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This paper examines Paulin Hountondji’s (1942-2024) cultural pluralist response to the 
contemporary crisis of universal human rights. Situating his work within the broader 
context of African phenomenology, the paper explores how his critique of ethnophilosophy 
and cultural nationalism informs his conception of a universal human rights framework 
that is both contextually rooted and globally inclusive. Hountondji challenges Eurocentric 
notions of universality, arguing that true universality must emerge from intercultural 
dialogue, pluralism, and contestation rather than imposed, monolithic standards. His 
approach shows that human rights gain their authority through collective, reasoned 
deliberation. The paper clarifies an ambivalent tension between the particular and the 
universal in the argument of Hountondji’s 1986 account of “the problem of human rights 
in Africa,” which responds to a crisis for human rights from cultural nationalist ideology, 
with reference to his broader corpus. In doing so, the paper demonstrates the relevance of 
his idea of universal human rights for a current crisis of their authority and meaning, 
faced with a cultural nationalist backlash against inequitable universal globalization.  
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1 Introduction 
 
 
Recent scholarship in African phenomenology has emphasized the formative effect of crisis 
on human experience. Responding to the current crisis of meaning and authority for 
universal human rights discourse, this article turns to the influential African 
phenomenologist, Paulin Hountondji (1942-2024). It examines his cultural pluralist response 
to the contemporary crisis for universal human rights, demonstrating the enduring relevance 
of his thought for a world confronting a resurgence of cultural nationalism and a backlash 
against inequitable globalization. I argue that Hountondji’s powerful critique of 
ethnophilosophy—the reduction of African thought to a monolithic, mythic system that is 
“extraverted,” or primarily for European consumption—provides the essential groundwork 
for his conception of a truly universal human rights framework. This framework, I contend, is 
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not derived from a static, imposed, or Eurocentric standard, but must emerge from a dynamic 
process of intercultural dialogue, pluralism, and contestation. The article clarifies an 
ambivalent tension in Hountondji’s 1986 pluralist account of universal human rights by 
situating it within his broader philosophical project, thereby defending a more robust 
interpretation of his ideas against the contemporary crisis of universalism.1 
 
The current global disregard for universal human rights is stark. It is evident in widespread 
wars, corruption, ecological devastation, and persistent poverty. This political crisis is 
mirrored by a philosophical one, as the very idea of universality has come under pressure 
from divisive culture wars and decolonial critiques that question its legitimacy as a singular 
liberal democratic cultural system imposed on all cultures by the global north. In this context, 
Hountondji’s work offers a crucial intervention. He provides a “penetrating critique of 
philosophical Eurocentrism” and its mirror image, Africanist cultural nationalism, while 
maintaining a “commitment to a form of universality that would be […] truly universal by 
dint of being truly global” (De Schryver 2023: 100).2 To understand this contribution, one 
must first grasp his critique of the dominant approach to African philosophy that he famously 
termed “ethnophilosophy.” 
 
 
 
2 Hountondji's Critique of Ethnophilosophy 
 
 
For Hountondji, ethnophilosophy represents a profound distortion of African intellectual life, 
one born out of the colonial encounter. It is a discourse on Africa, but not one by or for 
Africans. He defines it as the project of isolating a supposedly unique, collective, and 
unchanging worldview held unconsciously by all members of a particular African ethnic 
group, or even all Africans monolithically. This “philosophy” is then presented as a coherent 
system, often in contrast to “western” philosophy. The function of this exercise, Hountondji 
argues, is not genuine philosophical inquiry but the production of a commodified, exotic 
knowledge for a European audience. It presents African thought as myth, tradition, and 
storytelling, reinforcing the colonial premise that Africans are incapable of the kind of 
rigorous, critical, and individualized rationality that defines philosophy proper. 
 
The archetypal example of this approach, and a key target of Hountondji's critique, is Placide 
Tempels’s book Bantu Philosophy (1945).3 In this work, the Belgian missionary attempts to 
systematize the “philosophy” of the Luba people, arguing that their entire existence is ordered 
by a single concept: “vital force." While presented sympathetically, Tempels’s project 
exemplifies the core tenets of ethnophilosophy. It presents a homogenous and static system of 
thought, as if every “Bantu” individual unanimously and unconsciously adheres to it. This 
philosophy is “discovered" by a European outsider and presented to a European audience, 
with the “Bantu” themselves remaining silent objects of study. The effect, as Hountondji 
points out, is to deny African thought any history, internal debate, or individual authorship. 
It becomes a closed, particularistic system, incapable of the universal address that is the 
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hallmark of genuine philosophy. Hountondji argues that this approach, by ceding universal 
reason to Europe, traps African thought in an intellectual ghetto. 
 
Hountondji’s critique of ethnophilosophy is twofold, focusing on its twin errors of 
extraversion and primitive unanimity. 
 
First, ethnophilosophy is fundamentally extraverted: it is intellectually oriented outwards, 
towards a foreign gaze. Its problematic is determined not by African concerns but by the need 
to present an exotic “other” to the European academy. “Driven by the agenda of its 
interlocutor,” he writes, “ethnophilosophy cedes universal reason to the European 'standard', 
trapping African philosophy in cultural particularity” (Hountondji 1983: 67).4 This 
extraversion leads to a kind of “cultural exhibitionism” where African thinkers are tasked 
with packaging their traditions for foreign consumption, rather than engaging in critical, 
theoretical work aimed at solving the continent's own problems. 
 
Second, ethnophilosophy relies on the myth of primitive unanimity. This is the false and 
pervasive idea, inherited from colonial ethnology, “of an immutable, collective philosophy, 
common to all Africans” (Hountondji 1983: 38). It presumes that non-western societies are 
homogenous and devoid of the internal contradictions, debates, and pluralism that are, in 
fact, characteristic of every human society. By presenting African philosophy as a set of 
unanimously held beliefs, ethnophilosophers strip it of its dynamism and critical potential. 
They conceal the role of the individual author, who interprets and systematizes this supposed 
worldview, hiding their own philosophical choices behind the anonymous authority of 
“tradition.” This, for Hountondji, is an abdication of philosophical responsibility. 
 
