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Preface

It has been close to four decades now since African philosophy came into its 
own as a disciplinary force in the ideological battle for the survival of the Afri-
can continent. In those years, it survived the Hegelian deliberate sidelining of 
Africa from the universal context of history and the rejection of its mandate as 
a cultural enterprise. It generated debates and controversies on the conditions 
of its own possibility as well as numerous and often contradictory methodolo-
gies to guide its sustenance and its interventions on behalf of Africa. African 
philosophers have evolved over the long period since the traumatic unfolding 
of their discipline within the cauldron of the decolonization process on the 
continent. There have been books written, anthologies collected, conferences 
organized, and essays published on substantive and methodological issues 
around the ideas of the self-identity and development of Africa.

When Kwasi Wiredu published A Companion to African Philosophy in 
2004, he brought together a significant ensemble of African philosophers 
on what has been achieved within the field so far. In his introduction to that 
anthology, Wiredu brought us up to date about the state of African philos-
ophy “in our time.” However, a lot has happened since then to Africa, to 
African scholarship, and to the world to challenge philosophizing on the 
continent. Between that time and now, there have been several incidences 
and issues—new additions to the problems of existence on the continent—
unleashed especially by the globalization process that requires new philo-
sophical reflections. Africans top the list of refugees fleeing the continent 
for political and economic reasons. Democratic governance remains essen-
tially bedevilled by corruption and bad leadership, climate change is now 
more than critical, religious fundamentalism now has the face of terror, eco-
nomic paradigms are getting challenged, sexuality and identity are under 
serious siege, citizenship is weathering the ethnic storm, gender is taking a 
serious and renewed stand against patriarchal politics, African writings of all 
hues have evolved to confront both the African predicament and the human 
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condition, nationalism seems tenacious in the face of cosmopolitanism, Nol-
lywood has fully come of age, the Afropolitans have arrived, and African phi-
losophy must take stock of these issues and reassess its disciplinary capacities 
and relevance. Old arguments must be reexamined, and new ones must be 
created. It is time for the African philosophical enterprise to crank up its intel-
lectual engines and make a move forward.

The Handbook of African Philosophy takes on the challenge of rethinking 
the intellectual, professional and curricular boundaries of African philoso-
phy by provoking reflections on a whole range of issues which African phi-
losophers have hitherto engaged, those that are confronting them, and those 
they have been silent about until now. The Handbook of African Philosophy is 
therefore distinctive for three reasons:

a.  It offers a comprehensive survey of the field of African philosophy, espe-
cially with regards to new events and issues that are significant for philo-
sophical practice in Africa. It therefore seeks to generate fresh insights 
into new discourses and intellectual development in African philoso-
phy occasioned by new directions in feminism and gender issues, new 
arguments in development studies, terrorism, the nature of philosophy 
itself, globalization, and some other critical issues raised by the dias-
pora. For instance, the chapter on “Philosophy in Portuguese-Speaking 
Africa” will provide a much-needed enlightenment on a much-neglected 
Lusophone African philosophy that does not feature in the African 
philosophical literature, while the chapter on “African Philosophy at 
the African Cinema” launches African philosophy into an area that has 
received little or no attention from African philosophers. The chapter 
titled “African Philosophy, Afropolitanism, and ‘Africa’”, as well as other 
chapters, attempts to further draw the discipline into a deep interroga-
tion of, and intellectual relationship with, African literature and other 
disciplines involved in the collective efforts at interrogating the African 
postcolonial condition. “An African Philosophy for Children,” “African 
Philosophy and Education,” “African Philosophy as a Multidisciplinary 
Discourse,” and “Teaching African Philosophy and a Postmodern Dis-
position” all present nouveau intellectual pathways which rarely feature 
in the discourse on African philosophy. “Africa and the Philosophy of 
Sexuality” recognizes the growing import of sexuality arguments on 
the continent in the wake of human rights debate and the draconian 
legislations and outcries against homosexuality. And “Yorùbá Concep-
tion of Peace” attempts to launch a critical interrogation of conflicts 
on the continent through a conception of peace that is not only indig-
enous to Africa but has the potentials for global applications. In “ritual 
Archives,” we have a unique inclusion in the Handbook that represents 
an African historian’s philosophical interrogation of the epistemologies 
of Africa and the limitations of the Western understanding of archives.
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b.  The Handbook of African Philosophy provides an opportunity for new 
and established scholars of African Philosophy to reengage their own 
and other philosophers’ ideas, arguments, and thoughts about Africa 
and her predicament in a global world where issues of knowledge, tech-
nologies, pedagogy, sexuality, hybridity, gender, neoliberalism, and ter-
rorism have become major intellectual challenges.

c.  Finally, the Handbook of African Philosophy will also serve a pedagogic 
purpose that will provide researchers, students, and teachers of African 
philosophy with a handy volume about the past, current states, and 
future possibilities of the discipline.

Ibadan, Nigeria  
Austin, USA 
2016 

Adeshina Afolayan
Toyin Falola
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CHAPTEr 1

Introduction: rethinking African Philosophy 
in the Age of Globalization

Adeshina Afolayan and Toyin Falola

Prologue

It has been a clear 13 years since Kwasi Wiredu edited the ground-breaking A 
Companion to African Philosophy. Published in 2004 as part of the Blackwell 
Companions to Philosophy series, that volume is significant for two reasons. 
First, it constitutes a significant nod to the appearance of African philosophy 
in the global academe that is decidedly sold to the idea of the “universality” 
of Western philosophy. This is not a mean achievement. This is because in 
spite of the inclusion of “African philosophy” in many anthologies of world 
philosophies, there is still a grudging acceptance of African philosophy as a 
valid philosophical enterprise.1 Second, and more interesting, is the fact that 
Wiredu’s volume contributed to a larger vision of what African philosophy is 
capable of doing for Africa.

In the introduction to that volume, “African Philosophy in Our Time,” 
Wiredu argued, and rightly, that

A principal driving force in postcolonial African philosophy has been a quest 
for self-definition. It was therefore quite appropriate that Masolo entitled his 
history of contemporary African philosophy, the first full-length history of the 
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discipline in English, African Philosophy in Search of Identity. This search is part 
of a general postcolonial soul-searching in Africa. Because the colonialists and 
related personnel perceived African culture as inferior in at least some important 
respects, colonialism included a systematic program of de-Africanization.2

In attempting to re-Africanize the continent and its people therefore, the 
fecundity of philosophizing on the continent has reached a level that gives 
the impression of a thriving philosophical business that had gone beyond the 
depression of colonization. A Companion to African Philosophy thus becomes 
a kind of celebration of postcolonial African philosophy and its multifaceted 
dynamics. In its traditional and contemporary dimensions, African philoso-
phy, as represented in Wiredu’s volume, projects a vitality that points at what 
Wiredu calls its enlargement. The worry, however, is how our conception of 
the enlargement of African philosophy “in our time” can be translated into “a 
legitimate excitement about future possibilities” for African philosophy itself, 
and for the continent of Africa.3 This query informs a legitimate worry about 
the idea of progress in (African) philosophy.

is PhilosoPhy stagnant? the idea of Progress in  
african PhilosoPhy

The question of philosophical progress is a legitimate one. And its legitimacy 
is often derived from a comparison with science and its theoretical and techno-
logical strides. For instance, scientifically, it is not difficult to say that we know 
more than we did some 300 years ago. Science has indeed come a long way 
from the phlogiston theory to the oxygen, or from Isaac Newton to Albert 
Einstein. Of course, the idea of progress in science is not a straightforward 
issue as there is a debate as to what progress itself means, and in what sense 
we can argue that science progresses. In saying that we know more now than 
we did 300 years ago, there is a simple but implicit appeal to the epistemic-
cumulation theory which insists that scientific progress is defined by the accu-
mulation of more scientific knowledge. A rival theory is that scientific progress 
is the consequence of increasing verisimilitude, or the accumulation of truth. 
The third explanation conceives this progress in functional terms as resulting 
from the capacity science has to progressively solve problems. Thus, whatever 
model of progress we agree on, the fact remains that science is progressive.

The same cannot be said of philosophy whose metaphilosophical status is 
always embroiled in thick controversies. The first one concerns what philoso-
phy is, and the second, whether philosophical progress is possible or think-
able. To the second question, Eric Dietrich offers a blunt negative. For him, 
the case for scientific progress can be made on the strength of science lurch-
ing forward through the capacity of better theories that approximate truth, 
and deployed not against one’s opponents but as an appeal to the next gen-
eration of theorists. On the contrary,
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Philosophy does not even stumble forward. Philosophy does not move forward 
at all. It is the exactly the same today as it was 3000 years ago; indeed, as it was 
from the beginning. What it does do is stay current; philosophers confuse this 
with advancing, with making progress. Staying current is not moving forward 
any more than staying up on the latest fashions or music is movement toward 
greater social justice.4

One reason for this, according to Dietrich, is essentially that philosophers 
are not usually at the edge of social, cultural, or moral discoveries, like sci-
ence, that move society forward. rather, for him, philosophers merely catch 
up with these discoveries and their implications for societies. Thus, “Society 
doesn’t turn to its philosophers for a deeper understanding of moral and eth-
ical issues. Society, when in desperate need, cannot ask its philosophers for 
help.”5

The reference to currency must not be confused with advancement or pro-
gress. According to Dietrich, while Aristotle may be bowled over in a phys-
ics class because most of the discussions about relativity and black holes and 
quantum physics, etc. would be very strange to him, he would actually be 
comfortable in a metaphysics class which had only managed to stay current 
with concepts like “supervenience,” “possible worlds,” “modal logic,” and 
so on. This, for Dietrich, is the only way philosophy has to stay current and 
transform itself. For him,

If all these new notions represent advances, where are the true philosophical 
theories? Where’s the deep and widespread agreement throughout the philo-
sophical world about which theories are true? I have even been told by phi-
losophers, as they narrow their eyes, furrow their brow, and get very serious, 
that theory X is true. The problem is, and you, the reader, knows this is com-
ing, that X ranges not only over many different theories, but theories which are 
flatly incompatible. I’ve been told that Kant’s theory of ethics (with some fixes) 
is true, and then been told that Mill’s theory is (with some fixes). In all these 
cases, the theory X that I’m told is true, is the one the philosopher him- or her-
self happens to believe and work on (no surprise there).6

This blunt but formidable argument for philosophy’s lack of progress requires 
proper weighing if only for the fact that it makes a serious case against the 
over 300-year-old evolution of the philosophical enterprise. One means 
of weighing the argument is to quarrel with its evaluation of philosophical 
progress with a scientific model of progress, as an approximation to truth. 
If there is no one model or understanding of progress, then it becomes 
strange that philosophy would be judged on the altar of science. If this argu-
ment holds, then it becomes plausible to outline a unique argument for 
understanding progress in philosophy. So, for Todd Moody, the first task is 
to conceive of progress in a broad perspective as the achievement of a goal, 
and any activity or enterprise is measured according to such a goal. Hence,  
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“the first question that must be asked is ‘Does philosophy, in general, have a 
goal—and if so, what is it?’”7

But then, progress as goal must be further outlined into three different 
categories for easy comprehension. First, there is a category of decidable goals 
to which, say, an insurance salesman can aspire. And in this sense, the sales-
man has a specific sense of when progress is made i.e., a specific number of 
policies have been sold (progress1). A marathon runner has also made pro-
gress when a specific time limit has been reached in running a specific dis-
tance. The type two category of progress (progress2) involves cases where a 
goal is achieved even if such a goal is not specifically decidable. This is the 
case when a poet is making progress towards the perfection of a poem. In this 
case, there is a sense of subjective assessment either by the person involved or 
observers who articulate some intermediate or interval of changes that count 
as progress or regress.8 The type three category of progress (progress3), on 
the other hand, according to Moody, is a hybrid:

It applies to the scientist, the gymnast, or the novice musician who is still trying 
to master the fundamentals of performance. It is characterized by the availability 
of a series of fairly decidable intermediate goals, but no goal of completion. The 
mathematician may not know, or care, what the “ultimate” goal of mathematics 
is, but he has a pretty good idea of when he has and has not proved a theorem, 
worked out an algorithm, and the like. This is so in spite of the fact that he may 
not be able to say in advance what counts as proof in general and what would 
count as proof in a given instance.9

So, argues Moody, mathematics is a type three progress enterprise for two 
reasons. First, the mathematician may not be able to say upfront what would 
count as the proof of a particular theorem but s/he has a fair understand-
ing of what the theorem’s refutation or counterexample implies. And second, 
mathematicians make progress through finding solutions to discrete prob-
lems which aggregate into episodic mathematical knowledge acceptable to 
the mathematics community at large. This type three progress applies to the 
physical sciences.

In what category of progress do we classify “progress in philosophy”? 
Moody’s first argument commences with the assumption, quite prevalent 
in the discipline, that philosophy is an inquiry. And by deploying Kuhnian 
distinction, Moody differentiates between “normal inquiry” and “abnor-
mal inquiry.” Thus, if philosophy is an inquiry can we assume it is a nor-
mal inquiry in the same sense that mathematics, engineering, and the hard 
sciences are? One characteristic of normal inquiry in these disciplines is the 
presence of consensus-generating procedures (CGPs) which is often concre-
tized in textbook education. In other words, “in normal inquiry, one learns 
to participate by reading the textbook, solving sample problems, and gen-
erally mastering the current paradigm. In normal inquiry, the record shows 
an accumulation of solved problems. This gives us a sequence of instances 



1 INTrODUCTION: rETHINKING AFrICAN PHILOSOPHY …  5

of progress1 and the collected sequence, progress3.”
10 In the sciences for 

instance, it is very easy to see how the conception of a successful scientific 
theory stimulates the generation of results that go into textbook education. 
And it is what Larry Laudan calls “the maximization of the empirical prob-
lems we can explain and the minimization of the anomalous and conceptual 
problems we generate in the process” that is the hallmark of normal science 
as a problem-solving activity.11

On the contrary however, the assumption of philosophy as an inquiry 
becomes deeply shaken because there is no textbook education that involves 
CGPs essentially because there is no record of positive consensus about 
results or solved problems. The best that is available is a negative consensus 
about the inadequacy of a given theory or position. We are therefore faced 
with some kind of conclusions:

Philosophy is not a normal inquiry. Since we are still proceeding on the assump-
tion that it is an inquiry, however, we need to decide whether philosophy seen 
as an abnormal inquiry is also a progressive inquiry. Meanwhile, an intermedi-
ate conclusion emerges: Since we cannot adduce a record of solved philosophi-
cal problems, progress1 and progress3 must be ruled out. Therefore, we must 
examine with special care the remaining hypothesis that there is progress2 in 
philosophy.12

But then, philosophy cannot also be considered an abnormal inquiry, even 
with the absence of the CGPs, if it does not qualify as normal inquiry in the 
first place. So, for Moody, with this philosophers find themselves on the horn 
of a dilemma involving “two incompatible intuitions”: On the one hand, phi-
losophers operate with the compelling belief that “what we are doing is, in 
fact, finding things out and not making them up as we go along.” On the 
other hand, “we are only too aware that it is difficult or impossible to point 
to a record of permanent positive philosophical ‘discoveries’ (or solved prob-
lems), and that in the face of this fact the characterization of philosophy as an 
inquiry—one that never quite manages to find anything out—loses much of 
its plausibility.”13

If philosophy is therefore not an inquiry, what is it and how is its progress 
to be understood? To answer this question, Moody critically examines, and 
rejects, four possible models of philosophical inquiry—Wittgenstein’s thera-
peutic model, rorty’s conversational model, Nozick’s explanation model, and 
Keke’s perennial problem model. However, what is salient to the four models 
is the agreement that the “persistence of disagreement” is crucial to philoso-
phy. This constitutes the template for the negative consensus amongst phi-
losophers, especially about the inadequacy of any particular theory. Moody 
concludes:

For the last time, we ask “Is there progress in philosophy?” The answer is: Phi-
losophy progresses by its inability to produce consensus in the short run, by 
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its inherent instability, by subjecting every theory to “unfair” criticisms (criti-
cisms derived from a different probative orientation), by preventing permanent 
dogmatism at the level of the individual philosopher, and at the cultural level. 
The record of this progress is really the evolution of objectivity itself. Given any 
problem in the philosophical tradition, it is hard to avoid a sense of develop-
ment of positions, even amid frustrating inconclusiveness. That there are “apo-
retic clusters” is evidence of a kind of progress. That the necrology of failed 
arguments is so long is further evidence…. I think we must conclude that there 
is progress2 in philosophy. To recall, progress2 is paradigmatically undecidable 
progress, the sort where a final goal cannot be formulated, and where interme-
diate sub-goals are likewise without uniform criteria of success, but where the 
sense of development nevertheless importunes. In this respect, at least, philoso-
phy is closer to the arts than to the sciences…. The Socratic answer still deserves 
our attention: While the sophist merely speaks, the philosopher seeks. That is 
how there can be progress in philosophy.14

It is very difficult to shake the decidedly negative understanding of progress 
which Moody’s conclusion typifies, and even how this could fit into the type 
two sense of progress with its undecidability. A more worrisome question 
is: In what sense can we say Moody’s answer constitutes a solid rejoinder to 
Dietrich’s blunt rejection of any form of progress in philosophy?

Thus, if we are then to ask whether or not there is any form of progress in 
African philosophy, we immediately become aware of a very difficult question 
at both the theoretical and cultural level. The plight of African philosophy on 
the African continent has been a rather pathetic one. This is clearly so within 
the general pathetic plight of the humanities on a global academic scale, and 
a specifically continental predicament. In a global world sold to the neolib-
eral capitalist agenda, the humanities are in retreat everywhere; student pop-
ulation in the humanities is increasingly dwindling; departments of history, 
philosophy, religious studies, languages, classics, etc. are getting shut down 
for lack of relevance—“capitalism requires producers and not just consum-
ers” seems to be the reigning slogan. In Africa, the siege against the humani-
ties is especially corrosive. According to Falola, “These fields are marginalized 
and/or eliminated for failing the expectations of the culture of consumerism, 
where value is measured by the instant financial returns that the field gener-
ates. In sum, cultural capital is being replaced by Internet capital and financial 
gains, with devastating consequences on the humanities.”15

Within this general academic predicament of relevance in the overall devel-
opment problematic of Africa, African philosophy has its own unique troubles, 
one of which is its perceived inherent uselessness vis-à-vis other disciplines, 
even English or history. Then there is the challenge posed by the evolutionary 
trajectory of the discipline itself out of the womb of intellectual anticolonial-
ism. Irele captures the peculiar dilemma which the conception of philosophy 
in an African context places on the African philosopher: “Faced with a dual-
ism both of modes of thought and of modes of existence, the philosopher in 
Africa is compelled to undertake an examination of the implications of this 
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dualism for his discipline and for his practice of that discipline with specific 
reference to the African situation.”16 Thus, African philosophy is caught in 
the general challenge facing the humanities in Africa. This is the challenge of 
evolving the humanities “that can respond to the challenge of reformulating 
ideas, images, narratives, and frameworks so that the products of these disci-
plines can serve more than the shameless elite… [This will imply situating] the 
role of the humanities in relation to development, globalisation, statecraft, the 
West, and the production of knowledge in multiple sites.”17

The question therefore is whether this conflicted discipline has progressed 
since its contested establishment on the continent in the 1970s and its evolu-
tion since then. How has African philosophy evolved since its founding, and 
in what sense does that evolution constitute, or fail to constitute, a sort of 
progress that impacts the continent of Africa?

the three stages in the evolution of african PhilosoPhy

African philosophy began its conflicted journey under a cloud of doubt and 
controversies. The critical issues were that of whether there can be a coherent 
conjuncture of “African” and “philosophy” that would satisfy the boundary 
of a legitimate discourse separate and distinct from philosophy as a univer-
sal enterprise. The discipline and practice of African philosophy are assailed 
by three major challenges—identity, methodology, and relevance. Since it 
evolved within the ideological cauldron of colonialism, African philosophy has 
been confronted with issues that bother on the very existence of the discipline 
itself. Colonialism, as well as the Western discourse on Africa, constituted 
Africa immediately as a monstrous and dark Other which is characterized by 
both absences and negativity—the direct opposite of what Europe is. At the 
center of the discourse on African (non-) identity, according to Masolo, “is 
the concept of reason, a value which is believed to stand as the great divide 
between the civilized and the uncivilized, the logical and the mystical.”18 
With magisterial authority, borne out of a philosophical understanding of the 
march of the Absolute Spirit through history, Hegel declared:

The characteristic feature of the negroes is that their consciousness has not yet 
reached an awareness of any substantial objectivity—for example, of God or the 
law—in which the will of man could participate and in which he could become 
aware of his own being. The African, in his undifferentiated and concentrated 
unity, has not yet succeeded in making this distinction between himself as an 
individual and his essential universality, so that he knows nothing of an absolute 
being which is other and higher than his own self… Thus, in Africa as a whole, 
we encounter what has been called the state of innocence, in which man suppos-
edly lives in unity with God and nature. For in this state, man is as yet uncon-
scious of himself.19

Thus, since the Africans do not measure up to the standard of reason and 
rationality which stands at the heart of self-realization in the Absolute Spirit, 
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it seems to stand to reason that philosophy, which is the very apogee of rea-
son, cannot be ascribed to the African. It was within this seemingly unassail-
able racial philosophical framework that African philosophy took shape. The 
first responses were in the form of an exhibitionist attempt at proving the 
humanity of Africans. And since then, according to Masolo, the denial of rea-
son to Africans has led African philosophy and philosophers in a perpetual 
search for a specific and unique identity.

In a critical assessment of Masolo’s ground-breaking text, African Philoso-
phy in Search of Identity, Lewis Gordon argues:

In a way, he undertakes a task that, by the prevailing racist ideology, he as a man 
of African descent is supposed to be incapable of doing. The text therefore has 
a tragic subtext of authorship, in that the author himself is the contradiction 
of many of these positions that he meticulously, patiently, articulates and evalu-
ates. The book thus has the effect of rolling pebbles growing into a full-scale 
landslide…. The deck is already stacked on Masolo’s side, however, since the 
presumption here is that in articulating African reason, he will also articulate the 
identity of African philosophy. In other words, African philosophy’s search for 
identity is also Africans’ search for identity.20

At the end of that classic text, Masolo himself was forced to ask the question 
of how African philosophy could go about articulating African philosophy’s 
identity. The answer to that question created the platform for the second 
challenge of African philosophy—a methodological dilemma.

When African universities began the teaching of African philosophy in the 
70s and 80s, it was only inevitable that the first level of debates would be 
about the nature of the discipline itself. “What is philosophy” became ide-
ologically translated into “what is African philosophy” or “what is ‘African’ 
about philosophy.” It became almost logical that the “house” of African phi-
losophy would eventually become divided in terms of different and conflict-
ing methodologies. In other words, if we agree, one way or the other, that 
there is a strange disciplinary animal called “African philosophy,” what appro-
priate method or methodology ought we then to use to facilitate its contin-
ued existence and functionality? Answering this, and Masolo’s, question led 
to a terribly strained methodological relationship. Barry Hallen in “Not a 
House Divided” (2003) and Wamba dia Wamba in “On the State of African 
Philosophy and Development” (2003) both agree on the disturbing nature of 
the methodological diversity. For Wamba dia Wamba, African philosophy in 
its current state is essentially

a name for a multiplicity of ‘positions’ and perhaps a multiple of multiples. 
From which position should one characterize African philosophy?… While 
the questions “Is there African philosophy?” and “What is African philoso-
phy?” have dominated African philosophizing, very little, as far as I know, has 
been devoted to the search and explicitation of the conditions for an African 
 philosophy.21
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And Hallen worries about what this disarticulating communication bodes for 
the future of African philosophy as a framework for a more substantive reflec-
tion on what Africa is and what it can ever hope to become.22

Seen this way, the status of African philosophy became so contested that it 
became debilitating in several ways. First, if the professional philosophers are 
this agitated about the existence of their discipline and how to even go about 
doing it, what is there for prospective students of philosophy to look forward 
to? Second, if the condition for the possibility of African philosophy is so con-
tested, how then can African philosophers debate and resolve queries about 
the conditions for the possibility of Africa? With these questions, we arrive at 
the third challenge—disciplinary relevance. Why should the government fund 
philosophical studies rather than the sciences or managerial studies? We can 
read the question of relevance in terms of the progress that African philoso-
phy has made that could constitute the cornerstone of its significance in the 
development equation in Africa.

One way to interpret progress in African philosophy is in terms of its evo-
lutionary unfolding within anticolonial intellectual knowledge production 
in postcolonial Africa. In African Philosophy as Cultural Inquiry, Karp and 
Masolo identify three phases in the evolution of African philosophy which, 
according to them, “the social and historical contexts in which the litera-
ture were written.”23 The first phase, commencing in the 1970s, is largely 
dedicated to the critique of ethnophilosophy whose proponents were con-
cerned with refuting the colonial cultural denigration of Africans and African 
societies as well as the establishment of evaluative parameters for engaging 
African belief systems. African philosophy at this first phase “tends to defend 
the value of philosophy in the newly independent nations of Africa, argu-
ing that philosophical training and tools provide rigor and method that are 
badly needed for national development.”24 The second phase in the evolu-
tion of African philosophy took off in the 1980s, and could be characterized 
as a phase that initiated a critique of cultural resources with which Africans 
deal with their lives. This philosophical critique of culture includes (a) a cri-
tique of traditional culture, (b) the role of African intellectuals in public life, 
and (c) global knowledge systems and the production of culture in Africa, 
etc.25 The third phase of the 1990s, dominated by Wiredu, Hountondji, 
and Appiah, privileges the politics of knowledge, especially as it concerns the 
struggle over freedom, nationalism, responsibility, etc. For Karp and Masolo, 
“This new phase of African philosophy is both a response to and an attempt 
to theorize the crisis of the postcolonial African state, and it coincides with 
the emergence of economic, social, and environmental problems that were 
not imagined to be possible in the utopian world of newly independent 
nations.”26

Given these phases, can we say there has been some kind of progress in 
African philosophy? Karp and Masolo’s inclusion of “inquiry” in the title 
of their book would seem to represent a nod to the understanding of Afri-
can philosophy as a steadily progressive endeavour. But one would surely be 
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hard pressed to agree that African philosophy has witnessed any substantive 
advancement beyond an internal momentum occasioned by philosophical dis-
agreement over methodologies and substances. In other words, African phi-
losophy is in so many ways like Western philosophy: it is essentially academic 
and, like their counterparts in the West, African philosophers equally consti-
tute an “academic cabal” that argue among themselves and over the heads 
and existential predicaments of Africans.

What would constitute progress in African philosophy? The African con-
tinent is not only peculiar because of its predicament but that predicament 
generates conceptual dynamics that ensure that any concepts and ideas 
applied to the continent must have a unique trajectory that facilitate the twin 
task of self-definition and development. The idea of progress is particularly 
suited to this task, with the implication that progress in any discipline must, 
in one way or the other, be demonstrable in terms of its relevance to the pro-
gress of the continent of Africa. This is where the relevance question comes 
to haunt African philosophy again.

We will illustrate the significance of the relevance issue with John Kekes’ 
explanation of the nature of philosophy. In The Nature of Philosophy, Kekes 
argues that philosophy can be defended on its capacity, as a problem-solving 
enterprise, to generate solutions to what he calls “perennial problems.” It 
is these perennial problems that philosophers, especially with the coming of 
the analytic tradition, have demeaned into arid technical analyses that bear 
no resemblances to human existential problems. On the contrary, perennial 
problems exist, and will continue to, because they are essentially concerned 
with our desire to come to term with the human condition.

Problems, according to Kekes,

show that our understanding of the world is deficient. We may want to do 
something, but given what we think we know, we cannot do it; or something 
happens which on our existing view should not or could not happen; or we may 
have ideals and the means we have for achieving them actually frustrate their 
realization. In all such cases, we need an explanation to reconcile what we take 
to be the case with what is the case…. Problems constitute the fundamental link 
between theories and the world. Problems occur when people, as it were, bump 
into reality.27

These perennial problems can be divided into two—the problems of life and 
the problems of reflection. The two are distinguished by whether or not they 
are theory generated. On the one hand, problems of life are those problems 
we have by virtue of being human beings—“the satisfaction of various physi-
ological needs, health, shelter, and protection;…one’s relations with human-
ity; [and] people’s attitude to themselves”:

They occur because the species has evolved in a particular way and because 
the environment is what it is…. If problems of life are not solved, the agent is 
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damaged. The damage may be fatal, or merely destructive. At any rate, solving 
problems of life is required by what a person regards as his well-being. Prob-
lems of life are common to most members of the species, but their solutions are 
extremely varied.”28

Since problems of life generate multiple, different, and conflicting solutions 
or theories for dealing with them, there is therefore an automatic need for 
us to choose between alternative theories for dealing with the problems. 
The need to make these choices gives rise to what Kekes calls the problems 
of reflection: “The fundamental problem of reflection is to find a method of 
choosing the most suitable of a number of ways of solving problems of life 
without actually trying out the rival solutions in practice. The point of reflec-
tion is to minimize the risks involved in acting inappropriately.”29 In the three 
problem areas generated by the problems of life—satisfaction of physiologi-
cal needs, relations with other people and society, and people’s attitude to 
themselves (their happiness, death, limitations, capacities, sufferings, etc.)—
there are correspondent problems of reflection. The first problem area gener-
ates the theoretical problems relating to science and technology. The second 
problem area relates to the theoretical problems of law, morality, and politics. 
The third problem area leads to the problem of expanding one’s imagination 
and horizon in a bid to discover more options that could assist in making life 
more meaningful.30

Within the context of Kekes’ understanding of perennial problems, we 
can then reformulate the original critique by saying that African philosophers 
have been more concerned with the problems of reflection than with the 
problems of life. Can one be separated from the other? Or, can one over-strip 
the other in the sense of over-theorization? Is it possible that in their con-
frontation with the problems of life, African philosophers have, unwittingly, 
subjected these problems to the imperatives of professional advancement that 
require the publication of technical papers on existential issues of life so that, 
paradoxically, these philosophers can equally surmount these problems in 
their own situations?

There is no doubt that in their methodological and substantive disputa-
tions, African philosophers were concerned with the African predicament and 
how it could be surmounted. There is a deep sense in which philosophical 
theories are significant in fathoming the future of the African continent. We 
could therefore concede that in their various argumentations over these theo-
ries African philosophers have made some sort of progress. There have been 
various methodologies advocated as to how Africa could become more decol-
onized and hence more developed in a rapidly globalizing world. The disci-
pline of African Philosophy is an extremely vibrant field that has expanded 
beyond its modest early beginning. With cognate fields like Afro-Caribbean 
philosophy and Africana philosophy, the discipline has burst its own narrow 
circumference to achieve a huge intellectual framework that spans what could 
appropriately be called “Global Africa.” This status of African philosophy 
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has equally challenged African philosophers into polemic and pedagogi-
cal attempts at understanding the field in terms of its internal and external 
dynamics.

So, if this constitutes some form of progress, can we agree it is the most 
desirable one? In other words, we could scratch the initial pessimism that 
there is no progress in African philosophy, and ask rather: Why is there not 
more progress than we presently have? Can African philosophy save Africa if 
all it can manage is disciplinary expansion and sophisticated argumentations? 
This is a loaded question that cannot be answered one way or the other. A 
short answer would be that progress in African philosophy would be sig-
nificant to the extent that it serves to intellectually instigate progress on the 
continent. We can then posit a type four understanding of progress, beyond 
Moody’s three typologies, which hinges progress not only on the capacity of 
a discipline or an intellectual enterprise to dialogue with itself, but is rather 
extended progressively into engaging areas and issues that are not usually 
considered the domain of philosophers. There is a need for African philoso-
phers to get on the street and get their theories dirtied by the predicament on 
the continent.

The Handbook of African Philosophy

Since the formal end to colonialism many decades ago, the continent of 
Africa has not had any form of respite in terms of its diminishing fortunes. 
Globalization simply took over from colonialism, and the logic of Africa’s 
servitude took on a new dynamics. If Hardt and Negri are to be believed, 
Empire now defines the framework for a new scramble for Africa:

There are undoubtedly zones of deprivation within the world market where the 
flow of capital and goods is reduced to a minimum. In some cases this depri-
vation is determined by an explicit political decision (as in the trade sanctions 
against Iraq), and in other cases it follows from the implicit logics of global 
capital (as in the cycles of poverty and starvation in sub-Saharan Africa). In all 
cases, however, these zones do not constitute an outside to the capitalist mar-
ket; rather they function within the world market as the most subordinated 
rungs of the global economic hierarchy.31

If Africa is so firmly gripped within the logic of Empire, what role is there for 
African scholarship, or precisely, for African philosophers? How can African 
philosophy move, that is, from the emancipation of the African subject to that 
of the continent?

The chapters gathered in this Handbook are all specially selected and com-
missioned to modestly extend the boundary of the African philosophical 
enterprise beyond what Wiredu’s A Companion to African Philosophy did in 
2004. Philosophizing in Africa can no longer just be for the sake of knowl-
edge. There is a bigger challenge beyond the need for African philosophers to 
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retreat into the joy of internal philosophical squabbles. All the chapters in this 
volume are united in a critical interrogation of Africa and the responsibility of 
philosophizing on diverse and crucial issues—environmental challenges, sci-
ence and technology, sexuality and gender, decolonization, democratic gov-
ernance, terror and fundamentalism, education and pedagogy, politics and 
political philosophies, development, constitutionalism, etc. The volume is also 
distinguished by its rigorous interrogation of the progress and possibilities 
for African philosophy itself in the age of globalization, and at the intersec-
tions of many philosophical traditions that could encourage multidisciplinary 
engagements.

The Handbook is structured into five parts. All the chapters in the first 
part are concerned with the current state of the discipline, and also include 
a few attempts at dealing with some subsisting methodological and substan-
tive issues. For instance, Godfrey Tangwa’s “African Philosophy: appraisal 
of a recurrent problematic” provides a much needed background against 
which the entire volume is set. Tangwa’s essay is critical because it gives us 
the context within which the disciplinary progress and intellectual capacity 
of African philosophy can be measured, especially with regards to the Afri-
can predicament in the age of globalization. Sanya Osha’s “Archaeologies of 
African Thought in a Global Age” critically examines the internal dynamics 
of African philosophy, especially between its Anglophone and Francophone 
contexts of evolution, and the themes which instigated African philosophers 
like Kwasi Wiredu and V.Y. Mudimbe, for instance. Kwame Safro’s chapter 
provides some unique insight into how the historical trajectory of African phi-
losophy can be reassessed, flowing from some of the fundamental questions 
that attended the inauguration of African philosophy.

The essays in part two revolve around the critical significance of place, 
space, and traditions, clearly spelt out by Bruce Janz’s chapter “The Geog-
raphy of African Philosophy.” Other essays critically examine the relationship 
between African philosophy and other philosophical traditions, for instance 
in China, the Caribbean, and in Islamic philosophy. Peter Amato’s chapter 
outlines the possibility of a conversational relationship between African phi-
losophers and European philosophers in his critical unpacking of the idea of 
rationality in the philosophies of Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze, the late Nigerian 
philosopher, and Hans-Georg Gadamer. With Anke Graness, we are given 
a much needed insight into the historicity of the evolution of philosophical 
rumination in Lusophone Africa. Omotade Adegbindin’s chapter, like Walter 
Mignolo’s, provides fresh arguments for rethinking the concepts of thinking, 
philosophy, and wisdom from different philosophical traditions, especially 
those embedded in the Ifá philosophical corpus.

In part three, we have essays which seek to rethink and extend the the-
oretical circumference of African philosophy, especially into African cinema, 
constitutionalism, gender and sexuality, and the identity discourse instigated 
afresh by Afropolitanism. Louise du Toit’s chapter flags off the third part with 
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a challenge to African philosophers to overcome the debilitating neglect of 
African feminism within the dynamics of philosophizing, and instead com-
mence a critical engagement with African feminists on the possibility of 
transforming feminism into a decolonizing force in Africa. Quite ironically, 
the “gendering” in the title of du Toit’s chapter—“Gendering African Phi-
losophy”—is critically complicated in Olayinka Oyeleye’s “Feminism(s) and 
Oppression” as the basis for oppressive practices, even within feminism itself. 
The challenge to African philosophy is further extended in Christopher Wise’s 
interrogation of the idea of sovereignty in Mali and North Africa, and in 
Adeshina Afolayan’s critical analysis of the intersectional possibilities between 
African philosophy and Nollywood.

The problematic of African development remains a ready-made and crucial 
existential laboratory that should agitate the critical skills of African philoso-
phers. All the essays in part four of the Handbook examine this problematic from 
different dimensions—environmental sustainability, democratic governance, sci-
ence and technology, indigenous knowledge system, the African renaissance, 
terror and fundamentalism, and peace. Interestingly, Helen Lauer’s chapter, 
which wraps up the part three—“Philosophy of Science and Africa”—contrasts 
critically with Kai Horsthemke’s chapter, “Indigenous (African) Knowledge 
System, Science, and Technology.” Horsthemke delivers a blunt conclusion in 
his chapter: “‘ethnoscience’ and ‘indigenous scientific knowledge’ have limited 
plausibility.” And this arises from a significant dilemma:

Insofar as the use of the term “indigenous” makes sense, it is not a matter of 
scientific knowledge, strictly speaking, but rather of indigenous scientific skills/
practices or of indigenous beliefs. Insofar as the terms “science” and “knowl-
edge” are plausible in this context, in the sense of involving reference to truth 
and scientific evidence, this is not a matter of being “indigenous,” “local,” 
and so forth. It is a matter of science and knowledge per se. Hence, there are 
grounds for reasonable doubt on the plausibility of the “ethnoscience” or 
“indigenous scientific knowledge” project.

Lauer, on the other hand, attempts to undermine this “dilemma” with the 
argument that “Far from inhibiting the growth of scientific enterprise at its 
cutting edge, traditional African cultures foster epistemic values and norms 
that have come to be regarded as essential to modern scientific procedures 
for understanding the world.” And furthermore, the facts of anonymity and 
communality inherent in modern scientific agency, according to her, enable 
us to rethink our disparaging and rejection of the traditional medical prac-
titioner’s use of concealment protocols in the midst of environmental pres-
sures. All the other chapters in this part equally explore the development 
challenge posed by terrorism, peace, democratic governance and governance 
institutions, science and technology, and the environment.

The last part of this volume interrogates the curricular and pedagogical 
possibilities in teaching African philosophy. Beginning with Horsthemke’s 
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critical interrogation of the nature and scope of an “African philosophy of 
education,” we also encounter Bewaji’s insistence on the significance of art 
and aesthetic education as a cultural imperative in the education of the Afri-
can youth. Amasa Ndofirepi’s “African Philosophy for Children” provides a 
viable context within which Bewaji’s aesthetic education can be unpacked to 
influence early year education of African children. In “ritual Archives,” Toyin 
Falola’s fundamental challenge to African philosophers and scholars is to 
rethink the epistemological basis of the concept of the “archive” as a locus of 
scholarship, power, and agency, and its cultural and educational implications 
and possibilities. This interrogation must begin with unpacking the under-
lying rationale for privileging the Western academic archive and its location 
in the libraries and the universities to the detriment of the “ritual archives” 
located everywhere in the African world, and their significant for the under-
standing of the African lifeworlds.

notes

 1.  For example, a recent work, Arrington (2003), has forty chapters dedicated to 
“the world’s great philosophers.” The anthology listed Western, Indian, and 
Chinese philosophers. No African philosopher made the list. Surprisingly, an 
earlier work, Arrington (1999), listed eight African philosophers! Maybe there 
is a difference, after all, between “philosophers” and “great philosophers.” 
And the twenty-seven volumes in the Blackwell Companions series have a 
decidedly Western orientation.

