that “Our country is blessed with a good number of educated 

people in various fields of learning. However, the majority of Nigerians is illiterate and can 

neither read nor write. Written information that could help citizens keep abreast with events 

eludes more than two-thirds of the populace”98. The reason is simply that human rights 

education is still very poor in Africa. Many are grossly ignorant about when their rights are 

trampled upon and how to claim it. Nico Horn confirms this view by writing that:, “A lack of 

knowledge and information is still a barrier preventing African people from claiming and 

exercising their human rights”99. Many are suffering in Africa due to ignorance of basic 

human rights. 

Globalization is another cause pulling Africa economically and culturally down. Many 

African intellectuals have decried the globalization-wave in Africa. Presenting itself as a 

post-modern global force, globalization has been eyed from economic, political, religious and 

cultural point of view. Some have imagined that the departmentalization of the world into 

different nations was an unfortunate incidence in human history. They think that the nation-

state-mentality sets blocks against interaction and economic transactions. They imagine 

creating a world in which economic, political and cultural barriers would no more exist. They 

image a world in which communications at all levels would be free and unhindered. The 

world would then become a “global village”, “a mono-cultural world”. It is from this 

perspective that T. Akindele et al has defined globalization as:  

Globalization refers to the process of the intensification of economic, political, social 

and cultural relations across international boundaries. It is principally aimed at the 

transcendental homogenization of political and socio-economic theory across the 

globe. It is equally aimed at ‘making global being present worldwide at the world 

stage or global arena’. It deals with the ‘increasing breakdown of trade barriers and 

the increasing integration of World market.100 
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Obioha U. Precious defines globalization “as a process of bringing together the compliant 

nations of the world under a global village with socio-politico and economic-cultural 

interaction, integration, diffusion and give and take facilitated by information flow and 

perhaps for the enhancement of the global world”101. 

One remarkable thing about the globalization-wave is that it is not the decision of all the 

nations that compose the world. It is rather the intellectual machination of the few 

industrialized nations of the world. It is, again, the West versus the rest of the world, 

especially the so called “third-world” countries. That is why Raphael Madu makes references 

to some globalization-nicknames from some writers such as: “Westernization”, 

“Americanization”, “neo-colonialism”, “new-international”.102  Globalization is said to have 

brought a lot of benefits to Africa such as: free economic association with the industrialized 

world, improvement on both political and economic well being of Africans, reduction of 

unemployment, improvement of the educational policies reduction of foreign debts and so 

forth103. African intellectuals, however, are seriously pained about the corroding effects of 

globalization on Africa and Africans. They claim that globalization engenders inequality-

super-sovereign nations versus poorer nations, environmental degradation, transportation of 

deadly diseases, importation of food and drug commodities that do not really suit African 

biological constitutions, brain drain, and more dangerously erosion of African traditional 

cultures and values. In Sunday Dare’s perspective, the international corporations has helped 

to promote poverty in Africa. He writes:  

The Generalized Agreement on Tariffs and trade, the World Trade Organization, and 

the International Monetary Fund (IMF) all promote increased liberalization of 

international trade. The IMF’s structural Adjustment Programme requires African 

states to freeze wages, devalue currency, remove public subsidies, and impose other 

austerity measures, which have brought about even greater unemployment and under-

utilization of productive capacity104.   

Machiavellian attitude in African politics is a serious promoter of Africa’s retrogression. The 

fifteenth century political theorist, Niccolo Machiavelli, twisted the goal set for politics by his 

predecessors. Indeed, Plato, Aristotle and the medieval thinkers believed that there was a 

strong water-tight between politics and morality. The purpose of politics was to establish a 

just society, where the common good was of primary interest. Machiavelli did not toe the 

footprints of his forbearers in their morally tailored political vision. Believing in monarchical 

rule, and distrusting the sincerity of people in the political offices, he advocated, for the 
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absolute security of the ruler, to do all in his power to secure his political position. He should 

develop an indifference to the claims of Christian morality and deal brutally with those who 

might possibly dethrone him. “The ruler” Machiavelli instructs, “must have the freedom to 

adjust his acts to the requirements of each occasion without feeling bound to any objective 

moral rule”105. Machiavelli instructs the Prince to suppress insubordination of all kinds by 

any means possible, for what counts is the end not the means. 