 
 
3 From Ethnophilosophy to Cultural Nationalism 
 
 
Hountondji demonstrates a devastating parallel between the intellectual structure of 
ethnophilosophy and the political ideology of cultural nationalism that emerged in many 
postcolonial African states. Just as ethnophilosophy asserts a singular, monolithic African 
philosophy against a monolithic “west,” so too do postcolonial tyrants assert a unified 
“national culture” to suppress internal political divisions and dissent. He elaborates on this in 
his 1986 lecture by providing a detailed critique of the specific “ideological discourse by 
which the authorities attempt [...] to justify themselves,” dismantling postcolonial 
justifications for rights abuses based on the demands of development, the class struggle, and 
the mystification of the popular will by a supreme leader (Hountondji 1986: 325). This 
“culturalism,” Hountondji argues, “distorts political and economic problems as cultural 
problems,” thereby camouflaging the real conflicts between the ruling classes and the 
exploited masses “under the pretext of a common national culture” (Hountondji 1983: 162-
63). 
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Ideologies like Léopold Sédar Senghor's Négritude or Kwame Nkrumah's Consciencism, in 
his view, repurposed the flawed logic of ethnophilosophy for political ends. They constructed 
a mythic, unanimous African conscience to serve as the foundation for a unified political 
project. In doing so, they suppressed the “living vitality of internal differences, pluralism and 
diversity” and created an “incoherent party ideology” that ultimately proved politically fragile 
(Hountondji 1983: 151). The language of cultural liberation, once used to resist colonial 
domination, was inverted to become a “language of power” that enforced conformity and 
excluded anyone who did not fit the prescribed model of cultural authenticity. 
 
Thus, Hountondji’s critique of ethnophilosophy is not merely an abstract academic debate; it 
is a vital political intervention. By dismantling the myth of primitive unanimity, he exposes 
the ideological work it performs for oppressive regimes. He insists that philosophy—and by 
extension, culture—is not a static system to be revered, but a living, contested, and pluralistic 
history of debate. True philosophy must be a space of “restless questioning” and “untiring 
dialectic,” involving “confrontation between individual thoughts, discussion, and debate” 
(Hountondji 1983: 53). 
 
This foundational critique sets the stage for the central argument of this paper. Hountondji's 
rejection of the false, imposed unanimity of both ethnophilosophy and cultural nationalism is 
precisely what allows him to formulate a more robust and genuinely universal conception of 
human rights. He shows that universality cannot be located in a single, pre-packaged cultural 
system—whether European or African. Instead, it must be painstakingly built through a 
process of open-ended, critical, and intercultural dialogue. It is from this pluralistic and 
contested ground, not from a mythical consensus, that a meaningful and authoritative 
framework for human rights can emerge. The remainder of this paper will elaborate this 
interpretation, showing how Hountondji’s cultural pluralism offers a powerful response to 
the present crisis of human rights. 
 
 
 
4 Hountondji’s Cultural Pluralist Take on Universality in African Philosophy  
 
 
A common response from many African philosophers to Hountondji’s critique of 
ethnophilosophy—for its confinement to culturally particular propositions which cannot 
meet universal standards for scientific knowledge—is that it imposes overly restrictive criteria 
of universality on African philosophy (Ikuenobe 1997; Janz 2010).5 A further set of criticisms 
is identified by Sanya Osha: first, that Hountondji is “not sufficiently political,” and second, 
that he “ignores the importance and possibilities inherent in indigenous African traditions,” 
due to his restrictive universal criteria for philosophy (Osha 2005: 21).6 On Osha’s first point, 
we shall see, Hountondji deliberately avoids a political response to cultural nationalism, 
choosing instead to focus on epistemological considerations concerning the relation between 
universal knowledge and its basis in cultural particulars. But he does so out of political 
concern for universal understanding and solidarity against oppression. On the second, we 
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find him keenly interested in African local knowledge. Are his universalist expectations too 
restrictive? I’ll consider this question below. 
 
Polycarp Ikuenobe distinguishes between a universalist camp and a particularist camp in 
African philosophy, associating Hountondji and Wiredu with the former, and the Gyekye and 
Ayaode with the latter, who hold that Africans must have a philosophy that is essentially 
distinctive, since different cultures explain reality differently. Ikuenobe (1997: 190) agrees 
with the attempt to find a universal conception of philosophy, but he argues that Wiredu’s 
and Hountondji’s conceptions of philosophy are parochial. He rejects Hountondji’s claim 
that African philosophy cannot be a collective worldview but can exist only in the form of the 
study of individual works and confrontation between individual thoughts, advanced by 
logical argumentation, intellectual discussion and debate with scrupulously analyzed evidence 
(Ikuenobe 1997: 192). Ikuenobe argues that this “rigorous, analytical, and critical 
methodology of science has not been the only rational approach to doing philosophy” and 
that the universalists rely “on a parochial ideal conception of philosophy that captures only 
the analytic tradition of the contemporary period” (Ikuenobe 1997: 194). 
 
Hountondji’s phenomenological approach to philosophy is in fact more Continental than 
Analytic, but Ikuenobe’s point holds that the restriction of philosophy to a logical, rational 
practice of rigorous, systematic, critical analysis (Ikuenobe 1997: 196) misses important 
options. Ikuenobe observes that it rules out the oral tradition of Socrates and the 
reconstructions of Catholic doctrine by Augustine and Aquinas. Analysis of African sage 
philosophy is also ruled out by such overly restrictive criteria (Ikuenobe 1997: 201-02).  
 
Bruce Janz goes further, to associate Hountondji’s “technocratic and a-historical” method of 
philosophy with Eurocentric “positivist science” (Janz 2010: 122). But, whereas Janz argues 
that he “wants to produce a modernist map that will guide us unerringly to a destination” 
(Janz 2010: 124), Hountondji reminds us that “science allows only for probability, not 
certainty” (Hountondji 2002: 36). He tells us that his understanding of philosophy, as a 
history and not a system, was influenced by Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology and the 
structuralist ideas of Georges Canguilhem and Louis Althusser, who also influenced Michel 
Foucault (Hountondji 2002: 5).7 Although Janz this reference to “a history and not a system” 
as a creative aspect of his approach, he concludes that the “optimism toward building a 
philosophy on positivist science is overstated” (Janz 2010: 125, 134). A closer reading of 
Hountondji’s critique of ethnophilosophy shows that he does not rely on a positivist, 
technocratic, or a-historical conception of scientific knowledge and philosophical method, 
just as he does not presume an analytical method of philosophy. His position is more 
complex.  
 