 2.  Wiredu (2004: 1).
 3.  Ibid., 24.
 4.  Dietrich (2011: 332).
 5.  Ibid., 333.
 6.  Ibid., 336.
 7.  Moody (1986: 35).
 8.  Ibid.
 9.  Ibid., 36.
 10.  Ibid.
 11.  Ibid., 37.
 12.  Ibid.
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 18.  Masolo (1994: 1).
 19.  Hegel (1984: 177–178).
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PArT I

Preliminaries and reappraisals



CHAPTEr 2

African Philosophy: Appraisal  
of a recurrent Problematic

Godfrey Tangwa

Part i: the sources of traditional african PhilosoPhy1

Introduction

“Philosophy” is notoriously difficult to define. In fact, the question of the 
“definition of philosophy” is itself one of the most interesting topics within 
the discipline. The term “philosophy” (love of wisdom) in its etymological 
derivation and early use included all aspects of human knowledge. Today, 
however, human knowledge has become greatly compartmentalized and spe-
cialized, leaving doubts in some minds as to whether there is still any sig-
nificant area of knowledge properly designated as “philosophy.” Nevertheless, 
the existence of philosophy within any of the specialized disciplines is not a 
matter of doubt to those within or without the said discipline who are ready 
to subject its presuppositions to question or its purported achievements to 
severe critical appraisal. In like manner, the existence of systems of philosophy 
seems to be taken for granted as when we talk about, say, British empiricism, 
continental rationalism, German idealism, American pragmatism, etc. This 
would seem to indicate that philosophy is essentially an activity rather than a 
clearly defined body of knowledge.

Philosophy is perhaps the only academic discipline where a hall-full of 
experts would not be able in an evening’s discussion to agree on a single-
sentence definition delimiting the scope and subject matter of their field  
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of expertise. This is really not at all surprising, but it takes more than a cas-
ual familiarity with philosophy to realize that it is not. The truth is that the 
question, “What is philosophy?” is itself one of the greatest philosophical 
problems. Any answer to this question, even a hazarded one, requires phi-
losophizing because it necessarily involves taking a philosophical position. 
This peculiarity makes philosophy perhaps the only thoroughly self-critical 
discipline. It infuses in the philosopher a certain permanent reluctance to take 
things at their face value, thereby turning him/her into an intellectual trou-
blemaker who is always out to disturb complacency. And, if he/she is really a 
good philosopher, he/she starts with his/her own complacency. But as the 
late A.J. Ayer once remarked: “In the field of learning, as in politics, it is only 
because some people are prepared to make trouble that anything of impor-
tance ever gets done.”2

Sometimes it has been lamented that philosophy has little to show for 
its labors. This lament conveniently forgets that philosophy at one time or 
another has been the mother of virtually all intellectual disciplines including 
the physical sciences and the only recently nascent psychological sciences. As 
Walter B. Weimer observes though:

In most cases, the birth pangs have been traumatic with the mother jealously 
trying to retain sovereignty in the new domain and the offspring childishly 
distancing itself from its intellectual heritage. Again and again, it is necessary 
for both sides to learn that philosophical analysis does not diminish because a 
new science is in practice and that science can never eschew philosophy. Science 
enriches philosophy, and vice versa; their relationship, though often painful, is 
symbiotic rather than antagonistic or parasitical. Thus scientific accounts should 
supplement, rather than replace, philosophical analysis of a domain.3

Here, of course, we should understand “science” in its broadest signification 
as any identifiable exoteric field of academic study.

The problem of the definition of philosophy is thus understandably one 
of the perennial philosophical problems, and one that is not likely ever to be 
definitively answered once and for all times. Each epoch, even each individual 
philosopher, must tackle the problem anew within the context of its/his/her 
own particular agenda of motivating problems. Nevertheless there are certain 
permanent and irreducible characteristics that would generally be accepted 
as inextricably associated with the activity of philosophizing and that would 
seem to be present in all conceptions of philosophy, for instance, its being 
essentially a purely intellectual pursuit, an activity of the mind. As Aristotle 
stated nearly two-and-a-half millennia ago in one of the fragments, Protrepti-
cus, “Philosophy is the mother of arguments.”

I would suggest the following decision procedure for determining whether 
or not any putative material (written or oral) is philosophy or philosophical. 
First, we should ask: is it a result of reflection? Unreflective rantings such as 
those of a madman could never qualify as philosophy even though they may 
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actually contain some truthful insights. However, that a discourse is reflec-
tive is only a necessary, and not a sufficient, condition for being philosophical. 
One might reflect in the simple sense of noticing or being aware of a cer-
tain stream of consciousness letting one’s thoughts drift along in some sort of 
daydream or reverie without the slightest attempt to do anything else about 
such thoughts. The result of such reflection might contain very interesting 
philosophical insights, but it would be closer to the rantings of a madman 
than to philosophy. This sort of reflection could, of course, easily become 
philosophy at the second moment of vision, that is, when someone else extracts 
the significant insights and provides the missing logical links between them.

I remember, when I first read the works of Ludwig Wittgenstein, I had the 
strong impression that I was reading a poet rather than a philosopher until 
further and more careful reading revealed to me that his highly pithy apho-
risms were in fact mainly enthymemic conclusions of otherwise highly elabo-
rate arguments whose missing premises had been purposely suppressed in the 
service of a very radical economy of words. For many people, Wittgenstein is 
a philosopher only at the second moment of vision. And this is quite consist-
ent with the fact that, even though he wrote very little, philosophy libraries 
are today full of commentaries and works on him. Today, in fact, the list of 
serious studies based on his works is counted in the hundreds.

But, to get back from the digression, what is needed to turn mere reflec-
tion into philosophy is the critical element. And whenever this critical ele-
ment is present, the discourse takes the shape of an argument; in other words, 
deliberation or reasoning is necessarily involved. This, inevitably, is a slow and 
painful process, consisting in a trial-and-error procedure in which inferences 
or conclusions are drawn from putative facts or premises.

African Philosophy

The difficulty of saying what philosophy is has been carried over into the 
problematic of African philosophy. Naturally. This partly explains the intracta-
bility of the questions: “Is there an African philosophy?” and “What is African 
philosophy?” The chances of the question, “What is African philosophy?”, 
getting a definitive answer are exactly as good as those of the question, “What 
is philosophy?” No answer in the guise of a timeless verity seems likely for rea-
sons already mentioned. Nevertheless, this does not mean that some of the 
answers already proffered are not illuminating. It only means that none of 
these can pretend infallibility, sacrosanctity, timelessness, etc., or in any other 
way become tyrannically canonical.

Some people object to the term “African philosophy” on the ground that 
there is no philosophy common to all Africans. This is a silly objection. Usu-
ally what is argued here is that some author had described his ethnic philoso-
phy and then presumptuously raised it to the status of African philosophy. It 
is therefore assumed that by pointing to some African peoples who do not 
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fit into the analysis the claim of its being African philosophy is thereby dem-
onstrated to be false. But, to say, for instance, that African men love father-
ing many children is not invalidated by pointing to an African man who is 
childless and celibate or to a non-African man with many wives and children. 
When we talk of American or British philosophy we do not thereby imply 
that all Americans or Britons believe in or are even aware of the said philoso-
phy. How could a philosophy or anything else be Akan without, a fortiori, 
being Ghanaian or Ghanaian without necessarily being African?

It needs repeating that the objection that there is no philosophy properly 
designated “African” has grown out of inappropriate and unjustifiable fastidi-
ousness. This has misled many people into thinking that the best or the only 
way of demonstrating African philosophy is to show that all Africans have a 
common “worldview.” In this way it has been made to appear as though Afri-
can philosophy consists only of metaphysics. That there is no collective Afri-
can mind, that there is no philosophy in which all Africans believe, or even 
of which all Africans are aware, are obvious truisms. But that does not imply 
that there is no African philosophy.

Two Senses of Philosophy

In discussing African philosophy, there are two common legitimate meanings 
of the word “philosophy” that must be firmly kept in mind. In the first sense, 
“philosophy” refers to a set or system of fundamental beliefs and convictions 
which are usually reflected in action. In this sense, every identifiable society 
and even every normal individual person has a philosophy even though this 
fact may not be apparent either to an observer or to the society or person 
in question. In this sense, having a philosophy is not necessarily equivalent 
to being a philosopher. In the second sense, “philosophy” refers, in the first 
instance, to a consciously articulate and critical discourse (verbal or written) 
that is necessarily individual in origin, and secondarily to a corpus or system 
of such discourses together with the supporting structures in which they are 
symbolically encoded.

We may call these two senses of philosophy the loose and the strict, the 
general and the particular, the popular and the special, the mild and the 
rigorous, or whatever, provided these terms are not necessarily construed as 
assessments of value. Such descriptions need not be taken as expressing the 
relative importance of the one vis-à-vis the other. In my view, the main pur-
pose of philosophy in the second sense delimited above should be to convert 
it into philosophy in the first sense. In other words, philosophizing is not and 
should not be an aimless purposeless exercise, a prize in a vacuum, as it were. 
Its aim should be the discovery of the true, the good, or the beautiful with 
a view to making use of them in living. The relationship between thought 
and action is dialectical in the sense that earnest thought necessarily manifests 
in action while action cannot but provide the agenda for reflection. If this 
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were not the case, philosophical theories would hardly generate any serious 
 controversies.

Now when philosophy passes from the second into the first sense, it 
becomes difficult to recognize it as such unless the original arguments which 
led to the conclusions (positions) adopted are reconstructed. This is one rea-
son that philosophy seems to be a vanishing discipline. Once its achievements 
are used they become philosophy only in the first rather imperceptible sense 
of the word. But philosophy is condemned to this apparently self-annulling 
task because, to be relevant and worthwhile, it must seek to achieve results 
which have a bearing on human life. Luckily, ineradicable human fallibility 
guarantees that philosophy in the second sense will never run out of problems 
to consider.

The Importance of Writing

It is immediately clear that writing and all structures which support it—
journals, books, libraries, computers, etc.—is indispensable for the preserva-
tion of philosophy in our second sense. In the absence of writing, philosophy 
in this sense can only come down as philosophy in the first sense and can be 
reconstructed as philosophy in the second sense only from retrospective hind-
sight. Some African philosophers, it seems to me, have so far failed to recog-
nize the indispensable role of writing, and this has made many of them argue 
in circles in their attempts at defending African philosophy.

We must not disparage oral tradition and orality in general in pre-literate 
societies. Nevertheless, the limitations of oral tradition are not only very pal-
pable but easily demonstrable. One of these glaring limitations has to do with 
the poverty of human memory. You can try the experiment on yourself. On my 
part, sometimes while rummaging through the shelves of my personal library, 
I would occasionally come across a book and be very surprised that I had it all 
the time without ever having read it. But when I settle down determined to 
read it, I am often further surprised to discover that I not only had read the 
book before but had carefully underlined several passages and even written 
comments on the margins. And yet I could have sworn on oath that I didn’t 
have the book in question and had never read it.

Human memory is just no good. A few months ago, I forgot my hand-
bag containing, among other things, an entire month’s salary inside my car 
in downtown Yaounde. The bag was neatly stolen from the car and I did 
not even realize it until much later when I needed something from the bag. 
Of course songs, folktales, proverbs, etc. may be designed precisely to aid 
human memory. But all these devices are themselves subject to the very ail-
ment which they are designed to cure. There is among my own people a well-
known folktale about a clever trickster named Wanyetoh. But every village 
tells the story differently, although the moral of the story remains, admittedly, 
the same. In fact one of my grannies who used to tell the story of Wanyetoh 
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to us as children told it quite differently on some occasions, thereby some-
times drawing protests from us. This clearly shows that if philosophy in the 
second sense is oral in form it can survive over any period of time only as 
philosophy in the first sense. One could go on and multiply examples, but it 
is unnecessary. Enough has been said, I believe, to justify the conclusion that 
oral tradition, since it is based on human memory, could not really be the 
basis or vehicle of any exact science or of philosophy in our second sense.

It has sometimes been argued that some famous philosophers, such as 
the Greek pre-Socratics and Socrates himself, never wrote down anything, 
and yet their philosophies have come down to us. But there is no doubt that 
we have to thank Plato and Aristotle for these philosophies, just as it is Mat-
thew, Mark, Luke, and John that we have to thank for the philosophy of Jesus 
Christ. These people wrote in an age with a more generous attitude towards 
matters of authorship and copyright, an age in which economic motives had 
not yet complicated matters relating to authorship. If it were in our day, some 
of them would probably have plagiarized the philosophies they were record-
ing and presented them as their own work. They must have recorded honestly 
but they could hardly have done it accurately. In the case of Plato especially, 
there is no doubt that some of the views he attributes to Socrates are his own 
(Plato’s) views. But had the matter been left entirely to oral tradition, it is 
unlikely that even the name “Socrates” would have reached our age. The phi-
losophies of Socrates, the pre-Socratics, Christ, etc., are philosophies mainly 
at the second moment of vision, mutatis mutandis, since none of them is cer-
tified verbatim reporting.

The distinction we have just made cuts across many others which have been 
proposed by African philosophers in their attempts to define African philoso-
phy. Examples of such distinctions are the following: the simple/unique, the 
universalist/culturalist (Odera Oruka), folk philosophy/philosophy (Kwasi Wiredu), 
ethnophilosophy/philosophy (Paulin Hountondji), traditional philosophy/critical 
philosophy (T.U. Nwala), thought/philosophy, traditional philosophy/modern phi-
losophy, implicit philosophy/explicit philosophy, etc.

The Traditional and the Modern

The distinction we have made between philosophy as a system of fundamen-
tal beliefs and convictions reflected in action and philosophy as a consciously 
articulate critical discourse calls for another distinction between traditional 
African philosophy and modern African philosophy. Traditional African phi-
losophy can be conceived as being mainly, though not necessarily exclusively, 
unwritten. If it is true, as some scholars argue, that the legacy of so called 
Western philosophy, usually credited to the ancient Greeks, is, in fact, a stolen 
legacy properly belonging to ancient traditional Africa, then some traditional 
African philosophy is to be found in written form.

Furthermore, who can rule out the possibility that future archaeological 
excavations might reveal some African community which, like the Bamouns 
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of Cameroon, not only developed a script but also wrote down their philoso-
phy? Modern or contemporary African philosophy is mostly, though by no 
means entirely, written. When we listen to discussions or arguments in the 
village courtyard we hear a good deal of this philosophy. Furthermore, some 
researchers who take the pains to talk to wise illiterate people hear a lot of this 
philosophy and eventually some of it reaches all of us as philosophy at the sec-
ond moment of vision. This is the case with H. Odera Oruka and what he has 
termed “Sage Philosophy.”

As far as traditional African philosophy is concerned, I consider the most 
pertinent question here to be the following: in the absence of writing, what 
are the sources of traditional African philosophy? The provocative denial by 
some scholars of the existence of African philosophy, which sparked off the 
long academic debate to which this essay is a contribution, when not a purely 
political issue, is at bottom a denial of the existence of any sources for such 
a philosophy. It has usually been assumed by defenders of African philoso-
phy that these sources exist and that they include, inter alia, proverbs, idi-
oms, songs, myths, legends, etc. But since other philosophic traditions do 
not normally consider these as sources of their philosophy, this assumption, 
with regard to African philosophy, stands in need of some justification. The 
general limitations of oral tradition notwithstanding, I think it can plausibly 
be argued that traditional African philosophy is to be found in these vehicles 
to an extent not matched by other philosophic traditions. The reason here 
is that within traditional African cultures, these vehicles have always served 
didactic purposes and philosophy would not have been an exception. As E.A. 
ruch observes,

… African languages indicate a richness and flexibility of concepts and of gram-
mar which is unmatched in any Indo-European language… Words are symbols 
of thought. Perhaps the need for oral communication has forced the Bantu lan-
guages into a grammatical conciseness which the written Western and Eastern 
languages did not need.4

It is interesting, for example, to compare, say, English proverbs and idioms 
with their counterparts in an African language. It would appear (although I 
may be wrong here) that most English proverbs and idioms are mere linguis-
tic contrivances whose significance is scarcely ever much more than semantic 
or literary. Of course, these types of proverbs and idioms are also found in 
African languages. But, by and large, African proverbs and idioms are serious 
vehicles for transmitting African traditional wisdom, morality, and philosophy.

This means that proverbs, idioms, songs, myths, legends, aphorisms, folk-
tales, etc. might be genuine sources of traditional African philosophy. But the 
philosophy they contain is philosophy in our first delimited sense. They can 
become philosophy in the second sense only at the second moment of vision, 
that is, when analyzed and/or interpreted by some contemporary thinker. 
It is evident that this type of philosophy would form a rather small part of 
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African philosophy. It would therefore be wrong to assume or conclude or 
in any way give or receive the impression that this is all that African philoso-
phy is about. It is when this is done that a serious worry arises as to whether 
African philosophy is really philosophy or rather “mythologies” presented as 
a continental philosophy. It is this worry that has mainly preoccupied some 
contemporary African philosophers, such as H, Odera Oruka, Paulin Houn-
tondji, P.O. Bodunrin, and Kwasi Wiredu, who in their several attempts to 
come to grips with the worry have sometimes given some people the impres-
sion that they were denying the existence of African philosophy.

Part ii: what is african PhilosoPhy, and who  
is an african PhilosoPher?5

The Most Important Question

Now, given that philosophy in our second sense of a consciously articulate 
and critical discourse (verbal or written) must form the larger part of African 
Philosophy, the most important question here is this: Who is an African phi-
losopher and what type of writing or discourse can justifiably be considered 
as African philosophy? This question needs very careful conceptual analysis. 
So far, African philosophers seem to have exhibited thorough confusion in 
addressing themselves to this question; I have already suggested in the first 
part of this chapter a procedure for determining if any putative material is 
philosophy or philosophical.

Sometimes during a conference, seminar, or symposium, someone would 
get on the podium to narrate or recite and interpret folktales, proverbs, ritu-
als, etc. or some other cultural practices in the name of African philosophy. 
When this is done at an international forum, it often provides exotic comic 
relief from what can sometimes be accurately described as incomprehensi-
ble quibbling over trivialities. I suspect that it is mostly for this reason that 
these sorts of contributions are often sought and even sponsored. But I do 
not think that this is philosophy at all, although it may well be good anthro-
pology, sociology, linguistics, literature, or whatever. That is not to denigrate 
these disciplines or to say that a philosopher should be forbidden from engag-
ing in them. Far from it. The point, however, is that such studies should not 
be presented in the guise of philosophy. To qualify as philosophy any such 
exercise would have to be part of some project which is distinctively philo-
sophical in the sense of being consciously and articulately critical and argu-
mentative. “Critical” is not, of course, to be construed as limited to negative 
appraisal but should be conceived simply as articulate, rational, and impartial 
appraisal whether negative or positive. There is no suggestion here that an 
anthropologist, linguist, sociologist, etc. is incapable of engaging in this sort 
of activity. But such an activity cannot be conceived as part of such disciplines 
in so far as they are descriptive sciences and to the extent that any scholar of 
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such disciplines engages in this sort of activity, to that extent does he/she 
transcend the confines of such a field and become a philosopher.

The work of sociologists, anthropologists, linguists, political scientists, etc. 
cannot but be of interest to philosophers who may use the results of such 
works in their own analytical and prescriptive works. It is thus in the interest 
of philosophers as well that these social scientists and other scholars should 
use methods and analyses that are rationally credible and defensible. Philoso-
phers can therefore engage in critical appraisal of such methods and analyses. 
Some philosophers go as far as engaging in the actual work of these other 
scholars. This cannot be proscribed. But the dangers of committing blunders 
which any scholar is likely to commit when operating outside his/her proper 
frame must not be underestimated. In any case, such works whether done 
by philosophers or non-philosophers should not be presented for what they 
are not. Particularly, they should not be presented as philosophy, if they are 
wholly or mainly descriptive.

In some departments of philosophy in African universities there is a cleav-
age among the staff into two mutually antagonistic camps: militants for Afri-
can philosophy who look on African colleagues who do not share their sense 
of mission as traitors, and non-enthusiasts who view philosophy in overly uni-
versal terms as some sort of sacred discipline in danger of being profaned with 
folktales and mythologies by their antagonists. I think it is time to make peace 
between these two groups.

At the XVIIth World Congress of Philosophy in 1983, I prepared a paper 
entitled “For and Against God: A Consideration of Some Traditional Argu-
ments on the question of God.” The main thrust of my paper was that the 
question as to whether or not God exists is improvable either way, and that 
if we weigh good reasons for belief in either proposition, it would turn out 
that belief in the theistic hypothesis is more reasonable (or rational). When 
I gave the draft of this paper to a colleague for criticism, he told me that it 
was a very good paper, but asked how on Earth an African philosopher could 
travel all the way to Canada to present a paper on a topic in Western philoso-
phy. I answered that I did not consider my paper a contribution to Western 
philosophy; that I considered the problem of God as being of universal rel-
evance and interest. Whereupon, he pointed out that I had used only Western 
philosophers such as Kant, Popper, and Mackie to support my arguments. He 
suggested that if I could support my arguments using African philosophers, 
proverbs, idioms, myths, etc. it would be more appropriate. I complained that 
I did not know of any African philosophers who had concerned themselves 
with this particular problem or of any relevant proverbs. He then suggested 
that if I went to my village and talked to wise old people or sages I would 
learn a lot on the question of God. But at the time I neither considered this 
the job of a philosopher nor did I feel the slightest inclination to undertake it.

Ever since, however, further reflection has convinced me that a phi-
losopher can undertake such a job. Moreover, given the African historical 
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experience and contemporary realities, an African philosopher should when-
ever and wherever desirable strive to undertake this extra burden. The reason 
here is that he/she has usually inevitably and sometimes quite unconsciously 
accepted uncritically many things from Western culture, through Christian-
ity for instance, which stand in need of critical appraisal from an African per-
spective. Supposing then that a discourse is undeniably philosophical; what, 
in addition, makes it justifiable to qualify it as “African”? I would say that the 
adjective “African” should be applied to such a work if the discourse arises 
mainly from, is rooted in, or is in some other sense about the African histori-
cal, cultural, social, or political experience; or if the work is in some sense spe-
cially or particularly relevant to Africa. The “or” in the preceding statement 
is, of course, to be taken in the inclusive sense. Any universal thesis of phi-
losophy, if at all plausible, will certainly be relevant to Africa, but not neces-
sarily specially or particularly relevant. relevance is a matter of degree and the 
degree of relevance is a matter of critical appraisal.

Who, then, is an African philosopher? This apparently straightforward 
question, within the context of our enquiry, has become more complex. If we 
are asked who an American philosopher is, we can confidently answer that it 
is any American who also happens to be a philosopher. But if to designate an 
“African philosopher” we say it is any African who happens to be a philoso-
pher, such an answer would be considered unsatisfactory. The reason here, I 
believe, is that the question arises against the background of a problematic 
whose historical starting point was the denial that the expressions “African 
philosophy” and “African philosopher” had any extra-conceptual reference.

Hountondji dismisses what, in his view, had usually been presented as 
“African philosophy,” especially in such works produced by Placide Temples, 
Alexis Kagame, etc. as a myth.6 According to Hountondji, such a “philoso-
phy” is supposed to be a collective philosophy, common to all Africans. He 
considers such a supposition palpably erroneous because it implicitly assumes 
that all people of a community or nation could adhere to the same ideas or 
conceptions. He therefore sees a myth or fallacy of unanimity or consen-
sus in the idea of traditional African philosophy as presented in such works 
whose ostensible aim, it must not be forgotten, was to prove the existence of 
African philosophy. Hountondji considers such ethnophilosophy, implying a 
collective worldview or consensual philosophy, as non-existent anywhere in 
Africa. However, he accepts as plausible philosophical works those which try 
to describe these worldviews. For him, furthermore, those of them which are 
the work of fellow Africans like Kagame should be considered as part of Afri-
can philosophical literature. But those which are works of non-Africans like 
Temples should not be regarded as part of African philosophy. On his part, 
Kwame Gyekye emphasizes the sociocultural element involved in philoso-
phizing and concludes that “if any philosophy produced by a modern African 
has no basis in the culture and experience of African people, then it cannot 
appropriately claim to be an African philosophy, even though it was created 
by an African philosopher.”7



2 AFrICAN PHILOSOPHY: APPrAISAL OF A rECUrrENT PrOBLEMATIC  29

This is perhaps the most unguarded statement in Gyekye’s book. It might 
contain a radical fallacy. I consider it to be completely false no matter how 
we choose to understand the word “basis.” If such a recommendation is 
adopted, it would put certain branches of philosophy such as those based 
on modern formal logic out of reach of African philosophy forever. Further-
more, any real development as distinct from mere growth would be impos-
sible within such a setting. In the process of the development of knowledge, 
including philosophical knowledge, eccentric, “heretical,” non-conformist, 
and novel ideas have, in fact, always been more catalytic in their impact than 
generally accepted conformist or received ideas. Gyekye rules out the works 
of the eminent Ghanaian thinker, Anton Wilhelm Amo, who, in his own 
words, “distinguished himself by his philosophical acumen in Germany in the 
eighteenth century” as being African philosophy, though he admits this to 
be rather odd.8 But this oddity cannot, he maintains, be dispelled given the 
reality or relevance of the cultural element involved in philosophizing. For 
Gyekye this oddity must continue to “stare us in the face” (Ibid).

I believe that Hountondji and Gyekye, as well as some other African phi-
losophers, can be rescued from the quandaries into which they have unneces-
sarily run themselves. We can use a racial or cultural criterion to distinguish 
people and artifacts, but we cannot use a racial or cultural criterion to distin-
guish principles or arguments as arguments. We cannot therefore use such a 
criterion to distinguish philosophical discourse as such. There may be an inev-
itable cultural element in philosophizing, but this does not mean that it is this 
element which constitutes the philosophy in question. In other words, philos-
ophy may be inevitably culture-tinted, but the tinting should not be mistaken 
for the philosophy. Much less then should we try to define the philosophy in 
terms of the cultural element. In fact, the cultural element, to the extent that 
it exists in an individual’s philosophy, is largely unconscious and inevitable. It 
is not something that can or should be purposely sought or cultivated. For 
any given work this cultural element would be a matter of degree. This is very 
clear if we compare, for instance, Gyekye’s own work on Aristotle or on some 
of the Arabic philosophers with his essay on the Akan conceptual scheme.

The Way I See It

This matter looks rather simple and straightforward to me. I think that Afri-
can philosophy should be defined in terms of relevance rather than in terms 
of cultural elements. The latter view is backward looking, static, dogmatic, 
and unprogressive, and would reduce African philosophy to traditional phi-
losophy since culture cannot but be defined at least partly in terms of tra-
dition. In the development of all societies, novel and “heretical” ideas have 
always been more catalytic in their import than received ideas. It would be 
very unwise to imprison African philosophy within the straitjacket of the wis-
dom of our ancestors. The absence of writing in the traditional past of Africa 
has made it inevitable that traditional African philosophy would be mostly 



30  G. TANGWA

philosophy at the second moment of vision. But as Kwasi Wiredu has quite 
rightly remarked, this can “hardly provide the basis for the main part of a 
modern course in philosophy.”9

If we are asked who a philosopher is, I believe we answer rightly by say-
ing that it is someone endowed with or someone who has acquired certain 
skills in analyzing issues and systematizing facts, someone with a deep insight 
into certain fundamental problems, someone with a critical outlook vis-à-vis 
the ideas we live by, and someone with remarkable skill in sound argumenta-
tion. Such skills could be used within any context and on any material. Every 
philosopher necessarily operates against the background of some culture or 
other, whether or not that culture is his/her natal culture, whether or not 
he/she is aware of the fact. But this by no means implies that his/her philos-
ophy, if at all significant, cannot be separated from such a culture. What this 
means is that philosophy may be more universal than has usually been sup-
posed in the present debate. If we look carefully at what makes any discourse 
philosophical, we would discover that philosophy not only can be universal 
as Kwasi Wiredu assumes,10 but that it necessarily is or, in any case, ought to 
be universal in the sense that, if at all significant, what makes it good philoso-
phizing may be related to but cannot be restricted to any particular culture or 
milieu.

At a particular time an African philosopher may, for one reason or another, 
be concerned with problems and issues that may be more directly relevant to 
another milieu or culture. But this does not mean that he/she cannot turn 
from these to face problems and issues more directly relevant to the African 
milieu or to African culture. In fact, nearly all contemporary African philos-
ophers, including those who are most militant in their conception of Afri-
can philosophy in the exclusive sense, have had their philosophical training 
in contexts in which the philosophical problems they have been greatly con-
cerned with did not arise from or were not particularly relevant to the African 
cultural milieu. But, just like the skills of an engineer or surgeon, the place 
and context of the acquisition of such skills, is largely irrelevant to the use to 
which they are put.

I should therefore define an African philosopher simply as an African 
versed in the skills of philosophizing. Of course, the question as to who an 
African is may raise some general problems such as whether black Americans, 
Arabs, or white South Africans should be regarded as Africans. But apart from 
this question, which can be tackled on its own, no further problem arises 
about determining who an African philosopher is. But whether the work of 
such an African philosopher should be classified as African philosophy would 
depend on the use to which it can be put or on the relevance of such a work 
to the African contemporary or historical experience or to politico-economic 
and sociocultural contexts. Similarly, we are to class as American philosophy 
all philosophical works which are useful‚ important or otherwise relevant to 
the American context whether produced by Americans or non-Americans.  
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In other words, African philosophy need not be the exclusive product of Afri-
cans, just as the work of African philosophers need not necessarily be classified 
as “African philosophy.” A single work can, of course, be classified under sev-
eral contexts depending on relevance, importance, and/or usefulness, since 
these are not mutually exclusive between contexts.

I am aware that my concept of “relevance” here raises some problems. 
Traditionally, for instance, Africans have been greatly concerned with issues 
such as those concerning human personality; Indians have traditionally also 
been greatly concerned with the same problems. It can therefore be said 
that Indian philosophy of the human person is relevant to the African con-
text since there are the same identical problems in both contexts. Should such 
Indian philosophy then, according to me, be classed as African philosophy? 
I should answer in the negative without admitting that my criterion of rel-
evance is thereby falsified. “relevance” is admittedly a very loose standard. 
As such, it is to be applied with plastic rather than cast-iron rigidity. Moreo-
ver, it is to be considered as a necessary but not sufficient condition. No work 
should be classed as African philosophy unless it is at least in some way rel-
evant to the African context. But that a work is relevant in some sense does 
not, ipso facto, make it African philosophy. But if, in addition to being rel-
evant, it is also the work of an African philosopher; or if, in addition to being 
relevant and in spite of being the work of a non-African, it is aimed at solving 
African problems, satisfying African needs, achieving African goals, etc., then 
it can also be classified under African philosophy. In actual practice, deter-
mining relevance or even importance is a matter of critical appraisal. If any 
broad guideline is required here I would suggest the following: a good reason 
should always be given for considering the work of an African philosopher as 
not being African philosophy or for considering the work of a non-African as 
African philosophy.

There is thus no oddity at all in saying that Anton Wilhem Amo was an 
African philosopher who contributed significantly to German philosophy. Just 
as there is no oddity in saying that some American, British, French, and Bel-
gian philosophers such as Horton, Tempels, Griaule, Hallen, Pratt, etc. have 
contributed to a greater or lesser extent to African philosophy. Such contri-
butions might, of course, also be relevant to other sociocultural contexts. 
Amo’s work might be at one and the same time a contribution to German 
philosophy and to African philosophy. On what grounds can it be argued that 
his work is not African philosophy? Should it be on the grounds that it is 
not interspersed with proverbs and folktales? A philosophy is always culture-
tinted, of course, and this tinting is a matter of degree. Those who care to 
look hard might find the tinting of African culture in Amo’s works. Kwasi 
Wiredu informs me that he already has some fairly definite “suspicions” 
regarding what I have termed the African tinting in Amo’s work.

I consider cultures as forming concentric circles. For example, there is a 
culture peculiar to my family lineage. Further, the group of families which 
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make up my village share a certain culture in common. Then, there is the 
 culture of my tribe, the Nso, which is common to all Lamnso-speaking 
 peoples. But what we call Nso culture is only a subset of a culture which is 
clearly common to all the so-called graffi peoples of Cameroon. Cameroon as 
a whole has a peculiar culture which may not be very striking to those Cam-
eroonians who have never had the privilege of that distancing afforded by 
travel abroad. From within, it may appear as though there is no Cameroonian 
culture over and above the various tribal or regional cultures. And yet, Cam-
eroon culture is only a subset of African culture, which no African who has 
sojourned or lived abroad would doubt. But African culture is itself only a 
subset of what we may call human culture in general.

It appears to me that the importance of an issue or problem can be viewed 
as being directly proportional to the diameter of the cultural circle over which 
it extends. I could make a contribution to issues or problems peculiar to my 
tribal culture. But this is relatively of less importance than a similar contribu-
tion with regard to Cameroon culture in general which would, in turn, be of 
less importance than a comparable contribution to African culture. This way, 
the most important contribution would be one relevant to human culture in 
general, and if something is relevant to human culture in general, then it is 
surely relevant to all particular cultures. Thus, if such a putative contribution 
is made by an African philosopher, it may not be classifiable as African phi-
losophy but, nevertheless, it remains relevant and may easily become African 
philosophy at the second moment of vision when recognized and used by an 
African philosopher for specifically African purposes. Extreme cultural anar-
chists may not be convinced by this line of reasoning. But it is inevitable once 
we admit that philosophy is not its own justification, not a prize in a vacuum, 
and that the general purpose of philosophy in the second sense we delimited 
(in Part One) is to turn it into philosophy in the first sense.

It could be said that philosophy by its very nature seeks to attain results 
which are relevant to human culture in general in spite of the inevitable 
cultural tinting with which every actual philosophy comes to us. One way, 
perhaps, to find out if a given philosophy has missed its proper vocation is 
to check whether it has substituted or mistaken the cultural tinting for the 
philosophy itself. I believe that something of the sort happened with certain 
brands of so-called linguistic philosophy in the Western tradition. At present 
there is a noticeable shift, within the same tradition, from linguistic issues to 
more substantive and practical problems with which nearly all traditions of 
philosophy can identify. In my view, this is a good thing for philosophy.
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losophy.” Cogito 6(2), 1992, pp. 78–84. DOI: 10.5840/cogito19926219.

 2.  Ayer (1967: 18).
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CHAPTEr 3

Archaeologies of African Thought in a  
Global Age

Sanya Osha

individuated excursions

The different formations of modern African thought are informed by factors 
of history, geography, and various experiences of colonialism. There are for-
mations of thought inflected by Greco-Egyptian civilization and the Arabo-
Moorish experience. Also, there have been significant contributions in older 
configurations of African thought that drew from neo-Platonism and medi-
eval philosophy which shaped post-Pharaonic modes of conceptualization 
in fields such as ethics, jurisprudence, logic, and sociopolitical philosophy. 
However, this discussion is not concerned with these important contributions 
and influences. rather, it addresses a few strains in modern African thought 
according to the Anglophone/Francophone dichotomy as part of a much 
broader and fertile field of African forms of philosophical discourse. As men-
tioned, the earlier confluences of ancient Greek and Egyptian thought are not 
taken as a point of departure. More specifically, the events of colonization and 
subsequent decolonization (in the wake of colonial rule) provide a rough his-
torical expanse for this discussion.

V.Y. Mudimbe revisits the origins of modern African philosophical dis-
course without really dispelling the widespread confusions as to its founda-
tions. His contribution, however, reveals the intellectual discourses and 
existential circumstances that led to the making of his philosophical out-
look. Mudimbe does not intend to locate the nucleus of African  philosophy. 
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rather, he suggests that the discourse ought to be perceived as part of a per-
petual search, an unraveling without an end, and a quest for the universal in 
spite of the encroachments of the particular. He writes:

In their diversity and variety, and beyond the sterile debate on the ‘existence’ or 
the ‘inexistence’ of an African philosophy, what affirms itself amazingly remains, 
simply, the vocation of something called philosophy, about which, I, personally, 
have no convincing definition, and which, in Africa and elsewhere, actualizes 
itself as a perpetual recommencement.1

In a different sense, philosophy, then, would amount to a kind of writing.2
Mudimbe is willing to explore his existential antecedents to determine how 

his philosophical practice emerged: “A surprised child of multiple memories, 
at the intersection of at least two philosophical traditions, I was stating my 
consciousness as being caught by its own self-reflections in, at least, two his-
toricities, two languages, two cultures, and a multiplicity of tradita, givens, 
handed-downs, inheritances.”3 Indeed, the inheritances of which he speaks 
are many. Obviously, many of them are drawn from African shores, and also 
a considerable number are lifted from the Western intellectual tradition. 
Accordingly, Mudimbe makes an important point by asserting that

within the interplay of cross-cultural networks in Central Africa, assuredly in the 
first fifty years of the XXth century, something simple, yet generally overlooked, 
imposed itself and massively, the enormous influence that some European intel-
lectuals, bathed in a Germanic cultural atmosphere, had at the genesis, in the 
construction, and elaboration of debates on African philosophy, scientific pro-
jects, as well as programs for acculturation and conversion.4

This argument is usually excluded in the debates concerning the origins of 
African philosophy for several reasons. The colonial project was not merely a 
seizure of lands and subject peoples. It also entailed a transformation (a con-
version as Mudimbe puts it) of mental attitudes and collective consciousness. 
In this way, the epistemologies of the colonizer was not only an epistemol-
ogy of the universal, it was also an epistemology of the political conqueror. 
Consequently, ideologies of universalism could not disguise their hegemonic 
intent. Thus a practice of African philosophy by Africans had to confront this 
apparent dilemma in which the purported universalism of a conqueror’s phi-
losophy presented itself as impartial truth. Furthermore, the construction of 
a modern African philosophical practice within a volatile context of decolo-
nization became doubly political; it became a quest against the pressures of 
ideological and cultural erasure. However, Mudimbe makes some other reve-
lations about his intellectual itinerary that are quite noteworthy. For instance, 
he mentions his indebtedness to phenomenology which leads him to ponder 
“difficult conjunctions of meditation and liturgy, inside and outside, solitude 
and community, free will and obedience, difference and structure, spontaneity 
and rule.”5
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Mudimbe’s revelations reaffirm the relevance of the debates on the origins 
of modern African philosophy. He mentions the significance of cultural inter-
sections and influences. He also mentions the importance of European con-
tributions to the debates. Firstly, he suggests the crucial import of individual 
agency as part of the entire process. And finally, he concludes that the project 
of African philosophy ought to be viewed as an ever-recurrent quest, in other 
words, a “recommencement.” Convincing as this view might be, it downplays 
a few vital political dimensions involved in the construction of African phi-
losophy. In what follows, I highlight some of these political aspects of the 
debates on the origins of African philosophy using two broad classifications: 
Anglophone African philosophy and Francophone African philosophy. Whilst 
parts of the discussion might suggest the limitations inherent in Mudimbe’s 
views, others will support his formulations on individual agency, the complex-
ities of identities, and the attractions of universalism. Indeed, while Mudimbe 
valorizes these specific attributes, many other African philosophical discourses 
(with the exception of Kwame Anthony Appiah’s work) exclude them. In 
other words, the political project of the construction of African philosophy in 
its intimate involvement with the project of ideological decolonization under-
mines the politics of the private.

The relationship between the universal and the particular in African philo-
sophical discourse has been explored in different ways. Kwasi Wiredu (1996) 
interrogates this relationship by foregrounding the viability of an African 
philosophical practice based on a series of conceptual revisitations, rever-
sals, and reconstructions between the polarities of Westernity and Africanity 
and between the North Atlantic episteme and an indigenous African weltan-
schauung. In so doing, the violence of colonialist subjugation is ultimately 
unmasked and a process of indigenous identity (re)construction is initiated. 
V.Y. Mudimbe’s (1988) approach is somewhat more complicated in that (1) 
he undertakes an extensive archaeological deconstruction of the Western rela-
tionship to African otherness via a multiplicity of intellectual discourses—his-
tory, philosophy, religious studies, and anthropology; (2) he also explores 
African philosophical responses to these Western constructions of otherness 
and the ways in which they determine discursive agency; (3) he suggests the 
ways in which the contingencies of the private inform the constitution of 
broader philosophical projects; and (4) in between these various preoccupa-
tions he demonstrates that ultimately, the philosophical subject is continually 
transgressive, perpetually (re)constituted beyond the bounds of philosophy.

folk knowledge

The orientations of Anglophone and Francophone African philosophies, inas-
much as they are both similarly marked by the event of colonization, evince a 
number of differences. V.Y. Mudimbe, who was trained in the Francophone 
tradition of philosophy, argues that the origins of African philosophical prac-
tice lie within the terrains between Western epistemology and anthropology.6 
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Paulin J. Hountondji,7 another African philosopher trained within the Fran-
cophone context, does not make the quest to locate the origins of African 
philosophy his primary concern. rather, his project attempts to establish an 
African practice of philosophy through a systematic critique of ethnophi-
losophy. More recently, there have been fervent criticisms of African forms 
of intellectual discourse—many of which are derived from philosophical dis-
courses—that are marred by the conceptual impasse of developmentalism, 
nativism, and Marxism. These three different strains of thought are quite 
prominent within the Francophonic African mode of philosophizing. Indeed, 
there are other important discourses such as Negritude advocated by Leopold 
Sedar Senghor, Leon Damas, and Aime Cesaire. These various Francophone 
thinkers explore the question of African identities in aesthetically and ideo-
logically intriguing ways.