Machiavellian political methodology influenced not only Thomas Hobbes’ totalitarian 

political theory and most twentieth century European rulers, but also African political 

leadership. Abdulrazaq O. Hamzat has exposed three factors that make African leaders hang 

on to power even at the risk of death. The first is traceable to pre-colonial times where “the 

Oba/s, Emirs and other rulers combined both spiritual and political authority, and therefore 

equated all opposition to them as sacrilegious. The second was the colonial era in which 

white governors treated as seditions, all opinions and actions that tended to question the 

colonial dominations and exploitation. The third reason features the post-colonial era in 

which the independent politicians were so desirous to inherit the privileges of the colonial 

masters that they did nothing to abolish the dualism of colonial rule106. The unwillingness to 

cede to new leadership has become the badge of African politics, of African political identity.  

The spirit of sit-tight leadership has engendered dictatorial attitude and zero intolerance to 

opposition, to different ideas and democracy. According to Adebola, B. Ekanola, “Of 

Nigeria’s 45 years of post-independence, the country has experienced 30 years of 

authoritarian military rule, essentially characterized by the setting aside of the constitution, 

and enthroning rule by coercion and decrees, and gross violation of basic human rights”107. 

The at all cost Power guarding mentality, in order to singlehandedly and selfishly control the 

economic affairs of a nation, has taken precedence over social service. To hang on to power 

implies eliminating political enemies. It is from this perspective that African leaders from 

North to South, East to West, throwing morality overboard, attack and often kill or massacre 

their political enemies. Individuals and communities have suffered at the hand of greedy 

African dictators, who are determined to kill and draw blood to maintain their grip on power.  

 

It is incontestable that corruption is the greatest enemy of the naturally enriched continent. 

According to S. Hanson, Africa is widely considered among the world’s most corrupt places, 

a factor seen as contributing to the stunted development and impoverishment of many 

African states. Of the ten countries considered most corrupt in the world, six are in sub-
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Saharan Africa, according to Transparency International, a leading global watchdog on 

corruption108.  Hanson’s view point depicts Africa as a highly corrupt continent the effect of 

which has left millions of Africans in abject misery and poverty. The word corruption is 

associated with the Latin verb corrumpere meaning “to break to pieces, to destroy, to ruin, to 

bring to naught”109. It is from this etymological perspective that J. C. Ekei thinks that 

“corruption implies putrid matter or a state of decomposition or disorganization in the process 

of purification or deterioration”110. The etymological definition of corruption might limit our 

thinking to physical decay of material things, food items, or substandard products of various 

degrees111. Decay is not only physical but also moral. Hence we can look at the regular or 

constant bad conduct of individuals as moral decay. Corruption looked at from the angle of 

unwarranted human conducts is a gross moral decay. 

 Corruption from the social and moral point of view is a grave form of injustice. For a 

corrupt person uses his/her public position to take advantage of common goods. A corrupt 

person employs his/her authority in public office to convert public goods to his/her own profit 

or to the profit of his/her family members. Defining corruption J. C. Ekei writes that 

corruption, in its general sense, “implies misusing one’s office for a private gain or for 

unofficial end. In other words, it means taking advantage of one’s public office to favour 

one’s personal goal or gain. It is simply a diversion of a collective good in favour of the 

individual gain”112. Tailoring the above concepts down to Africa, corruption should be part of 

the definition of the continent. According to Ositadimma Ejilike, “the definition of corruption 

and who can be corrupt applies to Africa”; “corruption is the bane of development in 

Africa”113. Converting public goods to private ends or profits is what defines and colours 

public offices in Africa. Indeed, “the winner takes it all” is the public office music in Africa. 

Once you fight your way into an economically enriching public office; “God has buttered 

your bread”; “you hold the yam and the knife”; you can only give to whom you will without 

any fear of challenge; and even if there be challenges from those who are greedily eyeing 

your public position; there are ways of handling them too. Looting and embezzlement of 

public fund have impoverished Africa leaving behind miserable and economically helpless 

indigenes.    