Bearing in mind these criticisms of Hountondji’s account of African philosophy, what criteria 
does he stipulate for it, which inform his conception of the universality of human dignity and 
rights? In his introduction to African Philosophy (AP), Irele characterizes philosophy as a 
“critical discipline which also reflects on its own nature,” and which loves wisdom (Sophia) 
more than opinion (Doxa) (Irele in Hountondji 1983: 7). African philosophy includes 
consideration of circumstances of relevance to Africa, specifically, while also reflecting on the 
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universal scope or significance of these considerations (Hountondji 1983: 8). AP explores 
these tensions between common opinion and universal wisdom, and between cultural 
particulars and universals in its critiques of ethnophilosophy and cultural nationalism.  
 
Hountondji refuses the reduction of African philosophy to a narrow political ideology 
(Hountondji 2002: 149). “Politics,” he insists “should be kept to its discipline and not lay 
claim over every other one.” Political theory, he argues, likewise depends on the refusal to 
absorb philosophy into politics (Hountondji 1983: 175). He extends these reflections beyond 
philosophy to African science generally, from a critique of extraverted epistemic 
underdevelopment, mentioned above, by which African researchers gather empirical data for 
western theorization. He calls for the “re-centering of Africa,” and “de-marginalization,” “to 
put it at the center of its own history in a plural world” (Hountondji 2002: 141). 
 
Hountondji’s first expectation of African philosophy is that it should offer defensible 
standards for contestation. In AP, Irele explains, Hountondji responds to Africanist political 
ideology not by contesting it with another opposed ideological political view, but instead by 
focusing on professional epistemological concerns, informed by pragmatic pluralism, “to 
broaden the horizon and intellectual freedom of Africa,” as Hountondji puts it (Hountondji 
2002: 126). His critique of ethnophilosophy implies and elicits certain fundamental principles 
and practices which he felt were needed to make African philosophy a rigorous and critical, 
professional academic discipline (Hountondji 1983: 175). He emphasizes the responsibility of 
African philosophers to offer logical arguments, based on rigorous critical analysis of textual 
evidence and sound justifications, to develop theories with universal scope (Hountondji 1983: 
29).  
 
Although its findings should have universal scope, African philosophy should abandon 
extraversion to “reorient toward discussion with Africans,” first, to engage in “constant free 
discussions about all the problems concerning their discipline” (Hountondji 1983: 68). 
“African philosophy should begin with African preoccupations” (Hountondji 2002: 139). But, 
first, “African knowledge must be tested, evaluated, validated and integrated,” with method 
and rigor to yield universal answers, “to re-appropriate endogenous knowledge” (Hountondji 
2002: 138, 255, 257).  
 
Hountondji reflects in a 2019 publication that his effort to rehabilitate ethnophilosophy goes 
back to around 1982, stemming from his realization that all thought is based on collective 
classifications, ideas, beliefs, and ways of thinking, which form the basis of philosophy 
(Hountondji 2019: 173).8 This subsequent research resulted in the collected volume he edited 
Endogenous Knowledge (1997) and in The Struggle for Meaning (2002).9 Osha cautions us not 
to impute any discontinuity between Hountondji’s earlier work, published in AP, and this 
later work. He does not walk back his critique of ethnophilosophy to focus on local 
knowledge (Osha 2005: 13). African knowledge must be critically analyzed with reference to 
universal concepts and methods of validation, for its re-appropriation. “Knowledge must 
serve the purpose of freedom,” Uchenna Okeja (2024: 4) adds, in a tribute to Hountondji, on 
his passing. “This knowledge cannot be attained if we fail to affirm the responsibility of 
individual thinkers to think for themselves using and transcending the conceptual resources 
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available to them” (Okeja 2024: 4).10 This requires, Hountondji insists, “an autonomous space 
for reflection and theoretical discussion,” to enhance the “effective participation of African 
peoples” (Hountondji 2002: 103). 
 
Second, Hountondji claims, Africans should “be free to consider ideas from outside of 
Africa,” to “appropriate from the theoretical heritage of the West the lessons of all people,” 
from which it draws (Hountondji 2002: 134, 244). Europe, he reminds us, “is amnesic. It too 
often forgets what it owes to other cultures” (Hountondji 2016: 155).11 Europe’s treasured 
global ideas must be on hand to African thinkers to solve African problems. The universal 
relevance of these findings and theories should be considered. Africans should first address 
one another, second, put their knowledge to work to address African problems, and third, 
develop their own theories from these findings. As Franziska Dübgen and Stefan Skupien 
explain the view, “the praxis of African philosophy should be locally rooted in Africa” to 
engage with the problems of its time but its “reflexive capacity” must extend beyond Africa, 
“open to knowledge and influences from other cultures and intellectual genealogies” (Dübgen 
and Skupien 2019: 3).12 
 
Hountondji expects of African philosophy that it should be a critical, explicit, dynamic, 
theoretical, transformative, contested and textual discipline. He stipulates that African 
philosophy is a set of texts, written by Africans, explicitly as philosophy. It is not “a collective 
and unconscious worldview” which lies “in some mysterious corner of our supposedly 
immutable soul”, as ethnophilosophers would have it (Hountondji 1983: 33). African 
philosophy is an “explicit discourse” (“not unconscious”). It is “dynamic” and “not 
immutable” (Hountondji 1983: 47). Like all philosophy, African philosophy should be 
understood and approached as a “strict, theoretical understanding” and an “academic 
discipline” (Hountondji 1983: 47). It should be “contributing to debate,” and not “codifying 
ready-constituted thought”; we should not be “vindicating our cultures but living them and 
transforming them,” he argues, adding that, “by trying to defend our cultures, we have 
petrified them, mummified them” (Hountondji 1983: 50).  
 