Anglophone African philosophy was also very much concerned by the 
search for identity.8 And in the preoccupation with this search, figures such 
as Edward Wilmot Blyden, who came from the Danish island of St. Thomas, 
are important. Blyden attempted to fashion a philosophy of subjectivity based 
on an ideology of Africanity. Afterwards, African intellectuals who were also 
nationalist politicians, mainly Kwame Nkrumah, Julius Nyerere, and Nnamdi 
Azikiwe, drew from Blyden’s philosophy of subjectivity in the struggle against 
colonialism and also within the context of a quest to imbibe some of the 
imperatives of modernity. So in this regard, the invention of an Anglophone 
African philosophical practice depended on a quest to establish modern Afri-
can modes of being on the one hand, and the project of dismantling the edi-
fice of colonialism on the other. Thus the emergence of Anglophone African 
philosophy cannot merely be ascribed to purely formalist or academic stimuli. 
The beginnings of Anglophone African discourse were inflected with deeply 
ingrained ideological impulses.

However, as processes of decolonization began to gain hold all over the 
African continent, the thrust for the professionalization of African philosophy 
intensified. Instead of problematizing questions such as “who is an African?,” 
the overriding epistemological problems became “does African philosophy 
exist?” and “what is African philosophy?” As such, a new understanding of 
disciplinarity and its strictures came to the fore. The theoretical problems 
posed by this new conception of disciplinarity prevailed for decades. Other 
subthemes emerged from the attempt to grapple with this conceptual dead-
lock. Apart from the usual preoccupations with the conceptual status of Afri-
canity and philosophy itself, there was a struggle to confront the conundrums 
of modernity and postcoloniality in which a seemingly intractable logic inces-
santly posed a dualism framed by a modernity-versus-tradition problematic. 
This is a problematic that continues to resonate throughout the context of 
African postcoloniality.

It is possible to view the preoccupations of Anglophone African philo-
sophical discourse within two historical epochs: the colonial period and the 
eras after colonialism. The project of Anglophone African philosophy during 
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the colonial era was largely a political one. On the one hand, it sought to 
advance the imperatives of political decolonization, and on the other hand, 
it sought to reclaim a distorted precolonial epistemological heritage for the 
reconstruction of collective African identities. Within the context of actual 
and ongoing decolonization, the project of Anglophone African philoso-
phy became embedded in questions pertaining to ontology and the possible 
avenues meant for its professionalization according to the standards of the 
academy. However, in the quest for the professionalization of the disciplinary 
status of Anglophone African philosophy, many of its practitioners ran into 
a conceptual impasse. Here, the problems of reconciling the contradictions 
between modernity and tradition, and between Westernity and Africanity 
emerged with especial force.9 Also, in the postcolonial era, the political pro-
ject of decolonization that preoccupied African thinkers during the colonial 
period was transformed into a search for disciplinary and ideological relevance 
within the wider sociopolitical context of the nation-building project.

In the terrain of African metaphysics, many Anglophone African philoso-
phers focused on the phenomenon of witchcraft.10 This orientation in African 
metaphysics attempted to grapple with some common perceptions regarding 
collective theories of evil. It also demanded an ethnographic engagement with 
the issue which most philosophers, either through lack of adequate training or 
due to some innate disciplinary inhibitions, were unable to undertake. Argu-
ably, it can be admitted that some of the most productive interrogations of 
the phenomenon of witchcraft occurred within the field of Africanist anthro-
pological studies.11

If there have been Francophone attempts at anthropologizing African phi-
losophy as well as critiques debunking the project of ethnophilosophy, Anglo-
phone African philosophy, on its own part, has not been primarily concerned 
with these two tendencies. The lack of focus on anthropology and ethnophi-
losophy resulted in a partial de-historicization of Anglophone African philos-
ophy by shifting attention from the ravages of intellectual colonization to the 
necessity for a professionalized philosophical practice. This is where there dif-
ferences between British and French modes of philosophical training become 
doubly evident. Within the French tradition of training, emphasis was placed 
on multidisciplinarity and the uses of history. However, the Anglo-Saxon tra-
dition of training much dominated by analytic philosophy stressed the vir-
tues of empiricism and Spartan argumentative rigor. After posing questions 
such as “is there an African philosophy?” “and if so, what is it?,” a number of 
approaches were adopted to surmount them. Indigenous systems of thought 
became important in the search for modern forms of philosophical discourse.

In both the Anglophone and Francophone systems of intellectual training, 
the theme of mental alienation was recurrent. How was the African philoso-
pher supposed to evolve a mode of philosophizing that met the professional 
demands of Western philosophy on the one hand, and the problem of espous-
ing an African identity on the other? It was a theoretical problem that res-
onated at the minutest existential level. Paulin J. Hountondji mounted a 



40  S. OSHA

critique against ethnophilosophy and also carried out examinations of the dis-
course of ideological decolonization through his critiques of Nkrumah in a 
bid to establish an authentic African philosophical practice. Kwasi Wiredu12 
addressed the issue by projects of conceptual decolonization. In East Africa, 
an orientation known as sage philosophy with practitioners such as Odera 
Oruka emerged. These various debates about the conceptual and professional 
status of African philosophical discourse eventually led to the formulation of 
theoretical grids regarding the discipline.

Peter Bodunrin (1984), a Nigerian philosopher, identified some of the most 
prominent orientations in the emerging discourse. They included professional 
philosophy (and thinkers such as Kwasi Wiredu, Paulin J. Hountondji, and 
Bodunrin himself are named as pioneers of this discursive trend); sage philoso-
phy; the discourse of ethnophilosophy as advanced by Placide Tempels, Alexis 
Kagame, and their disciples; and finally the nationalist/ideological orientation 
in which figures such as Nkrumah and Nyerere were prominent. This con-
ceptual grid had a particularly broad impact within the West African region 
for several years. Unfortunately, Bodunrin did not demonstrate the extent to 
which his grid was feasible. In the attempt to professionalize his philosophical 
practice, he neglected to interrogate the problematics of identity which Kwasi 
Wiredu, a Ghanaian philosopher, succeeded in doing according to Bodunrin’s 
mode of classification. Masolo’s study13 is a more comprehensive exposition of 
this grid from a historical perspective and its relations to the problematic of 
identity. Even though a number of other philosophers14 addressed the predom-
inant orientations in Anglophone African philosophical practice, it remained to 
be seen how the foundational conceptual grid could be transcended.

Kwame Anthony Appiah15 transformed the tempo and orientation of 
Anglophone African philosophy in many ways. Although Appiah was trained 
in the Anglo-Saxon analytic tradition of philosophy, he broadened the scope 
of discursive interests within the field to include a number of areas that had 
previously been the preserve of continental philosophy and postmodern stud-
ies. In order to accomplish this disciplinary transformation, Appiah in a man-
ner similar to V.Y. Mudimbe’s project, addressed the legacy of Blyden and 
other central figures of pan-Africanism. In this way, history which had hith-
erto been excluded from the analytic tradition of Anglophone African phi-
losophy became a prominent site of inquiry. Other discourses interrogated by 
Appiah included postcolonialism, postmodernism, race, literature, and cos-
mopolitanism. The key intention in the examination of these various catego-
ries was to unravel the problematic nature of African identities.

In this way, Appiah’s project contained a powerful critique of unanimism 
and cultural homogeneity. This particular aspect of his project extended the 
preoccupations of Hountondji. In addition, Appiah’s critique included a 
reformulation of the modernity/tradition problematic as it affected the func-
tioning of authorial agency. Finally, Appiah’s entire project can be seen as 
bridging the divide that had separated Anglophone African philosophy from 
its Francophone counterpart. It was a project that stressed the importance of 
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transnationality, liminality, and the subjectivities of difference. By raising these 
kinds of questions and also addressing them, Appiah changed the course and 
parameters of Anglophone African philosophy in significant terms. In doing 
so, he had moved beyond Bodunrin’s conceptual grid by his attempts at de-
ghettoizing the African continent and conceiving it as a universal category of 
thought. Significantly, Appiah has had a significant impact on Francophone 
orders of thought as can be seen in the work of unabashed Afropolitans. 
However, contemporary Anglophone African philosophers trained in the ana-
lytic tradition are yet to explore the full potentials of these discoveries.

For instance, Appiah’s considerable focus on race while eminently suitable 
within sociocultural context of the United States, is only immediately use-
ful in South Africa and not West Africa or perhaps even East Africa for that 
matter. Also, Appiah’s explorations of the politics of transnationality and cos-
mopolitan notions of difference are far removed from the dynamics of surviv-
alism that characterizes much of the African continent. Thus the categories 
of race and class (undoubtedly, his cosmopolitanism stems from his postin-
dustrial location) might be what in the short term limited the spread of his 
ideas. In addition, the full impact of his discoveries might not have been per-
ceived due to lingering conceptions of identity (which owe much to conven-
tional notions of place, belonging, and citizenship) that have not yet learnt to 
cope with the complexities of transnationality, liminality, and the politics of 
difference. Furthermore, because Appiah’s project questioned in an effective 
manner the traditional boundaries of analytic forms of African philosophy, his 
project encountered a measure of indifference when not outright resistance. 
Nonetheless, Appiah’s project as mentioned is multilayered. It is an impor-
tant attempt to move beyond the creative impasse of analytic tendency of 
Anglophone African philosophy and also highlight the numerous difficulties 
involved in unraveling the nature of contemporary African identities and their 
conditions of possibility.

At the moment, Anglophone African philosophy confronts an impasse that 
ultimately leads to a number of options; it could continue along the paths 
identified by Bodunrin in his conceptual grid; or it could shake off the draw-
backs of the analytic tradition in order to explore more systematically the dis-
coveries made by Francophone African philosophy and the key proponents 
of this orientation such as Mudimbe and Hountondji. There is also the issue 
of relevance to consider. In other contexts, it has been termed a crisis.16 The 
crisis of ideological relevance, in part, stems from the emergence and growing 
pertinence of other intellectual domains within the African academy that pro-
duced literary, historical, political, and sociological discourses of considerable 
accomplishment. Indeed, there is pressure on African philosophers to match 
the gains made in those other areas of intellectual production.

Understandably, the problematics of identity, modernity, language, and 
contemporary governance that confront African philosophers also emerged in 
other disciplines. Ngugi Wa Thiongo,17 the Kenyan novelist and theorist of 
culture, addressed the problem of intellectual and ideological decolonization 
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by foregrounding the question of knowledge. For him, decolonization did 
not merely entail a dismantling of the political institutions of colonialism. The 
colonial legacy led to a far-reaching transformation of mental consciousness 
of colonized African subjects, and Ngugi Wa Thiongo argued that the quest 
for liberation ought to begin with the being of language. As such, Africans 
were encouraged to reclaim their identities through the adoption of indig-
enous languages since the language of the colonizer was also an instrument of 
subjugation and cultural erasure.

In the domain of social science, the problematics of modernity and gov-
ernance within the ongoing processes of decolonization were equally central. 
Peter Ekeh,18 a prominent African political scientist, attempted to grapple with 
the various implications of the problems by proffering that the typical African 
public sphere was marked by a contestation between the primordial domain 
and the modern, civic sphere. The conceptual split between these two dispa-
rate domains created confusion in projects and institutions of African govern-
ance. Mahmood Mamdani19 another political scientist from Uganda builds 
upon Ekeh’s blueprint by exploring broader terrains in most of the regions 
of contemporary Africa notably, East Africa, West Africa, and Southern Africa. 
Mamdani’s contribution, though, is not largely theoretical. His study of the 
rwandan tragedy of 199420 explores the construction of political identities 
as enforced by the colonial imperative and how it affects notions of ethnicity. 
In this way, he suggests that postcoloniality is always marked by competing 
modalities, some of which are modern while others are premodern. Mam-
dani’s theoretical insights are reinforced by gains derived from practical field-
work. Mamdani’s ability to combine the strengths of theory and praxis puts 
him ahead of many Anglophone African philosophers who in dealing with the 
problems of modernity and identity have only theory on which to rely.

In South Africa, the picture is slightly different. Here, the main issue is 
the question of de-apartheidization. And within this equation race features 
prominently. Of course, questions pertaining to ethnicity, Africanization, 
and postmodernity are also prominent. All these various questions are lead-
ing to diverse interrogations as to what Africanity means. In many instances, 
the figure of Frantz Fanon is evoked to amalgamate the differences between 
colonizer and colonized, modernity and premodernity, and also for critiques 
of the age of neoliberalism. In this way, Fanon transcends the original colo-
nial context and becomes an omnipresent agent of postmodernity. Indeed, 
his work is often deployed to reconcile the sociopolitical divisions caused by 
understandings of competing notions of race, conceptions of identity and citi-
zenship, and various readings of the colonial legacy. Indeed Fanon’s work is 
seen to straddle these diverse domains.

loss and recognition

As the ravages of the neoliberal age are more keenly felt within African shores, 
African governments who fund universities and their academic programs 
exert pressure on philosophy departments to demonstrate more directly their 
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sociopolitical relevance. As such, Anglophone philosophers are being com-
pelled to revisit topics such as democracy, the construction of civil society, 
human rights, environmental awareness, urban security, gender, arts, and cul-
ture. Of course, some of these topics have long been central in ancient philos-
ophy, but the contemporary treatment of them requires research skills drawn 
from ethnography and many philosophers are not trained in this regard. 
This particular kind of pressure is increasingly thrusting Anglophone African 
philosophers into the domain of social science in the bid to access research 
grants. In this way, a transdisciplinarity that is essentially market driven is 
being enforced. This development is occurring in conjunction with the pres-
sures of transdisciplinarity generated by internal debates within the field. 
Clearly, the strictures of analytic philosophy are not meant to confront these 
challenges. The analytic divide of Anglophone African philosophy requires 
different conceptual schemes to cope with these disciplinary limitations and 
pressures. There is a need to transform the field according to internally gener-
ated pressures towards transdisciplinarity on the one hand, and the external 
pressures exerted by the changing demands of the neoliberal age on the other. 
The ability to evolve the necessary implements to overcome them has a direct 
bearing on the future orientations of the domain.

Also, we must note that Anglophone and Francophone African philoso-
phers are often confronted by the same set of theoretical problems even when 
separated by factors of language, geography, ideology, and intellectual train-
ing. The apparent divisions that had separated the two modes of philosophi-
cal practice within the context of late colonialism and the subsequent era of 
decolonization are no longer tenable in all circumstances. In other words, 
instances of overlapping do occur and more of them are likely as the twin fac-
tors of continuing decolonization and processes of contemporary globaliza-
tion are strengthened. Within the African continent, these factors are bound 
to differing scenarios of postcoloniality on the one hand, and uneven integra-
tion into global modes of organization on the other, both of which are likely 
to influence theoretical ways of speaking about Africa.

the school of wiredu and its detractors

The school of Kwasi Wiredu has had a remarkable impact on contemporary 
traditions of African philosophy. Wiredu’s approach is both a theory and pro-
gram. The theory involves a critical engagement with an indigenous African 
culture with a view to ridding it of anachronistic tendencies and elements. 
On the other hand, it also incorporates an evaluative dialogue with modernity 
in order to locate Africanity’s role in the process. There is therefore a clear-
eyed rationality in Wiredu’s approach that neither unduly panders to African-
ity nor inordinately celebrates the glamor of modernity. African philosophers, 
especially within the Anglophone sector, have found it appealing to follow in 
his footsteps in interrogating both modernity and Africanity as a dual process 
employing a methodology that is at once deconstructive and reconstructive. 
It is interesting that the unassuming workmanlike quality of this approach has 
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found many acolytes in African philosophical circles precisely because of its 
lack of pandering to Western tastes and expectations.

Afropolitanism,21 on the other hand, is a fashionable trend within certain 
Africanist circles. It is indeed a far cry from Wiredu’s project of conceptual 
decolonization in that its primary audience is Western. It prides itself for its 
cosmopolitan antecedents and orientation, which is really another way of 
excluding Africa in the conversation about itself and making its advocates a 
new breed of native informants of usually questionable credentials. There is 
nothing remiss about speaking for oneself as an African, but there is some-
thing disagreeable about electing to speak for an entire continent while at the 
same time ignoring it. This involves the worst kind of pandering, a level of 
irresponsibility that is quite new in African intellectual circles.

In addition, Wiredu’s insights lead to a collective vision that many Afri-
can scholars readily identify with, unlike those of his peers such as Mudimbe 
and perhaps also Hountondji. Through the course charted by Wiredu, it is 
indeed possible to build a philosophical practice from scratch, as opposed to 
Mudimbe’s sometimes excessive iconoclasm and idiosyncrasy which are often 
not readily digestible. Afropolitanism by contrast smacks of faddism without 
real transformative potential.

However, the remark about Mudimbe’s iconoclasm ought to be qualified. 
Mudimbe articulates an African philosophico-anthropological presence within 
the heart of a supposed cipher identified by the Western imperial project. In 
calling into question the veracity of this presumed cipher, Mudimbe makes 
a contrarian gesture that is ultimately radical in its impact. But its ultimate 
effect is not to build a sustainable philosophical edifice; instead it is to pin-
point inconsistencies, falsehoods, and silences regarding the African subject 
within the materiality of the Western intellectual archive.

It would appear that Afropolitanism isn’t aware of the history and neces-
sity for this kind of project, that is the sort articulated by Mudimbe let alone 
Wiredu; it would appear that that it is ignorant or even dismissive of history 
perhaps because most of it isn’t palatable. It would rather be bought over by 
the illusory signs and symbols of late capitalism which claim that struggle is 
now meaningless and desire can be satiated. In its most confident moments, 
Afropolitanism even denies its isolation, ideological vacuity, and often shallow 
and regressive individualism for an apparently all-inclusive cosmopolitanism 
that negates questions of class, race, and nationality because it is convenient 
to do so.

Wiredu’s work and example serve as a bulwark against these question-
able Afropolitan encroachments in that they are perennially regenerative and 
not merely decorative. As it is, Afropolitanism seeks to stand for Africanity 
broadly identified by absolving itself of the responsibility to speak within the 
continent about it and in a manner that is devoid of undue pandering and 
also with a mode of address that directly addresses the continent. Instead, 
it chooses to wholly bypass the continent while celebrating its marginal, 
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self-congratulatory pretensions to non-African audiences. Afropolitanism 
might be a reality, but it is an exclusive and exclusionary one that is unrep-
resentative of the realities and aspirations of the vast majority of Africans as it 
simply disqualifies them from participating in its own self-contented mono-
logue. Its thirst for apology, to ingratiate itself at all costs, robs it of both 
power and credibility.

Also evident in Afropolitanism is a consumerist aestheticization of African-
ity; a superficial tourism of disconnect that seeks to breathe impossible life 
into capitalism’s most diseased parts; to seek, in spite of all, to become the 
oppressor’s accomplice regardless of the unsavory verities of history, collec-
tive trauma, and millennial violence. Perhaps not all aspects of Afropolitanism 
are thoroughly negative. However, its most glaring shortcoming is in seeking 
to speak to the world even before it acknowledges itself; instead, it seeks to 
engulf the world, hold it in an infantilized embrace while at the same time 
losing the self-awareness to identify its historical and intellectual mission; its 
disconcerting hunger for widespread acceptance on a fundamentally ineq-
uitable global stage is nothing short of embarrassing. Afropolitanism then 
becomes a commodity necessarily prettified for unproblematic global con-
sumption. And when this becomes the case, nothing radical or truly genera-
tive can emerge from it.

As such, Afropolitanism is basically a label—it cannot really be regarded 
as a movement yet—that has more to do with brief gestures and positionali-
ties within the global cultural economy than with a movement of crystallized 
ideas or real ideological ferment. It is thus first and foremost an indication of 
social and cultural privilege with little regard to the conditions under which 
the vast majority of Africans conduct their lives.
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CHAPTEr 4

A Philosophical re-reading of Fanon, 
Nkrumah, and Cabral in the Age 

of Globalization and Postmodernity

Teodros Kiros

In this chapter, I will examine three themes to which Frantz Fanon, Kwame 
Nkrumah, and Amilcar Cabral devoted life-long reflections. The first is the 
issue of the black self, and Fanon’s reflection on this. The second concerns 
the idea of the African personality and Nkrumah’s thought. And the last 
relates Cabral to the construction of an autonomous socialist path for Africa. 
Each of these themes will constitute the three parts of this chapter.

fanon and the african/black self

The nature and historical ordeals of the black self are first articulated in 
Frantz Fanon’s foundational 1952 text, Black Skin, White Masks. In that 
book, Fanon asks what it means to be black. He answers, “The black man has 
two dimensions. One with his fellows and the other with the white man… 
That this self-division is a direct result of colonialist subjugation is beyond 
question.”1 Fanon is careful to emphasize, as Lewis Gordon, one of his pre-
mier interpreters, points out,2 that his characterization does not apply to all 
blacks and whites. As Fanon put it in the Introduction to Black Skin, White 
Masks, “Many Negroes will not find themselves in what follows. This is 
equally true of many whites.”3 The analysis focuses on unhealthy blacks and 
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unhealthy whites, products of colonial subjugation. This crucial point is often 
overlooked in Fanon studies, leading to misreading.

In his detailed psycho-existential and phenomenological analysis of the 
alienated black self, Fanon is wisely conscious that there are many healthy 
blacks and whites that do not fit the description, and once the analysis that 
follows is performed, then the distorted reality which it depicts will also 
be destroyed by political action, led by the African self, as will be done in 
Fanon’s last, world famous book, The Wretched of The Earth. The alienated 
black is an Other to herself. She is neither black nor white. The alienated 
black has no identity except for the peculiar kind of blackness that is imposed 
by the white man. The alienated black is a construction of white coloniza-
tion. That identity is niggerization. The black is now a nigger, a non-being. 
The black person is now simply called a “Dirty Nigger.” Or, simply, “Look, a 
Negro.”4

Of course, Fanon, the conscious analyst of this distorted condition, imme-
diately notes, “Look, a Negro!” “It was true. It amused me…but I rejected all 
immunization of the emotions. I wanted to be a man, nothing but a man.”5 
Fanon, the medical doctor, is contending that the black came to this world to 
be celebrated and accepted like any other human being, to be a human being. 
The black does exactly that to tragically discover that alienated whites do not 
recognize her as a human being like any other, but a black non-human, an 
object among other objects, like chairs and tables, without an ontological sta-
tus. The medical doctor here is observing the black condition as a narrator 
who knows who he is. Fanon, the critic, is diagnosing the unhealthy black  
and white condition.

It is as if Fanon, the proud black doctor, wants to answer back and say, 
“Look, a handsome black man with a rich global history.” Indeed, that 
is exactly what he must have said in his heart, the organ of living thought. 
But that is another matter. The black that is now simply a nigger is scripted 
and narrated by the white man. The white man knows the black as a nigger. 
The black is fixed by language and is in language. The black is constructed 
by the white gaze; the look which knows the nigger as if the black person is 
“a chemical solution…fixed by a dye.”6 The black as a nigger, a non-being, 
without an ontology. Where there is no being, there is no ontology. The 
nigger is without a human structure, and inhabits the zone of non-being, a 
“sterile and arid region.”7

In order for the black person to have an ontology two conditions must be 
present: (1) that there is a human being whose structure could be described, 
(2) that there are customs and traditions which affirm the black’s existence. 
The colonizers systematically destroyed both conditions. In this way the black 
person’s being was erased. The erasure was conducted in order to argue that 
the black person is not fully human. Therefore, the black person is inferior to 
the white person, and ontology does not apply to the black. The black there-
fore, is simply a nigger, without being and without history.
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Fanon, the critic, is therefore insisting that the alienated black is not 
merely a nigger but a human being. The black person now discovers that his/
her ancestors are founders of world civilizations; that they originated phi-
losophy, astronomy, mathematics; were the teachers of Thales, Pythagoras, 
Plato, Aristotle, and many more; and that they carved pyramids, obelisks, and 
churches out of stone in Egypt and Ethiopia.8 Also, the black person now 
knows there are alienated blacks who deny their blackness. Fanon, the critic, 
is not one of them. He describes the alienated black condition in order to 
destroy it through practice. Analysis must precede action. Diagnosis leads to 
prognoses. Fanon, the medical doctor, has diagnosed the black condition in 
its niggerized and alienated form. The rehabilitation of the alienated Negro 
requires objective diagnoses of her condition.

The Global South is a source of values of all kinds and not merely 
the house of niggers who are good for nothing, and who must be kept in 
their place by force if necessary. As Fanon puts it, “I feel in myself a soul as 
immense as the world, truly a soul as deep as the deepest of rivers, my chest 
has the power to expand without limit…without responsibility, straddling 
Nothingness and Infinity, I began to weep.”9 Weeping is cathartic. Weeping is 
a revolutionary release of repressed anger. It paves the road towards freedom, 
towards the tranquilly of Truth. The Truth is that the Black is not merely a 
sexual machine, a criminal, a biological danger, but a human being who was 
colonized, exploited, lynched, enslaved, and despised by a capitalist society, 
denuded of his ontology and buried in the zone of non-being.10 These facts 
are documented in the brilliant pages of Black Skin, White Masks.

The prognoses to the diagnoses of Black Skin, White Masks are now 
offered in The Wretched of the Earth. These two texts are intimately con-
nected. In Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon is already pointing toward The 
Wretched of the Earth, when he notes that the black must be actional (pro-
active) to change the alienated black condition.11 Actionality is the neces-
sary and sufficient condition for overcoming the paralysis of blackness in the 
black world that Black Skin, White Masks presented. I dub The Wretched of the 
Earth the philosophical and political construct of the actional imaginary. In 
the Wretched of The Earth, the black person speaks and acts as an African. The 
Black is now an African Self. The Wretched of the Earth begins with a call for 
actionality, when Fanon writes, “Decolonization is a violent phenomenon…it 
is a program of complete disorder.”12 These powerful words have not always 
been understood clearly. Many have used this observation to portray Fanon as 
the apostle of violence. And yet Fanon is not cavalierly instructing the African 
person to take up arms and butcher their colonizers. Fanon does not advocate 
violence anywhere. rather, the argument must first be put analytically.

X is Y
Therefore,
B is also Y.
X is Colonialism
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Y is violent
B is decolonization
Y is violent
In other words, for Fanon, the violence in the colonial relationship is 

“built in,” and therefore it cannot be a matter of advocating it. The relation-
ship between colonization and decolonization is fated to take the tragic form 
of counter-violence in the new form of revolutionary violence. It is in this 
sense that colonization, which gave us the black as a nigger by using guns, 
bayonets, books, and religion to distort the personality of the black, can be 
overhauled in the same way it came—through violence. The black that has 
discovered her Africanity and affirms this new African Self by actionality must 
now dissolve the structures of violence, which produced the alienated black 
condition. revolutionary violence must normalize the abnormality of the 
colonial condition and the equally abnormal blacks and whites, which it has 
produced.

Violence as action frees the alienated black who was forced to hate herself. 
Fanon contends, “At the level of individuals, violence is a cleansing force.”13 
It empowers the African native to celebrate her history, her language, her 
customs and traditions, the necessary and sufficient condition of articulat-
ing the black ontology as diagnosed in Black Skin, White Masks. The African 
self now learns that the white person is just another human, neither inferior 
nor superior but a violator of the rights of the African. Colonialism was the 
organized form of this violation. This violation of African rights must now be 
combated by action, by giving one’s life to restore the stolen African legacy. 
The African now knows that the white man can be defeated and decoloniza-
tion must happen.14 Violence humbles the white colonizer who thinks he is a 
member of a superior race and lives it, once the colonized blacks defeat him; 
and it empowers the colonized blacks to confront the colonizers and realize 
the process of decolonization, at the rendezvous with revolutionary history. 
In the end, violence cleanses both the colonizer and the colonized of hate, of 
the superiority and inferiority complexes.

Decolonization however was not fully supported by the African intellec-
tual. The African intellectual is an opportunist, whereas the African masses 
have nothing to lose if they give their total commitment to the decoloniz-
ing project. For the African masses, the struggle to free themselves from the 
brutalities of colonization is a moral and political imperative. For the African 
intellectuals, it is an opportunity which they can afford to miss if the coloniz-
ers buy them through money and ranks. At this point, decolonization enters 
a new phase of creating tension between the exploited masses who want to 
fight the colonizers to the bitter end and the alienated African intellectu-
als who seek to put a brake on the continental struggles. The masses have 
nothing to lose from continuing the fight, whereas the shortsighted oppor-
tunistic intellectuals want to sit on cushy positions and look down on the 
shantytowns of globalization. Contemporary globalization is propelled by the 
silence of pseudo African leaders, sucking the leftovers of neo-colonialism. 
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The intellectuals founded non-inclusive political parties; they ignore the back-
bone of decolonization, namely the peasantry which in turn fundamentally 
mistrusts the party leaders. The political parties along with the unions, which 
organize the workers of the city, do not trust one another. As Fanon put it, 
“The Unions, the parties, or the government in a kind of immortal Machi-
avellian fashion all make use of the peasant masses as a blind, inert tactical 
force: brute force, as it were.”15

Fanon was an acute observer of spontaneous violence unrestrained by 
political reason. He warned against the dangers of the spontaneity of the 
angry African masses. Fanon, the philosopher of actionality, advises that 
the peasantry, along with the lumpenproleteriat of the shantytowns, must 
now be restrained. Spontaneous violence and brute force must now be con-
trolled. The decolonial project led by the political parties must be rethought 
and actionlity must be organized. His experience in the Algerian FLN taught 
him a lesson first hand: that spontaneity is only a sufficient condition for the 
earlier phases of decolonization and that a mature decolonization under the 
leadership of a genuine political party must organize the peasantry of the 
countryside, the workers of the cities, and the lumpenproleteriat. Algeria is 
the focus of this anatomy of a dying colonialism.16

Fanon is now a theorist of revolutionary violence. For Fanon, disorganized 
spontaneity leads to blind nationalism without a purpose. Genuine national-
ism must be organized by a national consciousness and the two are not the 
same. Nationalism is organized by opportunistic intellectuals who founded 
nationalistic political parties without a vision of the common good of the 
African continent. By this time, Fanon has become a Pan-Africanist. The new 
Africa requires new leaders. Organic leaders must replace the opportunistic 
leaders who exploit the spontaneity of the masses. The new leader is an edu-
cator who organizes spontaneity and replaces it with a disciplined national 
consciousness. This new leader in the form of councils must invite the par-
ticipation of the people to imagine their future. The people’s councils, the 
people’s public fora, must displace political parties. Fanon invites the people 
to directly participate in deciding the needs of the African continent. Action-
ality is now rooted in direct democracy.17 The people represent themselves, 
directly. The pitfalls of nationalism can be avoided only if the people organize 
themselves and plan for their nations, collectively.18 Fanon writes,

No leader, however, valuable he may be, can substitute himself for the popular 
will; and the national government, before concerning itself about international 
prestige, ought first to give their dignity to all citizens, fill their minds and feast 
their eyes with human things, and create a prospect that is human because con-
scious and sovereign men dwell therein.19

The self-hating nigger of Black Skin, White Masks is now a citizen conscious 
of her ontology and capable of articulating a vision for a continent proud of 
its national cultures. The bad habits of the colonial world are replaced by 
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the customs and traditions of the peasantry. The life world of the peasantry 
is reinvigorated and embraced critically but lovingly and respectfully.20 The 
bad customs are rejected and the good customs and practices are valued and 
treated as potential sources of an African imaginary. Africa is now a source 
of universal values for the human species, a home for new human beings for 
the world. This theme was also analyzed painstakingly in his Toward the Afri-
can Revolution, a collection of brilliant essays, which were published [posthu-
mously] in 1964. As Fanon put it, “This new humanity cannot do otherwise 
than define a new humanism both for itself and for others.”21 Fanon is not 
an apostle of violence but an original globalist from the neglected south, who 
analyzed and helped destroy the process of niggerization and replaced it with 
a new globalist radical humanism, anchored on direct democracy.

kwame nkrumah and the african Personality

Nkrumah begins his Consciencism by examining the history of philosophy in 
three brilliant chapters which provide a masterful understanding and judicious 
critique of the Western philosophical tradition. Then he writes,

The history of a nation is, unfortunately, too easily written as the history of its 
dominant class. But if the history of a nation, or a people, cannot be found in 
the history of a class, how much less can the history of a continent be found in 
what is not even a part of it—Europe. Africa cannot be validly treated merely as 
the space in which Europe swelled up.22

For Nkrumah, African liberation presupposes the existence of an African Self 
knowledgeable and proud of African history, eager to document the achieve-
ments of African people everywhere, as part and parcel of global history. 
Critically conscious scholars of all nationalities must understand African his-
tory through an African lens. All that the historian must be is honest, critical, 
informed, and unprejudiced by his background, particularly if he is from the 
Global North. The necessary and sufficient qualification for the task is a blend 
of intelligence, integrity, compassion, and a passion for truth.

In Chap. 5, Nkrumah enters the heart of his philosophical project, Con-
sciencism, the very title of his book. Personality is nothing more than a con-
scious moral organization of the human self. African personality, therefore, is 
a conscious moral organization of the African self as this historically trauma-
tized self withstood the savageries and barbarisms of all those who enslaved 
and colonized Africans everywhere. The critically conscious African personal-
ity is guided by historical facts about the African past and is keenly aware of 
African possibilities, which grow out of the class struggles, which are waged 
both among Africans and against the imperial project of neo-colonialism, 
which Nkrumah designated as the last stage of capitalism. The fundamental 
thesis of Consciencism is that the African self, and for that matter the human 
self, must be treated as an end, with dignity, with certain inalienable rights. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-59291-0_5
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For Nkrumah, this vision of the self is the organizing principle of the human-
ist and socialist traditions.23

The African personality is a bearer of this principle. The African person’s 
material and non-material needs must be satisfied unconditionally, since 
the African person comes out from matter and matter itself has a spiritual 
grounding, a fact which applies equally to all human beings. The African 
personality, however, must liquidate colonialism and imperialism in order to 
become the bearer of dignity and to become a human end, whose rights can-
not be violated. Central to that project is the end of class struggles within 
Africa, which are linked with colonialism and imperialism.24 This possibility 
requires positive action. Like Fanon, Nkrumah views the African person as 
having agency and a capacity to change the human condition.25

The African Self, according to Nkrumah, draws from three powerful 
sources of ontology: Christianity, Islam, and African socialism. Christianity 
and Islam, as religions, are rooted in idealism; that is, they are ideas outside of 
the realm of matter. African socialism draws from the materialism of Marxism. 
Nkrumah, as a disciplined philosopher, seeks to reconcile idealism and mate-
rialism, so that he can consistently argue that African socialism overcomes the 
dualism of matter and ideas by making both reconcilable sources of the Afri-
can personality. Like Fanon before him and Cabral after him, Nkrumah sees 
the African Personality as a new synthetic whole. The necessary and sufficient 
condition for this original synthesis is African unity. Nkrumah’s foundational 
premise is that in order for this synthesis to occur, a united Africa must col-
lectively overthrow imperialism and colonialism. A united Africa requires a 
new revolutionary organizing principle; African personality is that organizing 
principle. It must provide Africa with a new economic vision, which is African 
Marxism, drawing from an African communitarian tradition, Christianity, and 
Islam.

The African personality can come to being only after decolonization. Class 
rule in Africa must be systematically dismantled, and Africans must be freed 
from any form of exploitation. Socialism is precisely the new democratic form 
which fits the African personality. The new humanity, which Fanon asked 
for in The Wretched of the Earth, can now be realized by the activities of the 
new African personality. The new African personality can give the world the 
much-needed compassion, the spirit of sharing, rich spirituality, and solidar-
ity, which he observed were characteristics of African communities. His point 
is not that African communities singularly own them but more modestly that 
these values, which were once part of humanity, have been destroyed by capi-
talism, whereas they have been preserved in pre-capitalist African values sys-
tems. Nkrumah calls for their reawakening and the possibility of constructing 
new world personalities. Central to this project is the dissolution of capital-
ism and imperialism, which ought to be the activities of workers and peasants 
working in unison and by harmonizing their goals and defining an African 
common good, out of African communitarianism, Islam, and Christianity, the 
three streams of African history.
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cabral, the african self, and the autonomous  
african socialist Path

Amilcar Cabral closely follows Fanon’s and Nkrumah’s visions that the African 
self must draw from the living sources of Africa’s repressed national culture. 
Cabral argues that the African intellectual must return to this source, not to 
fossilize it, but to make it a dynamic fount of African development. For Cabral, 
culture is a force of progress and development. The African self must use the 
past to propel the present, to give the present motion and energy. The people’s 
passions and imaginations can be mobilized by culture. Culture is the people’s 
inner source of creativity and originality. Continental culture can serve as the 
people’s source of actional imaginary and inspiration to engage in a global pro-
ject of constructing new human beings, who are sincere, loving, intelligent, 
and passionate for truth. Cabral reminds us that the people are fighting to bet-
ter their lives by procuring the basic needs of the human being. Beyond that, 
the people hope decolonization can move their lives forward, that the future 
will be infinitely superior to the past. It is this vision, this dream of the pos-
sible, which draws them to join the struggle and fight for those who will come 
after them. The people are aware of their intergenerational obligations.

The people know that the future about which they dream can only come 
about when they resist the violation of their dignities and the contamination 
of their historic personalities. They also know that they must not let the ret-
rogressive facets of culture hold them back. They must create new cultures 
of resistance, new modes of resisting the dead weight of the past, which they 
must combat with the new waves of popular culture created during the time 
of the struggle in association with the new people they meet. Together, they 
construct original revolutionary personalities.26 For Cabral, culture is the 
most potent form of resistance to colonialism and imperialism. Once the 
people become aware that they have a national culture and an identity, they 
cannot be told that they have no ontology as Fanon’s nigger was forced to 
believe. Cabral was acutely aware of this Fanonian insight, which he used to 
organize the resistance in Cape Verde and Guinea Bissau.27

Furthermore, culture, argues Cabral, is a product of history. To the extent 
that a people have a culture, they are by definition a historical people. Cul-
ture is to history, Cabral notes, as a flower is to a plant. We cannot have one 
without the other. The victims of colonialism then must use culture to resist 
internal and external domination. For the people culture is a material force, 
which is also a productive force. In Marxian language, to which Cabral was 
devoted, culture belongs to both the base and the superstructure. Culture is 
simultaneously matter and idea. It influences both. A people with a culture is 
conscious of its material force and its ideational power.28 National liberation 
movements in the end are critically conscious organizers of culture as a mate-
rial and non-material force in their resistance to colonial domination and in 
the articulation of the decolonial project of sustained resistance to colonial-
ism, capitalism, and imperialism at the same time.
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In the first stage of decolonization, popular culture, the cultures of all the 
varied classes—the rural dwellers, the urban dwellers, and the privileged—
must be mobilized. All these variants of culture are important in the resist-
ance against cultural imperialism. As the struggle intensifies and matures, the 
various classes who interact begin to see the cultures as deeply connected. 
Together, they begin to develop new cultures out of their sustained interac-
tions. Suspicions give way to solidarity; racial hostilities defer to human bond-
ing. racism is replaced by humanism. A new humanity begins to be born.29 
All the facets of culture must be used in the struggle against colonialism and 
cultural imperialism. Even the members of the privileged classes, and espe-
cially the bourgeoisie, who have benefitted from colonialism, can change sides 
and become part of the struggle. They must be welcome in the first phase of 
resisting colonialism. For Cabral, the bourgeois class can only be integrated 
into the struggle against colonialism if it first commits class suicide. Simply 
speaking, culture has complex sources of identity and dignity.30

Culture is the most important source of identity insofar as the social struc-
ture in which it is formed is not destroyed. Luckily for Africa the duration of 
colonialism was not sufficiently long to destroy social structures, the founda-
tional sources of what we call identity and dignity. African identities and dig-
nities are intact, in spite of the colonial project of seeking to erase them from 
history. These structures serve a progressive function. returning to them is a 
revolutionary project, simultaneously backward and forward looking, and a 
repository of the past and an expression of the possible.31 Cabral insists that 
first and foremost Africa must be cleansed from vestiges of colonialism and 
imperialism. Like Fanon, he argues that, sadly, the decolonization project 
can only be overthrown by violence. Towards that goal, Cabral throws him-
self into the armed struggle with his brothers and sisters in Cape Verde and 
Guinea-Bissau, making possible the overthrow of colonialism and the attain-
ment of independence, which he did not live to lead, although it was hoped 
that he would be the leader of the non-aligned movement.