 

We owe Africa’s human sufferings also to crude cultural ideologies. Certain African 

traditional logics give way to human abuses. Some communities in Africa still dishonour the 

birth of twins and regard twins as bad omens both to their parents and to the society at large. 
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The circumcision of girls either as children or as adults is another instance of human 

traditional abuse in Africa. The practice is still going on. It might be generally said that most 

African communities do not pay serious attention to the education of girls. The boys 

dominate the focus in the families and girls can only be prepared for early marriage. Barren 

women have little or no respect in African traditional communities. They are called abusive 

names like witches, infertile women and so forth. Some African communities regard their 

fellow God created human beings as out-casts and consequently as sub-human beings and 

treat them accordingly. Some traditional religions in Africa still practice overtly or covertly 

human sacrifice for ritual purposes.     

The above instances have shown the pathologies of African anthropological image. We need 

to re-strategize in order to create a humanly friendly continent.   

 

(7).   Towards Re-valorising Human Dignity in Africa 

The antithetical factors militating against the appreciation of human value must be controlled 

in order to avert further anthropological degeneration in Africa. One of the primary steps to 

be taken involves recognizing and respecting the divine aura of the human person. A re-

appreciation of human dignity in Africa requires going back to the divine roots of human 

origin. It should be recalled that no one confers an honour upon himself. It is not the 

prerogative of humans to exalt themselves above all other creatures. It should be recognized, 

again, that God is the root of all that humans pride themselves about. African traditional 

religions are explicit about the nothingness of human life if cut-off from its divine root. The 

various African cultures and traditions have expressed their firm belief that humans are of 

divine origin. This fundamental belief empowered the respect for the sacredness of the human 

person. To dishonour the human person is to disrespect the creator and consequently to attract 

his anger and disfavour. In traditional African world, the deliberate killing of a human being, 

even inadvertently, was considered an abomination that required placating the gods and the 

land. Africans did not need to attend formal school to discover the fragility and worthlessness 

of human life if detached from the protection of the divine. That sensitivity to the sanctity of 

human life should be re-learnt by Africans.   

Christianity further re-confirmed what had been known already in Africa. The popularization 

and the universalization of human dignity cannot be brutally and blindly cut-off from its 

Christian root. According to Karl H. Peschke, “The notion of human rights has remote roots 

in the Stoa of Roman stamp, according to which all men are equal because participating in 
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world reason and in the Christian idea of man and woman as the image of God”114. It was 

Christian philosophy cum Christian theological anthropology that disseminated the idea of 

humans fashioned in the image and likeness of God. According to Panteleon Iroegbu, being 

made in the image of God entails that “the human being has something of the dignity of God 

in him or her (…).To be like God means that one be treated as a being like God”115. Tracing 

the roots of the notion of human dignity and rights Charles M. N, Chukwudozie writes: 

“Evidently, the fundamental dignity and equality of all human beings were recognized by 

Christianity. Equality was asserted energetically but without violence. It was founded on 

spiritual basis on God”116. John I. Obilor emphasizes that “the Church fought against all 

forms of human sacrifices which was a practice of ancient culture. For Christianity, it was 

criminal to practice the evil of infanticide. The Church condemned all forms of gladiatory 

games and circus games and spectacles which brutally sacrificed human life on the altar of 

sports or emotional aggrandizement. At the root of the Church’s teaching is the conviction 

that human life is sacred and belongs to God alone”117. 

 African sense of the divine aura of the human person should promote profound 

respect for human life. If Africans by nature respect human life, we should show an objective 

pan-African stand against the demystification and de-sacralization of life. We should all-

together fight against all forms of hostile attitudes against life and more especially human 

life. According to John I. Obilor, “The right to life is the most fundamental of all human 

rights because it determines all other rights”118. In the view of Panteleon Iroegbu, “Life is a 

right to all who live. It is an imperative. One may not have the right to exist i.e., to have come 

to be in the first instance. But, once one has come to exist, once one has been conceived and 

delivered, that one should not be denied the right to continue to exist without serious 

justification”119. We suggest, too, that all those who have criminally tempered with life and 

dignity in Africa by unjustly spilling the blood of their confreres should be brought to justice.   