Hountondji argues that African philosophy is best undertaken through written textual 
discourses, since oral literature encourages memorization over critical engagement: “the mind 
is too preoccupied with preserving to find freedom to criticize” (Hountondji 1983: 33, 103). 
He worries that oral tradition “favors the consolidation of knowledge into dogmatic, 
intangible systems, whereas archival transmission promotes the possibility of a critique” 
(Hountondji 1983: 103). “The knowledge of pre-literature societies,” he maintains, “is 
paradigmatically cumulative, not critical” (Hountondji 1983: 104). His further concern is that 
oral tradition, without textual evidence, can act as “a smokescreen behind which each author 
is able to manipulate his own philosophical views” (Hountondji 1983: 62). In fact, most 
philosophy in the world is actually conducted orally and informally—for instance, through 
discussion with friends, travelling, cooking, public debate, and so forth. These activities 
establish the underlying conventions that academic philosophy takes as its point of departure 
and return. We may concede that textual engagement may therefore be warranted for 
academic philosophy in particular, and not philosophy more broadly. 
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Hountondji insists that African philosophy must not treat any distinctive culture as singular 
or monolithic, in the manner of ethnophilosophy or cultural nationalist political ideology. He 
critiques the error of “assuming a single, coherent system with a clear theoretical logic,” 
arguing instead that “culture is seldom more than a makeshift arrangement” (Hountondji 
1983: 178). Rather than being a closed system to which all must adhere, cultural tradition 
ought to be treated as a “living heritage, which calls upon our free, rational, critical evaluation 
and initiative” (Hountondji 1983: 145). Philosophy demands free discussion among 
individuals based on justified arguments to make progress. 
 
Dübgen and Skupien helpfully distinguish: a) such vital, agonal cultural and political 
pluralism, which is governed by universal standards of justification and contestation, and 
oriented toward the regulative ideal of universal, objective agreement, from b) the pluralism 
of alterity, by which cultural nationalist ideologues seek to minimize political divisions and 
injustice and impose the ‘coercive collective identity’ of a discrete culture with fixed national 
boundaries. Such suppression of internal dynamics of ingenuity and dissent leads to the 
stagnation of culture. This is antithetical to the political emancipation for which cultural 
nationalist ideologues take credit (Dübgen and Skupien 2019: 138-39). For Hountondji, by 
contrast, as we have seen, cultures are both internally plural and entangled with other 
internally plural cultures. Cultures are part of a living heritage that is and should be 
constantly contested with critical scrutiny and reflection. Thus, he argues, as the authors 
explain, that outdated, inappropriate, or invalid norms, principles and values should be 
critically discussed and rejected if they cannot be justified on grounds that are independent of 
a static notion of cultural difference (Dübgen and Skupien 2019: 141).  
 
Philosophers must be prepared to “answer for what they say,” “to defend,” “to justify,” and 
“to attest to the validity” of views and theories they put forward (Hountondji 1983: 72). 
Freedom, he insists, “comes with rights and responsibilities to think anew for oneself,” “to 
seek justified beliefs, based on the free confrontation of ideas in the search for truth,” and to 
defend one’s philosophical ideas. Attribution of African philosophy to individuals, not 
groups, is not to assert individual ownership of ideas, he explains, but to insist on an author’s 
responsibility to defend propositions with rational justification (Hountondji 2002: 185). 
 
Hountondji maintains that “philosophy is not a system but an open process, restless, 
unfinished, not closed” (Hountondji 1983: 71). Philosophy is “a history and not a system,” 
since it involves “an unending collective search,” which is never “closed,” but always an 
“infinite, open-ended process” of distinguishing adequate propositions (not “absolute truth”), 
which “develops in leaps and bounds” in a “discontinuous theoretical history of mutation” 
(Hountondji 1983: 73). Philosophy, he argues, “is historical in its very substance.” It is a 
pluralistic discourse “in which the different interlocutors question and answer one another 
within a generation from one generation to another” (Hountondji 1983: 83). The critique of 
ethnophilosophy “liberates African philosophy to historical development” (Hountondji 2002: 
142).  
 
We see that Hountondji critiques ethnophilosophy for being culturally restrictive and lacking 
universal scientific standards, arguing instead for a rigorous, critical, and text-based African 
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philosophy. Critics, such as Ikuenobe (1997: 189) (and Janz 2010: 134), challenge his 
approach as overly narrow and Eurocentric, with Ikuenobe arguing that his criteria exclude 
important traditions like oral philosophy and Janz suggesting a misplaced reliance on 
positivist science. However, Hountondji's position is more nuanced, influenced by 
phenomenology and structuralism. He aims to balance African philosophical concerns with 
universal epistemological standards that, he maintains, are neither inimical to African culture 
nor exclusive to the West. 
 
Hountondji insists that African philosophy is and should be explicit, dynamic, and 
theoretical, rather than a static collective worldview. He promotes critical debate, logical 
justification, and intellectual independence, while recognizing the internal pluralism of 
African thought. He also calls for African thinkers to engage both locally and globally, 
appropriating knowledge from other traditions while addressing African-specific issues. His 
work evolves to acknowledge the value of indigenous knowledge but insists on its validation 
through rigorous analysis. Rather than aligning philosophy with political ideology, 
Hountondji views it as an open-ended, historical discourse marked by continuous debate and 
refinement. He advocates for an autonomous space for intellectual inquiry, resisting cultural 
nationalism's tendency to fix identities and stifle dissent. Ultimately, he sees philosophical 
universality as an evolving, dynamic process that fosters responsible justification, pluralistic 
engagement, and universal relevance. How then may one derive universality for human rights 
from such plural diversity?  
 