Cabral believed that Marxism must be stretched and adjusted to the reali-
ties of the African continent and that Africa must seek its own autonomous 
socialist path.32 He theorized possibilities for the revolutionary human condi-
tion from the perspective of the Global South but aiming at transforming the 
world. For Cabral, the South can be changed only if the North also changes, 
and these processes must take place simultaneously. For him, the African can 
be changed only if the human self changes everywhere. Cabral was an inter-
national revolutionary and not simply a blind provincial nationalist.

conclusion

Fanon, Nkrumah, and Cabral were world figures who acted nationally but 
thought globally. The three of them provide the revolutionary dimension of 
African philosophy. In their hands, philosophy becomes a material and non-
material weapon of transformation of consciousness. All three were convinced 
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that the world could change and that language in concert with consciousness, 
unlike postmodernist cynicisms, can expand our horizons. All three consid-
ered the human as actional, philosophical, and capable of forging new human 
personalities. For all three, the human is a possibility with rich imaginary 
resources from which one could facilitate change. For them, human beings 
can mature in the context of time and constructive upheavals. Moreover, all 
three were committed to a creolized Marxist revolutionary vision of radi-
cal democracy and radical socialism. Fanon advocated that Marxism must be 
stretched to embrace the role of race in the colonial project. Nkrumah adds 
that Marxism can be reconciled with African communities. Cabral concludes 
that the African must seek an autonomous socialist path in concert with a 
radically global socialist path.

The three of them display remarkable erudition and originality as they 
deeply reflect about the African condition but always with a global concern. 
Although they think within the African historical context and about African 
matters, they never lose sight of the fact that Africa is part of the world, the 
origin of the human species, and that all that happens to Africans is deeply 
linked to universal struggles outside of the continent. Fanon, Nkrumah, and 
Cabral are thinkers from the Global South. And as such, they are commit-
ted to change the world by giving it original values, born in the South, but 
belonging to the world. They were crucially aware that the South, home of 
profound values, was mistreated by the colonizers and always regarded as a 
data to be studied in the North by Northern thinkers but not as the origin of 
values, which can be diffused and shared with the North and from which new 
human beings can flourish. These three revolutionary thinkers were radical 
humanists and radical democrats.

For Fanon, theory was a cleanser of the soul and action the motivator of the 
body. For him the objectification and commodification of black people both in 
the hands of whites and blacks must end. For Nkrumah, the African Personal-
ity is a morally organized being who would not subject other human beings 
to unnecessary sufferings through the venom of the shameful and unjusti-
fied existence of classes which exploit others, and which must be expunged 
by revolutionary violence. For Cabral, philosophy itself is a material force. He 
argues that a philophically informed people seeks to know its culture, its his-
tory, and its customs and traditions, and that it can also critically reject cul-
tures which impoverish the soul from cultures which enrich it and that what 
we call identities and dignities arise out of a critical examination of one’s soul. 
The autonomous socialist path, which he chose, can come about only when 
Africans choose the best for the world. For Cabral, the South is a source of  
values which can humanize the world.

Our age is the age of fragmentation by race, class, gender, and sexuality. 
These facts, as important as they are, make it impossible for human beings 
to organize under a core principle, which cuts through the fragmentation. 
Fanon, Nkrumah, and Cabral were aware of the importance of recognizing 
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the fragmentation, but they were intelligently hopeful that the idea of the 
birth of a new human being motivated by passion for justice, truth, peace, 
and prosperity can transcend the fragmentation of our age and replace it by 
the unifying idea of radical humanity. radical humanity can come about after 
the dissolution of capitalism and imperialism. They believed that the fragmen-
tations of our time are constructions of colonialism, slavery, racism, and sex-
ism, and they can be abolished by the activities of new revolutionary subjects 
from the Global South and Global North.

notes

 1.  Fanon (1967: 17).
 2.  Gordon (2015). Gordon also challenges, with compelling counter arguments, 
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 3.  Fanon (1967: 12).
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 15.  Ibid., 123.
 16.  Fanon (1965). In this book, Fanon probes the anatomy of the Algerian revolu-

tion by examining the Algerian family, the role of the media, medicine, and 
revolutionary psychiatry.

 17.  Jane Gordon brilliantly presents Fanon as a theorist of direct democracy 
together with Jean-Jacques rousseau in Gordon (2014).

 18.  Fanon (1963: 148–207). robert (2015) is a great read and its brilliant chapter 
on violence is highly engaging.

 19.  Ibid., 205.
 20.  Ibid., 206–248.
 21.  Ibid., 246.
 22.  Nkrumah (1964: 63). This book is a synthesis of Nkrumah’s major philosophi-

cal and political writings.
 23.  Ibid., 95.
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 25.  ibid., 103.
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 27.  Ibid., 38–41.
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 30.  Ibid., 69.
 31.  Ibid., 60–67.
 32.  For a comprehensive analysis of Cabral’s revolutionary theory see rabaka 

(2014). rabaka’s footnotes are remarkably rich for a mastery of Cabral’s theo-
ries of revolution.
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CHAPTEr 5

Africanizing Philosophy: Wiredu,  
Hountondji, and Mudimbe

D.A. Masolo

introduction

Christianity and Islam had come, settled, and influenced African ways of 
thinking and living long before the arrival of colonial powers that added 
the political dimension to foreign influences on Africans’ indigenous modes 
of thought and social organization. With the arrival of colonial power came 
also the social scientists who quickly became to the colonizers an invaluable 
source of knowledge of the variety of African social structures and ways of 
life. Developing their archives of the notes on the social and cultural world 
of Africans into a new science, anthropologists became responsible for how 
Africans were perceived in their home countries and almost all over the world. 
Studying Africans through the lenses provided by their own cultures, Euro-
pean anthropologists became the authoritative manufacturers of the view that 
Africans lived in primitive conditions in which their beliefs and social struc-
tures were thought of as rudimentary by European standards. By the end 
of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, European 
agents—the missionaries, the anthropologists, and the government adminis-
trators who often doubled as freelance scholars of the knowledge of “Afri-
cans and their ways”—dominated the realm of knowledge in its most general 
sense. They established and ran schools, collected taxes, and administered 
the law. Their dictum on Africa and African people was often considered 
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indisputable and almost law unto itself. Africans’ participation in the creation 
of this knowledge about them was nil. They were merely the subjects.

It is not an exaggeration to claim that the period of colonial presence in 
Africa was the continent’s “dark age.” It was the period when Africans’ pro-
duction of knowledge was denigrated as “use-less,” and as ineffective in 
advancing any understanding of the world in every sense of the term— 
physically, historically, and morally. Blocked from making any meaningful 
advancement by the teachings at the government and missionary schools, the 
knowledge produced and used by indigenous peoples became a losing rival 
of the teachings imparted under the control of the colonial system. Young 
Africans engaged in knowledge acquisition whose appropriateness and effec-
tiveness was assessed at examining centers or syndicates located at European 
universities. The colonizers were convinced that they bore the responsibility 
of bringing civilization to Africans, and they did this by erecting there gov-
ernment systems modeled after those in Europe, and establishing school and 
education systems—both secular and missionary oriented—to pass down 
European value systems. The resulting effect has been referred to as Westerni-
zation or Europeanization. Following political independence, African scholars 
embarked on the parallel project of promoting cultural freedom, particularly in 
the area of education and knowledge from domination by European cannons.

African independence from European domination remains a struggle in 
several areas, both public and private. In the public domain, major policies 
of international relations in both the political and economic sectors are still 
dependent on, or influenced by, the directives given by Western nations with 
large economies that control trade and currency values of poorer nations such 
as many African nations are. Their controlling voices at the key committees of 
the United Nations and the World Bank and International Monetary Fund give 
them the power to control how other nations progress. At the private level, 
many Africans continue to believe that Western products, both material and 
spiritual or mental, are far better than what Africa produces, thus precipitating 
replacement of most things African with European or American products.

Philosophy has not been spared the agony of stagnation due to the bias 
that favors Western philosophical knowledge and production. This bias 
extends and deepens the effects of colonial domination and therefore com-
promises the very idea of liberation from colonialism at its core. Several 
scholars have addressed the malady and also suggested corrective measures. 
Ironically, the Beninois philosopher Paulin Hountondji has lamented the 
extroverted nature of the knowledge produced by Africans.1 In other words, 
the perennial colonial presence in most of us conditions us to be either con-
sumers who prefer Western goods to our own, or producers for Western con-
sumers to whom we export our best products. That we do not produce and 
consume our own goods is what prompts both the Ghanaian philosopher 
Kwasi Wiredu and the Kenyan writer Ngugi wa Thiong’o to address the need 
for “decolonizing the mind.”2
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It is not an exaggeration to claim that there is not one discipline in and 
through which the fight for the recognition of Africa’s autonomy and iden-
tity in the twentieth century has happened more than in philosophy. In the 
conventional political arena, as much as in religious organizations, claims to 
independence of thought and of cultural beliefs and practices have been driven 
by claims to African-born beliefs and thoughts about the universe, about the 
nature of humans, and about ethical and aesthetical values. In other words, 
twentieth century African scholars have borne the task of building the case that 
colonial intrusion and imposition of the cultural values of the peoples whose 
nations created the colonial empires over Africa and African peoples was no 
less than an unjustifiable moral infraction on African human rights. Colonial-
ism was an interference in the normal course of civilizations that had their own 
histories. The retreat of colonial domination opened the space, both political 
and cultural, in which the peoples of Africa would be expected to reorient their 
mental engagement with the world around them. reengaging with African 
beliefs and modes of thought became a priority of postcolonial African intellec-
tual practice. Such movements like the “African socialism” ideologies were part 
of this quest as many African thinkers, some of them doubling as political lead-
ers and statesmen, argued that political independence from European domina-
tion warranted a return to this mode of social organization which they saw 
as indigenous and historically defining of Africa’s cultural identity. Although 
philosophers have not claimed as much of essentializing characteristics about 
Africa or African cultural systems, engaging African concepts in the practice 
of philosophy has been at the center of their own fight for decolonizing the 
mind. In this chapter, I will show how and what three philosophers, Kwasi 
Wiredu of Ghana, Paulin J. Hountondji of Benin, and Valentin Y. Mudimbe 
of the Democratic republic of Congo, have contributed to the endeavors of 
Africanizing philosophy.

kwasi wiredu

Kwasi Wiredu was born in Kumasi, Ghana, in 1931. After his primary and sec-
ondary education in Ghana, he attended Oxford University where he studied 
under Gilbert ryle, the famous British philosopher of mind. This is a topic 
that has taken a central position in Wiredu’s own thought. Also, due to the 
influence of his education, Wiredu’s style of doing philosophy is thoroughly 
analytic, something that has led some commentators to infer that his philos-
ophy is more British than it is African. One of the chief critics of Wiredu’s 
approach to philosophy, as opposed to criticism of any one or more of the 
positions he holds in the exposition of his thought, is Valentin Mudimbe who 
has charged that “Wiredu’s very British Philosophy and an African Culture 
(1980), which among other things ‘teaches’ us that ‘it is a fact that Africa lags 
behind the West in the cultivation of rational inquiry’ (1980: 43) and indicates 
that ‘the ideal way to reform backward customs in Africa must, surely, be to 
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undermine their foundation in superstition by fostering in the people… the 
spirit of rational inquiry in all spheres of thought and belief’ (1980: 45).”3 
We will get to Mudimbe himself later, so for now let it be sufficient to observe 
that the pertinent claim in Wiredu’s work that is put to scrutiny by Mudimbe 
is the former’s sharp criticism of some bad habits in the practice of life among 
Africans that lead people to seek or rely on the explanations of magicians in 
matters of diagnosis of physical illnesses or rough estimations by visual scan-
ning alone in the diagnosis of mechanical breakdowns. It takes no huge effort 
to realize that the grounds for Wiredu’s criticism of careless estimations in 
such matters is his strong belief, which does not require being British, that 
nature has laws which make it function the way it does or should, and that 
when there is a breakdown in the order of nature, there is no other way to 
diagnose the cause(s) of such breakdown except by carefully examining the 
particular natural object in question, whether it is a mechanical object or a liv-
ing organism.

main works

Kwasi Wiredu is the author of many outstanding works of philosophy includ-
ing two collections of essays, an edited anthology of essays, and well over 
one hundred essays and articles published in leading journals in the discipline 
and many book chapters in philosophy texts. A comprehensive bibliography 
of Wiredu’s publications can be found in Barry Hallen’s A Short History of 
African Philosophy (second edition, 2006). The essay collections are Philosophy 
and an African Culture (1980) and Cultural Universals and Particulars: An 
African Perspective (1996), while the anthology is A Companion to African 
Philosophy (2004).

Naturalism

Wiredu is a naturalist, which means that he professes the view that the world 
consists only of natural forces, laws, and phenomena, and that such a world, 
as given to us, is all there is to know. For him, then, the world cannot consist 
of any force or phenomenon which does not adhere to the laws of nature 
as such an occurrence would imply an erroneous law of nature rather than 
a unique non-natural phenomenon. reality is populated by natural things 
which are constituted in their different ways, and natural things are what 
they are by the endowment of the laws of their specific types. Living organ-
isms function the way they do by the strength of what their species endows 
upon them, while mechanical things do so by virtue of having been built by 
humans through application of the laws which organize the mechanical order 
of their making. Wiredu has famously criticized traditional thought for its lack 
of attention to the laws of nature as the only way to explain phenomena in a 
range of areas in the domain of experience, preferring instead to rely on “the 
intuitive, essentially unanalytic, unscientific mode.”4
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As a result of this attitude, serious medical health problems have gone 
undiagnosed, usually with serious consequences for the affected individuals 
due to loss of crucial time taken attending to irrelevant explanations and rem-
edies. Take the following as example of the first case: say my aunt falls sud-
denly ill when her body goes suddenly and seriously numb. She cannot lift 
her left arm or move her left leg. The whole left side of her body descends 
into a dysfunctional state. Who should we turn to in the endeavor to under-
stand her situation and to take measures to help her regain her health? In his 
critique of bad African habits of diagnosis of illnesses, Wiredu explains that 
because illnesses are blamed on witchcraft rather than on biological malaise 
or malfunction, many a villager would revert to the village “witchdoctor,” the 
person who has rendered his or her services to some villagers who seek expla-
nations and remedies for different types of illness they and their relatives con-
tract. Chances are that the “witchdoctor” will offer an explanation—usually 
the nefarious act of some relative who lives many miles away from the affected 
person and who probably might not even have seen the ill person during the 
last 6 months. In addition, the “witchdoctor” is likely to complete his or her 
“treatment” by offering a few herbs and some other materials which, in their 
estimation, would counter the offending malevolence.

Now, according to Wiredu, persons rendered so ill would be better served 
if they were taken to an alternative facility where their complaints would 
be heard and their bodies examined by an appropriately trained and quali-
fied personnel for a possible biological cause. With proper diagnostic care, it 
would likely be found that our aunt may have suffered a stroke, a condition 
that occurs when a blood vessel in the brain ruptures and blood leaks into 
the brain, thereby inhibiting it from giving “commands” that enable specific 
functions of the body. It would be Wiredu’s view that the human body, as 
a natural entity, can be understood from the organizational structure of its 
parts and how they relate to each other and to the external natural world in 
which it exists. For Wiredu, all human experience, moral and epistemologi-
cal experiences included, is grounded in each individual’s biology. Similarly, 
lack of correct attention to mechanical problems has led to widespread dys-
functional appropriation of modern technology as many Africans have tended 
to rely on intuition and guesswork to maintain machinery rather than take 
precise measurements where these are needed for proper maintenance and 
assemblage of tools. Wiredu uses these illustrations to mount a sharp critique 
of Léopold Sédar Senghor for his controversial and widely debated dictum 
that Africans rely on intuition and emotion as a mode of knowing the world 
around them. In turn, he too has been criticized, perhaps for these very 
remarks and other related ones, for being “very British.”5

To anchor his naturalist philosophy, Wiredu argues that human experi-
ence ought to be understood on account of biology, and that even univer-
sal norms are to be accounted for on the basis of this primacy.6 Of special 
importance to this view are the ideas of truth as an epistemological norm and 
the moral law. The foundation of these two, for him, lies not just in how 
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the human body is constituted, but also in the fact that human corporeal-
ity is, in its relational existence, the basis of the realization of the mediatory 
value of morals as regulatory principles for living with our fellow humans. 
This implies that neither truth nor the moral law is acquired a priori from 
transcendental sources.

Epistemological Naturalism

Wiredu’s epistemological naturalism is grounded in his now famous say-
ing that “truth is opinion,” by which he means that although there may be 
objective truth, it is virtually unknowable through experience as this takes 
place only from a point of view. Put very simply, he argues that we all experi-
ence the world from some point of view, both subjectively and objectively. 
From the point of view of the subject, we know the world only as our senses 
give it to us. And since our senses are unlikely to be identical with those of 
another person, we all experience the world differently as our senses alone 
allow. Additionally, objects in the external world present themselves to our 
experience only under specific conditions, thus making it hard for anyone 
experiencing them to encounter them, according to the now-famous Kantian 
dictum, “as they are in themselves.” On both accounts, then, we can only 
experience the world from a point of view. In Wiredu’s view, the claim, usu-
ally considered to lie at the core of the old British empiricism, that we can 
experience the world objectively is tantamount to claiming, in Wiredu’s own 
words, “that we can experience the world as it cannot actually be experi-
enced.” That the external world has an independence from how a knower 
relates to it cognitively is not refuted as it is built on a common sense truth 
(we do not create the object of our cognitive experiences), but that we can 
know it as it is independently of our own senses and other conditions of its 
availability is a different matter.

But what about the use of science to describe the external world? There 
is no doubt that science contributes greatly to how we know the nature of 
the external world in its composite smallest elements and structures. While 
this advantage is undeniable, for example, in knowing matter as composed 
of quarks and leptons as its smallest building blocks, we do not move around 
catching these units of matter in our everyday dealings with objects around 
us, and we do not exclaim, “Look, there goes a heap of quarks or leptons!” 
while pointing at a bicycle. No, we exclaim so because we are drawing some-
one’s attention to a vehicle of movement. We do not see or touch leptons 
and quarks. In other words, we experience the objects they have built, and 
these are the objects of our epistemological discourses about truth, as leptons 
and quarks themselves will be indifferent to whether my bicycle is green or 
blue to my vision. Wiredu himself expounds this point by making reference to 
the British philosopher Bishop George Berkeley’s famous paradoxical dictum, 
namely that for physical things to exist is the same as to be perceived, which, 
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for Wiredu, restores the cognitive relation to reality, but certainly without 
Berkeley’s idealist extravaganza.7

What is the natural relation between knowledge formation and truth 
claims? Because the idea of truth is so central to the concept of knowledge 
as explained or theorized in the English tradition, Wiredu explains the natu-
ral train of thought that leads from how we become aware of the world to 
how we make truth claims about what we know. He explains that in our ordi-
nary or natural awareness of the world around us, we simply form statements 
about what it is we know. The statements that describe awareness at that level 
are called primary statements (such as “Nairobi is the capital of Kenya”), and 
they are not statements of truth claims. In other words, our knowledge that 
“Nairobi is the capital of Kenya” does not come in the form “It is the case 
that Nairobi is the capital of Kenya,” also expressible as “It is true that Nairobi 
is the capital of Kenya.” rather, truth claims (such as that a statement is true 
or false) are properties of comparative statements, namely that they emerge 
only when a primary statement (“Nairobi is the capital of Kenya”) is compara-
tively confronted by another one (such as “Kisumu is the capital of Kenya,” 
or “Nairobi is not the capital of Kenya”), in which case a need arises for an 
observation of the truth status of the primary statement. Only then do we say, 
in respect to the primary statement, that “It is the case that Nairobi is the 
capital of Kenya,” or that “It is true that Nairobi is the capital of Kenya.” Oth-
erwise, primary statements, whether they are the original or comparative ones, 
are statements of opinion. But because comparative statements are themselves 
statements of opinion, that is, statements from a point of view, it follows that 
all primary statements like “Nairobi is the capital of Kenya” are opinions, and 
are believed by their locutors or asserters to be true. In Wiredu’s view, then, 
some logicians in the Western tradition assume too much when they argue 
that any statement of fact implies assertion of truth, namely, as in our example, 
that “it is the case that Nairobi is the capital of Kenya.”

So, one may ask, what is it that makes a statement true? In this regard, 
Wiredu refers to the Polish philosopher Alfred Tarski’s famous semantic view 
that “p is true if p.” That is, “Nairobi is the capital of Kenya” if Nairobi is 
the capital of Kenya. Wiredu demolishes the implication in this view that 
there is a state of affairs in the external world against which the truth value 
of a statement about it can be objectively assessed. In other words, if pri-
mary statements about experience are statements of opinion, there is no way 
of transcending them to objective statements about the external world which 
describe the external world as it cannot be experienced. This, says Wiredu, is 
a contradiction. Wiredu defends his view of “truth is opinion” with reference 
to the Akan language which, in his rendition, bears a moral element. To say 
in Akan that “It is the case that…” is to claim that something, the content or 
object of a claim, “is as it is.” This claim, in Wiredu’s view, refers not to the 
object in the external world, but to how it is perceived (present) in the mind. 
Thus to claim that “something is as it is,” or “things are as they are,” is in 
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reference to the mental object and not to the one in the external world. This 
is the object of the term Nokware, “to speak with one voice,” which means 
“to be truthful” about the reporting of what is there.

Epistemological naturalism incorporates both a psychological or phenom-
enological aspect in that it involves a description of the content of our aware-
ness or mind, and a moral component in that it involves a requirement that 
one describes such content with honesty. Wiredu’s view about knowledge is 
that it is a constant inquiry. While not denying the objective existence of the 
external world independently of the experience of it, he claims, as we have 
shown, that it is the objective experience of such states that is impossible. 
This, in his view, calls for marshaling all possible methods of inquiry, espe-
cially scientific methods, in pursuit of truth.

Moral Naturalism

How would you feel if you were robbed or stolen from? Wiredu’s moral 
theory is one which endeavors to sift morality proper from non-humanistic 
sources. He argues in particular that people often tend to derive their moral 
beliefs from supernatural sources such as commands handed down from the-
istic sources (God’s commands) or from the authority of ancestors (handed 
down by ancestors to the living). Wiredu argues that neither one of the 
sources considers morals for what they are supposed to be worth, namely 
human well-being. In whatever tradition the two sources may be found, they 
are meant for those who are feeble in the mind. Those who are gifted with 
mental abilities will instead view morality from the point of view of the effect 
of moral conduct on the well-being of those whom they affect. When asked 
why people should not steal, mentally feeble people will either make recourse 
to the commands given by a deity (“Thou shall not steal”), and so will either 
act or of refrain from acting in cases pertaining to other people’s property on 
the strength of this command, or they will claim that it is the customary law 
handed down from the ancestors.

Clear-minded persons will, instead, argue that taking other people’s prop-
erty without their tacit permission is likely to cause them pain and suffering 
emanating from the loss. Their position is based on both observed and likely 
instances of such cases of pain and suffering that would accrue from theft 
which is a pure consideration of the human condition. It is this view which 
drives Wiredu to reorder the German philosopher Immanuel Kant’s appeal 
to the categorical imperative. While Kant considers the categorical imperative 
as a law written in the nature of humans that emanates from a collaboration 
between reason and the will, and so views morality as being about the duty 
to do only what is good, Wiredu views morality as a function of the relational 
nature of humans. In other words, while Kant viewed social contexts only as 
the conditions in which the sense of moral duty was sharpened, Wiredu views 
the social condition of humanity as the causal context of moral awareness and 
the springboard for the categorical imperative.
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Wiredu’s Philosophy of Mind

Wiredu’s philosophy of mind is perhaps one of the most interesting aspects 
of his philosophy as it is to be viewed in conjunction with his views on the 
nature of a person. What is a person? As a naturalist, Wiredu’s concept of 
personhood is unmistakably monistic as he views personhood almost entirely 
from a physical perspective. Starting from an Akan proverb which says that 
“The head is not a pawpaw to split in order to perceive its thoughts,” Wiredu 
explains that contrary to its conception in some Western philosophical expla-
nations, the mind is not an entity that possesses thoughts. rather, it is an 
aspect of the physical constitution of a person. As he puts it, it is the part of 
the human being that perceives, reasons, and understands.

The human being is made of a number of physical elements which appear 
to be so much in agreement with common sense as they seem to take care 
of the different aspects of persons that we quite easily observe. In Wiredu’s 
rendering, Akan traditional thought represents a person as made of (1) okra 
(something close to what we tend to think of as soul) whose departure from 
the body means death. This is the element that, when present, living organ-
isms are said to be alive, and when it is no longer there the thing is said to 
have died. (2) Sunsum is the element that gives a person her or his charac-
ter. (3) Ntoro is the element that is given to person from the father. And (4) 
Mogya is the element that is passed on to a person from the mother, and is 
responsible for giving a person their clan identity. It is important to under-
stand that Wiredu identifies these elements with the physical constitution of 
a person and so do not form any basis of a dualist conception. The brain of a 
person, the Akan believe, bears the responsibility for thought. It is the agent 
that does the thinking. In Wiredu’s rendering, the brain has the capacity to 
perceive, reason, and understand as the outcome or result of communication.

The idea of communication is central to Wiredu’s rendition of the Akan 
concept of mind and of the person. By the strength of the species, human 
biology is made such that the brain performs its role as an agent in trans-
forming communicative utterances into ideas that are comprehended in the 
context of the language in use by the person. That is what the brain is made 
to do as part of the human body. In this regard, the mind is not an addi-
tional element to those enumerated above. The brain reacts to different stim-
uli directed at the person in virtue of his or her corporeality. When touched 
or pricked, the brain produces feelings, and when spoken to the brain pro-
duces ideas or concepts. The mind conceives concepts according to formal 
laws which belong to the mind alone. These include reflective perception, 
abstraction, deduction or inference, and induction. These basic laws imply 
others such as the law of non-contradiction. That these laws belong to the 
operational nature of the mind (the way ideas and concepts are constructed) 
is often illustrated by the sudden absurdity that becomes apparent even to the 
feeblest of minds when any one of them is violated in the process of attempts 
at reasoning.
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Contrary to Mudimbe’s charge of the Britishness of Wiredu’s philosophical 
thought as referenced above, there is an unmistakable sensitivity in Wiredu’s 
thinking of African philosophy as irreducible to Western philosophical cate-
gories. Throughout his philosophical writing, his drive is to separate what he 
believes to be the original Akan concepts and categories of thought as they are 
recoverable from the Akan language as he understands and speaks it.

valentin yves mudimbe

Valentin Yves Mudimbe was born in what was then Jadotville in the Belgian 
Congo, now the Democratic republic of the Congo, in 1941. He joined 
the Benedictine Monastery as a young man but left the Monastery in 1962 
in order to pursue university studies at Louvain University from where he 
obtained the doctorate degree in 1970. He also has a degree in Graduate 
Studies from the University of Paris. Mudimbe is an accomplished novelist 
and poet as well as a historian of ideas. His fame comes primarily from his 
1988 book, The Invention of Africa. Mudimbe is arguably the single most 
influential African intellectual of the postcolonial era since his book has had 
unprecedented and, since its publication, perhaps unmatched impact on 
the study of Africa across disciplines. He has taught at Haverford College 
in Pennsylvania, at Stanford University and finally at Duke University from 
where he is now retired.

Mudimbe is influenced in his work by the French philosopher Michel 
Foucault, whose method popularly known as “archeology of knowledge” 
punctuates Mudimbe’s own work significantly. According to Foucault’s idea 
of order, ideas grow from multiple sources, many of them function as the 
overarching ideological movements of their own time. Mudimbe’s intellec-
tual assumptions cover the broadest range. Some, like the analyses of mission-
ary work and motivations in their representations of Africa and Africans, are 
responses to his own immediate cultural environment and context. His major 
publications include The Invention of Africa (1988), Parables and Fables: Exe-
gesis, Textuality and Politics in Central Africa (1991), The Surreptitious Speech: 
Présence Africaine and the Politics of Otherness 1947–1987 (1992), Africa and 
the Disciplines, coeditor (1993), The Idea of Africa (1994), Tales of Faith: Reli-
gion as Political Performance in Central Africa (1997), Nations, Identities, 
Cultures, editor (1997), Diaspora and Immigration, co-editor, South Atlan-
tic Quarterly Special Edition (1999), The Normal and Its Orders, coeditor 
(2007), and On African Fault Lines: Meditations on Alterity Politics (2013).

As is discernible from the titles and subject matter of his publications, 
Mudimbe’s major concern has been the politics of power and the invention 
of the identity of the Other, in this case the European invention of Africa 
through the writings and other practices that, together, led to the formation 
of the idea of Africa in the hands of her European colonizers. At the center of 
Mudimbe’s complex analysis is the work of European anthropologists, mis-
sionaries, and colonial administrators. While anthropologists created the idea 
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of Africans as primitive because they compared African institutions to theirs, 
missionaries treated Africans as heathens whose conversion to Christianity 
was the God-given duty of the missionary enterprise. The colonial occupa-
tion thus became necessary because Africa was regarded as a terra nullius, the 
unoccupied and unexploited land which the colonizers had the godly right 
to occupy and transform for the benefit of humanity as defined through the 
lenses of European understanding and quest.

It can be said that Mudimbe’s quest is to make Africans become aware of 
and come to terms with their recent colonial past, and to know how entan-
gled their identities and endeavors are with European imagination and 
discourse about them. Mudimbe believes that despite political paper inde-
pendence, nearly every aspect of African culture is still driven by the zeal 
to respond to the colonial discourse itself. The tendency to reproduce and 
respond to the colonial discourse has not spared African or African-descended 
scholars or missionaries. His scathing critique of Samuel Ajayi Crowther is an 
example of Africans’ adoption of the speech mode of European missionaries.8 
In this respect, not even contemporary African philosophers have been spared 
the rod.9 On one end, one finds ethnophilosophy as inaugurated by Placide 
Tempels and Alexis Kagame and, on the opposite side, a cluster of philosophi-
cal works whose main aim is to join the ranks of what he calls the mainstream 
of philosophia perennis, meaning by this the core of Western philosophy, espe-
cially since their practice is built on tackling problems and issues which lie 
at the center of Western philosophy. In other words, on one extreme was 
Tempels’ work and, on the other, the kind of questions defined by the Bel-
gian philosopher Frantz Crahay’s well-debated paper published in 1965.10 
For Mudimbe, these two publications set the framework that defined the two 
sides of the practice of philosophy in Africa. Crahay had argued that it would 
be an act of bad faith if one took too seriously the title of Tempels’ book and 
directed his or her critique to the matters of detail and the general approach. 
What was to be appreciated, Crahay had argued, was the sympathy the book 
had toward the Bantu soul.11 Crahay was the culmination of what Mudimbe 
regards as the first phase of the critique of ethnophilosophy that had started 
with critiques of Tempels’ own fellow missionaries whose belief in the funda-
mental primitivity of the Bantu and Africans in general did not accommodate 
any room for their philosophical ability. To that extent, Mudimbe asserts, 
“The philosophical critique of ethnophilosophy is not the reverse of Tempels 
and Kagame’s school. It is [only] a policy discourse on philosophy aimed at 
examining methods and requirements for practicing philosophy in Africa.”12

Paulin hountondji

Almost everyone who talks of the critique of ethnophilosophy has, first and 
foremost, Hountondji’s work in mind. Hountondji was born in Dahomey, 
now the republic of Benin, in 1942. He studied philosophy at the notable 
French École Superieur Normale in Paris. He taught philosophy briefly at the 
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Lubumbashi Campus of the National University of Zaire (now the Demo-
cratic republic of Congo) before returning to his native Benin in the early 
1970s. Hountondji is best known for his collection of essays, first published 
in the original French as Sur la philosophie africaine (1977), and later trans-
lated into English under the title of African Philosophy: Myth and Reality 
(1983, second edition 1996). While the original French version went rela-
tively unnoticed, the English translation of the book launched Hountondji 
on the world stage of the English-speaking academy, and with him the greater 
awareness of African philosophy. If the work did not contribute to the posi-
tive reception of African philosophy in those circles, it definitely made it an 
object of debate. Hountondji’s critics have generally referred to his perceived 
anti-nationalism and elitism which, in the eyes of these critics, embraces the 
colonial language in denigrating ordinary African folks as incapable of philo-
sophical reasoning. According to Mudimbe, Hountondji’s critique appears to 
have been one of the earliest inspired by Frantz Crahay’s critique of Tempels 
and Kagame. His other works include Combats pour le sens: un itineraire 
africain (1997; English translation: The Struggle for Meaning, 2002), La 
Rationalité: Une ou plurièlle (2007), and Ancien et le Nouveau: La production 
du savoir dans l’Afrique d”Aujourd’hui (2009).

Hountondji’s response to his critics can be found in the long Preface to 
the second edition of his African Philosophy, and has been both accommo-
dating of the points of the critiques as well as unrelenting in his insistence 
that African philosophy ought to take place at another level that takes into 
account the disciplinary status of philosophical practice. In his response, he 
has clarified that his critique was not meant to claim that there could not be 
in Africa a practice and tradition of “philosophy proper,” but only that eth-
nophilosophy had set itself apart from the academic sense of philosophy as an 
academic discipline born out of a deliberate and reflective practice guided by 
specific learned rules of the game. In his view, then, it was ethnophilosophers 
who were denigrating Africans by insisting that philosophy in Africa was only 
anonymous.

Philosophy, he has vehemently insisted, cannot dwell within collective 
beliefs, practices, and other behaviors waiting only to be discovered and rede-
scribed for the world in response to how people take stock of the changes 
that occur or should occur in their lives if they want to survive effectively with 
the changes of time. It is therefore Hountondji’s view that since times have 
changed for Africans too, it is just right and imperative that Africans reckon 
with the demands of the new age and not be complacent with praise for tradi-
tional values even where it is possible to put their uses under critical question. 
One such change is the use of science as an efficient and useful tool for know-
ing how the world works. He argues that scientific knowledge is what stands 
to benefit Africans best as opposed to an empty trust in traditions where these 
may have lost their usefulness. It is the case, therefore, that Hountondji’s call 
is for an appraisal of science, a philosophy of science that evaluates all forms 
of knowledge in respect to their effectiveness.
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notes

 1.  Hountondji (1995).
 2.  See Wiredu (1995a, b, 1996: 136–144), Ngugi (1986, 1993).
 3.  Mudimbe (1988: 161).
 4.  Wiredu (1980: 11–14).
 5.  Mudimbe (1988: 161).
 6.  Wiredu (1996: 34–41).
 7.  Wiredu (1980: 113–114).
 8.  Mudimbe (1988: 49–50).
 9.  Ibid., 153–175.
 10.  Crahay (1965).
 11.  Cited in Mudimbe (1988: 155).
 12.  Ibid., 154.
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CHAPTEr 6

Oruka and Sage Philosophy: New Insights 
in Sagacious reasoning

Gail M. Presbey

introduction

Sage philosophy was an approach popularized by Henry Odera Oruka, who 
announced a sage philosophy project as early as 1974, when it was called at 
the time “Thoughts on Traditional Kenyan Sages.”1 But first let’s look at the 
methodological issues that were arising in African philosophy at the time that 
provided the context for Oruka’s innovation. In the 1970s at the University of 
Nairobi, there were challenges to university curricula. Many of the universities 
in Africa had been shaped by Africa’s colonial past, and with independence for 
most African countries coming in the 1950s to 1970s, with Kenya gaining its 
independence in 1963, African academics were struggling to make educational 
programs more relevant to the lives of Africans and more truthful regarding 
the disempowering effects of colonization. Several departments, especially in 
the humanities and social sciences, struggled to reinvent themselves and to 
teach students about African history, literature, and religion, while indigenous 
knowledge challenged European understandings of environment, agriculture, 
and medicine.2 African philosophers struggled to respond to these changing 
times as many felt hobbled by a lack of texts from Africa. Philosophy depart-
ments in Africa remained tied to religious studies, or focused on a European 
canon of philosophers. Additionally European topics in philosophy seemed to 
some to be somewhat removed from the daily struggles of African people for 
survival, identity, and self-expression, so academics sought out approaches to 
philosophy that would address poverty and injustice.
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Odera Oruka was in a good position to offer a solution to this dilemma. 
He had a wide variety of experiences, including growing up in a large 
extended family with a father who was a well-regarded counselor (or japaro 
in the Dhuluo language).3 Oruka as a child and young man would listen to 
his elders debate issues of ethical and philosophical importance. Oruka then 
had the opportunity to study philosophy abroad at Uppsala University, where 
he was mentored by Ingemar Hedenius, a philosopher who was also an activ-
ist and public intellectual in Sweden.4 Upon Oruka’s return to University of 
Nairobi, Ngugi wa Thiong’o and Taban lo Liyong, among others, were busy 
challenging Eurocentrism in the English department. Oruka quickly edu-
cated himself on the burgeoning academic field of African philosophy, meet-
ing Kwasi Wiredu, who was the external examiner for the UON philosophy 
department, and also Claude Sumner (who worked on Ethiopian philoso-
phy) at the World Congress of Philosophy in Bulgaria in 1973.5 Oruka began 
reading and publishing in the new journals dedicated to philosophy in Africa 
such as Second Order (Nigeria) and Cahiers Philosophique Africain/African 
Philosophy Journal (Zaire). As Heinz Kimmerle commented about Oruka, 
“It is his special merit to have recognized that the thought of his father and 
the teachings at Western Philosophy Departments essentially are the same 
thing.”6 While the immediate spur to Oruka’s creation of sage philoso-
phy may have been the context of African universities in the 1970s, clearly 
Oruka philosophized earlier, and studied philosophy during his upbringing in 
Nyanza Province, Kenya.

By 1974, Paulin Hountondji had already made his criticism of what he 
called the ethnophilosophical works in African philosophy, referring here to 
Placide Tempels and Alexis Kagame’s works. In each case a scholar claimed to 
explicate what had been an unarticulated but implicit philosophical worldview 
of a group of Africans who shared the Bantu language. Placide Tempels was 
a missionary who lived in Africa many years and reported his findings based 
on his many encounters and long talks with various Bantu-speaking people. 
Hountondji in his 1973 article, “Philosophy and its revolutions,” faulted 
Tempels for having an agenda of knowing the Bantu-speaking people in 
order to better convert them to Christianity. The critics were worried about 
the power dynamics of gathering knowledge of the Bantu in order to convert 
them to a foreign paradigm. There were also questions as to whether Tempels 
could ever accurately understand those he studied, or whether he could only 
struggle to understand them by drawing upon the philosophical categories he 
inherited from Western philosophy. There was also condescension involved, 
according to Hountondji and other critics, because Tempels insisted that the 
Bantu speaking people themselves had not articulated their own philosophy, 
but they needed him, the European missionary, to explain their philosophy.