 We see enlightened leadership as one of the fundamental prerequisites for the 

promotion of human value in the continent. According to Stand-W Ede, a common 

characteristic of post-colonial Africa is her politico-economic instability made so by a 

conglomeration of many factors, most of which have been poor leadership and lack of 

foresight. While independence recast the political map, it also blurred socio-economic 

processes. Whereas the nature of exploitation and underdevelopment was clear under colonial 

rule, the emergence of national governments made the conditions of existence even more 

hopeless, leaving us with economic stagnation, social turbulence, international straightjacket, 
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crises of imperialism and a bundle of contradictions120. Enlightened leadership, instead of 

dictatorial attitudes, would be tolerant to dialogue, social epistemology, promotion of the 

common good and unity of purpose.    

 The promotion of rule of law is inevitable for the recreation of a humanly favourable 

continent. The meaning of rule of law has been understood by different people in different 

ways. The Free Dictionary explains that:  “The rule of law also requires the government to 

exercise its authority under the law. This requirement is sometimes explained with the phrase 

“no one is above the law”121. The character of law is that it commands or prohibits the 

performance of certain acts for the sake of the general welfare of society. Leon Louw thinks 

that laws are “general rules of human conduct”122. “Jurisprudentially”, Leon states, “law 

refers to the regulation of human conduct”123. In the perspective of Thomas Aquinas, “the law 

belongs to that which is a principle of human acts, because it is their rule and measure”124. In 

the view of James L. Christian, law “regulates collective life and gives it order”125. That takes 

us to another major trait of law, namely, punishment. Generally, the law does not forgive; it 

has the character of punishing its offenders. Aristotle has instructed that a constituted state is 

one in which its citizens are governed by law. By rule of law, we understand that no 

government or group of people or individuals is above the law. Every human person, from 

the president to the lowest ranked citizen, is subject to the law and must, when the legal 

necessity demands, be judged according to established laws without fear or favour. In the 

estimation of Leon Louw, “One of the most important aspects of this conception of the rule 

of law is that it is not concerned with the substance of law, only that people should be ruled 

by law, not by man. It is the rule of the game by which governments govern”126. Whoever is 

condemned by the law must be punished accordingly. However, some personalities, or 

groups and even African state governments have objectively shown that they are above the 

laws, while, oppositely, we were taught the “no one is above the law”. Some governments, 

groups or individuals have maimed, tortured, murdered, and abused their fellow Africans 

with impunity without being brought to justice, because there is hardly any rule of law in the 

continent. The stagnation of the rule of law has given way to a lot of atrocities, humans’ 

inhumanity to fellow humans, in Africa. People commit heinous crimes against humanity and 

get away with them without being challenged.     

 To re-sensitize Africans on the pre-eminence of the human person civic education is 

inevitable. It has been observed that for democracy to survive and flourish, a critical mass of 

its citizens must possess the skills, embody the values, and manifest the behaviours that 
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accord with democracy. They must know enough about the basic features of a democratic 

political system to be able to access it when their interests are at stake, and they must believe 

in the importance of certain key democratic values, such as tolerance for divergent 

viewpoints and support for the rule of law. They must also be willing and participate in local 

and national politics, and they must believe that their participation is important to the 

continued viability of the democratic political system127.   

 The acuity of civic education pulsates on the fact that both the various levels of 

governments in Africa and their subjects are lacking in this all important knowledge for a 

viable democracy. African governments do whatever they like and to whosoever they like 

and whenever they like without being challenged; and they consider themselves right at all 

times in whatever they do. I became convinced that I was not merely exaggerating when I 

read from Isaac O. Olarewaju’s decry about African politician’s lack of moral education. 

According to him, “It seems that some politicians are confused, without concrete knowledge 

of sound political behaviour. Many politicians are not following the norms of democracy. 

The problems of corruption, unfaithfulness, greediness, and hatred are common phenomena 

among our politicians. Our politicians have moral problems which moral education can only 

positively address”128. The governed in Africa; on the other hand, behave as they wish 

without minding the consequences of their actions on others. Civic education is, therefore, 

requisite in creating a polity in which respect for human dignity and human rights are 

cherished and priced.  