 
 
5 Situating Universality Amid Cultural Particularity 
 
 
Hountondji’s positive, constructive account of universality in African philosophy aligns 
closely with his broader understanding of science, as a dynamic and open-ended process of 
contestation that is enriched by pluralistic intra-and-inter-cultural contestation of 
propositions, to be advanced and justified with universally valid, consistent, justified reasons 
and evidence. This account of pluralistic science, based on free, critical disagreement, and 
consensus, to support universally justified conclusions, is key to his understanding of 
universal knowledge and universal human rights, in which transcendent understanding 
depends on the immanent critique of contradictions among related particulars and within the 
particular. Contrary to Janz and Ikuenobe, we see that his conception of science is not 
positivistic, and he allows for more than Analytic philosophy. Yet, his ideas of philosophy, 
science, and universality are deeply influenced by European philosophers such as Husserl, 
Jürgen Habermas, and Althusser. Is his standard of philosophical universality, as a basis for 
human rights, therefore Eurocentric? Does his insistence on the use of universal standards 
and concepts of knowledge unduly constrain insight into the unique experiences that inform 
universal knowledge?  
 
We have seen that Hountondji is critical of extraversion in AP, and his later research seeks to 
reappropriate local knowledge and to develop African theories, to address local and regional 
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African problems, rather than relying on Northern theories and theorists. Hountondji’s 
concern with universality, explains Osha, is closely aligned with the problem of “creating an 
appropriate theoretical practice to deal with the multiple disorienting effects of the colonial 
encounter” (Osha 2005: 27). But he demands universal standards of critical analysis and 
justification, and theorization of findings with universal relevance and scope, to be debated, 
first with Africans, and then on a global scale, with a view to their wider relevance. 
Universality, he maintains, “becomes accessible only when interlocutors are set free from the 
need to assert themselves in the face of others” (Hountondji 1983: 68).  
 
How does universality emerge from pluralism and contestation? By extension, how are 
universal human rights distinguished among plural, contested customary social practices 
without unanimity? Hountondji maintains a firm distinction between unanimism and 
universality. The former presumes collective agreement in a unified system. The latter 
proceeds from inter- and intra-cultural plurality and heterogeneity. Thus, he reflects, “our 
critique of ethnophilosophy leads us to question unanimism in all its forms” (Hountondji 
1983: 183). First, we must recognize the dynamism of traditional cultures, their “internal 
dialectic,” “their imbalances, their internal tensions, beyond their unchanging aspects” 
(Hountondji 2002: 108). Second, once illusions of unanimity are dispelled, the task is “to 
organize and construct pluralism in a manner that makes it possible to make maximum use of 
it” (Hountondji 2002: 108).  
 
Against the ethnological prejudice of primitive unanimity, which minimizes internal cultural 
plurality, the approach of the African philosopher should be to “liberate the past by restoring 
movement, contradiction, and dynamism to it,” attending to “plural streams of internal 
pluralism,” to allow “for the revaluation of conventional, closed values” (Hountondji 2002: 
132). True pluralism is not the blind relativist affirmation of one set of cultural values and 
another, but the “recognition of complexity, diversity, tensions, contradictions, internal 
dynamics in each culture,” which offer multiple “positive sources of richness and creativity” 
(Hountondji 2002: 134) from which to gain a greater understanding of universality.  
 
Hountondji challenges the monopoly of western civilization on the universal and defends the 
right of oppressed non-western cultures to address universal questions. In his 2016 lecture for 
UNESCO and the Russian Institute of Philosophy for the 8th World Philosophy Day, titled, 
“Building the Universal: A Transcultural Challenge,” he warns against the relativist trap that 
confines the defense of non-western cultures to their distinctive difference.13 These 
perspectives may be of value for their universal significance, by expanding universal 
understanding. The critique of culturally particular Eurocentric interpretations of universality 
should not “conclude on the relativity of all cultures, but oppose it with a true universality 
coming from elsewhere” (Hountondji 2016: 155). Universality offers critical leverage for 
global assertions of human rights. 
 
Criticizing Husserl’s assumption that this “the requirement of universality” is the specific 
legacy and vocation of European humanity, Hountondji insists that universality “is the 
monopoly of no culture” (Hountondji 2016: 167). A wider inter-cultural perspective is 
needed on universality, to deal with the immense challenges we face. Beyond philosophy, 
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“science itself is an infinite task,” which calls for intercultural dialogue. This is not to 
contradict his critique of extraversion, which calls for situated knowledge, gained in dialogue 
with regional interlocutors. Universality is best approached from a particular place, not by 
denying any cultural perspective or position. In reflection on its universal significance, one 
gains a more finely attuned and complex understanding of universality. Cultural particularity 
does not subtract from universality. It is not by minimizing cultural subjectivity that we arrive 
at the transcendent universality. The intentional position of a knower must be included in a 
full account of phenomena. Universally valid, relevant knowledge, which is crucial for human 
rights, depends on multiple perspectives, engaged in inter-cultural dialogue. 
 
Abraham Olivier observes that “the tension between the particularity of experience and the 
pursuit of conceptual universality is a primary issue for phenomenology and African 
philosophy” (Olivier 2023: 512).14 As an African phenomenologist, who is critical of Husserl’s 
subordination of experience to the transcendent universal categories of pre-subjective a priori 
logical experience, Hountondji is “wary of any metaphysics of universal meanings that does 
not account for the experiential reality of the subject” (Olivier 2023: 519). His “struggle for 
meaning” is “a struggle to express meaning that simultaneously accounts for the particularity 
of contextualized first-personal experience and its possible universality across such contexts” 
(Olivier 2023: 520).  
 
Olivier agrees that this logical and epistemological concern—with the intersubjective genesis 
of meaning in sense-giving acts of conceptual signification—is informed by political 
concerns, about “the imposition of colonial categories on the African lifeworld and lived 
experience of the African subject” (Olivier 2023: 522, 519). This concern comes from both 
sides, as we have seen, regarding Eurocentric universals and cultural nationalist ideology. 
Hountondji’s “struggle for meaning” is as much a “semantic quest for logical objectivity” as it 
is “also a political fight to decolonize spurious universals” (Olivier 2023: 520). His concern for 
African lived experience “distinguishes his phenomenology as African phenomenology,” 
taking lived contexts of experience seriously while aspiring for universality (Olivier 2023: 
520). But how does cultural difference get us any closer to the requisite international 
agreement that is needed to reach one universal set of human rights? What if two different 
and incompatible creeds lay claim to one faith at the Temple Mount, insisting on different 
versions of what can be only One? If one account of a universal human right transcends 
particular cultural insights, interpretations, and practices relating to it, then we can judge 
which interpretation best approximates it. But if its understanding depending culturally 
particular practices, then there is no universal standard to judge. 
 