Tempels also had supporters, then and now, who appreciated his assertion 
that Africans philosophized, in a larger global context where Africans’ ability 
to philosophize or even to think rationally was widely doubted or disparaged. 
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Scholars like Alfons J. Smet emphasized that Tempels had been misunder-
stood by his critics due to inaccurate translations of his work.7 Others empha-
sized how much Tempels loved Africans and that he lived with them for many 
years, coming to his conclusions from close association with many of them (in 
contrast to armchair scholars).8 While Alexis Kagame was born and raised in 
Africa, and was analyzing his own Bantu language for its philosophical impli-
cations, critics pointed out that he had received a Western education from 
missionaries, and so his interpretation also showed signs of a Eurocentric bias. 
In fact, to focus upon how language influences philosophical concepts was 
already a popular topic in twentieth century philosophy of language, although 
many contemporary philosophers would have problematized an easy equiva-
lence of philosophical concepts to language use.

In an article (later to be a book chapter), “Philosophy and its revolu-
tions,” that Paulin Hountondji first presented as a lecture at University of 
Nairobi on November 6, 1973, having been invited there by Oruka and the 
Philosophical Association of Kenya, Hountondji himself proposed an alterna-
tive to the ethnophilosophical approach of Tempels and Kagame. He referred 
to the works of Polish anthropologist Paul radin and French anthropologist 
Marcel Griaule, each of whom had emphasized the existence of individual 
critical thinkers in Africa, and who had mentioned thinkers and their ideas 
by name. By directly citing African thinkers’ ideas, even if these ideas were 
expressed orally and had to be written down by academics, one could show 
that African thought could be individualistic and critically evaluative of a tra-
dition or commonly held beliefs and values. Hountondji thought that such 
an approach to African oral sources would be more fruitful than an ethno-
philosophical approach that had many faults, including hiding the existence 
of conflicting and diverse views held in a community.9 In fact radin, in the 
1959s edition of his book, criticized Tempels’ method, and voiced concern 
about the way in which Tempels interposed himself between his sources and 
his readers.10

Hountondji did not think radin and Griaule were perfect examples of 
what would be a promising methodology. radin’s work was flawed by use 
of the word “primitive” throughout his book Primitive Man as Philosopher; 
Hountondji objected to the connotations of the word as applied to Africa.11 
(We could note that radin worked mostly among Native Americans and 
drew the majority of his examples from the works of the Winnebago Indi-
ans; but he did include some reference to African sources as well). Griaule’s 
work was flawed because of the liberties he took in the way he reconstructed 
his interview with the Dogon sage, Ogotommeli. As early as 1991, Walter 
van Beak explained that Ogotommeli was not just giving voice to a Dogon 
philosophy.12 Scholars know now even more about that reconstruction. Anne 
Doquet compared Griaule’s field notes to the published work to see the 
active role that Griaule played in shaping the final form of what were said to 
be Ogotommeli’s words.13
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Despite these shortcomings, Hountondji advocated studies of individu-
als.14 His early approval of such methods was often overlooked, since he was 
well known for his claims that an unwritten philosophy could not become 
part of an ongoing philosophical tradition. Critics thought he was therefore 
dismissive of African oral sources of philosophy, and many scholars accused 
him of internalizing Western definitions of philosophy and imposing them on 
Africa. Hountondji wrote his philosophical memoirs, The Struggle for Mean-
ing, and explained there (as well as in an article in the book Endogenous 
Knowledge (1999) and in his article for Wiredu’s edited collection with Black-
well) that he never meant to rule out serious African philosophical studies of 
African culture; he just wanted such studies to avoid the blatant errors of eth-
nophilosophical methodology, including that he wanted the studies directed 
toward Africans’ improvement of their own understanding of themselves, 
rather than to have research directed toward improving Europeans’ under-
standing of Africans.15

It is interesting that Oruka wrote and published an announcement about 
his new sage philosophy project so soon after Hountondji’s lecture at Univer-
sity of Nairobi. But Oruka never chose radin as a model for his project. He 
criticized Griaule, albeit for reasons we now realize are based on a misunder-
standing of Griaule (Oruka seemed not to be familiar with the academic criti-
cism of Griaule regarding his portrayal of Ogotommeli).16 Were there other 
sources to the idea? I think that several separate sources of inspiration were 
noticed by Oruka, and led to his envisioning of the sage philosophy project. 
Oruka said that he began the project with his departmental colleague, White 
Father Joseph Donders, originally from the Netherlands.17 The project at the 
time was called “Thoughts on Traditional Kenyan sages.” According to my 
interview with Fr. Donders, he had already been engaged in a research project 
in which he was asking his students at St. Thomas Aquinas major seminary 
in the Archdiocese of Nairobi (where he taught during the early 1970s in 
addition to University of Nairobi) to go home over the academic break and 
interview their family members on various traditions. Donders was doing this 
to help to write an article on celebrations for a Dutch journal. This method 
of gathering interviews from students appealed to Oruka, and so they used 
students as interviewers for their newly launched sage project.18 The book 
on sage philosophy, which only appeared later in 1990, listed several student 
interviewers in the acknowledgments.19

And so, one should realize that from the start this was a group project. 
Oruka wanted to gather interviews from the various ethnic groups of Kenya, 
and he was not conversant in all of the many languages, so he needed assis-
tants from the various regions of Kenya. Oruka did, however, interview his 
own father, Oruka rang’inya, and Donders was with him during that inter-
view. But Donders admits that he quickly dropped out of the project, as he 
was engulfed in other duties (being Head of the Department of Philosophy 
and religious Studies, and University Chaplain).20 In the 1990 book, Sage 
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Philosophy, eighteen of the sages were mentioned, and six were summarized 
while twelve were quoted at length. Several students, some of whom became 
colleagues of Oruka (such as F. Ochieng’-Odhiambo and Patrick Maison 
Dikirr) wrote M.A. and Ph.D. theses involving interviewing sages and ana-
lyzing the interviews. Additionally, during the 1990s, Oruka, and later 
Ochieng’-Odhiambo and Oriare Nyarwath taught a course on sage philoso-
phy at Tangaza College in Nairobi, and the students interviewed sages for 
their term papers (these papers are available at the Tangaza College library).

Depending on student assistants, the interviews collected were of uneven 
quality, as were those included in the book, insofar as some of them sound 
like a question-and-answer session based on a series of inquiries that follow 
along issues of relevance to Western philosophy and/or contemporary issues 
of applied ethics and social justice. Also, while it is helpful that a background 
biographic paragraph situates the sages and explains to a certain extent why 
they were chosen for an interview, nevertheless the context is rather brief. 
Subsequent sage philosophy interviews (such as those that Odera Oruka held 
with Oginga Odinga, or those done by other researchers inspired by sage phi-
losophy, such as Kai Kresse in his book Philosophising in Mombasa) were more 
in depth, were given more historical, biographical, and cultural context, and 
conversation flowed more freely rather than a stilted response to questions.

While Oruka’s project was from the start larger than one person could 
accomplish, and so he always had a team, nevertheless his assistants were from 
his own department. Oruka often insisted that philosophers could do the job 
of recording sages’ philosophies better than anthropologists could. More 
recently Charles Verharen of Howard University has supported the revitaliza-
tion of sage philosophy as a project, and reinforces the need for teamwork, 
but insists that philosophers work closely with anthropologists and linguists 
to ensure careful and accurate understanding of the sages.21

From the very start of the project there were critics who disapproved of 
various aspects of the project. Oruka’s Sage Philosophy book included several 
critics from the very start; the book was not a monograph but an edited col-
lection, with roughly the first third consisting of Odera Oruka’s articles on 
the rationale and methodology of the project, the second third consisting of 
interviews along with related biographies and photos of the sages, and the 
last third being academics from around the world who evaluated the project, 
including some who were quite critical. From those included in the book 
itself in 1990 up to today when Pius Mosima’s book suggests philosophers 
today should go “beyond” Oruka, the criticisms have been numerous. Some 
agreed with the overall goal but disagreed with its methods. Some thought 
that an interview was too limited a context of analysis, and that the use of par-
ticipant observation over a long time period would be better. Others worried 
whether the questions chosen implicitly reinforced or imported Western phi-
losophy concepts into the Kenyan context.22 Others thought that Oruka had 
as his goal finding sages that were wholly illiterate and/or uninfluenced by 
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Western concepts, and then these critics would point to the parts of the inter-
views where sages referenced Western ideas, technology, or mentioned their 
writings.23 To clarify, Oruka realized that in the late twentieth century Ken-
yan sages had knowledge of Western ideas and practices, but that his point 
was nevertheless to find those less influenced by Western-style education.

Oruka wanted to debunk stereotypes that saw Africans as backward, unre-
flective, and irrational. He looked for those who could explain the traditions, 
practices, and ideals of their community while also being critical in their 
appraisal of those traditions, to show that the rural areas of Kenya were places 
of philosophizing. His insistence on this point was no doubt due to his own 
experience as a child as he was fascinated by the conversations his own father 
and other elders had on a wide variety of philosophical topics. He wanted 
the global academic community of philosophers to realize that these kinds 
of philosophical conversations were routinely being held outside of academia. 
But Oruka did not engage in this project only to debunk the misconceptions 
of European philosophers. He wanted Kenyans to become familiar with their 
heritage of thinkers, since chances are that people might only know about the 
wise persons from their own region or ethnic group. From the first proposal 
he wrote in 1976 asking for university funds for his project, he explained 
that his goal was to help reinforce a Kenyan national identity through learn-
ing about and taking pride in a common heritage of wisdom that hailed from 
the various rural areas of Kenya—thus overcoming class distinctions, eth-
nic dichotomies, rural-urban splits, and chasms (of knowledge and interest) 
between the generations.24

The 1990 book provided for the first time to the reading public the tran-
scripts (edited and translated into English) of the interviews. Unlike many 
studies in African philosophy that came before it, there was no attempt to 
come to general conclusions about the philosophy of an entire community. 
Sages did sometimes provide and/or comment upon widely held beliefs in 
their communities, but in relation to these beliefs, sages often explained the 
rationales behind these beliefs, or else critiqued the common views by put-
ting forward their own positions on the topics. Perhaps in this way Oruka 
intended to emphasize the fact that Africa was not a place of unanimously and 
uncritically held opinions. The 1990 book problematically sorted out sages 
into two categories, “folk sages” and “philosophic sages.” According to Oru-
ka’s own account, the folk sages possess a list of properties that would make 
it sound as if they were deficient philosophers, while the philosophic sages are 
exemplars of philosophical practice. This dichotomy is unfortunate in more 
ways than one. As Omedi Ochieng explains, Oruka ends up reinforcing stere-
otypes of Africa as engaging in uncritical groupthink in his description of the 
folk sages.25 Additionally, those who carefully read the interviews would have 
to conclude that the sages in the “folk” chapter are as insightful, and as criti-
cal of their own community’s commonly held values as are the “philosophic” 
sages, and so it is unclear what real standard was used in sorting out the sages 
into these two categories.26
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As a brief aside, it is worth noting that Oruka calls the sages in Chap. 8 of 
his book “philosophic” sages and not “philosophical.” Some secondary arti-
cles and books about Oruka’s project routinely refer to this category as “phil-
osophical,” and they ignore the use of “philosophic.”27 However M. Akin 
Makinde has argued that Oruka picked up the use of “philosophic” from 
him, while ignoring its specific meaning; Makinde used it to refer especially 
to sages of a certain medieval time period who were engaged in alchemy.28 It 
is true that Oruka spent a year in Nigeria on a sabbatical from 1976–1977, 
and that he gave several papers in Nigeria at conferences. Oruka never com-
mented on his use of “philosophic” rather than “philosophical.” Oruka’s 
student researcher and later his colleague F. Ochieng’-Odhiambo has writ-
ten on the importance of the descriptive phrase “philosophic sagacity,” noting 
how Oruka first used the phrase in 1978 and only later in 1983 began to use 
“sage philosophy.” Ochieng’-Odhiambo prefers “philosophic sagacity” since 
it clearly rules out folk philosophy which is actually unphilosophical from the 
perspective of a “strict” definition of philosophy.29

It is important to note the larger context of the works of Oruka’s contem-
poraries in Africa regarding his description of folk philosophers. Wiredu, in 
a 1976 article that was widely anthologized called “How Not to Compare 
African Thought with Western Thought” criticized “unwritten folk philoso-
phy” in general, not singling out Africa as a place with such philosophies—in 
fact, Wiredu made a point that Europe was replete with folk philosophies as 
well. He explained that “Folk thought, as a rule, consists of bald assertions 
without argumentative justification;”30 he suggested that a narrow definition 
of philosophy would require clarification and argumentation. He character-
ized folk views as non-discursive, saying that they don’t change with time but 
are merely repeated throughout the generations, and he said that due to the 
lack of written texts in Africa, authors have “fastened on our folk world-views 
and elevated them to the status of a continental philosophy.”31 Even though 
Wiredu made these very harsh judgments about folk philosophy (and by the 
way his characterization would be rejected today by careful scholars of Afri-
can oral literature who would emphasize the dynamic nature of proverbs and 
folktales), even in the same article in 1976 he did not suggest foregoing stud-
ies of folk philosophy. He noted that since Africans were an “oppressed and 
disparaged people,” it would be important to debunk foreigners’ misconcep-
tions of Africans by showing that Africans had coherent worldviews and that 
“in the field of morality, there are non-superstition-based conceptions from 
which the modern Westerner may well have something to learn.”32 Wiredu 
explains in a more recent article that he did not share Oruka’s insistence on 
focusing upon the individual sages. Wiredu also explains that he is supportive 
of sage philosophy as a project.

Another contemporary of Wiredu (2004 :8). who was understood at the 
time (in the mid-1970s) as encouraging African philosophers to leave study of 
African traditions behind and embrace forward-looking and “scientific” phi-
losophies that would help spur Africa’s development, Paulin Hountondji, has 
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more recently explained that he has had to modify his view to include studies 
of African traditions (or “folk science” or “indigenous knowledge”), as long 
as those traditions will be evaluated and judged to be relevant to Africa’s pre-
sent problems and future progress. As he explained, “in Africa today what 
is often called traditional knowledge is still marginalized, and that an impor-
tant step forward would be to integrate it into the mainstream of ongoing 
research for the benefit of Africa,” and so he and his university published a 
book Endogenous Knowledge: Research Trails.33

Oruka himself often reiterated that his goal in philosophizing was not to 
champion African traditions nor to choose foreign models and forego the 
local, but rather engage in a careful evaluation on a case-by-case basis to see 
which ideas and practices were the most appropriate for the current context. 
He was always on the lookout for double standards, and noted that some-
times Europeans were more superstitious or less egalitarian than Africans, so 
that one should not make the erroneous assumption that the European way 
is more modern or more moral. However in Sage Philosophy Oruka seemed 
particularly pleased when a sage would reject popular male chauvinistic ideas 
or in some other way bravely depart from stifling traditions. (Despite his keen 
interest in questions of egalitarianism put to the sages in their interviews, 
Oruka did not comment upon the fact that 17 of his 18 sages included in 
the book were men, nor that all of his research assistants were men).34 At the 
same time, Chap. 6 of Sage Philosophy, in which Oruka includes his expert tes-
timony in the S.M. Otieno burial trial, Oruka defends Kenyans who choose 
to participate in traditions such as drinking an elixir called a manyasi, argu-
ing from an agnostic position that the cross-examining lawyer has no proof 
that there are not spirits.35 Oruka later commented on this exchange, noting 
the double standard that Kenyan Christians also believe in “spirits” so they 
have no right to criticize African traditional religions as being superstitious or 
backward.36

Oruka insisted that in the interviews the sages were encouraged to give 
voice to their philosophies. By sharing the transcripts themselves directly, 
Oruka would remove a layer of interpretation and possible obfuscation that 
was found in anthropological and/or ethnophilosophical summaries of sage 
interviews. Some critics have noted that Oruka was not aware enough about 
how the researcher in sage philosophy nevertheless still inevitably influences 
the outcome of interviews insofar as he or she chooses the questions, directs 
the discussion to a certain extent, and later chooses what to include (or not) 
in a publication. In all of these decisions the academic philosopher may be 
consciously or unconsciously making decisions according to a criteria shaped 
by European philosophy.37

What do we learn about the philosophy of the sages included in his book? 
Important topics include ethics, social and political philosophy, epistemol-
ogy, conflict resolution, and philosophy of religion. Many of the topics are 
directly relevant to how Kenyans can thrive in the ever-changing globalized 
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world, in the context of less than ideal political and economic systems. They 
describe the characteristics of wise rulers, laws, and responsible citizens. Sages 
discuss the challenges of wealth distribution, resisting materialistic values and 
temptations to corruption and favoritism, and the need for fairness and open-
mindedness. regarding religious topics, sages discuss whether or not there 
is a God or an afterlife, and whether and/or how humans relate to deceased 
ancestors and their reasons for thinking so. They describe local practices of 
healing and/or “witchcraft” and share their insights into what they think is 
really going on in such practices and beliefs. They discuss the ideal and imper-
fect relations between men and women, and people of different ethnic groups 
and races, and struggle to define the abstract concepts of “good” and “evil” 
as well as “wisdom.”38

It is important to note that Odera Oruka followed up the edited Sage Phi-
losophy book, which included rather short interviews of several sages, with 
a book dedicated to a series of in-depth interviews with one sage, Jaramogi 
Oginga Odinga.39 Not only did the depth of coverage distinguish the book 
from the other collection, the sage interviewed was literate, a world traveler, 
famous, and a former Vice President of Kenya. Oruka nevertheless insisted 
in the book’s introduction that the interview was part of the sage philosophy 
project and that Oginga Odinga fit the definition of a sage. Oruka put many 
hard questions to Odinga, even wondering aloud if Odinga was an impracti-
cal idealist. But nevertheless it remains clear that Oruka was an admirer of 
Odinga. The topics were considered extremely relevant to contemporary soci-
ety insofar as issues of democracy, freedom of speech, egalitarianism, and the 
problems of corruption and authoritarianism were tackled. Odinga was a phi-
losopher due to his love of truth; his fidelity to truth even in the political 
realm surpassed Plato’s, since the latter famously penned “The Noble Lie.”40

Oruka always insisted that it was not enough just to collect the interviews 
of sages. Academic philosophers would need to analyze and evaluate the tran-
scripts. However, there has not always been an extensive evaluation of the 
interviews. Oruka did in a few instances emphasize certain sayings of certain 
sage philosophers that he thought were especially helpful and insightful. But 
in general there has not been as much commentary on the sages as one would 
have hoped for. Some of that lack of commentary may have been on purpose; 
for example Michael Kirwen, director of the MIASMU program at Tangaza 
College which offers the sage philosophy course thinks that students don’t 
have the relevant depth of knowledge to evaluate the interviews. As outsiders, 
an attempt at evaluation could fall short and end up being a negative appraisal 
of the sage based on the interviewer’s own ignorance. He thinks it is better 
for interviewers to practice withholding their judgment. In this counsel, Kir-
wen would hold a position quite different than Wiredu who criticized what 
he conceived of as excessive deference to tradition.
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Recent Scholarship on Sage Philosophy

It is now important to ask, who is engaging in sage philosophy research pro-
jects these days? There have been many more commentaries on Oruka’s pro-
ject than there have been researchers of sages. And the question of whom to 
include in coverage of contemporary practitioners of sage philosophy is also 
influenced by how one defines sage philosophy. There are many who were 
inspired by Oruka but only partially adopted his methods. There are others 
who interviewed sages but would not have said that they did so because they 
were copying Oruka or conceiving of themselves as being part of his project. 
This part of the chapter will survey first the close associates of Oruka and 
then branch out to those who can be considered fellow travelers in a broad 
sense. It’s also important to note that Oruka’s project’s influence has not 
been limited to philosophy alone. He has influenced scholars in anthropol-
ogy and in the oral literature of Africa. For our purposes, here let us focus on 
those who have interviewed sages or wise persons in Africa (often although 
not exclusively elder persons) and recorded the interviews, and shared those 
interviews in a publication, treating the person interviewed as a respected 
colleague, and with the goal of gaining some philosophical insight from the 
person that could be shared with the larger world through publication. This 
approach is only a part of the field of African philosophy, and Oruka never 
imagined that sage philosophy should become the only practice of philoso-
phizing in Africa. And so, to not include some philosophical work from Africa 
in this upcoming list is not to suggest that it is lesser in value.

The easiest group to include is the students who wrote theses and disserta-
tions on sage philosophy under the direction of Odera Oruka. The ones that 
specifically include excerpts of transcripts of interviews with sages as well as 
analyses of the interviews are Frederick Ochieng’-Odhiambo, Patrick Maison 
Dikirr, and Ngungi Kathanga. Some have published articles based on their 
theses or going beyond their theses. Ochieng’-Odhiambo’s thesis involved 
interviewing sages from the Luo community who held metaphysical and epis-
temological positions that could be considered similar to the ancient Greek 
pre-Socratics. For example, Naftali Ong’alo, whose interview Ochieng’-
Odhiambo shares in an article, holds that water is the primary substance, and 
Ong’alo gives his reasons for his assertion. Ochieng’-Odhiambo comments on 
the parallel between Ong’alo and Thales.41 Dikirr interviews several Maasai 
elders, focusing on the topic of death and whether there is an afterlife.42 
Kathanga interviewed seven male Kikuyu sages from Kirinyaga district.43 In 
Anthony Oseghare’s thesis, he evaluates two of the sages interviewed and 
included in Oruka’s book, Sage Philosophy, but he includes an interview of a 
third sage not included in the book, Oigara from the Kiisi community.44

Some students at University of Nairobi, such as Wairimu Gichochi, evalu-
ated the sages in Oruka’s book but did not engage in any fresh interviews. She 
highlighted several seeming contradictions in some of the sages’ statements 
about God. She also found some of the sages’ suggestions for addressing social 
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problems to be problematic. These evaluations are very important, considering 
how Oruka stressed that sages’ value has much to do with their ability to help 
guide their societies down a moral path.45 Oriare Nyarwath has written an 
article evaluating two of Oruka’s sages on the topic of freedom.46 In addition 
to these examples there are some hybrid examples, where interviews with sages 
were undertaken without the results clearly being sage philosophy. Wafula 
Muyila, for example, wrote a dissertation (now a book) on communitarian-
ism in which he explains that he consulted sages from his Bukusu commu-
nity to ensure that he was correctly understanding several key concepts that he 
explores in his thesis. However, he does not provide their names or excerpts of 
transcripts. Thematically, however, his thesis topic would no doubt have been 
dear to Oruka insofar as Muyila gives a helpful evaluation of the ways in which 
communitarian values are still helpful and in great need today, as well as ways 
in which they are no longer relevant or are counterproductive.47

Chaungo Barasa, included in Oruka’s book as the youngest sage, and who 
served as a researcher on the sage philosophy project, has interviewed many 
sages, and written several articles in relation to sage philosophy. He has also 
written articles explaining why contemporary Kenyans need to pay attention 
to and learn from their often-neglected sages.48 D.A. Masolo, earlier a col-
league of Oruka’s at University of Nairobi, evaluated some of the statements 
of Oruka’s sages in two of his books.49 Masolo has also engaged in participant 
observation and has published and analyzed overheard conversations involving 
sages, which he says are more reliable sources for understanding the philoso-
phies of Africans.50 He argues that since all philosophy is embedded in culture, 
philosophical endeavors in Africa do not have to begin with “printed compen-
diums to be analyzed,” but instead can be based on reflections on everyday 
practical life, drawing out the “theoretical implications.”51

A book that combines anthropological work with philosophical analy-
sis is Kai Kresse’s Philosophising in Mombasa. Kresse credits Oruka and his 
sage philosophy project with being part of his inspiration. Kresse is ideally 
suited for this kind of research, possessing degrees in both philosophy and 
anthropology. He summarizes the interviews of several elder sages, and then 
(more briefly) several younger sages. He gives an extensive background of 
the context in Mombasa in which the sages are operating. Kresse, originally 
from Germany, did not only interview the sages but lived in their neighbor-
hood, learned Swahili so that he could interview them in their language, and 
engaged in long-term observations of them. For example, one was a poet, 
so Kresse observed poetry performances; one was an Imam, so Kresse lis-
tened to the Friday public lectures. Kresse referred to Oruka’s criteria for 
sage philosophy and he argued that Sheikh Abdilahi Nassir showed in his 
ramadan lectures that he was able to rethink his own positions and come 
out with nuanced and clear views on a wide range of important philosophi-
cal issues including identity issues and political philosophy.52 Kresse also fur-
ther explored Oruka’s concept of a sage and his understanding of wisdom in 
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an article, emphasizing that calling a person wise involved social performance 
and interaction.53

It is important to acknowledge that Odera Oruka was not the only aca-
demic philosopher in Africa who was going to the rural areas to interview 
sages. In Nigeria we had Campbell S. Momoh who interviewed many sages, 
citing as his impetus not Odera Oruka but Barry Hallen, Paul radin, and 
W.E. Abraham, the latter of whom explained that Africa had both public and 
private philosophy. Momoh sought out sages of the Uchi community who 
were able to share with him their insights about metaphysics as well as eth-
ics. Momoh admired the sages for their efforts to create holistic philosophical 
systems instead of spending much time in criticizing each other’s views (as do 
most contemporary academic philosophers). Momoh included excerpts from 
transcripts from these named sages in his dissertation, completed in 1979 at 
Indiana University, and in his subsequent published works. Momoh is to be 
credited with careful detail in his transcripts and attention paid to context and 
the biography of the sage. He also discussed the methodological challenges 
raised by his interviewing project. Momoh was originally hostile to Oruka, 
considering him a logical neo-positivist as he also accused Kwasi Wiredu and 
others of being so. He later expressed appreciation of Oruka’s project, and 
Oruka also stated that he agreed with Momoh on the importance of research-
ing individuals and naming them as did Momoh.54 Momoh steered clear 
of the word “traditional” because Wiredu and others had pegged the term 
to mean “pre-scientific, spiritistic thought” which is often “superstitious” 
and is associated with “technological underdevelopment.”55 Momoh there-
fore instead called his research “ancient African philosophy,” although this 
alternative term may be problematic in that it is not clear what time period 
is referred to by its use. Both Fayemi Kazeem and Godwin Azenabor have 
noted the similarities in Oruka’s and Momoh’s project.56

Another Nigerian philosopher who had a great interest in sage philoso-
phy was Sophie Oluwole. She appreciated sage philosophy as a serious study 
of oral philosophy with an emphasis on creating texts of oral interviews. She 
insists that a person can philosophize well or poorly in oral or literate expres-
sions of philosophy, and she insists that one mode of communication is not 
better or more philosophical than the other. She saw both successes and fail-
ures in Oruka’s attempts to include Kenyan sages as philosophers and as pro-
viding material on which academic philosophers could study. She wishes that 
Oruka had clearly stated that he was studying “contemporary emergent” Afri-
can philosophy when he studied sages. Oluwole explains:

A living sage can practice a modern tradition of African philosophy which has its 
head and spring in the style and orientation of ancient philosophers in his soci-
ety. This does not prevent him from borrowing ideas from outside his culture. 
As a matter of fact his critical attitude as a philosopher will make him do this. 
This dynamism is what makes the tradition he practices a living continuation of 
an existing one rather than a moribund tradition.57
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Oluwole is interested in exploring the philosophical styles of various African 
communities. She thinks they can be best understood by analyzing oral texts 
in their original language. She realizes that such research is a challenge to Afri-
can academic philosophers who may at this point have lost much familiarity 
with their mother tongues.58 This is a point that Oruka had for the most part 
neglected. Interviews were translated into English, and their meaning in their 
original languages, and even the preservation of the sound of the interview, 
was considered irrelevant and soon jettisoned. Oluwole supports Oruka’s pro-
ject but warns that if he is uncareful, Oruka with his emphasis on narrow con-
ceptions of philosophy (based on a constrained style popular in Europe) may 
end up ruling out authentic expressions of African philosophy. She agrees that 
emphasis on a “strict” definition of philosophy is a good thing, but notes that 
there are many schools of philosophy that are not exactly like each other; just 
as it would be wrong for the analytic philosophers to accuse continental phi-
losophers of not doing philosophy at all due to their different style of doing 
philosophy, so also European philosophers, and African philosophers influ-
enced by European style, should not reject African styles of philosophizing 
even if they are expressed differently than they are used to.59

Oruka felt strongly that a generation of important Kenyan thinkers was 
nearing the end of their lives without having had a record of their thoughts 
for posterity, and at least part of his motivation for his project was to record 
this generation of thinkers while they were still with us. In this way there is 
some overlap between his project and an oral history project. In this way 
there are some connections between the sage philosophy project and what 
Toyin Falola is calling “African ritual archives” which he suggests will chal-
lenge European conventions of archives. At a recent conference of the Inter-
national Society for the Oral Literature of Africa he mentioned that we need 
to create decolonizing paradigms. While past practices of scholarship treat 
Africans as suppliers of “local” knowledge who are often not respected as 
researchers in their own right, a new approach would involve active partner-
ship and collaboration between indigenous people (including poets, song 
writers, dancers) and academic researchers. African practitioners are actively 
involved in evaluating their inherited knowledge and putting it to use when 
it is helpful. Also, such persons are connected to communities, so that the 
results of collaborating with them will reach African communities instead of 
sitting on dusty shelves. At the ISOLA conference Falola encouraged schol-
ars to build African archives, contributing (perhaps to a digital archive) oral 
interviews currently in private hands, and encouraging Africans to write their 
autobiographies and ethnographies. I think sage philosophy could be under-
stood in that sense, with the added caveat that Odera Oruka was one of the 
“pioneer scholars” who was schooled in the West and so shaped by his educa-
tion abroad. Still, more than most Oruka attempted to create and practice a 
new method that would decrease the distance between academics and indig-
enous knowers. He treated his “informants” not only as co-researchers but 
also as philosophers in their own right.60
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This discussion of the future of sage philosophy would not be complete 
without the most recent book addressing sage philosophy, which is Pius 
Mosima’s Philosophic sagacity and intercultural philosophy: beyond Henry 
Odera Oruka. The phrase “beyond” in the title emphasizes the fact that 
Mosima considers Odera Oruka’s approach insufficient for this day and age; 
he concludes that Wim van Binsbergen’s methodology is more suited to 
these days, since the latter takes the insights of postmodernism to heart in 
a way that Oruka did not.61 Now it is important to note that Oruka died in 
1995 and van Binsbergen is still with us, and many of van Binsbergen’s arti-
cles and books addressing postmodernism have been written since the time of 
Oruka’s death, so Oruka cannot exactly be faulted for not being completely 
up to date. And clearly, van Binsbergen has many excellent contributions to 
intercultural philosophy, so to counsel following him is a good idea. Many 
of Mosima’s points I would consider to be important criticisms of Oruka’s 
methodological shortcomings (some have been made before, but some are 
new), but other of his criticisms of Oruka are unfair and are based on unfa-
miliarity with Oruka’s work with sages beyond what appears in the 1990 
book. There remains the question of whether Mosima’s “beyond” refers 
to jettisoning Oruka or improving upon Oruka. A host of scholars already 
reviewed in this article find fault with aspects of Oruka’s project but still think 
it is important to recognize his project as a step forward in its historical con-
text of the mid-1970s to the mid-1990s.

As Mosima emphasizes, intercultural philosophy as propounded by van 
Binsbergen notes that culture is performative, that we should not conceive 
of cultures as distinct, holistic, and “bounded” but should instead realize that 
each of us has overlapping cultural orientations, some of which are not neces-
sarily integrated.62 Mosima clearly shows that Kagame’s approach to African 
philosophy suffers from some essentialism,63 but Oruka’s project, insofar as 
it is a national culture project already recognizes that identities are shaped, 
sometimes through explicit effort.64 Surely Mosima is correct to suggest that 
the framing of the “interview” situation and its sometimes-intrusive questions 
distort the encounter with the sage. Oruka should have spent more time situ-
ating his sages in their context of “the social foundation of belief and cos-
mology,” and his suggestion that the “socially disconnected” questions that 
interviewers used in the 1990 book should be replaced or augmented by 
fieldwork has also been advocated (and undertaken) by Masolo and Kresse.65 
Mosima further states that sage philosophy needs to be complemented with 
continued ethnophilosophical studies.66 I have argued that Oruka recognized 
the need to study groups, and he called these studies “culture philosophy” 
rather than ethnophilosophy because sages relied on their first-hand experi-
ence with culture rather than relying on summarized descriptions that focus 
on consensus.67

An example of a criticism limited by lack of knowledge of Oruka’s project 
is Mosima’s insistence that philosophy should address topics of the “art of 
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living” and practical daily problems whereas he charges Oruka with preoc-
cupation with abstract questions.68 Certainly one could get this impression 
if one were limited to the interviews in the 1990 book. However, Oruka 
continued his research and engaged in interviews with sages on a variety of 
topics like natural family planning; in his role in S.M. Otieno burial trial, 
he showed his careful attention to concepts of home, family relations, burial 
practices, and religious beliefs and practices.69 He argues that Oruka’s prac-
tice of sagacity was a closed system, whereas in these days of globalization 
we need to create new concepts, as Deleuze and Guattari advocate.70 How-
ever Oruka was also a very future-oriented person and an avid conference-
goer, exchanging ideas with those near and far, as shown by attention to his 
larger work where he came up with new concepts such as “Parental Earth 
Ethics.” This insistence that sage philosophy is future oriented and helpful in 
combating the hegemony present in academic philosophy was made earlier 
by Daniel Smith.71

Mosima is concerned that a too narrow focus on the individual is a sign 
of Oruka’s submission to Western hegemony, and Oruka’s claims to bring to 
birth philosophical ideas in the sage indulges in the pretensions of modern 
scientific objectivity, and such pretensions are obsolete today. A postmodern 
philosophy would advocate not an abstract concept or definition of wisdom, 
but rather exploration of highly personal, individualized, non-generalized, 
and emotional knowledge which would elevate the local and particular (as an 
alternative to a grand narrative).72 Here I find Mosima’s critique dovetailing 
with the much earlier work of Sophie Oluwole, although he doesn’t cite her. 
In her book, Philosophy and Oral Tradition, Oluwole noted that Yoruba wise 
sayings from the Ifa, which she considered to be examples of strict philoso-
phy, argued for a concept of knowledge that did not narrowly focus on reason 
alone. She argued that the Yoruba had a certain philosophical and intellectual 
style which recognized reasoning as an important part of living but not the 
sole faculty to draw upon in “attaining intellectual cogency”; as she explains, 
based on the analysis of two Ifa texts, “reason is not always an absolute 
means for reaching cogent and appropriate beliefs, principles and theories, 
most especially those relevant to solving various problems of human exist-
ence. The suggestion, therefore, is that when reason fails, intuition or senti-
ment or emotion may come to the rescue of man.”73 She also argues that the 
author of Ifa recognizes that there are many different views, and that Yoruba 
are accommodative in a virtuous sense of intellectual modesty (rather than 
deficient in rationality) due in part to their experiences in an extended family 
structure.74 It would seem, therefore, that a critique of abstract modernism 
can be found in the Ifa. Surely Western philosophy has engaged in a critique 
of its modernist errors, and at least some have embraced a position similar to 
the one Oluwole found described in Ifa long ago.

Oluwole argues that in order to ensure that global or cross-cultural under-
standings of philosophy are not narrowly Eurocentric, there needs to be 
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room to embrace different models of philosophizing. She also insists that 
when characterizing the way in which African philosophies may be differ-
ent from European ones, that the characterization not be a flight of fancy 
indulged in by describing something the opposite of one’s own practice or 
values (as has been done in the past by both Europeans and Africans), but 
rather it should be based on careful analysis of oral texts.75 This attention to 
sentiment and emotion, as well as attention to different styles of philosophiz-
ing, would be an important addition to sage philosophy methodology.

I have not had the space in this brief chapter to take into account ways in 
which Oruka’s project influenced researchers in other fields. Scholars in other 
fields have shown great interest in his project and contributed books and arti-
cles that help us to record and know oral sages’ philosophical ideas better. 
Focusing on the field of philosophy in particular, we can say therefore that 
sage philosophy continues to be an important project in the broader field of 
African philosophy. It is relevant because there are still sages who need to be 
recorded, and there is still a need to bridge the chasm between community 
and university. Africa still has large problems and all heads need to be meeting 
and putting together creative concepts and understandings that could help 
Africans in their daily practices and their institutions. There is still too little 
known about African traditions of philosophizing, and there is an ongoing 
need to adapt to ongoing change while preserving values and understandings 
from the past. Oruka’s project remains relevant while it needs to be improved 
through being more self-conscious of its own process, and through more 
interdisciplinary teamwork, and through increasing its reach to more sages, 
and through distributing its results more broadly through publications and 
university curricula as well as being preserved in archives.
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CHAPTEr 7

rethinking the History of African Philosophy

Safro Kwame

introduction

The claim that Africans have no philosophy is no more true than the claim 
that they have no history. Its assertion and denial are both a function of a 
conception or misconception of philosophy. The history of African philoso-
phy, as a modern or postcolonial enterprise, is a short one, if one insists on 
a Western characterization of philosophy. The tradition of African philoso-
phy, broadly conceived, is almost as old as human civilization, if ancient civi-
lization with its associated mode of thinking is traced to Egypt. It may be 
argued, as some have, that Egyptian scholars from Imhotep to Akhenaten 
antedate the Greek philosophers, even if their philosophies are, like Thales’ 
and Pythagoras’, pre-Socratic. Molefi Asante, for example, lists eleven Egyp-
tians who preceded Greek philosophers, namely Ptahhotep, Kagemni, Duauf, 
Amenhotep, Amenemope, Imhotep, Amenemhat, Merikare, Sehotepibre, 
Khunanup, and Akhenaten.1

From a Western approach to philosophy, the history of African philoso-
phy has been, largely, a postcolonial one. The assumption seems to have been 
that, prior to having contact with Europe, Africa obviously had religion, as 
confirmed by anthropologists as well as casual observers of African rituals, but 
that Africa was too primitive or naïve to have had philosophy in a rigorous 
sense. While the belief that African philosophy is no older than Africa’s con-
tact with Europeans may be a corollary of racism and colonialism, it is also a 
function of some conceptions of philosophy. The claim that there are almost 
as many definitions of philosophy as there are philosophers, not to mention 
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non-philosophers, is not hyperbolic. A cursory examination of philosophy 
textbooks, particularly introductory ones, would suggest that.

From the Western point of view, African philosophy consists largely of 
attempts to graduate professional African philosophers out of African as well 
as non-African universities and have them grapple with fundamental ques-
tions. The result is a wealth of philosophical material, largely in the areas 
of metaphilosophy as well as current analysis of traditional or folk thought. 
Odera Oruka, Paulin Hountondji, Kwasi Wiredu, and Olubi Sodipo have 
contributed to the debate and philosophical material in these areas. Addition-
ally, there have been attempts by Africa’s postcolonial leaders, such as Kwame 
Nkrumah, Leopold Senghor, Julius Nyerere, Jomo Kenyatta, and Nelson 
Mandela to articulate a postcolonial ideology for Africans; and those attempts 
have, in turn, led to a wide-ranging discussion of political philosophy in 
Africa.