 In addition to civic education, particular attention must be paid to philosophic 

education. In the view of M. A. Makinde, “true enough, we were often told that philosophy 

was what people did after all the necessities and comforts in life had been provided. It 

appeared, therefore, that, for many African countries, philosophy was a luxury they probably 

could not afford. Priorities had to be given to agriculture, science, medicine, engineering, 

economics and all those disciplines that were needed for the improvement of the material lot 

of man. Philosophy was too abstract, too theoretical, for practical comfort”129. Philosophy is 

looked at as a non-concretely-production course in comparison to other subjects such as 

chemistry, engineering, biology, physics, medicine, agriculture and so on. Among what may 

be called the art science, people prefer law and perhaps political science. The philosophy 

student regularly has to contend with the question: “what are you going to do with that after?” 

Such question about philosophy is simply the brainchild of ignorance of the nature of 

philosophy itself. The study of philosophy is inevitable for life and for critical thinking. Most 
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of the difficulties in solving the social problems confronting individuals and the continent at 

large are due mainly to lack of the knowledge of philosophy. Professor Awolabi in Daily 

Sun, Wednesday, September 7, 2011, wrote an article entitled: “My People perish for lack of 

Philosophy”. There is no doubt that Africans are suffering for lack of philosophic education. 

 For Africa to move forward there must be room for freedom of self-expression 

without victimization. Part of the causes of Africa’s backwardness can be traced to the fact 

that she has been ruled by long standing dictators—enemies of freedom of expression; those 

Karl Popper would call “enemies of open society”. Many Africans have suffered, or have 

been tortured, imprisoned or even killed for voicing out their positions on social and political 

matters. The inhibition of self-expression pervades all sectors of African society. Generally, 

many Africans do not speak out in public for fear of their security, because they would 

eventually be attacked by their displeased opponents. Many have been maimed or even killed 

for standing by the truth in family or village land disputes. Part of why corruption continues 

to spread and gain ground in Africa is that the beholders of the corrupt practices dare not 

speak out for fear of their personal security. Priests, especially Catholic priests suffer all sorts 

of persecution for speaking out the truth on the pulpits. Some have been attacked and beaten 

up, kidnapped and tortured, some maimed, and some brutally killed for their position on 

certain religious or political issues. Africans should be allowed to express their positions on 

social matters without fear of being harmed either by the governments or by their displeased 

opponents. 

 Ethnic divide is one of the tragedies bedevilling the African continent. Abrogation of 

discriminative systems in all its shape and form must be compelling to protect Africans from 

self-extinction in due course. Part of civil education would be to show the modern irrelevance 

of religious, caste, political and tribal racisms. All of them are against the universal laws, 

which permit freedom of association and of marriage. One of the fundamental bedrocks of 

human rights is the principle that all human beings are born free and equal in dignity and 

rights. Discrimination and persecution on the grounds of race and ethnicity are clear 

violations of this principle130. A human being has no right to regard another as subhuman and 

inferior in any shape or form. Such still existent mentalities in Africa should be seriously 

abrogated. Every African should be allowed to grow, marry and flourish in whichever place 

he/she chooses to dwell without fear of segregations, victimization and assaults. I agree with 

Ferdinand Nwaigbo that for peace and human survival in Africa, “(…) negative 
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manifestations of ethnicity, such as tribalism, discrimination, marginalization and all that 

accompanies it (…) must be exposed and denounced”131.  

 Continental development requires granting each and every individual in Africa equal 

opportunity for growth in all circumstances. Upgrading human dignity in Africa would 

require creating room for equal opportunities of growth for all. Bellarmine Nneji has noted 

that “lack of freedom, inequality of opportunities inhibit growth and development of the 

individual”132. African governments should see to it that each African citizen has the 

opportunity to acquire formal education, which is basic for self-management in society. 

Where free education is possible, it should be encouraged. Again, Patriarchal male dominant 

mentality should and must give way to all gender developmental opportunity. It is injurious, 

humiliating, insulting and degrading to suffocate the intellectual formation of women on 

gender reasons or on irrational traditional beliefs. Political, military, sports, leadership and 

educational engagements should be undertaken in the continent, strictly based on merit and 

not on gender differences. We should see to it that opportunities are not denied anybody on 

racial, gender, religious, ethnic and unwarranted customary discriminations. 