Hountondji insists that we need universal standards for collective engagement. He argues that 
the universal is not “an acquisition to take or reject as a whole, but an end to promote, the 
infinite horizon of a common task to which all the world’s cultures must contribute” 
(Hountondji 2016: 156). Globalization should neither dissipate in incoherence nor be reduced 
to a single center but remain open to “the common work of a plurality of centers, negotiating 
with each other on an equal footing, for the construction of a world of sharing” (Hountondji 
2016: 161). Universality is not a single perspective preserved by Europe. The requirement of 
the universal, he explains, is universal. He agrees with Jürgen Habermas, on the pragmatic 
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requirements of communicative reason, that universality is a “norm that must govern our 
discursive practices,” since “discussion is only possible if, in the game of giving and asking for 
reasons, the interlocutors on both sides look towards the same horizon and raise, one and all, 
the same claim to truth” (Hountondji 2016: 162). The search for universality is not just 
western. It is a universal regulative ideal. A universal perspective is better gained from such 
pluralistic processes of intercultural exchange in which each contributes a small part “to build 
the universal” (Hountondji 2016: 168). By considering how this process works, we may gain 
insight into how various customary rights overlap, with universal validity, as human rights. 
 
Olivier (2023: 523) explains that Hountondji’s concern with universal meanings is both 
aligned with and supplemented by Wiredu’s notion of cultural universals, that is, universals 
which are shared by all cultures. Wiredu argues that universals are inherent in all cultures, in 
virtue of the power of abstraction, to bring particulars together under general concepts, and 
in turn, under more general concepts, for example, in inference and induction (Olivier 2023: 
524). Hountondji (2002: 201) identifies translatability as a significant criterion for universal 
concepts, to be understood in different languages. Conceptual universals form the basis for 
cultural universals, which are shared by all.  
 
Significantly, Hountondji, Husserl, and Wiredu reject the metaphysical notion of ideas that 
are true in themselves, independently of intersubjective human endeavor and rational inquiry 
(Olivier 2023: 525). Epistemic universals follow logical analysis and conceptualization, using 
propositions justified by intersubjective corroboration. Universality follows from 
intersubjective agreement on intra- and inter-cultural conditions. Agreeing that Hountondji 
and Wiredu’s “analytical African phenomenology” pays “phenomenological respect to the 
particularity of African experience,” while advocating for “its expression and clarification in 
terms of universal concepts,” Olivier (2023: 526) asks, however, if this emphasis on the use of 
conceptual universals does not sacrifice the particularity of cultural experience.  
 
Hountondji understands that the universal meaning of human rights and justice depends on 
the general conditions for conceptual universality, for which he identifies translatability 
across cultures as a significant criterion. We have seen that Hountondji agrees with Habermas 
in locating the universality of our claims to universal truth in the logical requirements of 
communicative reason. He reflects in a chapter published soon before his death, “Why 
Husserl in Africa?” that his critique of ethnophilosophy is highly influenced by his 
attachment to Husserl’s ambition to establish a pure logical grammar establishing a priori 
laws of meaning.  
 

The meaning […] we produce […] to make ourselves understood by the one facing us 
[…] is never more than a tiny island […] We are always already stuck in a pool of 
Nonsense from which we aim to extract sense […] So, we have to fight […] The 
political struggle is also a struggle for meaning if it is to oppose the crushing of the weak 
by the strong, injustice, and all forms of dehumanization. This is basically what I 
learned from Husserl (Hountondji 2023: 74-5).  
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This reflection aligns with human rights and his concern for universal conditions of meaning. 
His critique of African ethnophilosophy rejects the limitation of African philosophy to 
culturally particular ideas without universal scope. This reflects an underlying concern for 
universal knowledge, justice, and rights, which cultural relativism threatens. However, 
Hountondji takes issue with Husserl’s peculiarly Eurocentric (and not universal) conception 
of universality. The universality of human rights depends on a truly universal concept of 
universality.  
 
Hountondji clearly shares Husserl’s concern for universal philosophical reason on similar 
grounds, but it is not clear to what extent they share the same concept. Both were deeply 
concerned about the implications for universal reason of rising cultural nationalist relativism, 
from opposite ends, in Europe in the 1930s and postcolonial Africa in the 1960s. They both 
associated the crisis of universality with human rights. However, in his final reflection, 
Hountondji regrets, “my admiration for Husserl did not prevent me from recognizing what is 
unacceptable for an African or non-western reader in a whole aspect of his work, namely his 
philosophy of history” (Hountondji 2023: 75).  
 
Here he repeats the criticism, which he developed in The Struggle for Meaning (Hountondji, 
2002) of Husserl’s presumption that the crisis of “European humanity” was also a crisis for 
universality, as the sole preserve of its longstanding guardian. Hountondji rejects the 
exclusive association of universality with Europe alone. Moreover, he argues, in failing to 
consider the subjective, culturally particular position of the European subject in his account 
of universality, Husserl’s conception of culturally neutral universality betrayed a peculiarly 
Eurocentric conceit, that universality can be expressed without acknowledging the cultural 
particularity of the particular perspectives that inform our understanding of it.  
 