The attempt to restrict African philosophy to a modern or contempo-
rary activity ignores the claim that ancient Egyptians engaged in philosophi-
cal activity and that Socrates may have been black or had African ancestry. 
Take, for example, the “stolen legacy” and “out of Africa” or “Black Athena” 
claims by George G. M. James and Martin Bernal.2 Further, it is undermined 
by the works of Africans in the Greco-roman era, such as Origen, Clement, 
Tertullian, Augustine, and Cyprian, and the discovery of philosophical writ-
ings from Africans such as Zara Yacob and Walda Heywat of Ethiopia and 
Anton Wilhelm Amo of Ghana, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.3

The postcolonial history of African philosophy seems to be informed by 
two views of African philosophy and four questions about African philosophy. 
One view is forward looking; the other, backward looking. Together, they 
raise a number of questions concerning the definition of African philosophy.

two concePtions of african PhilosoPhy

One conception of philosophy, in the postcolonial history of African philoso-
phy, is backward looking. On this conception, African philosophy is expressed 
in the proverbs, folklore, art, aphorisms, fragments, rituals, and traditions of 
African people. Further, on this conception of African philosophy, the lack of 
writing in many parts of traditional Africa is not crucial. One of the reasons 
for this approach is that postcolonial African society has been too Westernized 
to be very African. Kwame Gyekye, for instance, argues that

It is indeed a mistake to maintain that the term “African philosophy” should be 
used to cover only the philosophy, that is, the written philosophy, that is being 
produced by contemporary African philosophers. For philosophy, whether in 
the sense of a worldview or in the sense of a discipline—that is, in the sense of 
systematic critical thought about the problems covered in philosophy as world-
view—is discoverable in African traditional thought… Consequently a distinc-
tion must be made between traditional African philosophy and modem African 
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philosophy: The latter, to be African, and have a basis in African culture and 
experience, must have a connection with the former, the traditional.4

From the point of view of the more forward-looking approach, the traditional 
view of African philosophy results in ethnography rather than philosophy; 
because philosophy consists of literary works of individuals. Authentic phi-
losophy, it is argued, is not a collective activity and, hence, not a product 
of the entire society as is apparent in the traditional approach. Writing, it is 
argued, is necessary for philosophy. Proponents add that, until the Europe-
ans introduced writing on a mass scale in Africa, much of Black Africa lacked 
a tradition of writing and, hence, the absence of traditional African philoso-
phy. “African philosophy as distinct from African ‘traditional world-view’,” 
Kwasi Wiredu writes, “is the philosophy that is being produced by contem-
porary African philosophers.”5 And, he adds, “it is still in the making.” Ide-
ally, Wiredu points out, “the phrase ‘African philosophy’ will refer simply to 
the African tradition of written philosophy.”6 Thus, “there is a need, possi-
bly more urgent, to fashion philosophies based upon contemporary African 
experience with its many-sidedness. From this point of view, one might sug-
gest without being whimsical that the term ‘African philosophy’ should be 
reserved for the results of that enterprise.”7

The two main views of African philosophy, enumerated above, are merely 
two positions on a continuum in which other African philosophers are rep-
resented. These philosophers include John Mbiti of Kenya, Kobina Oguah 
of Ghana, Odera Oruka of Kenya, W. Emmanuel Abraham of Ghana, Olubi 
Sodipo of Nigeria, and V. Y. Mudimbe of the Congo. According to Oguah, 
many Western philosophical doctrines are expressed in Africa “not in docu-
ments but in the proverbs, ritual songs, folktales and customs of the people.”8 
While Odera Oruka and W. Emmanuel Abraham deny that writing is neces-
sary for philosophy, nevertheless they dissociate themselves from the works 
of Gyekye and Olubi Sodipo as being “unable to get out of the anthropo-
logical fog.”9 On Mudimbe’s view, “it is only metaphorically, or, at best, from 
a historicist perspective, that one would extend the notion of philosophy to 
African traditional systems of thought, considering them as dynamic processes 
in which concrete experiences are integrated into an order of concepts and 
discourses.”10

four Questions on african PhilosoPhy

Part of the problem with rethinking the history of African philosophy has to 
do with the questions at issue. Some of the questions that impact rethinking 
the history of African philosophy concern: (1) whether there are traditional 
African philosophers, (2) whether there is a traditional African philosophy, 
(3) whether there is a modem or contemporary African philosophy, and (4) 
how to define African philosophy. Most scholars agree that there is a modem 
or contemporary African philosophy because of the ongoing research and 
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discussion on African philosophy. There may be some dispute about the exist-
ence of traditional African philosophers, depending on whether one insists on 
a weak or strong set of criteria. Paulin Hountondji and Abraham, for exam-
ple, believe that there could have been African philosophers without an Afri-
can philosophy.11 Hountondji argues that “thousands of Socrates could never 
have given birth to Greek philosophy… so thousands of philosophers without 
written works could never have given birth to an African philosophy.”12

The main dispute concerns the existence of a traditional African philoso-
phy. Both Wiredu and Kwame Appiah of Ghana acknowledge the existence 
of a traditional African philosophy in, at least, some sense. Traditional African 
philosophy, on Appiah’s account, is folk rather than formal philosophy. Liter-
acy, according to Appiah, “is not a sufficient condition for formal philosophy, 
but it certainly seems to be necessary.”13 On the other hand, for Wiredu, “If 
instead of asking, ‘Is there an African philosophy?’ it had been asked, ‘Is there 
an African traditional philosophy,’ it would have been clearly unproblematic 
to answer in the affirmative.”14 Furthermore, “If the phrase ‘African philoso-
phy’ is interpreted in the way that the phrase ‘British philosophy’ is (quite 
legitimately) construed,” he adds, “then it might begin to seem that some 
skepticism is in order, for in most parts of Africa we do not have a substantial 
tradition of written philosophy.”15 Hence, it is useful to distinguish between a 
traditional (unwritten) philosophy and a nontraditional (written) philosophy.

It must be apparent then, that, without being disingenuous or vacuous, 
the history of African philosophy is contingent on its conception; and that 
conception rests on a debate about a multiplicity of definitions. It is a choice 
that we have to make. The choice then informs the debate and, in turn, our 
view of the history of African philosophy.

three factors on african PhilosoPhy

There are three main factors that account for the differences or similarities of 
opinion on the existence of traditional African philosophy. They are (1)  the 
status of traditional beliefs, (2) the fairness of comparison, and (3) the defini-
tion of African philosophy. There is a tendency for people like Mbiti, Gyekye, 
and Oguah—in the traditional school of thought—to adopt or use the first 
view of African philosophy which identifies or constructs African philosophy 
from the proverbs, customs, traditions, and folk beliefs of African societies. 
They may have other views apart from this and they need not be the only 
ones who take this view. Similarly there is a tendency for people like Wiredu, 
Hountondji, Bodunrin, and Appiah—in the individualist-literary or the 
 so-called professional school of thought—to adopt or use the second view of 
African philosophy. This is the view that identifies African philosophy with the 
formal works of contemporary philosophers.

Part of the difference in the two schools of thought on African philosophy 
has to do with whether they take the statements expressing traditional African 
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beliefs as premises or conclusions. There is a tendency for the traditional 
school of thought to take those statements as conclusions (on the basis of 
the evidence available to them) and, hence, infer that there were unrecorded 
or unknown but reconstructible statements that constitute premises for those 
conclusions. On the basis of the evidence available to them, the individualist-
literary school of thought tends, instead, to consider those traditional Afri-
can belief statements as premises to be used by contemporary philosophers 
to draw conclusions or construct arguments and contemporary philosophies. 
Further, there is a tendency for the individualist-literary school of thought 
to think that it is unfair or inappropriate to compare traditional African phi-
losophy as the dominant or popular view of African societies with Western 
philosophy as criticism or dissensions of individuals who disagree with the 
popular view. On the other hand, the traditional school of thought tends to 
think that such comparisons are not improper, since some of the philosophies 
in the West, like anywhere else, have been attempts to articulate and defend 
the prevailing or dominant beliefs in society.

on defining african PhilosoPhy

As indicated earlier, one of the factors that account for the differences in 
schools of thought and in belief in a traditional African philosophy is the defi-
nition of philosophy in general and of African philosophy in particular. There 
are just two definitions of African philosophy from the so-called professional 
or individualists-literary school of thought. The first one is by Paulin Houn-
tondji. In African Philosophy: Myth and Reality, he defines African philosophy 
in terms of (i) intentions (to create philosophy), (ii) location (i.e., geography 
or nationality of the person), and (iii) the medium used (i.e., writing):

By “African philosophy” I mean a set of texts, specifically the set of texts writ-
ten by Africans and described as philosophical by their authors themselves… In 
other words, we are concerned solely with the philosophical intention of the 
authors not with the degree of its effective realization, which cannot easily be 
assessed. So for us African philosophy is a body of literature whose existence is 
undeniable, a bibliography which has grown constantly over the last thirty years 
or so… The essential point here is that we have produced a radically new defini-
tion of African philosophy, the criterion now being the geographical origin of 
the authors rather than an alleged specificity of content.16

The second definition, extracted from comments by the Nigerian philoso-
pher Bodunrin on the activities of certain sages and professionals, focuses on 
(i) the location (i.e., place of origin or work), (ii) the (nature of the) action, 
(iii) the intention (of the author), and (iv) (the medium used (i.e., writing):

They are doing African philosophy only because the participants are Africans 
or are working in Africa and are interested in a philosophical problem from 
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an African point of view… Philosophy is a conscious creation. One cannot be 
said to have philosophy in the strict sense of the word until one has consciously 
reflected on one’s beliefs… Even if writing cannot be a precondition for phi-
losophy, nevertheless, the role of writing in the creation of a philosophical tradi-
tion cannot be underrated.17

This is a slightly more relaxed version of Hountondji’s definition. In this case, 
there is more emphasis on philosophy as an activity and less emphasis on writ-
ing as a medium. Besides, location is not restricted to nationality. One does 
not have to be an African to produce African philosophy. One may satisfy the 
“location requirement” by merely working in Africa. Further, “intention” is 
interpreted broadly as “consciousness” and not specifically in terms of being 
conscious of an attempt to produce (nothing but) philosophy.

Thus, in a narrower (or more exclusive) sense, African philosophy may be 
defined in terms of the location of the philosopher, his or her writing, and 
intentions. In a broader and more inclusive sense, African philosophy may be 
characterized on the basis of its uniqueness and the location of the philoso-
pher, without regard to intentions or writing. It is slightly broader than the 
first, because in addition to not emphasizing writing or intentions, it does not 
restrict African philosophy to those who are from Africa. There is, however, a 
more inclusive definition of African philosophy that may be contrasted with 
the first two above. On the third and more inclusive definition, African phi-
losophy may be conceived mainly in terms of both actions and consequences 
regardless of the medium, intentions, or place of origin or work. In this sense, 
African philosophy is the work or end product of a person of whatever sex, 
race, or color who brings his or her peculiarly African experience (of, say, lan-
guage, examples, topics, or beliefs) to bear, significantly, on the treatment of a 
philosophical question, issue or problem.

conclusion

In rethinking the history of African philosophy, we need to consider all or 
some of the issues raised above and reflect or act accordingly. Those issues 
include the views, questions, definitions, and factors listed above. When that 
is done, it is apparent that the history of African philosophy is not as simple 
or linear as it may seem; partly because it is, itself, the subject of philosophical 
analysis and discussion.

notes

 1.  “I have found it quite remarkable to discover in the ancient Egyptian philoso-
phies the African origins of thought and ideas,” Molefi Kete Asante writes in 
the preface of The Egyptian Philosophers (2000: v).

 2.  The claim that Greek Philosophy is stolen Egyptian Philosophy was made by 
George G. M. James in a self-published book Stolen Legacy: The Egyptian 
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Origins of Western Philosophy in (1954) (reprinted, 1992). In Black Athena: 
The Afroasiatic Roots of Classical Civilization, published in three volumes 
by Martin Bernal (by rutgers University Press, NJ,. in 1987, 1991, 2006), 
the claim is that much of what has been classified as Ancient Greek is either 
Ancient Egyptian or West Semitic and that Ancient Egyptian civilization is 
African.

 3.  See for example Sumner (1976) and Antoine Wilhelm Amo (1968).
 4.  Gyekye (1987: 11–12).
 5.  Wiredu (1980: 36).
 6.  Ibid.
 7.  Ibid.
 8.  Oguah (1977: 281).
 9.  Oruka (1991: 9).
 10.  Mudimbe (1988: ix).
 11.  Hountondji (1983: 106).
 12.  Ibid.
 13.  Appiah (1989: 210).
 14.  Wiredu (1991: 97).
 15.  Wiredu (1980: 36).
 16.  Hountondji (1983: 33, 66).
 17.  Bodunrin (1984: 9, 10).
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CHAPTEr 8

The Question of African Logic: Beyond 
Apologia and Polemics

Jonathan O. Chimakonam

introduction

The idea of (an) African logic falls within the scheme of universal-particular 
debate. While some say that logic as the instrument of thought is universal 
and cannot be relative, others are of the view that logic systems are relative or 
particular systems that can be universalized. They find support for this claim 
in the emergence of three-valued, many-valued, and even-multi-valued log-
ics. Logic systems therefore are methodological nuances. This latter group 
(call them the relativists) seeks to fault the premises of the first group (call 
them the universalists). For the relativists, when the universalists talk of logic 
as universal they actually mean an absolute conception of logic with laws and 
principles that apply in all cultures and in all topics irrespective of context.1 
The relativists deny that any logic system has such power. They grant that 
a logic system, for example the two-valued logic and its classical laws, has 
more expressive power and is more universal in application than, say, three-
valued logic or even many-valued logic. They posit that other logic systems 
from three-valued logic upward are extensions and therefore alternatives to 
the two-valued logic which is conceived as standard logic and contrasted from 
non-standard logics.2
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The argument is that the creation of any non-standard logic involves the 
relaxation of the classical laws of thought. Support is found in literature where 
Oliver reiser observes that any shift in the three classical laws of thought presup-
poses the emergence of an alternative system of logic.3 It is in this way, I sup-
pose, that the field of logic has witnessed exponential growth in modern times. 
It would then be incorrect to continue to put it in a straitjacket of absolutism 
as the universalists tend to do. Susan Stebbing has clarified that the “science 
of logic does not stand still; during the last half-century, greater advances have 
been made in logic than in the whole preceding period from the time of Aristo-
tle.”4 It continues to grow not strictly in an architectonic order but possibly also 
as a field of systems which is what the relativists uphold. In this way, anybody 
and indeed, any people might create their own system of logic insofar as its laws 
and principles are clear enough for others to follow. To this end, rudolf Carnap 
states that people are free to construct any logic system they wish and according 
to whatever convention they choose, so long as the logic system is constructed 
clearly and the syntactical rules and conventions are properly formulated.5

Thus if the talk about African logic is going to make any meaning, it must be 
within this scheme of constructing an alternative logic system and not a culture-
bound enterprise as ethnologicians champion. The relativists want to ignore the 
scare tactics of the universalists whose opinion is that such a system is not only 
impossible but erroneous. So the problematic of African logic should really be 
about constructing a system and criticizing the system. recent discussions have 
however threatened to veer it off course. Instead of engaging in robust rigorous 
conversations, some logicians and philosophers have taken to apologias, while 
others have taken to polemics, both of which have narrowed their visions to a 
debate about the correctness and incorrectness of the idea of an African logic 
rather than practical demonstrations. On the whole, my objective in this chap-
ter is to highlight the danger of off-centeredness which the dispute between 
the apologists and the polemists of the idea of an African logic has created and 
to chart a practical course for African logic that involves system building. I will 
argue, overall, that while it is significant to further the debate on African logic 
alongside the need for such a philosophy of logic (logica utens), it is even better to 
begin laying the foundation for African logic as a system of logic (logica docens).

background to the Problematic of african logic

Some scholars in the past, like Georg Hegel, Immanuel Kant, David Hume, and 
Emil Ludwig, have suggested the non-existence of logos among African peo-
ples.6 Levy-Bruhl resurrected and strengthened some of these despicable conclu-
sions in the twentieth century.7 Later, robin Horton stretched it a bit further 
when he claimed that the laws of logical reasoning are not present in African 
languages and cultures, and suggested the Africans lack the capacity to engage in 
logical reasoning.8 For Hegel, in his Lectures on the Philosophy of World History, 
Africa has no well-developed culture; it has no history and has made no positive 



8 THE QUESTION OF AFrICAN LOGIC: BEYOND …  107

contribution to world civilization. It is “a land of childhood, removed from the 
light of self-conscious history and wrapped in the dark mantle of night.”9 Levy-
Bruhl, in his Primitive Mentality, tells of a Negro race without logical ability. 
C.M. Okoro sums up Levy-Bruhl’s racist Eurocentric vision as follows:

In these inhuman and ugly treatments of the black race, the Whiteman argued 
that even if an African is a person without tail, he is a Negro or dark in complex-
ion anyway and darkness connotes for him all that is evil, wicked, monstrous 
and demonic. It has been written that according to an official legal position in 
the United States, the Negro is 2/3 of a human being with putative rights that 
the Whiteman is under no obligation to respect.10

Okoro goes on to disclose that some European anthropologists, in the same 
mold as Levy-Bruhl, out of their ignorance of African metaphysics were con-
temptuous of African cultures and underrated the people. For example, he 
quotes Levy-Bruhl as saying that Africans are “pre-logical people who always 
ascribed to invisible and supernatural forces.”11 This means, among other 
things, that Africans think and behave in anti-scientific ways. It implies there-
fore that such a culture which supported this type of thinking would be, to 
say the least, devoid of logic.

Evans-Pritchard gives a different interpretation of Levy-Bruhl’s assertion of 
a primitive mentality ascribed to Africans. In Theories of Primitive Religions, 
Evans-Pritchard argued, first, that Levy-Bruhl was misunderstood. According 
to him by the notion of “pre-logicality” Levy-Bruhl simply made allusions to 
the thought system or pattern of Africans which is magical or religious, and 
hence appearing absurd to the Europeans. Evans-Pritchard tries to explain 
that Levy-Bruhl did not mean that primitives are incapable of thinking coher-
ently but merely that most of their beliefs are incompatible with a critical and 
scientific view of the universe.12 Second, their thought patterns contain evi-
dent contradictions in light of Aristotelian logic. This is because some of the 
laws of thought which guide reasoning in African systems of thought might 
be a little bit more complicated. Third, Evans-Pritchard also argues that 
Levy-Bruhl was not saying that the primitives are unintelligent but that their 
beliefs are unintelligible to Europeans. This does not mean that Europeans 
cannot follow their reasoning. While we can say Africans reason logically, the 
problem however is that they reason from different premises, which are too 
absurd for Europeans to follow. Thus Okoro cites Evans-Pritchard: Africans 
“are reasonable but they reason in categories different from ours. They are 
logical but the principles of their logic are not ours, not those of Aristotelian 
logic.”13 Further, Evans-Pritchard explains that pre-logical as used by Levy-
Bruhl does not mean alogical or anti-logical. When applied to primitive men-
tality, it simply means that Africans do not go out of the way, as Europeans 
do, to avoid contradictions, and they do not always present the same logical 
requirements.14
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From the above, it is clear that Pritchard has a different understanding of 
so-called primitive culture. The term primitive, as used by Levy-Bruhl and 
later Evans-Pritchard or by Alexander Goldenweiser or later Harry Barnes, 
could mean the earliest cultural human. It is certainly deployed in the colo-
nial anthropological literature to mean the dark-skinned people of the conti-
nent of Africa. The term is prominent in Goldenweiser’s Early Civilisation.15 
Barnes for instance, in An Intellectual and Cultural History of the Western 
World, argues:

In discussing the mind of the primitive man we are treading on thin ice and 
few topics of discussion produce more errors and misrepresentations than the 
attempt to compare primitive and civilized thinking. These misconceptions arise 
from two basic fallacies. First, most men living in the twentieth century believe 
that they are civilized by virtue of this fact alone. Secondly, it is assumed that 
primitive man had a rudimentary and undeveloped brain and was organically 
incapable of complex thinking.16

This latter assumption reflects Hegel’s thought concerning the Negro race. 
Barnes disputes these assumptions saying that “what we (Westerners) have 
that he (primitive man) does not is a greater accumulation of positive knowl-
edge,” where the term “positive knowledge” means the orientation of science 
and technology. Barnes goes on: “practically speaking, the primitive mental-
ity is dominated by comparative ignorance, and by a type of attitude we call 
superstitions, from which the civilized and educated man of today is relatively 
free from.”17 But Goldenweiser contends that “supernaturalism as a system 
of ideas is in itself perfectly reasonable (where the term reasonable connotes 
being logical). When the limitation of knowledge and theoretical naiveté of 
aboriginal men are taken into consideration the unconscious conclusion or 
hypothesis reached by him with reference to the world of things and beings 
are well-nigh inevitable.”18

Thus we can see that in the Western understanding of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, the Negro people were considered primitive, had no 
brains for the rigour of logical exercise. As Barnes notes, the primitive man 
is also seen to lack the mental discipline which comes from some training in 
logic. This for Barnes means that his imagination is unrestricted. He creates 
and believes in a great number of mythologies. He therefore tries to control 
nature by magic—that is, by incantations, prayers, rituals, and festivals. Such 
intellectual advances as civilized man (i.e., European) has made have been 
achieved mainly through release from such naiveté. Barnes thus concludes:

Grant primitive man his premises and he could often draw logical conclu-
sions. He was by no means so absolutely devoid of logic as philosophers like 
Lucien Levy-Bruhl have imagined…what we call human culture is essentially 
an extra-organic or super-organic mechanism employed by man to control his 
life and living: i.e., his environment and himself. Primitive man was unable to 
exercise a real and direct control over much of his environment because of the 
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undeveloped character of his culture, especially in its technological aspects. 
Therefore he was compelled to employ symbolic, that is, fictional, rather than 
factual means to exercise control over his life and surroundings. This symbolic 
and fictional system of control is what we call supernaturalism.19

Barnes further notes that the primitive man’s great mistake, though of course 
an unavoidable one, lay in his failure to recognize that his control over his 
environment was infantile. Supernaturalism is outdated since technological 
progress determines control of man’s environment in term of fact instead of 
fiction.20

While the literature on colonial anthropology has been critically unpacked 
and attacked for denying critical reasoning capacity to Africans, one posi-
tive deduction one could make from all the arguments above, contra super-
naturalism, is that a system of logic that could be called African is possible. 
To defend this alternative system, we must resist the lure of exclusiveness 
that makes culture-bound systems attractive. I affirm the relativity of logic 
systems but only insofar as such systems are universalizable. To this end, I 
agree with Bochenski who stresses that the relativity of logics is indubitable. 
According to him, there are many logic systems and that the classical West-
ern two-valued logic is in itself limited:

All this might be thought pure speculation on the part of logicians, of no 
importance for the day-to-day business of science. But that is not the case. In 
1944 reichenbach showed that quantum mechanics cannot be axiomatized 
without contradiction on the basis of “classical logic” (such as that of Principia 
Mathematica) but that it can be axiomatized straight-forwardly without contra-
diction in the frame-work of Lukasiewicz’s three-valued logic.21

Bochenski simply establishes in the above that the relativity of logic systems 
has gone beyond mere speculation, and that the orthodoxy of the classical 
two-valued logic has in the same measure been undermined. Thus, apart from 
the two-valued logic, we now also necessarily talk of three-valued, many-
valued, and even multi-valued logics as the case may be. In this consists the 
theory of relativity of logic systems. However, the relativity of logic systems 
does not oppose the universality of such systems. relative logic systems are 
relative based on background influence alone; they are universal because they 
are capable of universal applicability. The idea of an African logic falls into this 
relative-universal scheme. To address this concern by going beyond the apo-
logias and polemics is the goal of this chapter.

beyond aPologias and Polemics

Much of the history of thought in Africa, to this day, is a duel between apolo-
gias and polemics. On the one hand are diehard Afrocentrists who would risk 
“truth” to affirm what they believe is an African agenda. On the other hand 
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are committed Eurocentrists whose skewed epistemic goal is one and one 
only: to orchestrate an intellectual decimation of African peoples. These two 
groups, it is safe to say, are intellectual outlaws who play by jungle rules to 
achieve their off-centered goals. In reality, neither Afrocentrists nor Eurocen-
trists represent the best interests of Africa and Europe as they claim respec-
tively. The nineteenth and twentieth centuries had the battleground for these 
two groups in archaeology, history, and philosophy. But from the later part 
of the twentieth century, as more awareness was drawn to the works of Kant, 
Hegel, and eventually Levy-Bruhl, the battleground has been shifting to 
logic. And it has almost become a myth that whoever controls logos controls 
the provenance of epistemology. I will begin with the apologists.

The Apologists: Senghor, Winch, Sogolo

A form of logical radicalism that was apologetic in essence was heralded by Leo-
pold Senghor who differentiated Western and African reasoning—the one being 
rational and the other being chiefly emotive.22 This bifurcation is notorious for 
ascribing a supposedly culture-bound system to the Africans, thus leading the 
continent away from humanity’s common rational heritage. This is the problem: 
If Africans follow a different approach in studying reality other than the procedure 
of reasoning, in what sense would they be described as being rational? If there is 
rationality inside emotionality, that is, then it would be a rationality that is beyond 
universal laws of logic. In other words, Africans would seem to be irrational by the 
standard of humanity’s common laws of thought. With the emotion thesis, Seng-
hor seems to imply that valid reasoning is dependent on regional circumstances.

For his critics, this is a critical shortcoming of Senghor’s proposal for 
understanding the African humanity sorely stressed by colonial ideology. He 
has been accused, particularly, of unwittingly approving the Eurocentric the-
sis that the European mode of thinking is diametrically opposed to that of 
the African, and superior to it. If the African is essentially emotional, then 
Senghor seems to affirm the Eurocentric assumption that African thought 
cannot distinguish between the rational, the irrational, or the pre-rational.23 
For Senghor, according to Tomaz Jacques, the black person’s relation to 
the world is of an essentially sensuous, emotional nature in which the mode 
of cognition does not objectify. It is rather intuitive, participatory, magical, 
and holistic. Senghor further asserts that this cognitive affective relation also 
defines the African person’s relation to others, family, society, politics, and 
the divine.24 It is on these two scores that Senghor has been criticized for (i) 
drawing a very sharp line between Western and African thought patterns, and 
(ii) subjecting the African pattern to an inferior treatment.

But it is possible that Senghor might have been misread and misunder-
stood by his critics. Yes, he identified a structural difference between Western 
and African thought, but he never simply meant one to be inferior to the 
other. I am of the view that had Senghor understood the wider logical impli-
cations of his thesis, he would have chosen a different set of terms to explain 
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his position. And that careful formulation could have served as a basis for 
asserting that African thought was unique only in an inclusive sense of logic 
relativity and not, as he has been read, in an exclusive sense that excludes any 
connection to a universal mode of reasoning.

But Senghor was not the only apologist for a unique African mode of rea-
soning. There are others who attempted to synthesize the implications of the 
formulation. They are Peter Winch and Godwin Sogolo. When Senghor’s 
myopism reinforced Levy-Bruhl’s despicable position, it was Winch and much 
later Sogolo who found a way using apologetic strategies. Winch in two of 
his works25 presented strong arguments meant to defend the thesis that tradi-
tional thought possesses its own logic which is also valid within such contexts. 
This was certainly a response to Levy-Bruhl. Winch argues that different 
modes of thought evidently require different rational procedures or criteria 
for their justification. As he puts it:

Criteria of logic are not a direct gift of God, but arise out of, and are only intel-
ligible in the context of, ways of living or modes of social life. It follows that 
one cannot apply criteria of logic to modes of social life as such. For instance, 
science is one such mode and religion is another; and each has criteria of intel-
ligibility peculiar to itself. So within science or religion actions can be logical or 
illogical: in science, for example, it would be illogical to refuse to be bound by 
the results of a properly carried out experiment; in religion it would be illogical 
to suppose that one could pit one’s own strength against God’s; and so on. But 
we cannot sensibly say that either the practice of science itself or that of religion 
is either illogical or logical; both are non-logical.26

What Winch attempts to establish is that modes of thought that differ as 
much as science and religion differ cannot be bound by the same logical para-
digm. In other words, by non-logical he means to say that there is no one 
universal algorithm that can axiomatize both. If there is then the “logical” 
and “illogical” distinction between the civilized and the primitive societies 
will make sense.

Winch goes on to employ this in analyzing African traditional thought. His 
major argument is simply that criteria derived from one form of life cannot be 
used in judging a different form of life. In Sogolo’s assessment, the African 
traditional form of life, like the European, has a designate universe of dis-
course or background logic, its own conception of reality, and of course, its 
criteria of rationality. Its assumptions, like those of the Western form of life, 
are valid within their own very contexts.27 Winch’s position therefore is that 
it smacks of racist indiscretion to judge one thought system from the logical 
lens of another. It is apparent that Winch advocates one of the extreme spe-
cies of logic relativity. This is so when we realize that it can easily be inferred 
from Winch’s position that the classical laws of thought, for example, do not 
have a place in the thought patterns of traditional societies. Scholars like Ijio-
mah and Etuk, as well as Senghor before them, have all fallen into a similar 
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conceptual ditch.28 But we know this to be incorrect. The likes of Hunnings, 
Uduma, Nze, etc., have all made it clear that the laws of classical thought 
apply to a great extent in African languages.29

Unforgiving polemicists, like Uduma Oji, have capitalized on this over-
sight in seeking to destroy the idea of African logic.30 Ademola Fayemi 
Kazeem also grouped the likes of Makinde, Oruka, and Omoregbe among 
those who approve of the idea of logic in Africa but disapprove of African 
logic31—where logic in Africa simply means the wholesale applicability of 
classical logic as a universe of discourse. According to Uduma, for instance, 
Etuk and especially Ijiomah are guilty of a terrible syllogism—If logic is a part 
of philosophy and philosophy is culture-bound, it follows necessarily that 
logic is culture-bound. This, for Uduma is an unwitting defence of cultural 
logic, which is erroneous.32 I agree that African logic need not and ought not 
to be culture exclusive, but this criticism must not be extended to the idea of 
a universalizable system of an African logic as Uduma seeks to do.

Godwin Sogolo saw through the extreme relativism of Winch’s arguments 
in the sense that they make any form of cross-cultural reasoning framework 
impossible. In Sogolo’s assessment, conceding a unique thought framework 
to Africans and primitive societies only achieves Pyrrhic victory, the cost of 
which is extreme logic relativism. Sogolo then conceives a version of Winch’s 
argument in which the extreme form of relativism is replaced by a mild one. 
This thesis simply suggests that two societies with different forms of life 
could, to a reasonable extent, interact even though their life-worlds require 
somewhat different universes of discourse to validate their assumptions. This 
does not eliminate the fact that they share certain elements in common which 
compel a cross-cultural universe of discourse. This is because, as Sogolo 
observes, they are both similarly marked by the same basic features of the 
human species:

The difference lies in the ways the two societies conceive of reality and explain 
objects and events. This is so because they live different forms of life. And it is 
for this reason alone that an intelligible analysis of African thought demands the 
application of its own universe of discourse, its own logic and its own criteria of 
rationality.33

This difference in life forms, according to Sogolo, suggests a certain space of 
relative universe of discourse which cannot possibly be replaced by a common 
universe of discourse that cuts through different cultures. Yet, such relative 
systems do not in any way replace the necessity of a common universal cri-
teria.34 It is on the basis of his recognition of the relative and universal char-
acter of logic that Sogolo recommends (just like Momoh35) that the African 
thinker should “fashion out these unique working tools (call it a system of 
African logic that is nonetheless universalizable) with which to unearth the 
complexities of the social form that confronts him.”36
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African logic equally owes a lot to the audacious proposals of Meinrad 
Hebga and Gordon Hunnings who equally entertained and defended the idea 
of an alternative logic system that could come from Africa while the idea of a 
unique thought system was not yet fashionable. According to Hebga:

The dogma of one standard and of one all-embracing prototype for civilisa-
tion and culture is losing its backers right along. If the fact of having arrived at 
the atom, of having probed nature in its depth and furthermost reaches gives 
legitimate pride to the discoveries and consecrates the civilisations which have 
produced them, all this still leaves an important place to the other cultures, 
embryonic though they may be called, a place which they occupy humbly, but 
at the same time to the advantage of all.… A fortiori, it is necessary to admit the 
existence of opposed logics, structures of thoughts, methods of research, con-
tradictory in their methods or their conclusions.37

Hebga bemoans a prevalent system where the classical two-valued logic of 
Western thought is taken as the only prototype for civilization.38 There could 
be other forms of logic as there are other cultures and thought systems. It is 
left for us to give them a chance to be developed. He particularly points at 
philosophy’s definition of logical truth as the agreement of thought with its 
object as straitjacketed. For him:

In this bivalent logic there is no place except for the true and the false. It excludes 
all intermediary value such as the “not altogether true” and the “not altogether 
false.” This basis of this bivalence seems to be the ambiguity of the intermediate 
value or, rather, the demands of the principle of contradiction which excludes one 
thing from being true and false at the same time under the same aspect.39

Hebga therefore offers the first clear suggestion on the actual structure of 
African logic, which I eventually showed elsewhere to be trivalent with the 
intermediate value capable of being judged both true and false under the 
same aspect, in complementary mode.40 Hebga does not deny the applica-
bility of logic in African thought systems. His point is that the classical two-
valued logic holds in African thought like in every other system but that it 
has operational limitations in much the same way African three-valued logic 
would have had some limitations if applied on a bivalent thought structure. 
He goes on to admonish: “But you must not attribute the exact application 
of this principle of contradiction as the monopoly of any particular system. 
Although it is metaphysical… it does not keep two diametrically opposed sys-
tems from being true at the same time, their fundamental presuppositions 
being different.”41 This is true, especially as the two standard values of Afri-
can logic are treated as sub-contraries rather than contradictories. Thus, if 
one holds, the other might still hold, so the possibility of “both/and” and 
“both/not” are in the variant of the three-valued logic I develop for the Afri-
can tradition.42
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Like Barnes43 and Alexander Goldenwiser,44 as well as J.M. Bochenski,45 
Hebga holds the idea of relativity of logic at a promising end. As he puts it, 
“At the same time, we must admit a certain logical relativism. This is recog-
nized by common sense. How often is it said, such an idea is true—from your 
point of view.”46 This is the sort of idea Bertrand russell sought to bring to 
prominence when writing on Chinese morals:

The Duke of She addressed Confucius, saying: “We have an upright man in 
our country. His father stole a sheep and the son bore witness against him.” 
In our country, Confucius replied, uprightness is something different from this. 
A father hides the guilt of his son, and son hides the guilt of his father. It is in 
such conduct that true uprightness is to be found.47

Indeed, these types of nuances in the thought systems of different peoples 
of the world constitute the strains of relativity48 in logic. Hebga, in the 
above, is pointing to the lacuna in standard logic which needs to be filled. 
He may not have filled this lacuna by way of alternative system building, but 
his arguments are significant in laying the foundation for projects such as the 
Ezumezu system of logic.

Evidently from the foregoing, the contributions of Senghor, Hebga, Hun-
nings, Omoregbe, Momoh, Udo Etuk, and Ijiomah in the African logic pro-
ject can be described as geared toward a philosophy of logic (logica utens) 
rather than system of logic (logica docens). Perhaps Momoh knew this quite 
well, hence his call for younger African logicians to take up the task of con-
structing the system of African logic. One of my objectives in this chapter is 
to gesture toward the condition for the possibility of that project.

Ethnologic and Complementary Logic

Those I call the cultural logicians or ethnologicians are scholars who have 
in various ways attempted to demonstrate the presence of logic in different 
African cultures, though it does not mean that they actively developed these 
unique cultural logics far removed from the universal parameters of logic. 
Some of them include Eboh’s “The Structure of Igbo Logic,” I.B. Fran-
cis’ research on Efik logic, O.I. Francis’ research on Ibibio logic, C.B. Nze 
“Uncovering Logic in Igbo Language and Thought,” Victor Ocaya’ under-
standing of Acholi logic, Ogugua’s doctoral dissertation on symbolism in 
Igbo thought, Enyimba’s essay on the nature of logic in African thought, 
Fayemi’s “Logic in Yoruba Proverbs,” Jones and Badey on Ibani and Ogoni 
logics, Ogugua and Oduah on “Logic in Igbo-African Understanding,” Ogu-
gua and Ogugua’s “Is there an Igbo-African Logic,” to name just a few.49 
One common decimal among these is that they all seek to demonstrate the 
existence of logic in cultural thought. It is as if their goal was to counteract 
the Levy-Bruhlian thesis that primitives are pre-logical, and Horton’s argu-
ment that the principles of logic cannot be formulated in African languages. 
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Clearly, Enyimba,50 Ocaya,51 Fayemi,52 and Jones and Badey53 echo this 
emotion as the motivation for their research.

The project of the ethnologicians is no doubt encouraging and academi-
cally interesting, but I have serious doubts as to its usefulness. The challenge 
with this type of project is that at the emotional level it tends to promote 
the feeling of cultural solidarity and identity, but deep down it appears back-
ward-looking. Cultural logic/ethnologic neither constitute systems of formal 
reasoning nor a solid and progressive discourse in philosophy of logic. It is 
more like a consolatory exercise. Do we really need to prove that principles of 
logic exist in African languages/culture? Do we really need to respond to the 
cultural prejudices of Levy-Bruhl, robin Horton, and the like? The simple 
answer is that there really is no apparent benefit in doing so. Cultural exca-
vation is profoundly counterproductive and sometimes often plays right into 
the very hands of those it is meant to answer. rational people do not need 
to prove that they are rational unless and except in cases where they are not 
sure. What to my mind deserves our collective research attention is the con-
struction of viable and universalizable logic systems/thought models (logica 
docens), as well as some rigorous intellectual exercises in the field of philoso-
phy of logic (logica utens). This is the driving force behind the project of the 
system of Ezumezu thought model.

Innocent Asouzu made his name in the circle of African philosophy 
through his ontological theory of ibuanyidanda or complementary reflec-
tion. It was however in a recent book54 that he enunciated the logic of this 
theory. This system of logic though specifically articulated to account for the 
ibuanyidanda theory is nonetheless capable of wider applications in many a 
discourse. Asouzu notes that:

…the rules guiding ibuanyidanda logical reasoning seek to serve as a guarantor 
for the validity of all forms of logic of discourse by ensuring that they comply 
with the demands of the transcendent complementary circle. One of its major 
concerns is exploring credible ways of addressing an arbitrary imposition of any 
of our logical faculties on the way we relate to the world. This is mostly the case 
with the mode of operation of our disjunctive faculties.55

Asouzu argues that the transcendent complementary circle or the transcend-
ent ibuanyidanda circle provides the context for the determination of the 
ibuanyidandaness of any action or judgment. Principles such as the truth and 
authenticity criterion, noetic propaedeutic, the ibuanyidanda imperative and 
other ibuanyidanda principles provide the legal framework in which reason-
ing proceeds without encountering problems such as ihe mkpuchi anya (phe-
nomenon of concealment) which distorts judgments and actions. Asouzu is 
of the view that logical judgment proceeds from our innermost human con-
sciousness, which is open to influence by our emotions (ihe mkpuchi anya). 
This consciousness could be motivated toward a conjunctive or disjunctive 
reasoning pattern. When we reason through our conjunctive faculty, we tend 
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to be accommodating whereas when we reason disjunctively, we tend to be 
divisive.

Ibuanyidanda therefore favors a conjunctive mode of reasoning in which 
realities are presented as missing links. This makes the complementary logic a 
“both/and” rather than “both/not” system. According to Asouzu, whereas 
our conjunctive faculty impels us to reach out to the world in the mode of 
“not only this but that thing” or in the mode of “this as well as that thing,” 
our disjunctive faculty restricts us to “either this or that thing.”56 Although 
these two faculties are part of the ambivalences of our being, complementary 
logic compels us to overcome the pressure of our disjunctive faculty which 
impedes harmonious reasoning in order to always reason conjunctively.57 
Complementary logic, for Asouzu, is however not a regional logic or what he 
calls “the logic of geographical categorization.”58 He is in this way against the 
idea of an African logic as ethnologic. Conjunctive reasoning behind com-
plementary logic, for him, provides human consciousness with the means to 
steer a more liberal, mediating, and more accommodating course, one that 
makes room for the coexistence of opposites.59

It is easy to see the deep insight in Asouzu’s articulation of complemen-
tary logic. His idea of conjunctive reasoning is without doubt necessary in the 
formulation of the intermediate value that explains the “truth-value glut” or 
the “both/and” which has come to be a central aspect of the idea of a relative 
system. However, complementary logic falls short of a system of logic. By its 
formulation, it can at best pass for a philosophical logic serving as a tool for 
explaining realities from the ibuanyidanda perspective. Some problems arise 
in the author’s explanations. The author had rejected all forms of relative 
(geographical) systems of logic but forgot that in rejecting what he calls the 
disjunctive mode of reasoning, he was advocating a relative system in which 
the law of excluded middle was not effective. By advocating a system that rec-
onciles opposites (logical contradictories), the author crossed the bounds of 
classical two-valued logic, decimated the law of excluded middle, and reached 
out for an unnamed inclusive alternative.