 While pointing accusing fingers on some major factors deteriorating the human 

condition in Africa, we cannot fail to point out the lazy life of a great majority of Africans. 

Many Africans want the best of things but they do not like to work. Without mincing words 

Africans should be taught to appreciate the dignity of labour. In the view of R. Ruwe, “They 

call the Third World lazy man’s purview, the sluggishly slothful and languorous prefecture. 

In this realm people are sleepy, dreamy, torpid, lethargic and therefore indigent—totally 

penniless, needy, destitute, poverty-stricken, disfavoured, and impoverished. In this demesne, 

as they call it, there are hardly any discoveries, inventions, and innovations. Africa is the 

trailblazer. Some still call it “the dark continent” for the light that flickers under the tunnel is 

not that of hope, but an approaching train. And because countless keep waiting in the way of 

the train, millions die and many more remain decapitated by the day”133. The British 

imperialists were strongly convinced that “nature made Africans lazy”. Those judgments 

about Africans might be termed racist in intention. But we do not rule out the idea that such 

labelling about Africans derive also from experience. Africans themselves would also accept 

that millions of Africans are truly lazy. Thus, we Africans must also face the fact that it is not 

only slavery, or corruption or lack of intelligence or incessant wars that impoverished Africa; 

laziness, on the part of Africans, is also part of our global backwardness. Despite retrograding 

western economic position against Africa, we must also ask how far we are helping ourselves 
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out of poverty and degeneration. We have in this century highly educated Africans in all the 

global workforces. Yet Africa depends highly on imported goods. Africans like to fly out to 

other foreign countries for medical treatment. All our technological needs are basically 

imported. Hard work, creativity, and internationally competitive intelligence is necessary for 

Africa’s economic survival.  

 Revalorizing human dignity in Africa seriously demands controlling indiscriminate 

wars in Africa as a serious road map for peace and human flourishing in the continent. Africa 

is a continent replete with wars, hatred and hostilities caused by economic circumstances, 

ethnic rivalry and marginalization. According to Anke Hoeffer, “Over the past 40 years, 

Africa has experienced more violent conflict than other continents. African wars have also 

lasted longer and they have been deadlier”134.  Nigeria, Democratic Republic of Congo, 

Sudan, Uganda, Angola, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Burundi, Mozambique and Rwanda, Eritea 

have all seen and lived deadly wars in their respective countries. The human tragedies of 

indiscriminate wars in Africa cannot be over emphasized. Anke Hoeffer details the 

consequences of war thus: 

Wars kill people in many different ways: civilians and soldiers are killed in combat, 

people die because there is a higher prevalence of preventable communicable disease 

and during wars people are killed due to increased violent crime. Wars force mass 

immigration. Post-war economies are in a worse shape than before the war and far 

from bringing an improvement to the political system; in general post-war societies 

are less democratic135 

Africa has fought enough life-costing wars that brought no continental development. The 

African Union should do all in her power to establish peace within and beyond the borders of 

Africa.  

To redress human suffering in Africa, African governments should also commit themselves 

to poverty eradication. The name Africa, in modern times, has become internationally 

synonymous with poverty, destitution and misery. The African international visage is one 

marked by hunger, disease, illiteracy and homelessness. Poverty is palpable in Africa; one 

can see it, feel it, and experience it. On the scale of economic well-being, Africa is still below 

the mark of poverty rating. Regarding the depth of poverty in Africa, Paul. J. Magnarella, has 

remarked that: “More than seventy-five percent of the continent’s 700 million people live 

below the poverty line, and ten of the world’s thirteen poorest countries are in Africa”136. A 

part from refugee problems due to conflicts, millions of Africans are pitiably homeless and 
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helpless. Millions live in squalors, slums, huts, thatched houses, grass-huts, makeshift houses. 