De Schryver argues that “Hountondji articulates a novel conception of the universal that 
traverses the path between rootedness within a particular situation and universality as an 
orienting ideal” (De Schryver 2023: 115). This demonstrates the distinctiveness of his 
approach to the problem Husserl identifies in his 1935 Vienna Lecture “Philosophy and the 
Crisis of European Humanity,” which links the problem of “philosophical universality in 
crisis” with fascism in Europe, resulting from the alienation of modern science from the 
lifeworld (De Schryver 2023: 101). Husserl sought the solution to this crisis from within the 
internal pluralism of nature and culture in the European lifeworld, whereas, for Hountondji, 
the crisis of universality depends on engagement with a broader range of global 
interpretations of universal concerns (De Schryver 2023: 102)—beyond the “false universal” 
of an exclusively European tradition, toward a rationality that is “more comprehensive, more 
universal,” as Hountondji puts it (in De Schryver 2023: 102). His criticism of 
ethnophilosophy can also be applied to Husserl’s understanding of universality, she 
maintains, which presumes that thought with universal scope is confined to Europe (De 
Schryver 2023: 108). Husserl characterizes universality as an invariant, historical a priori (De 
Schryver 2023: 108). Although Hountondji acknowledges Europe’s longstanding concern 
with universal knowledge, norms, standards, and values, he maintains, it is not only 
Europeans who expect science to produce valid knowledge that obtains for everyone (De 
Schryver 2023: 99, 109).  
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As De Schryver (2023: 113) observes, Hountondji is adamant that Africans have a right to the 
universal. He rejects Husserl’s conception of universality, to offer a novel conception. 
Hountondji recommends inter-African dialogue as a strategy of “de-linking,” to address 
universality “from the margins,” through the “creative pluralism” of an “internal dialectic” of 
scholarly dialogue, proceeding in “concentric circles from limited points and widening 
progressively” (De Schryver 2023: 114). Significantly, she explains, he is careful to ensure that 
this process of generalization does not lose the granularity of the culturally particular 
expressions that give voice to it. He insists on recognition of the different elements that 
contribute to global understanding (De Schryver 2023: 114). Thus, he proclaims, “the reality 
of world civilization will be conceived no longer as a system of universally accepted values but 
rather as an extension of the debate to a world scale” (in De Schryver 2023: 114). Distinctive 
cultural insights are not just amalgamated but brought into critical dialogue.  
 
De Schryver suggests that philosophical universality, for Husserl, entails a single, permanent 
system of values, emptied of cultural particularity. For Hountondji, philosophical universality 
is comprised of a plural and dynamic composite of multiple cultural values, expressed in 
ongoing dialogue and debate, oriented to ideal validity (De Schryver 2023: 115). He does not 
dismiss the universal relevance or value of endogenous knowledge, as Ikuenobe alleges, but 
calls for critical reappropriation, to question it, with a view to its universal significance (De 
Schryver 2023: 115). For Hountondji, “global inclusivity,” De Schryver argues, is needed for 
globally relevant universality (De Schryver 2023: 115). Thus, she concludes, he “is in dialogue 
less with Husserl and […] more with an Afrocentric genealogy of universalistic thinking,” 
that is, “not given in advance,” but “still to be built” and from which no culture is barred (De 
Schryver 2023: 115, 116). 
 
 
 
6 Six Principles of Universality for the Interpretation of Human Rights 
 
 
From this discussion one may derive at least seven principles of universality for human rights. 
First, the process, by which we deliberate over the basic principles of human rights, with 
reference to the concept and its infractions, is a dynamic, open-ended process. Hountondji 
rejects the idea of a fixed, singular universal truth and instead sees universality as something 
that emerges through contestation, dialogue, and debate. Universality is constantly shaped by 
intercultural and intracultural exchanges. Hountondji frames the Western contribution to 
human rights not as a finished product, but as an "open progressive discussion" and the "draft 
of a philosophy of human rights" (Hountondji 1986: 323). Second, and relatedly, a universal 
account of human rights depends on intracultural and intercultural pluralism and 
contestation. It is not achieved through cultural unanimity but through plurality and critical 
debate within and between cultures. Hountondji argues that we must perceive European 
culture itself as "plural, crossed by the most diverse currents, prey to contradictory standards 
and values" (Hountondji 1986: 323). He extends this to African cultures, calling for a "critical 
history of the contradictions and struggles within our apparently immobile culture" 
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(Hountondji 1986: 331). Third, from this it follows that universal knowledge of human rights 
is intercultural and context dependent. Hountondji challenges the Eurocentric idea that 
universality is exclusively western, arguing that all cultures have the right to engage in 
universal discourse. Universality emerges from multiple cultural perspectives, with each 
contributing to a shared global understanding rather than one culture imposing its standards 
on others. Hountondji’s argument against “territorializing ideas” by linking them exclusively 
to Europe directly supports this (Hountondji 1986: 324). He states clearly that "Europe 
certainly did not invent human rights", thereby establishing their foundation as intercultural 
rather than the property of one civilization (Hountondji 1986: 323). Fourth, human rights 
must be a collective human endeavor. This is implied in his argument that the idea of rights 
belongs to no single culture and is part of an "open progressive discussion" (Hountondji 1986: 
323). Hountondji agrees with Habermas that universality is a normative ideal that guides 
discursive practices, requiring participants to engage in rational, reasoned dialogue on equal 
terms. Universality is not a finished product owned by one culture but a shared goal that all 
cultures help to build. Fifth, and relatedly, he links the pursuit of universal meaning to 
political struggles for justice and human rights. This is the most explicit theme of the 1986 
lecture. Hountondji grounds the entire discussion in the student protest against Walter 
Rodney's assassination, stating that "Nothing sensible or pertinent can be said about human 
rights if one ignores this daily, universal fact of revolt" (Hountondji 1986: 320). He warns 
against cultural relativism, arguing that universal claims to justice and truth are necessary to 
counter oppression. Sixth, the meaning of human rights depends on inclusive, expanding 
dialogue, responding to violations of human dignity. Their universality emerges through 
critical reflection and cross-cultural engagement. This is supported by Hountondji's 
characterization of the philosophy of human rights not as a static, fixed system but as an 
“open progressive discussion” that must critically and cross-culturally engage with different 
ways of life (Hountondji 1986: 323). He advocates for inter-African dialogue to challenge 
Eurocentric assumptions and construct a more inclusive, global universality. Rather than a 
fixed system of values, the universality of human rights relies on a continual process of 
dialogue and debate, integrating multiple perspectives, acknowledging, not erasing the 
cultural specificity of local experiences. As such, finally, universal concepts of human rights 
must be translatable across cultures to hold genuine global significance. Universality is not an 
abstract metaphysical idea. It is rooted in shared human reasoning and logical structures. 
Human rights must belong to multiple normative customary practices that all promote the 
common good.  
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7 Universal Standards and a Regulative Ideal for Diverse Customary Norms 
 