Complementary logic becomes a relativized even if not a geographical sys-
tem. Asouzu suggests it is pluri-valued,60 which means it is non-standard, and 
all non-standard logics are in some ways relative. But the question is: relative 
in what sense? Is it culture-inspired in its formulation or geographical in its 
application? He states it is not exclusivist and absolutist, and this implies it is 
inclusivist and relative. Hence, Asouzu’s complementary logic falls short of a 
proper system on the one hand and rejects relative systems of any form on the 
other. And even if we conceive of it as a relative system, we find it incomplete 
enough to justify a project like the Ezumezu logic. Ezumezu is a systematic 
formulation that is at once relative in inspiration and yet universalizable in 
application for the axiomatization of theories in African thought and beyond. 
Innocent Asouzu’s complementary logic definitely provides useful insights 
from which to proceed.
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The Polemicists: Makinde, Uduma, Wiredu

Between robin Horton and Lucien Levy-Bruhl who denied rational content 
to African languages and culture, and those African philosophers who have 
strenuously defended the idea and the possibility of African logic, comes a 
more subtle aggression from those who thought that the advocates of African 
logic were abusing their privilege. Akin Makinde, Kwasi Wiredu, and Uduma 
Oji Uduma are the most vocal among the polemicists arguing against the idea 
of an African logic.61 These polemicists are opposed to the idea of a culture-
bound logic system because, for them, logic is a universal discipline like math-
ematics and cannot be relativized.62 Such a project, they contend, is not only 
wrong but essentially inimical to the identity which the African shares with the 
rest of humanity. This point has seriously been made by Paulin Hountondji.63

Uduma’s arguments, for example, began as a reaction to all those who 
suggest the possibility of African logic such as C.S. Momoh, C.B. Okolo, 
and later J.O. Chimakonam, etc.64 The two most important characteristics 
of logic, according to Uduma, are that it is universal and topic neutral. The 
idea of African logic contravenes these requirements, and therefore becomes, 
for him, unacceptable. In “Can there be an African Logic?” he raises criti-
cal questions on the possibility of constructing such a logic in the first place 
as well as the immense challenges that would face such a project. Makinde’s 
contention is not different from Uduma’s. The principles of logic are univer-
sal and apply everywhere, including in African thought systems.65

From the foregoing, I wish to discountenance apologias and polemics as 
veritable strategies of developing the field of African logic. While the former 
tries to establish the field of African logic by all means, the latter tries to dis-
courage it by all means that are not rigorous. This is based on the fact that 
both forms of intellectual campaign are directed by ethnic and tribal senti-
ments rather than scholarly philosophical rigour. In their place, I recom-
mend the strategy of conversationalism for actors in the debate on African 
logic. This is a mechanism of the conversational philosophy, a new school of 
thought in African philosophy committed to critical engagements aimed at 
formulating and debating transgenerational problematics.66 By its method, 
this school encourages the critical engagements between one called nwa-
nju or the contestant and the other called nwa-nsa or the protestant.67 This 
engagement is a dispassionate one aimed at deconstruction, reconstruction, 
theoretic purification, and sophistication, discovering lacunas, filling them up, 
opening new vistas, and sustaining the culture of conversation.68

the three system builders: verran, ijiomah,  
and ezumezu logic

After the polemicists come the system builders who were primarily inter-
ested in constructing specific systems of logic that could be called African. 
Their goal was, as it were, to pick up the challenge thrown by Momoh in 
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formulating basic syntactic rules and symbolism of a system of an African 
logic. Here, I will discuss the attempts of Helen Verran, Chris Ijiomah, and 
Jonathan Chimakonam.

Helen Verran, an Australian who lived among the Yoruba-speaking people 
of Western Nigeria for some 7 years, attempted a project on African logic in 
her 2001 book.69 This book contains an audacious attempt at presenting a 
certain African logic around a supposedly relativist Yoruba numeric system. 
The book concerns a demonstration that logic and number systems are rel-
ative rather than universal, or in a way, that the Yoruba has a numeric sys-
tem different from the Western system. When seen as an alternative system 
rather than as an inferior one, this will gesture toward a somewhat different 
set of principles of numbering which is an affirmation of a different logic sys-
tem. Verran’s discussion of this key point is spread across the four parts of 
the book. In part one, she prepares the ground by raising and attempting to 
answer this rather odd question: Could African numbers be different from 
the numbers of science? She explains her study of the Yoruba numeric sys-
tem using series of experiments in abstract/qualitative numbering and con-
crete/quantitative numbering. This serves a pedagogical purpose for enabling 
qualitative and quantitative comprehension of number. Then she observes 
that while the Yoruba school children score well in quantitative exercises, they 
perform very poorly in qualitative exercises. This, she suggests, confirms pre-
vious research which holds that Africans are somewhat incapable of abstract 
reasoning and that the Yoruba cannot be an exception. On this erroneous 
conclusion, one cannot criticize Verran enough.

But this is where Verran’s work differs from the conclusions of others. Ver-
ran refuses to interpret this as a mark of mental inferiority. In part two, she 
offers another explanation. By comparing the Yoruba and the Western number 
systems and analyzing the social lives of numbers, she observes that the quan-
titative nature of the Yoruba number system is a question of approach and 
style rather than the inferiority of individuals in the Yoruba culture. She sin-
gles out the ways number names function grammatically in English and Yor-
uba sentences, and on the basis of this confirms her hypothesis of the relativity 
of number systems. In part three, she uses further experiments to critique 
the universalist notion of generalizing and reports that the Yoruba quantify-
ing numeric model is as logical as the Western quantifying system. In other 
words, she suggests that the quantitative comprehension of number is abstract 
in some ways. In the final part, she argues that the principles of the Yoruba 
number system may differ from those of the Western numeric system, but the 
two represent different approaches of arriving at the same result. She claims 
that they are both logically consistent, and hence this suggests the relativity of 
logic. She also argues that an African logic must hold the underlying principles 
which characterize numbering in Yoruba culture and by extension, Africa.

On the whole, the highpoint of Verran’s work is the boldness of its argu-
ments with examples, cases, and experiments that support her claim about the 
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existence of logical thinking in African culture. However, despite the signifi-
cance of this attempt, for the task of constructing a system of African logic, it 
also has outstanding weak points.

To begin with, Verran’s concession that the inability of the Yoruba, and 
by extension Africans, to frame the abstract notion of number should not be 
interpreted as a mark of mental inferiority to the West sounds more like a 
charitable remark and should be dismissed. If it is not a mark of inferiority, 
what is it then? Suggesting that there are abstract spaces in the horizon of 
quantitative comprehension of number waters down the discourse, and Ver-
ran knows that. What I think should be pointed out is that Verran misinter-
preted the outcome of her experiments. That a people (Yoruba and Africans) 
conceptualize numbers quantitatively does not imply that they are incapable 
of abstract conception of number. Those school children who failed in her 
strange experiments failed because they have not been taught the abstract 
conception of number. After all, Verran’s assistants were all Yoruba and Afri-
cans and they could frame the abstract notion of number as her experiments 
show. It does appear therefore that Verran was lacking an important skill: 
she appears not to be versed in the Yoruba intellectual culture despite having 
spent some time in Yorubaland.

From the above, one can see that Verran does not have a full grasp of Yor-
uba ontology. Embedded in the Yoruba ontology is the convention which 
tends to prioritize the concrete conception of number over the abstract. This 
is the contrast between empiricism and rationalism. British empiricists are not 
incapable of following the reasoning of continental rationalists; they simply 
assume their philosophical models are better. Again, there is a way Verran 
comes to this point but her conclusion, which suggests that the Yoruba, just 
like other Africans, are incapable of framing the abstract notions, is incorrect.

Technically, one could also observe that her presentation which treats an 
African logic as a mechanism for description rather than a mechanism for rea-
soning is also limited. In other words, her case for an African logic is actually 
a description of the attitude or character of “being logical.” This attitude is 
different from “logic” itself as a system. To do logic or to be logical is an 
attitude which any individual could demonstrate, but logic is far from being 
a mere human attitude. Logic is both an art and a science of reasoning on 
diverse topics with a set of linguistic rules. Verran fails to articulate the set of 
rules that undergird her so-called African logic. Similarly, Verran deploys so 
much power in discussing the understanding with which the Yoruba people 
employ number and tries to show in many ways, for instance, (a) that such 
procedures are logical, and (b) that it implies the existence of Yoruba (Afri-
can) logic. But there is a fundamental lacuna in the structure of this argu-
ment. If the various applications of number are said to be logical, as Verran 
deploys them, in what specific senses are they logical? In other words, which 
laws of thought and rules of logic do they obey? From Verran’s presenta-
tion one could see the laws of Western classical logic at play. The nagging 
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questions therefore are: how then can the laws of Western classical logic be 
the fulcrum of an African thought system? And how can the rules of Western 
logic guide the logical inferences of a supposedly African logic?

Besides this, Verran’s submission is that because the Yoruba arrive at the 
same correct result similar to those obtained in following a Western logical 
procedure, their own procedures are logical. This spurious argument only 
demonstrates that the Yoruba are logical in light of Western logic! Verran, 
therefore, succeeds in establishing one point which also accounts for the dis-
establishment of her main point. In other words, that the Yoruba numeric 
system is logical in light of Western logic (rather than an African logic) readily 
disintegrates her argument that there exists an African logic. This is because if 
there exists an African logic, then that the Yoruba number system is logical, 
ought to be so only in light of the principles of an African logic. Verran fails 
to establish this. Lastly, Verran makes no tangible attempt at discussing the 
substance of an African logic she projects in terms of its structures and the 
principles that hold them. Merely showing that the Yoruba number system 
is logical in light of Western logic has said nothing about the system of an 
African logic.

The Nigerian logician, Chris Ijiomah, and one of the contemporary advo-
cates of an African logic, also makes a strong case for the relativity of logic 
systems. He argues not only for the existence of many logic systems besides 
the classical two-valued logic but more resolutely for the existence of an Afri-
can logic system.70 He has recently published a treatise where he attempts to 
develop a theory of an African logic called “Harmonious Monism.”71 Obvi-
ously, the intellectual significance of such a step cannot be gainsaid. How-
ever, whilst we celebrate any attempt to create such a theory, what Ijiomah 
has done does not attain the kind of progress we hope to be making in the 
search for the parameters conducive to an African system of logic. The theory 
of harmonious monism, to say the very least, lacks the essential logical nutri-
ents any such system requires in order to overcome a worrisome condition of 
structural kwashiorkor.

In sum, Ijiomah explains in his book that logic is relative to cultures just as 
philosophies are. He argues that African philosophy springs from African cul-
tures and raises questions pertaining to the African place. To understand these 
questions raised in the African place, he goes on, one needs a specific type 
of logic—the African logic—which is formulated from the African thought 
system. It is only this logic, for Ijiomah, that can interpret and explain the 
African life-world. Ijiomah therefore sets out to formulate a prototype of this 
logic and calls it “Harmonious Monism.” Harmonious monism, for him, 
is not only a philosophical logic for the explanation of realities in African 
ontology but a system of logic as well. The procedure of this logic will be 
to obtain the third value from two contrary values. In essence, harmonious 
monism is a three-valued logic. In a nine-chapter work, Ijiomah devotes the 
first three chapters to giving the background of his project and establishing 
that logic is relative to cultures. From Chap. 4 to Chap. 7, Ijiomah discusses 
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the connection between logic and culture/ontology. He shows the difference 
between Western and African ontologies and suggests that these different 
ontologies cannot birth the same logic. In Chap. 9, he explains harmoni-
ous monism as a philosophical logic, a tool for explaining realities in African 
world. In Chap. 10, he produces many samples of the application of harmoni-
ous monism in explaining realities in the African life-world.

Despite this commendable effort in unravelling a unique logical system 
specific to Africa, there is no passage where Ijiomah attempts to formulate 
rules and principles of harmonious monism as a system of logic, neither did 
he formulate the laws that undergird the unique thought system on which he 
rests his system. This is the greatest weakness of Ijiomah’s theory. Consider 
the following question: Is harmonious monism a philosophical logic, a system 
of formal logic, or a philosophy of logic? First, in the title of the work,72 the 
author gives the presumption that it was going to be a theory in philosophi-
cal logic, but by the second page of his preface note, we are presented with 
assumptions that presuppose it is an attempt at developing a system of logic. 
In his words:

The objective of this work is therefore to construct that alternative logic other-
wise shortened to answer the logic of Harmonious Monism which can take care 
of the prevalent configuration of realities in Africa….the logic plays a harmoni-
ous role as to bring out a holistic explanatory attempt to African experience.73

And yet the substance of his discourse in the book presents his theory more 
like a philosophy of logic. Logic, when viewed as a theory of inference deal-
ing with laws of thought, is a system that appeals to these laws in the determi-
nation of assumptions from certain observations to a certain conclusion. This 
is called formal logic. When these laws of logic are applied differently, for 
example, in induction and deduction, it gives birth to another aspect of logic 
called methodology or theory of methods. Furthermore, when philosophical 
questions are raised pertaining to the application of these laws in any scheme 
at all, it leads to philosophy of logic; in other words, as roy Cook explains, it 
becomes “the philosophical study of formal systems,”74 their problems, appli-
cability, efficacy, and weaknesses.

Ijiomah, in Chaps. 4, 7, and in other passages in his book, claimed his 
theory is a study of some formal systems (this, I think, is where harmonious 
monism appropriately belongs). There is a little difference between philoso-
phy of logic and philosophical logic. The latter differs from the former in that 
it does not study formal systems but rather uses them as “tools for solving 
basic philosophical problems”75 involving clusters of reality of the type Ijio-
mah dealt with in his book. The important thing, according to Bochenski, is 
to always maintain a strict separation among these aspects of logic in any dis-
course for clarity and avoidance of confusion.76 Ijiomah unfortunately com-
mitted this grave mistake in articulating his theory in his book by not clearly 
separating these ideas.
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In the final analysis, Ijiomah fails to construct the system he had promised 
at the beginning of the work if we understand by a system of logic the for-
mal theory equipped with laws specifying ways of their application in revising 
assumptions out of which a certain conclusion could be drawn from certain 
observations. It is perfectly possible to have different systems of logic deal-
ing with the same set of laws. The cogent difference between them would be 
in the degrees of tightening and relaxation of those laws. Though the term 
“alternative,” as Ijiomah employs it, could designate any proposal for a sys-
tem of logic, the problem with his proposal is that it is presented as a radical 
alternative system where the classical laws may not apply and which may be 
equipped with its own laws that may be exclusive to it. But whichever the 
case, the author concludes the book without accomplishing his proposal to 
construct a system of formal logic even if constructed with different laws of 
thought. It was not even stated that the proposed system was going to be 
rested on the classical principles of thought or any new set of principles what-
soever; the author simply went ahead discussing harmonious monism as a 
tool of a system that was never constructed.

It is imperative to clarify that when a body of knowledge is called “Afri-
can,” as in the case of “African logic,” we may not mean an existing system 
approved by all African cultures. In affixing “African” to an enterprise, the 
intention may be (a) to produce a cultural or philosophical model by sifting 
elements that are common in many African worldviews, and/or (b) to adopt 
and project others which may not be common but which are nonetheless in 
agreement with the basic notions and structures in African ontology. We do 
this bearing in mind that this is one of the ways knowledge can be improved 
upon and modified to acquire a universal appeal. Thus, it would not be out 
of place to argue that Western logic, science, and numeric system etc., all rose 
through this same means. It was Maurice richter who stated that science is a 
cultural process or group of interrelated processes through which we acquire 
our modern and dynamic knowledge of the natural world.77 Sandra Harding 
also confirms that modern science is an offspring of ethnoscience. By this she 
means a local knowledge system constantly modified and improved.78

This is what the Ezumezu logical system represents. It is beyond the scope 
of this chapter to present some of the basic principles and symbolism of this 
system which have been formulated elsewhere.79 A few significant points are 
apposite here. The Ezumezu system is three-valued consisting of ezu, izu, and 
ezumezu. The latter is the third value from which the system derives its name, 
Ezumezu spelt with capital ‘E’. Symbolically, the three values are represented 
with letters “T,” “F,” and “C.” Ezumezu is trivalent as opposed to the biva-
lent structure of the classical two-valued logic. The difference between them 
is that Ezumezu represents an extension of two-valued logic where the clas-
sical laws of identity, contradiction, and excluded-middle were relaxed to 
formulate the supplementary laws of njikoka, nmekoka, and onona-etiti 
respectively.
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My proposal here is an intellectual climate in which scholars on the fron-
tier of African logic will eschew apologias and reckless polemic and engage in 
rigorous conversations aimed at developing a robust system of logic which 
will merit the prefix “African.” Such a system when developed is expected to 
drive methodology in various areas of African studies beginning with philos-
ophy. Ezumezu represents such a system. All that is now required are criti-
cal insights from, for instance, conversational philosophy which encourages 
critical engagement between two contenders—between the nwa-nju and the 
nwa-nsa—in a creative attempt at continually opening new intellectual vistas 
for thought as well as expanding the culture of conversation.80

conclusion

No one could truly claim that African philosophy has arrived in the absence 
of a logic system to drive its methodology. This is because such a system of 
logic will lie at the base of the intricate web of the African life-world. I pre-
sent the Ezumezu logic as an exciting possibility in this regard. Its promises 
provide the context for outlining the methodological dynamism of African 
philosophy, science, and African studies. In this chapter, I have discussed the 
relative-universal understanding of logic as the proper problematic of African 
logic. I then separated this from the skewed apologetic-polemic debate and 
the danger of undermining the discourse. I then argued for a continuing con-
versation among African logicians geared towards outlining a system of logic 
that can serve the crucial purpose of strengthening African philosophy.
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CHAPTEr 9

revisiting the Language Question in  
African Philosophy

Godfrey Tangwa

introduction

Without language, philosophy is hardly possible, let alone expression of artis-
tic thoughts and imagination. Philosophy is the fruit of reflective critical 
thinking while language, in its broadest conception, is communicative self-
expression. A philosophical thought, be it ever so profound, if not expressed 
or communicated, is as good as nonexistent. However, there are many and 
varied forms and functions of language: communicating ideas or information, 
expressing or eliciting emotions, giving orders, thanking, asking questions, 
cracking jokes, cursing, greeting, praying, wishing, etc. In the Philosophical 
Investigations Ludwig Wittgenstein1 discusses at length the multiplicity of 
what he terms “language games,” the different ways and purposes of our use 
of language.

Karl Popper,2 following his mentor, Karl Bühler, elaborates an evolution-
ary theory of language in which he distinguishes four main interrelated func-
tions of language, the first two of which (animal languages) are the basis on 
which the other two (exclusively human functions) evolved. The two lower 
functions of language, common to both humans and non-human animals, are 
the symptomatic or expressive function and the releasing or signaling func-
tion; while the two upper functions of language, exclusive to human beings, 
are the descriptive and argumentative functions. All organisms and appar-
ently even some plants clearly seem to have an innate need for symptomatic 
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self-expression. Such expressions are attempts at communication which, typi-
cally, would release, evoke, trigger, or stimulate some reaction in another 
organism thereby turning the self-expression into a signal. The two exclu-
sively human functions of language are much richer and have dimensions of 
which the lower functions, shared with non-human animals, are destitute, 
notably, the ability to describe situations or state of affairs and the aptitude 
to argue about such descriptions. It is thanks to these latter functions of lan-
guage that reasoning and rationality evolved and that science and philosophy 
became possible.3

The African Philosophy debate—“Is there such a thing as African phi-
losophy?”4—was contemporaneously paralleled by a larger debate about the 
language of African academic productions and artistic expressions—“Can an 
authentically African literature or other intellectual works be produced in a 
foreign language?”5 In fact, the language debate preceded the philosophy 
debate, having been launched at the African Writers “of English Expression” 
Conference in 1962 at the Makerere University College, Kampala, Uganda.6 
According to Ngugi, this conference ostensibly “organized by the anti-Com-
munist Paris-based but American-inspired and financed Society for Cultural 
Freedom,”7 was actually secretly financed by the CIA for the purpose of 
 promoting imperialism. The very difficult questions that surfaced during and 
following this conference had exact parallels in the African philosophy debate: 
What is African literature? Is it literature about Africa or literature written by 
Africans? What about a non-African who writes about Africa; does such work 
qualify as African literature? What if an African, living outside of Africa, writes 
about his immediate surroundings and experience; would such writing qual-
ify as African literature? Given the very close connection between language, 
literature, and culture, how could writing in a colonially imposed language 
like English or French be called African literature? No easy answers could be 
found to these questions then and none are available even now.

PurPose and uses of language

The most general and least controversial answer to the question of the main 
function and purpose of language is that any language, whether natural or 
artificial, is intended for communication, that is, expressing feelings, attitudes, 
dispositions, thoughts, findings, arguments, etc. All living things, especially 
human beings, seem to have an innate need for communication, and lan-
guage in its broadest signification is the means by which such need is satisfied. 
Some plants show sensitivity to light or human presence or touch and this can 
be considered a rudimentary attempt at communication. Non-human animals 
clearly symptomize and send signals and respond to both symptoms and sig-
nals. Consider, for example, the clucking mother hen, the one-legged court-
ing dance of the cock, the stuttering and stammering of the he-goat on heat. 
In all these cases, the symptomatic expression of the he-goat, the cock, or the 
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hen, releases, evokes, stimulates, elicits, or triggers an appropriate response 
from the she-goat, hen, or brood of chicks, respectively, thereby turning the 
original expression into a signal.

However, non-human animals, as far as we know, neither describe nor 
argue or make demonstrations about descriptions. These latter are higher 
functions of language used by only humans. The lower functions of lan-
guage which humans share with animals are non-verbal and are always present 
below the surface, as it were, whenever the higher functions of language are 
operative. When a human being speaks, especially when describing or argu-
ing about something, s/he cannot help expressing her/himself, posturing, 
and attitudinizing, and when another listens s/he cannot also help reacting 
at least by posture and attitude. Just as human beings evolved from the lower 
animals, so also must the exclusively human (higher) functions of language 
have evolved from the lower functions.

The descriptive and argumentative functions of language distinguish 
humans from all other earthly creatures and are the basis and foundation of 
the evolution of human rationality. The descriptive function of language is 
indispensable for the empirical sciences where observation and testimony are 
the main activities. The argumentative function, the latest and highest in the 
evolutionary process, is indispensable for a critical and rational attitude, with-
out which the growth of human knowledge would not be possible. The two 
higher functions of language are regulated in general by the standards or ide-
als of truth and validity which are the most general aims of the search for 
knowledge in all academic disciplines, especially in science and philosophy.

language and culture

But what is the explanation for the existence of so many different languages 
and for the prevalence of so many varieties of them in certain parts of the 
world? This is an interesting speculative question to which I am not quali-
fied to attempt an answer. But, if permitted to hazard a guess, my intuitive 
hypothesis would be that the answer would probably have similarities with 
the answer, whatever it happens to be, to the question as to how and why so 
many biological forms exist on earth. What is the explanation for biological 
diversity and for the fact that it is more prominent in some parts of the globe 
than in others? Can we look up to science for a satisfactory answer to this 
question?

But, if we leave these speculative questions aside, it is an observable fact 
that language is an important element or characteristic of culture and per-
sonal identity. Hearing a foreign language for the first time, one may won-
der how anyone could make sense of such “meaningless noises,” whereas, to 
the speakers of the language, such noises are the most meaningful sounds in 
the world. Plurilingual cultures are possible but monolingualism is paradig-
matic of easily identifiable cultures. Language is one of the most important 
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elements or characteristics of any culture, the others being metaphysico-reli-
gious ideas and worldview, traditional practices, customs, habits, artifacts, etc. 
Ngugi goes much further. According to him:

Language as communication and as culture are… products of each other. Com-
munication creates culture: culture is a means of communication. Language car-
ries culture, and culture carries, particularly through orature and literature, the 
entire body of values by which we come to perceive ourselves and our place 
in the world. How people perceive themselves affects how they look at their 
culture, at their politics and at the social production of wealth, at their entire 
relationship to nature and to other beings. Language is thus inseparable from 
ourselves as a community of human beings with a specific form and character, a 
specific history, a specific relationship to the world.8

There is a dialectical relationship between culture and language each affecting 
and shaping the other, and it is difficult to conceive of culture without lan-
guage or language without culture.

language situation in africa

The continent of Africa is characterized by great linguistic diversity, analogous 
to its biological diversity. In Cameroon alone, which usually is called “Minia-
ture Africa,” with a population of about 20 million inhabitants, there are over 
250 languages and corresponding subcultures. On such a vast linguistic diver-
sity, colonialism further imposed some European languages, notably German, 
French, and English, as vehicles of the Western system of administration and 
education, religious proselytization, colonial indoctrination, domination, and 
exploitation. This situation led to the marginalization of the indigenous Cam-
eroonian languages, their de facto exclusion from the process of moderni-
zation, and the eventual designation of English and French as Cameroon’s 
official “national languages.” Such a situation is more or less similar for other 
African countries.

Now, in the postcolonial era, the question is whether Africans should con-
tinue using the colonially imposed foreign languages or jettison them in pref-
erence for the marginalized indigenous languages. Many people argue that 
continued use of colonial languages in Africa clearly shows that colonial-
ism is not yet over and that these languages ought to be abandoned as an 
anticolonial gesture in the interest of genuine independence. Furthermore, 
the question has been asked as to whether it is really possible for an African 
authentically to express him/herself or to produce a genuine work of art or 
other knowledge product in a foreign language. Some others argue that the 
colonial languages are one of the best things that ever happened to Africa, in 
that they are the languages of civilization and modernization, the languages 
of science and technology, without which no people can progress in the mod-
ern world. Furthermore some argue that, in a country like Cameroon, the 
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various ethnicities would not be able to communicate with one another with-
out use of the colonial languages, as the indigenous languages have progres-
sively been abandoned to the illiterate village masses. Ali Mazrui, for example, 
has argued summarily:

…the spread of English and French as world languages is in itself a great step 
toward a global system of federated cultures. A renunciation of the European 
imperial languages by African countries would be a retrograde step. But a few 
African languages could be expanded and developed to the maximum levels feasi-
ble without necessarily renouncing the linguistic heritage of Western imperialism.9

What Ali Mazrui recommends is a domestication process whereby the 
 imperial languages are systematically tamed to suit local conditions as, 
according to him, “the ‘alien beasts’ from England and France [need to be] 
familiarized with the needs of black people and the boundaries of the black 
predicament.”10 For him the quest for black dignity and black unity are inter-
woven with the language problematic. Mazrui thinks that one of the ben-
eficial by-products of the colonial experience is to have afforded Africans the 
possibility of rising to convincing parity of achievement with other races.

It is arguable that for Africa the experience of colonialism itself was at once a 
political bondage and a partial mental liberation. The colonial impact might well 
have been the greatest liberating factor that the African mind had ever expe-
rienced, if by this we mean liberation from excessive subservience to ancestral 
ways. At the heart of this mental liberation was the world of new ideas. And this 
world was unveiled particularly well through the medium of the languages that 
came with those ideas. Of course, once the stream of African thought was let 
loose, it was beyond the powers of the colonizers to determine the direction of 
its flow. Nor could the process of intellectual liberation be reversed.11

This line of reasoning can be said to have been the consensus during the 
historic conference of African writers “of English Expression” at Makerere 
University College, Kampala, Uganda, in 1962. The consensus is captured 
in Chinua Achebe’s later artistic submission in a 1964 presentation on “The 
African Writer and the English Language”: “Is it right that a man should 
abandon his mother tongue for someone else’s? It looks like a dreadful 
betrayal and produces a guilty feeling. But for me there is no other choice. I 
have been given the language and I intend to use it.”12

Without begging for them, we have been given our colonial languages and 
should therefore use them without any need for apologies or apologetics. But 
an underlying general question is whether unity and modernization in Africa 
would have been impossible without colonization. As an empirical question, 
this issue is clearly undecidable and is therefore best left to those interested in 
sterile speculation. It seems much more useful to face the language situation 
as it currently is facing us and evolving before our very eyes.
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the case against the use of the colonial languages

Ngugi wa Thiong’o is perhaps the best exponent of the case against the 
 continued use of the colonial languages in Africa. His position on the lan-
guage problematic in Africa is the polar opposite of that of Ali Mazrui. The 
two Kenyans have thus mapped out for us the complete conceptual geogra-
phy of the debate on the language problematic in Africa. Ngugi has been an 
ardent crusader and his arguments on the question are clear, consistent, well-
articulated, powerful, influential, sincere, in that he practices much of what he 
preaches, but, in my view, essentially mistaken. Ngugi strongly agrees with Obi 
Wali whose position on the consensus position mentioned above was that it 
was radically mistaken, uncritical, misdirected, and stood no chance of advanc-
ing African literature and culture. For both Ngugi and Wali, “until African  
writers accepted that any true African literature must be written in African lan-
guages, they would merely be pursuing a dead end.”13 For them, African writ-
ing should only mean writing in indigenous African languages.

Ngugi’s arguments against the continued use of the colonial languages in 
Africa seem to me erroneous, not in their entirety but in their exaggerated-
ness. Language is no doubt very important and an indispensable part of every 
culture but mainly as a tool for communication and a repository and vehicle 
of ideational or abstract entities. A mother language is particularly important 
for an individual in providing ideational paradigms on a mind as yet a rela-
tive tabula rasa, being the language with which the neonate first learns to 
communicate. But language, even the mother language, is not as determinant 
of human thought and behavior as Ngugi’s arguments presuppose. Attempts 
to reduce all human problems to problems of language are philosophically 
futile. reality or facts should not be confused with the language (signals) with 
which we attempt to describe them. Against Wittgenstein, whose aphorism 
has influenced many philosophers on this issue,14 the limits of one’s language 
do not necessarily mean the limits of one’s world.

Philosophy of language is an important and permanent branch of the dis-
cipline of philosophy, but linguistic philosophy is a fashion in philosophy 
that flourished for a while and is clearly already waning. There is, however, 
a dialectical or cybernetic relationship between language and reality that 
cannot be denied either in philosophy of language or linguistic philosophy. 
Ngugi and his disciples have tended to essentialize language. Its importance 
for personal identity and even for being human notwithstanding, language 
is not an innate or ontological datum. No one, I believe, is born with the 
outlines of their mother language already traced or imprinted in the mind. 
Language is an important instrument of every culture, but all language is 
acquired through learning. The secret behind the mastery and emotional 
attachment to the mother language seems to me to be linked to early expo-
sure, easy mastery, and frequent usage. Theories which attempt to essentialize 
or ontologize language appear to me demonstrably false. The question as to 
whether it is culture that creates language or language that creates culture is 
misleading in that, because of the dialectical relationship between them, they 
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can simultaneously create as they are created by each other. What is not in 
doubt is that culture is broader and engulfs language. A good case can there-
fore be made for an attitude of pragmatism, instrumentalism, or utilitarian-
ism towards language.15 However, the need for an anticolonial struggle, for 
authenticity, and genuineness of feelings of self-worthiness will constantly 
bring us back to the arguments of Ngugi wa Thiong’o and those who have 
sided with him in this language debate.

linguistic Pragmatism

What I mean by linguistic pragmatism, utilitarianism, or instrumentalism 
should be understood without any philosophical underpinnings or anteced-
ents. What I mean is simply that usage and practical importance should deter-
mine and shape our attitude to any language. During the language debate 
alluded to in my Introduction above, some of my critics, notably James 
Uroh, branded me a pragmatist or started talking about my “utilitarian con-
ception of language” thereby giving the impression that I am a philosophi-
cal utilitarian. Philosophically, I am neither a utilitarian nor a pragmatist nor 
an instrumentalist. The pragmatism, instrumentalism, or utilitarianism rec-
ommended here is determined by simple needs, the need for national and 
international communication, the need for science and technology, the need 
for global communication, the need to respond to the multifarious incur-
sions and provocations of globalization. The English language has evolved to 
become the first international lingua franca of our time; it is the language of 
modern science and technology, the preferred language of the phenomenon 
of globalization. Nevertheless, this does not imply that anyone should cul-
tivate an emotional or worshipful attitude towards the English language or 
purposefully accord it privileges denied other languages, especially indigenous 
African languages.

In my view, within African countries, where an indigenous lingua franca 
exists, it should naturally be used as the main vector of the educational sys-
tem. Where no such lingua franca exists, the deliberate colonial policy of mar-
ginalization of indigenous languages should deliberately be reversed, in any 
case. Education can then be carried in both foreign and indigenous languages 
as desirable and practicable, until such a time that a viable lingua franca might 
emerge. It must not be forgotten that linguistic pluralism is in itself also a 
value, analogous to biological and conceptual pluralism. But, in both biology 
and epistemology, such pluralism is not forced or artificially decreed a priori 
or otherwise created, but only discovered, recognized, appreciated, and used. 
The same situation ought to obtain in the domain of language.

need to domesticate the colonial heritage

Although Chinua Achebe and Ali Mazrui can correctly be described as 
defenders of the continued use by Africans of the colonial languages, there 
is an important condition or proviso in the arguments of both: the need for 
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domestication of the colonial languages. Achebe again states this condition in 
memorable artistic terms:

The price a world language must be prepared to pay is submission to many dif-
ferent kinds of use. The African writer should aim to use English in a way that 
brings out his message best without altering the language to the extent that its 
value as a medium of international exchange will be lost. He should aim at fash-
ioning out an English which is at once universal and able to carry his own expe-
rience. … But it will have to be a new English, still in full communion with its 
ancestral home but altered to suit its new African surroundings.16

What is needed is a thorough domestication and indigenization of the colo-
nial language heritage. Colonialism itself was an evil, sad, even traumatic 
event in the historical experience of the African continent; but it did come 
with some valuable, albeit unintended corollaries or by-products (silver lin-
ings), such as a modern system of education based on reading and writing, 
vectored by international languages. This positive heritage, however, needs 
to be properly and thoroughly adapted, domesticated, and indigenized for 
African purposes. Such adaptation, domestication, and indigenization require 
bending the uses of the language to African needs, concerns, culture, and way 
of life. This does not mean creating inferior versions of the originals. Correct 
usage of a language, any language, demands compliance with its linguistic 
rules, especially in its grammar, syntax, and idioms (most importantly), and 
in its pronunciations and spellings (relatively less importantly). This is a duty 
owed to the language itself, a duty that even native speakers need an effort to 
comply with.

Thus domesticating and indigenizing a language is not a free license to 
use it without bothering about observing the linguistic, grammatical, and 
syntactical rules that the language imposes. That is why I disagree with Paul 
Mbangwana17 in some of what he identifies as the “grammatical sign-posts 
in Cameroon standard English”; these being in my view understandable but 
by no means acceptable common errors of Cameroon speakers of English 
which should by no means be condoned. Some of the expressions identified 
by Mbangwana as signposts of Cameroon Standard English include:

 1.  You are going where? (for “Where are you going?”)
 2.  You are leaving for Muyuka when? (for “When are you leaving for 

Muyuka”)
 3.  Ngwana didn’t do the work, isn’t it? (for “Ngwana didn’t do the 

work, did he?”)
 4.  Do you have enough money on you? Yes, I do. (for “Yes, I have”)
 5.  We are sitting us down. (for “We have to sit down”)
 6.  He is going to pick the children… (for “He is going to pick up the 

children…”)
 7.  To eat government money (for “to embezzle government funds”)
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 8.  To cook a pot (for “to cook food”)
 9.  My pen is with Dan. (for “Dan has my pen”)
 10.  All what I’m saying… (for “all that I’m saying…”)

The signposts of Cameroon English, standard or not, should not be looked 
for in such peculiar errors of Cameroon users of English but in grammati-
cally, syntactically, and idiomatically correct usage adapted to the Cameroon 
environmental, ideational, social, and cultural milieu. Some of the real sign-
posts of Cameroon Standard English are more likely to be identified in the 
English Mbangwana is using for describing rather than in what he identifies 
in his description. However, even the most conformist of usages of any lan-
guage, if it only earnestly addresses itself to the needs and concerns of people 
of a particular ecological niche or environment, must sooner than later evolve 
into a distinct variety or dialect of that language; hence, the many varieties of 
the English language around the globe. There is, however, no need setting 
out purposely and deliberately to create a dialect or variety of any language. 
All that is required is to decolonize the mind and then to earnestly use the 
language in question to address one’s problems and concerns within one’s 
particular environment. A domesticated variety of the language should effort-
lessly emerge in the course of time. Such emerged or emergent varieties of a 
language need, however, to stay in close but independent contact and com-
munion with their generic parents in the interest of international communica-
tion, dialogue, and comprehensibility.

contemPorary situation

More than two decades since the onset of the lively debates on the language 
problematic in Africa, what can we say is the contemporary situation of lan-
guage usage on the continent? That colonialism has ended in Africa is a con-
troversial proposition; much less controversial is the fact that the colonial 
languages have not gone away. They have remained the official languages of 
the postcolonial state in Africa, the languages of formal education and peda-
gogy, if not the languages of everyday informal interaction and conversation. 
“All African languages compete with metropolitan/colonial languages, as well 
as with pidgin and creoles.”18

It is therefore evident that whatever has to be done and can be done 
for indigenous African languages has to be done in the face of or in spite 
of the continuing presence and usage of the colonial languages. This is Afri-
ca’s contemporary situation, further compounded and confounded by heavy 
migration out of Africa to the industrialized Western world in general and 
the colonial metropolises in particular. The first immediate consequence of 
this heavy migration has been a brain drain whereby the intellectual cream of 
indigenous African elite have sought “greener pastures” abroad, leaving the 
homelands so destitute of intellectual dynamism that even discussion of this 
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very problem needs to be initiated from abroad, with the colonial languages 
as first medium of communication. If Ngugi wa Thiong’o and his fellow con-
temporaneous African intellectuals were greatly concerned with Afrocentric-
ity and with moving the center of action and concern to Africa in the couple 
of decades following the political independence of most African countries,19 
it is ironic in the extreme that the very same intellectuals, from about the 
mid-1990s, voluntarily ran away from Africa in their numbers to maintain the 
center where it was rather than move it as they had attempted doing earlier.

Today, there is a huge community of Africans in nearly all Western cit-
ies and even villages. These Africans in the Diaspora form significant com-
munities that constitute non-negligible subcultures wherever they happen to 
be. The second generation of these migrants, most of them born and raised 
abroad and generally monolingual in one of the colonial languages, can 
scarcely appreciate the depth and importance of the language problematic in 
Africa. Many of these Diasporan new generation Africans have no mother/
father language, properly speaking, and can afford a completely pragmatic 
attitude to the question of language. What they miss or rather are completely 
destitute of are those abstract meanings and feelings derived from a mother-
father language and the attitudes they instill. It would be quite difficult for 
them fully to appreciate, even vicariously, the anticolonial language arguments 
of the likes of Ngugi and Wali. reality is vast and inexhaustible, and each 
human being and human culture attempts to capture as best as possible only 
aspects of it. No one language and no one culture is capable of capturing real-
ity in a holistic manner. To the extent that any human languages or cultures 
are impoverished or marginalized to that same extent is humanity as a whole 
impoverished.

conclusion

To claim that an African cannot use a foreign colonial language authentically 
for self- or artistic expression or for knowledge production appears simply 
counterfactual. Whenever I reread, say, Ngugi’s Weep not, Child or The River 
Between, to stay with him alone and these two favourite novels of mine, or 
even if I consider just this chapter I am now writing, I am more and more 
convinced of this conclusion. And yet, in my particular case, this in no way 
detracts from the emotional attachment I feel towards my mother-language, 
Lamnso’, which I have progressively mastered better both in speaking and 
writing.

An African certainly can use a foreign language, colonial or otherwise, for 
authentic knowledge production or self expression. The value of such a prod-
uct for Africa, however, would depend on its relevance and importance for 
Africa. Some Africans have gained international fame and wealth for works 
or products which are of dubious worth/value to Africa but which clearly 
satisfy other non-African needs or tastes, and there is nothing wrong with 
that. Choice of language, problematic, genre, and target audience are the 
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prerogative of the writer/thinker/artist. Judging the worth/value of what is 
written/produced is the prerogative of the reader/viewer/consumer.