J. O. Diogu has observed that “the consequences of intra-African scramble can no better be 

felt than in the housing and environmental sectors, where human beings are obliged to live 

under dejected, inhuman, unhealthy crowded and filthy environments, highly susceptible to 

epidemics (…)”137.  Many have no place to lay down their heads. If at all, they are only 

remembered during election campaigns, which hardly impact on them.  

 Regarding brain drain, African governments should create friendly environments for 

the working class citizens.  It is disgusting that African intellectuals should be flying abroad 

for better paid jobs and better working facilities. Attention should be seriously paid to the 

provision of infrastructures required for the functionality and development of all the social 

strata. It is worth stating, therefore, that African governments should conscientiously pay just 

wages, allowances and pensions as at when due to the working class. The provision of better 

working environment would surely deter the mass exodus of Africans to foreign lands. 

 The advancement of human welfare in Africa requires, in addition, a thorough 

synthesis of the relationship between the individual and the society. The “who” or identity 

narrative of an individual cannot but be traced to her native society. The individual requires 

society to survive, but the African concept of “we-might” should not stand against self-

determination, personal creativity and initiative. The individual should in no way be 

completely subsumed in the “we ideology” such that personal orientation is completely lost. 

Individuals should feel their dignity through personal initiative and by exhibiting patriotic 

social services.             

 Promoting human dignity in Africa requires recognizing the dignity of African 

children. We must face the fact that the way we generally treat children is not very edifying. 

From home experiences and from the media reports childhood is a mighty risk to go through 

in Africa. Africans generally regard children as human beings but not as full human beings. 

Their status in the African worldview, shape the way they are often treated as “non-human 

beings”. Some suffer rejection from their very families for one cultural reason or the other. 

Many were sold into slavery in pre-colonial days for eating eggs or stealing meat in the 

kitchen pot. Before any child enters adulthood in Africa he/she must on several occasions’ 

experience serious physical beating138. Some are beaten to stupor by their parents; some are 

smeared with hot pepper all over the body to cure bad habits, some are poured hot water upon 

their face or bare body as punishment for supposedly costly mistakes. Some are regarded and 

wickedly treated as witches and social misfits. Child trafficking has become a lucrative 
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business in Africa without minding the psychological impact it makes on an innocent child. 

The more we give African children a future through protection and proper education the more 

the future is brighter for the continent. 

 Religion has become an intractable source of dehumanization in Africa. Freedom of 

Religious Worship is inevitable for the survival of all in Africa. Apart from political disputes 

over mineral resources, religious differences are the highest causes of hostilities in Africa 

either between Muslims themselves or Muslims against Christians. Moslem onslaught against 

Christians in Nigeria or elsewhere in Africa is made manifest in this report: “It was the night 

before Christmas, and all through the state, not a Christian was stirring, because those who 

dared attend services in Nigeria that night risked their very lives. At least twelve Christians 

were killed by gun men in separate attacks; the assailants are suspected to be militant 

members of Boko Haram, an Islamist group that has already killed nearly 100 Christians 

around Christmas in Nigeria over the past three years”139. “The European Union was under 

pressure Wednesday, November 27, to freeze 500 million euro ($647 million) in annual 

financial aid to Egypt after a court in the capital Cairo sentenced seven Christians to death for 

their involvement in an anti-Islam film that prompted deadly riots throughout the world”140. 

Religion should promote peace, harmony, love of God and neighbour, which it is known for 

than being a source of violence and human massacre. Politicians should stop employing 

religious sentiments as tools for fighting political grudges in the continent. 

 Tackling human insecurity problems is another inevitable task to avert indignity in the 

continent. 

Luk Van Langenhove, has rightly remarked that the African continent “(…) is the most 

challenged by multiple human security threats more than other regions in the world”141. In the 

perspectives of Langenhove, “Essentially, human security is about creating conditions or 

conducive environment for individual, peoples and communities to live in ‘freedom from 

want’ and freedom to’. The first refers to the absence or protection against hunger, natural 

disaster, torture and so on. The second refers to the opportunities that individuals should have 

to develop their potential as much as possible and to enjoy life to the fullest”142. I agree with 

Langenhove that “human security approach is about creating and enhancing access, 

protection and empowerment of people and individuals to the material or quantitative 

dimensions or human existence, that is, food, shelter, clothing, education and health care; and 

the non-material or qualitative conditions of human existence, that is, freedom, liberty and 

participation in the decisions of the community that affect their lives”143. People are always 
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terrified of what might happen to them either in their very homes or while travelling from one 

part of their country to the next or from one part of Africa to the next for fear of kidnappers, 

armed robbers, terrorists or tribal restiveness. Security is paramount for state and inter-state 

transactions without which human life would always be placed in danger.   