As we have seen, the concern of Husserl and Hountondji for the status of philosophical 
universality is influenced by their conviction that it underpins appeals for universal human 
rights, informed by countless revolts against abuses of human rights. In his 1986 lecture, for 
instance, Hountondji grounds his entire discussion in the context of a student protest against 
the assassination of Walter Rodney, insisting that nothing sensible can be said on the topic if 
one “ignores this daily, universal fact of revolt” (Hountondji 1986: 320). The crisis of 
philosophical universality is as much a crisis for the public authority of human rights as it is 
an epistemological problem. But whereas Husserl sees philosophical universality as a 
distinctively European preserve, Hountondji sees it as a shared, evolving, and inclusive 
intellectual project that emerges through dialogue, critique, and intercultural exchange, rather 
than being imposed by any one tradition or culture. How does the inclusion of multiple 
culturally particular interpretations of universality get us any closer to a point of collective 
agreement on universal human rights? As Dübgen and Skupien (2019: 152) explain, if 
intercultural communication is embedded in local contexts and power asymmetries, we need 
methods to distinguish between universal validity and idiosyncratic or strictly accidental 
cultural particularity. 
 
Interestingly, on this view, universal standards of critical deliberation and justification in 
rational debate are not stipulated or derived from outside of, or aside from, any cultural 
context, to be imposed upon interlocutors; they are elicited from the plural, contested, 
immanent cultural context of the lifeworld. To recall Hountondji’s earlier reference to 
Habermas, the pragmatic requirements of communicative reason emerge universally, as a 
condition of shared meaning. Though these standards are themselves contested, they 
nonetheless overlap because of shared contexts of reference, predicated on universally 
recognizable common features of human existence. Likewise, we may say that universally 
recognized normative customary practices overlap on some basic level of consistency, which 
functions in turn as a universal regulative ideal for further rational deliberation, justification, 
critical analysis, evaluation, and judgment. While human rights must be recognized across 
cultures, they must equally promote the common good. This common good criterion emerges 
from all cultures, and, at the same time, it regulates intracultural contestation, deliberation, 
and interpretation, imposing consistency as a regulative ideal for universal agreement on the 
universally recognized normative customary practices that influence the formulation of 
“natural rights.”  
 
Based on evidence from Hountondji’s earlier work, reviewed in the previous sections, it seems 
a specific conception of natural law must be at play here, which is not prior to but common to 
all political societies, in which contradictory precedent customary practices and ideas are 
systematically and rationally refined to advance universal propositions. Human rights are not 
an abstract synthesis that does away with the contingent and contested circumstances that 
shape our interpretations. They are not a view from nowhere. They are built up of multiple 
particular perspectives. Such processes of formulation, interpretation, and assessment depend 
on transcultural legal, political, and ethical philosophical reflection. Since our expressions of 
human rights and dignity are inevitably influenced by contested and contradictory positions, 
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Hountondji advises, the first thing to do when confronted with such a discourse is to situate, 
as rigorously as possible, the place from which it is spoken: on this condition alone it can be 
understood, assimilated, and demystified (Hountondji 1986: 332). An objective account of 
universal human dignity and rights must account for the subject’s position. It is essential to 
take account of the cultural context and power relations that inform our interpretations of 
human rights, to assess their emancipatory or oppressive potential. Does this judgment, the 
criterion of human dignity asks, serve the common good? 
 
 
 
8 Conclusion 
 
 
As South Africa takes its place at the head of the G20 in 2025, the world is fractured and at 
war. Great powers openly violate human rights. Japan is too busy to turn up, faced with 
internal economic crisis. The USA has turned its back on international human rights, in a 
moment of extreme cultural nationalism. The current crisis for the universal status of human 
rights in international relations is starkly illustrated and brought home by a recent opinion 
piece by Achille Mbembe and Ruth Wilson Gilmore, published in The Guardian on the 7th of 
March 2025.15 The authors respond to the US president’s executive order, issued one month 
earlier, three weeks after he took office, which directed US agencies to halt aid to South 
Africa, citing the country’s “aggressive position” against Israel at the International Court of 
Justice and its mistreatment of white Afrikaners (allegedly tolerating large-scale farm murders 
and initiating land and farm seizures). The US is punishing South Africa, first, for arguing at 
the ICJ that Israel’s military actions in Gaza constitute genocide (for infringing the human 
rights of Palestinians), while allegedly infringing the human rights of local white minorities in 
South Africa. The humanitarian consequences of this executive order are devastating. The 
authors argue that “Trump’s order is an escalation of an existing strategy to condemn, isolate 
and punish South Africa for charting an independent course for its people and their 
relationship to the international community at large” (Mbembe and Gilmore 2025). This deep 
contestation over the meaning of human rights points to a crisis over the meaning, value, and 
authority of human rights, yet it also points to sustained international investment in human 
rights discourse. 
 
The current crisis of cultural nationalism for the universal recognition of human rights stems 
from the fact that a distinctively western formulation has been imposed as a universal 
standard, without acknowledging its basis in particular historical customary practices. Unlike 
Husserl’s response to a similar crisis of cultural nationalist ideology for universal human 
rights a generation earlier, which retreats into a singular cultural account of universality, 
Hountondji offers an approach to universal human rights which admits its culturally plural 
basis with pride, as an African-centered approach that aims not to subsume others but 
contributes to global deliberation on the universal meaning of human dignity and rights. 
Whereas cultural nationalist ideology feeds on the denial and marginalization of distinctive 
cultural perspectives on issues of universal significance, Hountondji’s conception of human 
rights does neither presents a final answer nor sketches out a definitive system. Rather, he 
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offers an opening and a call to gather, contribute, and debate multiple perspectives and 
customary normative practices that inform human rights, insofar as we interpret these, for 
the universal common good of human dignity.  
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