 For the common welfare of all, Africa must learn to build on her enriching and 

enviable wealth of diversity. Nature reflects the infinite wisdom of God and is from nature 

that we sense the wealth and dignity of diversity. The early Greek philosophers admired and 

appreciated the mystery of unity in diversity, multiplicity. When we look into the species of 

things, we find out that they are not of the same colour and weight. Trees are not of the same 

kind, animals have different species and colours, insects have different forms, rivers are not 

of the same size, but they altogether constitute the beauty and richness of the universe. Thus, 

difference is not strange to nature; it rather constitutes the ontological beauty of nature. 

Africa is like nature composed of various ethnic groups distinguished by languages and 

cultural specificities, which calls for appreciation and celebration. What exists in Africa, with 

evidence from the conflict ridden structure of the continent, is rather hatred for difference, for 

diversity, for multiplicity, for otherness. Intolerance to cultural differences has often led to all 

sorts of human abuses. While, unarguably, each ethnic group should preserve her cultural 

identity, the appreciation of otherness is inevitable for non-violent confraternal associations. 

African cultural diversities collectively highlight the beauty and dignity of the entire black 

race. In a multi-cultural Africa, we should seek for the essentials that unite us together rather 

than holding tight on divisive factors. Diversity is strength rather than a weapon of war and 

hostility. The other no matter his/her linguistic and cultural background is a brother or a 

sister, a gift from God. Let us see beauty in the other; let us see love and nobility in what is 

different from our particular world views. Diversity is the beauty and the wealth of nature; 

that should enrich the unity and progress of Africa.  J. Chukwuemeka Ekei underlines this 

fact by stating that “the African problem does not lie necessarily on the fact of diversity as on 

her inability to manage and positively transform it to instrument of collaborations and 

complimentarity. Diversity is power and a variety of life”144. There will be less human abuses 

if we Africans learn to tolerate differences, and appreciate diversity as a source of collective 

energy and strength.   

 

 

 



JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC RESEARCH FOR MULTIDISCIPLINARY 
Impact Factor 1.393, ISSN: 2320-5083, Volume 1, Issue 10, November 2013 

 

221 
www.jiarm.com 

(8).   Conclusion   

 I have tried in this essay to show the thesis and antithesis of human dignity in Africa. I 

have so far tried to detail the causes and way out of indignity in African world. This essay has 

attempted to demonstrate that the horrors of indignity are more preponderant in modern 

Africa that simple believe in the dignity of the human person. My stand is that such belief in 

human dignity must be translated into practice. The volume of blood shedding does not 

square with Africa’s respect for the sacredness of human life. The incessant tribal wars 

contradict African natural spirit of sociality, confraternity and communalism.  

I believe that new attitudes must be developed towards re-valorising human dignity and 

respect in Africa. Pan-African humanism is the answer to modern African anthropological 

brutality. Pan-African humanism, theistic in orientation, pays attention to the ontological 

value of the human person qua person as a sacred property of God. It looks at man as a being 

who should be treated with utmost respect at all times and in all places.  Africans should be 

positively trained to appreciate the irreplaceable value of the human person, our African 

homogeneity, confraternity, negritude, our Africanity. Its only after we have learnt to see 

ourselves as brothers and sisters no matter cultural language, gender and academic 

differences, that we shall begin to see ourselves as gifts and not as enemies. The propagation 

of pan-African humanism is possible because we have philosophers, sociologists, legal 

practitioners, teachers of all calibres, and government agencies who if committed can see it 

realized. Only then shall we have human flourishing and development that is truly and 

humanly African, for in the words of Martin Luther King (Jr.), “Either we live together as 

brothers (confraternity) or we perish together as fools”.  
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