For those whose focus or concern is Africa, however, what must be kept 
in mind is that there is a need for mental decolonization for both writers and 
readers. Such mental decolonization is possible and necessary irrespective 
of the language, including African indigenous languages, that one chooses 
or has no choice to use. As Wiredu clearly puts it, in Africa today, we are 
living in a “cultural flux characterized by a confused interplay between an 
indigenous cultural heritage and a foreign cultural legacy of a colonial ori-
gin [implicating]…the superimposition of Western conceptions of the good 
upon African thought and conduct.”20 What urgently is needed in the con-
temporary situation of Africa is thus a redefinition of the good, the true, and 
the beautiful from the African viewpoint and perspective. Only through such 
redefinition and commitment can Africa hope to find a locus standi and a sta-
ble equilibrium within the anomalous global flux.
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CHAPTEr 10

Is African Studies Afraid of African Philosophy?

Muyiwa Falaiye

introduction

African studies is an interdisciplinary inquiry whose subject matter concerns 
the culture, social institutions, and reactions to basic assumptions about 
the African experience. Even though this field of inquiry has grown rapidly 
in recent years, it is still confronted with many challenges. In an attempt to 
examine these challenges, our concern in this chapter is to propose ways by 
which scholars in African philosophy could address these problems. Our dis-
course centers on how Africa studies, with the help of African philosophy, can 
make any meaning out of the African universe of experience. Taking a look 
at efforts made towards addressing the dominant challenges facing African 
studies, scholars like Edward Blyden, in his address to the African Society in 
London, argued that African societies and history must be understood from 
inside out. He stressed further that the African experience must be expressed 
in an African vocabulary, and not in relationship to Europe or in terms of 
European concepts.1

Blyden’s position poses a challenge to African scholars who have made 
African history, culture, and the totality of the African experience their object 
of intellectual inquiry. On the one hand, it demands of the African scholar 
epistemic fidelity to the African experience by saddling the inquirer with 
the task of an appropriate methodology for understanding Africa inside out. 
On the other hand, it imposes on the scholar the task of genuine expression 
of that experience in a manner that retains its ontological integrity. These 
demands are instructive to understanding the raison d’être of the ambitious 
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discipline that has come to be known as African studies. Whilst they are epis-
temological in that they border on the veracity of the claims about under-
standing, and the expression of such a truth, they coalesce into an axiological 
quest, in that they pave the way for an examination of the values that drive 
the scholar. It may therefore be that a major problem facing African studies is 
not so much about who should be, or not be, engaged in this inquiry, but on 
the need for a foundation on which such an academic inquiry should be built.

I propose in this chapter that African philosophy can provide such a foun-
dation. In other words, African philosophy, I will be arguing, becomes the 
grundnorm of African studies. To this end, this chapter of four sections shall 
begin in Sect. ‘Introduction’ with a brief exploration into the activities of 
scholars in the field of African philosophy over the past four decades. I will 
then proceed in Sect. ‘African Philosophy Today’ to examine ways in which 
the efforts of African philosophers could address what we can consider to be 
the major problem facing African studies. It could be said that scholars in Afri-
can studies have been shying away from embracing African philosophy within 
the scope of their interdisciplinary quest because of the question of rationality 
and the effect of the Levy-Bruhl syndrome on African philosophy. I address 
this issue, in Sect. ‘African Philosophy and the Problem of African Studies’, in 
a bid to show how philosophers have debunked such hindrances to the por-
trayal of African thoughts as intelligent and rational. Knowing that the pur-
pose of scholarship is to make meaning out of human existence, and to further 
enhance the quality of human life, I present, in Sect. ‘Addressing Levy-Bruhl’s 
Theory of Primitive Mentality’, African philosophy as a grundnorm of African 
studies. I also criticize some approaches deployed by scholars in African stud-
ies which have resulted in a frustrating situation for scholars like Gavin Kitch-
ing2 or the making of erroneous remarks about Africa by scholars like Paul 
Collier.3 I conclude with a discourse on how research endeavors in African 
studies can facilitate development in African states by embracing recommen-
dations and epistemological bearings provided by African philosophers.

african PhilosoPhy today

rising nearly fifty years ago from a contest over definitions, the journey of 
professional academic African philosophy has taken many turns and twists. 
To understand that journey we need to understand that before African phi-
losophy, there was philosophy in Africa. As an academic discipline developed 
within the intellectual structure of a colonial heritage, philosophy in Africa 
subsisted as a hangover from African academics trained in, and by, European 
institutions and Western scholars. Since Africa seemed to them an appendage 
to colonizing home countries, it followed that institutions of higher learn-
ing located in the colonies were extensions of the great Western intellectual 
traditions. The implication this had for philosophy in Africa was that African 
philosophy was seen essentially as philosophy inherited from the West and 
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produced by African philosophers irrespective of the content of the work. 
The argument for this submission, as put forward by Peter Bodunrin, Kwasi 
Wiredu, and other representatives of the universalist school of African phi-
losophy, is that African philosophy as an academic discipline is founded on 
principles that are universal, transcultural, and devoid of cultural coloration. 
By discouraging the conception of African philosophy, in the generic sense, as 
a way of life or a people’s weltanschauung, the universalists sought to amplify 
the technical sense of philosophy as a meta-inquiry that subjects a people’s 
way of life “to systematic scrutiny by rigorous ratiocinative methods.”4

In the ensuing debate that lasted for decades, four trends of African phi-
losophy were delineated. The first is ethnophilosophy characterized as folk 
philosophy or the custom-dictated thought system. The second trend is 
sage philosophy or philosophic sagacity, which posits that within the ambit 
of communal philosophizing, there exist individuals, sages, who possess the 
capacity for critical reflection. The third trend is the nationalist school of Afri-
can anticolonial political thinkers. The last trend is the school of professional 
philosophy accommodating the various shades of professional academic phi-
losophers. The nature and scope of African philosophy, in the early 1980s 
to the late 1990s, were shaped by the rigorous efforts of African philoso-
phers like Peter Bodunrin, Kwasi Wiredu, Paulin Hountondji, Odera Oruka, 
Kwame Gyekye, Dismas Masolo, Anthony Appiah, E.A. ruch, Valentin 
Mudimbe, C.S. Momoh, Segun Gbadegesin, Innocent Onyewuenyi, Godwin 
Sogolo, K.C. Anyanwu, Sophie Oluwole, Olusegun Oladipo, and many oth-
ers. These philosophers engaged in the formulation of African worldviews in 
their critique of communal thought, in critical and analytic thinking concern-
ing Africa’s present and past as well as in the quest for understanding Africa’s 
spiritual, political, social, and ethical realities. These philosophers endeavored 
to generate and develop conceptual or theoretical frameworks for interrogat-
ing and transforming the African experience through a rigorous examination 
of the ideas and values Africans live by.5

Today, the currents of African philosophy have shifted from the aporia 
over its existence and justification, and from uncritical activist reaction to 
millennia of Eurocentrism to critical analysis of ideas Africans live by, and 
to hermeneutical exploration of cultural experiences as well as ratiocinative 
scrutiny of postcolonial experience. African philosophers are therefore no 
longer engaged in the dubious sociologism and anthropologism masquerad-
ing as a descriptive analysis of traditional belief systems and cultural practices, 
an exercise that is neither true social science nor genuine philosophy. On the 
contrary, they have been involved in a critical appraisal and reappraisal of gen-
erally held views about Africa and its peoples to ascertain their implications 
and value in the contemporary world order.

Thus beyond just discovering, promoting, and defending authentic Afri-
can cultures, ideas or thought, and value systems, African philosophers are also 
engaged in the self-reflective exercise to promote the kind of self-understanding 
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that would provide a basis for determining the kind of sociocultural reconstruc-
tions that would enable Africans come to terms with the challenges of contem-
porary life. However, the African philosopher is a product of the same cultural 
environment she seeks to understand and reconstruct for her own temporal 
end. She is thrown into an African experience; her views as well as her intel-
lectual accretions are products of a cultural repository from which she taps and 
into which she banks her ideas. This makes the preoccupation of African philos-
ophers qua philosophers a two-pronged task of being effects and causes of the 
universe of experience they interrogate. They are “effects of the social circum-
stances and the politics and social institution of their time; causes… of beliefs 
which mould the politics and institutions of latter ages.”6

This raises the questions about the place of the African philosopher in the 
global order. Of which social circumstances, politics, and social institution are 
the postulations of the African philosophers the effects? Of which beliefs in 
today’s world is the African philosopher the cause? Activities and events in the 
current global world order are fast paced and multifarious, and in this whirl-
pool of eternal dynamism, Africa is experiencing some form of reinvention, 
occasioned by the different prisms available to her interrogators. Just as it was 
in the days of Pliny the Elder, when ex Africa semper aliquid novi (out of 
Africa there is something always new), today’s Africa offers even newer attrac-
tions for curious intellects. The complex world of today’s Africa and its peo-
ples, the socioeconomic displacement instigated by global political dynamics, 
the marginality created by cultural dissonance and other effects of globaliza-
tion, seem to suggest that contemporary Africa was created in advance for 
intellectual dissection. Can African studies be an epistemic framework for 
understanding Africa?

african PhilosoPhy and the Problem of african studies

To respond to the above query, African philosophy and African studies stand 
as contending candidates for relevance. Whilst African philosophy seeks to 
address the fundamental questions regarding any form of inquiry that con-
siders the African weltanschauung as its object of study, African studies tends 
to redefine, reinterpret Africa’s fast-changing societies and evolving cultures 
from a multidisciplinary standpoint. In other words, whereas African philos-
ophy seeks to justify the ultimate basis for the African to embark upon any 
sort of inquiry in his own right, African studies is a complex of perspectives 
engaged in African-centered interrogation of traditional disciplines. Although 
both disciplines purport to have mental decolonization as a motivator in their 
resolve to understand Africa and its peoples, each of them is rooted in an 
episteme that calls its intellectual mission to question. Hountondji has this in 
mind when he observes:

The evolution of African scholarship on Africa is encouraging and should be 
accelerated. However, it should by no means be considered an end in itself. 
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It is not enough to have Africans doing African Studies. One real question is 
how the scientific achievements of African as well as non-African scholars can 
be made to serve African countries, and through what channels the knowledge 
accumulated can be mastered, capitalized, developed, and occasionally applied 
by African societies to the solution of their problems and the improvement of 
their quality of life.7

Earlier on, we have examined a bit about the cultural and intellectual mission 
of African philosophy, and we will have more to say later. However, there is 
some sort of vagueness about the cultural and intellectual mission of African 
studies. While it may be possible to pursue a study of the sciences and some 
other Western concerns purely on some objective criteria (and even this is 
doubtful), studying the African worldview with the same set of criteria would 
yield results that may be depressing to the uninitiated. And this is where the 
problem of African studies lies.

According to Martin Staniland, one of the major problems facing Afri-
can studies concerns the need to identify its intellectual or cultural mission, 
and to understand the nature of the sort of political, social, professional, or 
intellectual commitment required by such mission. Furthermore, scholars in 
African studies are also worried about how Africa should be interpreted, and 
the role that should be played by non-African scholars in the field of African 
studies.8 To address these problems, scholars of African studies have sought a 
ratio as a legitimacy to their quest.

Instrumental to the importance and success of African studies is anthro-
pology, because a proper appreciation of African studies, it seems, may not 
be possible without locating a methodological root in this controversial dis-
cipline. As a science that systematically studies the origin, behaviour, and 
cultural and social development of man, anthropology is an intellectual enter-
prise that caters to the colonial agenda. Both in terms of its material object, 
namely, culture and the social customs and institutions of human beings, 
especially those relatively untouched by Western civilization, and its formal 
object as scientific inquiry, anthropology has primitivity, the exotic and the 
“foreign” as research focus. And as it concerns the African, no area is this 
methodology more aptly revealed as in social and cultural anthropology, 
aspects of anthropology susceptible to qualitative research and interpreta-
tive analysis. Taken an as ideology of influence, control, and critical culture, 
anthropology unveils itself as a distinct form of sociological theory with a 
racialist teleology. This is observed in, for instance, anthroposociology which 
“establishes a direct connection between the social position of individuals 
and groups of individuals, and the anatomical and physiological properties of 
man… and examines social phenomenal from this point of view.”9 Through 
this approach of scientific inquiry, it maintains an objective view about the 
nature of the African’s lifeworld, its culture, and social institutions. This 
model of objectivity is typical of Euro-western intellectual culture, which 
seeks understanding through an idea of “reason” by “seeing.”
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When one considers the possibility of foreign cultural imputation into 
qualitative research and hermeneutical analysis on studies related to Africa as 
well as the tradition of distance-creation and dissection that is operative in the 
Western notion of objectivity, anthropology turns out to be a discipline that 
prepared the colonialist for plundering other cultures. Scholars have alluded 
to the collaboration between anthropology and the culture of imperialism 
perpetrated by colonialism and the colonial culture. In short, anthropologi-
cal research, upon which African studies has relied for intellectual guidance, 
undeniably have colonization as a mission—for if the African experience is 
understandable in anthropological lights, control of the continent and its 
people could be effectively carried out.

Notwithstanding the touted benefits of globalization, the consequence 
of anthropology’s objective of domination and control is visible as a form 
of cultural expropriation. Cultural expropriation involves a reinterpretation, 
through commissioned research, of a colonized culture by a dominating cul-
ture, which reinterpretation is then documented in such a manner that in 
order to carry out acceptable research about the underdeveloped world, espe-
cially Africa, a researcher must source his information from the great West-
ern institution where this research is archived. As Okeregbe observes, “The 
danger in this is that a non-African vision, for instance, is being traded to 
Africans, while the latter accept and keep mum because they do not have the 
means and resources to organize long-term projects and researches without 
the assistance of the developed world.”10 At the root of this problem of Afri-
can studies is an old bias concerning the African mentality.

addressing levy-bruhl’s theory of Primitive mentality

One of the most devastating remarks about Africa was that of Lucien Levy-
Bruhl, who in his essay, “How Natives Think,” posited that traditional beliefs 
in non-Western cultures, specifically African societies, were primitive, for they 
did not follow the laws of logic.11 This scathing comment is not surprising as 
it merely portrays a fortuitous ascription of savagery and barbarism on Afri-
cans, and thus prepared the ground for the justification of imperialist domi-
nation, marginalization, or what Hountondji calls the “bantustanization” of 
African communities.12

Although this Levy-Bruhl syndrome, as the Eurocentric anthropological 
gaffe came to be known, seemed to have been mitigated by the intellectual 
profusions of African philosophers, the methodologies deployed by African 
anthropologists, historians, and social political theorists and practitioners in 
their approaches to African studies. In most cases, Africa became a testing 
ground for postulations, speculations, and theories in both social and natural 
sciences. Unconsciously, this mentality has entered into the psyche of most 
African scholars in such a way that they test circumstances in Africa against 
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some accepted standards and norms from Western and European scholars, 
and this accounts for while most of their research has been fruitless.

Sulaimon Adebowale13 interrogates the sad and embarrassing dimension of 
this intellectual predicament, with regard to the obvious incapacitation and 
marginal state of African researchers and academics to global discourse relat-
ing to Africa and the black man. In his examination of the global politics of 
knowledge, Adebowale observes that while “Africa” features prominently 
in the titles of African studies journals, “scholars originating from the con-
tinent find it difficult to be published in them.”14 Beside the issues of sur-
vival and the hard-pinching economic conditions which have been affecting 
African universities for decades, “Adebowale suspects the biases of editors 
and publishers of such journals. He also puts the blame on the attitude of a 
greater percentage of African scholars to evaluate the success and benefits of 
their intellectual enterprise on the basis of western scholarship.”15 The danger 
here is this: “With its current dominance of the global knowledge flows and 
agenda, academia from the west determines the standard in other academia as 
well.”16

African philosophers have not only succeeded in liberating our mindsets 
from the Levy-Bruhl syndrome, they have been able to scholarly defend the 
oral tradition which contains ideas and thoughts that demonstrate that Afri-
cans have the capacity to think. In this regard, I have endeavored to extract 
such original thoughts from sages from my own community in Africa.17 
Sophie Oluwole has equally endeavored to debunk such a notion of genetic 
inferiority of black mentality and the ideologies that promote Western supe-
riority.18 She questioned the basis on which Eurocentric scholars arrived at 
their assertion that ancient African thoughts were pre-scientific and devoid of 
rational enterprise since they had no actual texts from particular African socie-
ties that could be analyzed, and from which such deduction could be made. 
She posits that apart from the historical fact that “there were ancients Africa 
with capacity for rigorous rational scrutiny of ideas in their society, and even 
transmitted same from generation to generation through the medium of oral 
tradition,”19 they were also successful in extracting or retrieving ideas and 
beliefs that were authentically African. And with regard to the dismissal of 
traditional African thought as failing the criteria of analyticity and logicality, 
robert C. Solomon argues:

If analytic philosophy dismisses or ignores modes of thinking that are not obvi-
ously self-critical and are presented poetically instead of by way of positions to 
be argued for, then a good deal of the world’s philosophy, including a good 
deal of Western philosophy, would be left out of the arena.20

The salient point made in this section is that scholars in African studies should 
direct their research attention to Africa and Africans, and not to Europe or 
European audiences. For, Epprecht remarks, “looking at the world through 
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African eyes or through empirical data honestly gathered on the developmen-
tal trenches in Africa can provide us with lessons about ourselves in the West, 
and about the real as opposed to idealized nature of globalization.”21 Just as 
African philosophy is not a philosophy for the European or the West, nor do 
Africans construct their histories for them; scholars in African studies need to 
take a leaf from African philosophy and endeavor to carry out studies in Africa 
and allow their parameters for rationality to evolve from experiences and ide-
ologies within the African culture.

african PhilosoPhy as a Grundnorm of african studies

Although by virtue of our common humanity, which makes certain prob-
lems and theories applicable to all humans across the world, the peculiarity 
of the African experience is based on the assumption that there are issues or 
problems which are especially applicable to Africa owing to the way general 
phenomena manifest themselves within a particular society or cultural set-
ting. What this means is that while reality is the same, its manifestation varies 
within several societies based on their location within the cosmos and experi-
ences over the years. The question then is: What is the proper approach that 
should be made in an attempt to understand Africa’s experience within her 
context?

As I have earlier stated in my article, “A New Agenda for African Stud-
ies”, much of the scholarship about Africa has become a sentimental out-
burst, often about trading blame for the station of the black person in the 
world.22 Certain categories of research in African studies focusing on social 
and political issues in Africa have been fruitless, and this accounts for why 
scholars such as Gavin Kitching gave up on African studies, which he consid-
ered a futile exercise.23 Furthermore, African scholars in African studies seem 
to have also turned that field to a fact-gathering zone, and deploy Western 
paradigms for the evaluation of observed phenomena. This entrapment in the 
morass of Western epistemology has been an issue that African philosophers 
have dealt with thoroughly with so much promise for intellectual liberation. 
At this juncture, it is necessary to emphasize that attention must be placed 
on exploring avenues to redirect academic focus away from fruitless diatribes 
to the more rewarding enterprise of laying a foundation for pragmatic-realist 
approaches to the academic discipline of African studies. Pursuing this line 
of thought with regards to the methodology currently being used by most 
researchers in African studies, ruch and Anyanwu remark:

By subordinating Africa cultural facts to the assumptions, concepts, theories 
and worldview suggested by the Western culture and developed by the Western 
thinkers, confusion ensues. The knowledge arrived at with the Western princi-
ples of Understanding is not the knowledge of the African cultural reality but 
enlightened rationalism of knowledge emancipated from the African cultural 
world.24
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The implication of this is that scholars in African studies can only attain a 
proper understanding and interpretation of the history, economics, and other 
aspects of contemporary African experience by first being acquainted with the 
basic assumptions about the nature of reality in Africa, which only African 
philosophy can provide. It seems obvious therefore that African studies needs 
to be weaned off the colonial intellectual surrogacy carried out by dubi-
ous anthropological studies and the hangover of the Levy-Bruhl syndrome. 
To accomplish this task, African studies would have to be retrieved from a 
colonial science that has re-created the African experience and lifeworlds 
according to the intellectual standpoint of Western ethnocentrism. This is 
irrespective of the fact that scholars may have an Afrocentric vision of this 
misrepresented African world relayed by a foreign intellectual culture. The 
argument, therefore, is that for African studies to achieve this, there is a need 
for the incorporation of African philosophy.

The African philosopher is essentially a thinker of ideas. Whether she is a 
political philosopher, an ontologist, or an expert in epistemology, her major 
task is to embark on critical reflection that culminates in the prescription of 
the ideal. The typical Africanist, whether as an African romanticist or an aco-
lyte of the Western imperialist intelligentsia, is essentially interested in the 
descriptive analysis of the African experience. Philosophy is much more con-
cerned with the big meta-questions than the inquiries of the typical Africanist 
scholar. It is the preoccupation of the philosopher with these meta-questions 
that often give rise to the so-called abstractness that philosophy has been 
associated with.

What this means is that Africa must tell her own story in her own way. 
Authentic African philosophy, which critically examines the ideas by which 
Africans live, provides the basis for which the authentic African story, namely 
the ideas and wisdom contained in the proverbs, wise-sayings, and literary 
corpora, could be told, and the genuine manner it could be told. African phi-
losophy revisits the age-long claim prevalent in today’s politics of knowledge, 
that Africans were late starters in the acquisition of logical faculties for phi-
losophizing. It critically examines this claim by interrogating the African polis. 
And from such interrogation, backed by empowered Afrocentric revisionism, 
it now seems incontrovertible that Africans were the first to philosophize. 
Asante has dedicated his serious scholarship to demonstrating, for instance, 
that Egyptians in the Nile Valley were the first to practice philosophy, as a 
contemplative enterprise.25 Unfortunately, however, and in spite of the claims 
philosophy originated in Africa, these same Africans seemed to have lost the 
capacity for self-examination and critical evaluation of basic assumptions 
about reality, and their thought system seems to have become an appendage 
of the Western thought system.

It seems to me that the African studies community in Europe and America 
has been reluctant in accepting the reality of African philosophy in spite of 
all the efforts of scholars in Africa and beyond. Many Eurocentric scholars 
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remain unimpressed about the possibility of a philosophy that speaks to the 
African reality, preferring to spew venom at the ideas propagated as African 
philosophy or, sometimes, to heckle the advocates of such ideas at confer-
ences. On the contrary, however, it is within this outright Western scepticism 
about African philosophy that some African scholars have strenuously insisted 
on the inevitability of African philosophy to a proper understanding of the 
African world. Hountondji captures the essence of this insistence when he 
argues that:

… given the fact that African studies were invented by Europeans, Africans 
today should not merely carry on these disciplines as shaped in Europe. Africans 
must reinvent them. Such reinvention implies a sharply critical awareness of the 
ideological limits and the theoretical and methodological shortcomings of for-
mer practices.26

Although African philosophy is the response of the philosopher to the dif-
ferent experiences of the African, and her interpretation of such experience, 
African philosophy is also the answer to universal questions about the African 
experience and weltanschauung. The earlier scholars in African studies realize 
this and make it their intellectual bulwark, the richer and more authentic its 
prospect of understanding Africa and its people and formulating ideas in this 
direction.

conclusion

From the exploration made so far in this chapter, it seems clear that in spite 
of the internal academic debates among African philosophers concerning the 
existence, nature, scope, and content of African philosophy, the practition-
ers never allow this technical concern to hinder their intellectual responsibility 
to society. In whichever way any African philosopher has conceived her dis-
cipline, the content of her research—which has Africa as its subject matter—
gives insight to our self-understanding as Africans. It has been argued that 
African philosophers are indispensable amidst the unfolding of political and 
economic events in most African nations, which require some background 
think tanks to engage in critical reflection, as well as serious analytic and logi-
cal connection of facts that outline directions and pathways to development.

Considering the problems facing African studies, especially the question of 
relevance or how to address existential issues within Africa, we have argued 
that African studies can enrich its intellectual dynamics by premising it within 
the context of African philosophy, which can provide the ontological and 
epistemological frameworks that can orient genuine research on Africa. This 
implies that African studies must get back to Africa, and its scholars should 
embrace African philosophy as the fundamental condition for understand-
ing the African Weltanschauung. Doing this would strip African studies of 
impositions that unduly delimit its boundaries of research, imbue it with a 



10 IS AFrICAN STUDIES AFrAID OF AFrICAN PHILOSOPHY?  151

more enriching material object and a genuinely more critical perspective from 
which to inquire into the authentic African experience.
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PArT II

Philosophical Traditions and African 
Philosophy



CHAPTEr 11

The Geography of African Philosophy

Bruce B. Janz

Most philosophical traditions, if they think about geography at all, tend to 
regard it as at best tangentially relevant to philosophical activity, and at most 
an indicator of contingent historical conversations. When geography has been 
linked to philosophy, it has sometimes resulted in ill-founded, sweeping, or 
racist depictions of national characters or typologies of thought.1 Even works 
that are otherwise interesting, such as Watsuji Tetsuro’s Climate and Culture 
(Fudo), suggest a theory of national characters and philosophical modes of 
thinking which are at least linked to climactic and geographical conditions, a 
move that is prone to charges of ethnocentrism.2 There have certainly been 
philosophies of geography, but geographies of philosophy have not had an 
auspicious record.

The situation gets muddier when we realize that philosophers around the 
world have in fact used geographical designations for philosophy for years. 
We have Western philosophy, Eastern philosophy, continental philosophy. We 
have philosophies identified in national terms (e.g., English philosophy, Ger-
man philosophy) and ethnic/religious terms (e.g., Jewish philosophy, Islamic 
philosophy). We have disciplinary homes. We use geographical and quasi-
geographical designators all the time, but we use them to identify a historical 
conversation, and sometimes a mode or style of doing philosophy. This has 
led many to see African philosophy as just another version of those historical 
conversations or modes of philosophizing. My goal in this chapter will be to 
give a different lens through which to see African philosophy’s engagement 
with its own geography. African philosophy, I will argue, has led the way in 
taking seriously the places and spaces in which philosophy happens and the 
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constituencies and communities in which it matters. Philosophy in Africa ana-
lyzes (its) place as an object of inquiry, and also exists in that place in a wide 
variety of ways.

This chapter will focus on several related questions which attempt to 
unpack African philosophy’s relationship to geography, place, and space. 
First, to what extent and in what way has the Africanity of African philoso-
phy shaped its historical and contemporary practice? How is “Africa” con-
ceived by African philosophy? Second, given that Africa is the second largest 
continent in the world, how does philosophy differ in different places? How 
does geography matter in the history of African philosophical and concep-
tual development? Third, the spatial incursions and domination of external 
 exploration and colonialism have had an effect on the development and emer-
gence of African philosophy. How has this happened? Fourth, what are the 
imagined and desired spaces of thought in Africa? Is there intellectual space 
that emerges before or after colonial domination, or as an alternative to it? 
Fifth, how does the African diaspora relate to the continent intellectually, 
in terms of the difference between being removed from a space and having 
space removed from a people? Sixth, what is the geography of African phi-
losophy in the world? What are its allegiances and its conversations, and how 
do (or how might) those shift over time? Seventh, (how) has African philoso-
phy reflected on its own places, both in a physical sense and in an intellectual 
sense? How has it carved out and maintained an intellectual space, or alter-
nately how has it examined life within its own spaces? And finally eighth, how 
can African philosophy spring from its own places, that is how can it become 
philosophy-in-place?

As can be seen from this list of questions, geography is not just about land 
or location on a map. It is about what happens and can happen on that land, 
and how thought emerges and forms in relation to issues such as location, 
migration, narratives about belonging and disenfranchisement from place, the 
memories and hopes about place, the conflicted places in which people exist, 
the external narratives about place, the implications for thought in the diver-
sity of place, and the specific traditions of thought which have emerged to 
create and activate concepts which are adequate to a place. It is about place as 
event and philosophy as the conceptualization of event. Seen this way, African 
philosophy’s engagement with geography has a rich history and offers a great 
deal of fertile soil for thought in the future.

“africa” in world and african PhilosoPhy

There has been a great deal of debate about what counted as “Africa” in 
African philosophy during the twentieth century. There is, after all, a funda-
mental tension in the name itself—“Africa” is a particularity whereas “phi-
losophy” has generally been identified with the search for universals or the 
engagement with concepts that do not depend on place or circumstance for 
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their legitimacy. At the same time, cultural and intercultural philosophy has 
become more prominent, and Africa has become one of the participants in 
this dialogue of world philosophies. At best, this has given African philosophy 
a place at the table of world thought, but at worst it has become a kind of 
regionalism, in which philosophers are led to assume that the significance of 
African philosophy is limited to only those who might be interested in Africa 
as a region.

The backdrop to this project of thinking Africa is the status of Africa in 
narratives around the world. V.Y. Mudimbe set the terms of the conversation 
about the meaning of “Africa” with the publication of his books The Inven-
tion of Africa and The Idea of Africa.3 His argument in these books was that 
Africa as an object of intellectual space and inquiry has been formulated in 
the colonial imagination and has continued into contemporary philosophical 
thought in a similar manner. His argument is not about how Africa is con-
ceived by Africans (except inasmuch as they might deliberately or unwittingly 
subscribe to this colonial logic), but how Africa takes on an imposed identity 
in world history and the effects that has on the potential for the development 
of thought.

This general picture of Africa has had an effect on the development of the 
philosophical canon, both inside and outside of Africa. In Europe, the canon 
systematically excluded Africa, and this can be traced to specific moments.4 
Within Africa, one effect has been the tendency to regionalize within Africa 
and thus structure the canon to be a reflection of geographical or continen-
tal categories. “Sub-Saharan” Africa or Hegel’s “European Africa” (i.e., north 
of the Sahara) generalizes on what seems to be solid cultural grounds, but 
these generalizations at best obscure African thought rather than illuminate 
it. This leads to the tendency to think of Africa as a unitary space, and African 
thought as homogenous across the continent or at least within a region.

africa’s diverse PhilosoPhical sPaces

To chronicle all the different spaces of philosophical conversation within 
Africa would be a futile and necessarily incomplete task. We can at best make 
some general observations about what we might think of as the “speciation” 
of philosophy within Africa. I use the metaphor deliberately, as philosophy 
has ecological aspects to it, and the dialogues within philosophy are influ-
enced (in some cases determined) by the borders and paths which exist within 
Africa. Even though we think of philosophy as striving for universals (and it 
does), at the same time there are specific preoccupations and practices. The 
most obvious, and likely the most influential set of borders are the ones cre-
ated through different language spaces. Colonial, settler, and non-African lan-
guages such as English, French, Portuguese, Afrikaans, Spanish, and Arabic 
have had a strong influence on the nature of philosophical activity, including 
the external influences which come to bear on these spaces. This has at times 
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meant that very little interchange has happened across these linguistic spaces, 
even within close geographic proximity.

Language is a barrier, but as with any ecology it is also an opportunity. 
Ethnologue5 reports a total of 2138 living languages in Africa (out of a total 
of 7102 worldwide), with many of these part of either the Niger-Congo or 
the Afro-Asiatic language families. Language is geography in human culture, 
both in the sense that languages develop separate ontologies and traditions of 
thought, but also in that there can be dissemination of ontologies via migra-
tion and linguistic adaptation to a new place. In some cases, African philoso-
phers have tried to use language as a guarantee of the uniqueness of African 
philosophy (this is one charge against ethnophilosophy such as that of Placide 
Tempels’ Bantu Philosophy), but in other cases more limited claims are made 
to geographical uniqueness through language.6 This history of dissemination 
is important, as philosophically interesting words such as Ubuntu are found 
in a wide range of related languages across Africa. The tendency has some-
times been to regard a word like that as representing the same concept across 
all those cultural spaces, but if we take philosophical speciation seriously we 
might also ask how widespread words represent subtly different concepts in 
those different places.

Added to the linguistic diversity has been the difficulty of disseminat-
ing texts across the continent. Apart from a few authors who have achieved 
prominence, often by publishing outside of Africa, a great deal of work has 
remained at the local level. This locality has been reinforced by the local 
nature of journals and other publishing outlets, some of which have been 
sporadic, and most of which, until recently, have not had a more widespread 
reach.

There is another axis of diversity worth remembering, which is what I have 
elsewhere called the “topeme.”7 This designates the level of place construc-
tion or imagination. We speak of “African” philosophy, as if it is one place, 
and in some ways it is. Africa has been collectively marginalized by the West, 
and as Mudimbe has amply shown, it has been created as a distinct place 
through Western desire. Geographically and philosophically, then, it is a place 
in some ways. But of course, we also recognize that there are many kinds of 
questions that do not make sense at that level. There are senses of place con-
structed at very different levels—the level of nation, ethnicity, urban space, 
school of thought, and so forth. All these are also places, and all exist simul-
taneously. Any African (any person) is, in this sense, in many places at once. 
African philosophy is not a singular thing, but a multiple, a response to dif-
ferent sets of questions and different activated concepts at once. One’s focal 
length matters to one’s place.

The diversity of place in Africa is often unrecognized and misunderstood 
by those outside of Africa, but rarely by Africans. The question, though, is 
how to address that diversity philosophically in a manner that is not simply 
reductive or regionalist.
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colonialism, external forces, and african PhilosoPhy

The geography of philosophy in Africa is not just the local history of the 
development of philosophical dialects, of course. It happens in the context 
of a continent in which almost every country was colonized, and as many 
as 10 million people were removed during the slave trade. In other words, 
the geography is not a neutral one. The implications on the development of 
thought are profound. Walter Mignolo speaks of the geopolitics of knowl-
edge.8 Epistemology has been constructed in the West as if there is no geog-
raphy. And any claims about responsibility to geography have been seen as, at 
best, less than philosophical.9

These colonial spaces are more than just the construction of political 
spaces of domination at a collective or national level. Writers from Frantz 
Fanon to Achille Mbembe chart “spaces of terror” which are part of the phe-
nomenology of oppression. This too is geography—it is the affective space 
in which there is not just a lack of freedom, but an existential threat at all 
times. Place and self are always mutually related, and the situation of colo-
nialism is the fundamental compromise of the self through the compromise 
of one’s place. One’s ability to dwell in the world is not simply a function 
of landforms or political boundaries, but of the ability to move, create, and 
live without threat. The rewriting of space by colonial activity must not, in 
other words, simply be seen as the redrawing of political boundaries, or even 
the imposition of foreign cultural and linguistic forms. It must be seen as the 
simultaneous alienation of place and self.

remembered, reconstructed, imagined, desired sPaces 
of thought: afrocentrism and afrofuturism

There is more space that is philosophically interesting, though, than that 
which is present at any given time. The past (and the future) is a foreign 
country, and both are also spaces of memory, desire, and imagination. They 
are also spaces of thought, and both Afrocentrism and Afrofuturism imagine 
a different space from what is present. Afrocentrism asks the question of ori-
gins, both of African thought and of non-African thought, inasmuch as there 
are or may be African influences. The question of geography at stake here is 
the question of the traces of thought, concepts that thrive or fail to thrive in 
their own environments and those that travel, influencing other systems of 
thought. More than this, though, the question of the perspective of philoso-
phy is essential to Afrocentrism. It is as much a critique of the biases and lim-
its of philosophical perspectives that purport to be universal but which in fact 
harbor Western or non-African biases as it is the reconstruction of the source 
of African thought itself. It is explicitly presented as an alternative narrative to 
the pervasive colonial one already mentioned. It accomplishes this by refus-
ing the external regionalist assumptions, and by bringing to the foreground 
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the history of African thought which stretches back at least to the ancient 
Egyptians. Some Afrocentric thought focuses on retelling the intellectual nar-
rative of Africa in African terms, and some adds to that an argument about 
the sources within Africa of ancient Greek and other thought (in other words, 
reversing the colonial charge that African thought is derivative of European). 
Attending to the place of Africa means, in this view, extricating the words, 
concepts, and influences from outside of Africa as completely as possible in 
order to uncover or build a philosophy on Africa’s own terms.

Afrofuturism has to this point received relatively little attention from Afri-
can philosophers (it is more an artistic and literary movement, especially with 
African science fiction, and has had much more prominence in the African 
diaspora than on the continent until recently), but it extends the same logic 
of memory and imagination of place that Afrocentrism does. There is an 
alternate narrative of place, one that does not take its cues from a colonial or 
imperial narrative about Africa’s past or future. It has not, for the most part, 
reimagined space on the continent itself, but rather projected future spaces 
which draw on African tradition in various ways (traditional African cosmolo-
gies, belief systems, or practices) to think through the implications of African 
identity apart from or in resistance to colonial narratives about Africa.

Afrocentrism and Afrofuturism, whatever their details, both engage in a 
project of reconstituting time within African intellectual geography. To the 
extent that place is about event, both are powerful alternatives to outside nar-
ratives which imagine Africa as Hegel’s “gold land compressed within itself,” 
as derivative or deficient intellectual space, and as passive rather than active.

PhilosoPhy on the african continent and in the world

The geography of African philosophy must necessarily take into account the 
vast diaspora of Africans around the world. Some of these are recent emi-
grants, while others are part of groups who are long gone from Africa. The 
geography of thought requires a recognition of the lines of influence and 
debt between the continent and the diasporas, along with the new particu-
larities (what I earlier called “speciation”) within philosophical communities. 
The debts and influence sometimes are expressed in phrases of solidarity such 
as “Africana” philosophy, and these lines of influence are of course important 
to recognize, explore, and celebrate. At the same time, the differences among 
the species of philosophy are just as important to recognize. For example, the 
experience and resulting philosophical concepts that arise from having been 
enslaved and stolen from one’s land may be different from the experience 
of having had one’s land colonized. Slavery and colonialism are obviously 
related, but they are not the same, and the effects of enslavement (loss of ties 
to physical land, loss of ties to specific communities, etc.) are different from 
colonialism (destruction of meaningful social structures and relations within 
a space, restriction of movement, arbitrary reorganization of territory for the 
benefit of colonial ends). Both are brutal injustices, but they are not identical 
brutal injustices, and the conceptual results and philosophical insights of the 
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people subjected to these crimes may well be different and may well add to 
the richness of African thought if these places (and these threats to place) are 
seen as both similar and different.

Achille Mbembe gives just such insight in his landmark book On the Post-
colony.10 In this and later works, Mbembe sketches out the results of decades 
of colonial and neocolonial rule within African space. His phenomenology 
of colonized space is indebted to but different from Fanon and other earlier 
writers in that he evokes a felt and lived space rather than an existential con-
struction (and alienation) of the subject within a place.

african PhilosoPhy’s Place in the world: its allegiances 
and conversations

If we are to think about the geography of African philosophy, we need to 
think about questions of nativism and cosmopolitanism. Nativism is some-
times seen as an issue of national or ethnic identity (or worse, ethnic or racial 
supremacy), but it could as easily be seen as an issue of a particular kind of 
claim on space.11 Cosmopolitanism likewise has appeared in discussions of 
African philosophy as an orientation toward intellectual space.12 It is tempt-
ing to parse these two as the debate between particularism and universalism 
in philosophy, but nativism and cosmopolitanism have far more political and 
cultural baggage to them than what usually is implied in that debate.

One way to think about both of these concepts is as aspects of the geog-
raphy of reason. This is the question of how reason has been linked to places 
and peoples, how it has flowed or failed to flow, how it has emphasized 
resources found in place or, alternately, drawn on external patterns of thought 
in ways ranging from the beneficial to the oppressive. It includes questions 
of materiality and practice—the ways in which thought becomes instantiated, 
encoded, practiced in space along with the ways in which materiality, institu-
tional structures, social and cultural affect, and a host of other things serve to 
define the paths and limits of thought in places.

The “geography of reason” has been a theme not only in African philos-
ophy but in a range of non-Western, indigenous, and Global South philoso-
phies. Perhaps the most sustained and effective project has been the Caribbean 
Philosophical Association’s series of conferences, workshops, and publications 
on “Shifting the Geography of reason” (http://www.caribbeanphilosophi-
calassociation.org/), but they are by no means the only group interested in 
the geography of reason. Walter Mignolo, Lewis Gordon, Enrique Dussel, and 
many others have provided the tools to think about the flows and currents of 
thought and the ways in which Africa has been marginalized or ignored.13

african PhilosoPhy and african Places

(How) has African philosophy reflected on its own places, both in a physi-
cal sense and in an intellectual sense? We have already discussed the ways in 
which Africa as a category has been imagined by both Western philosophy 

http://www.caribbeanphilosophicalassociation.org/
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and African, but here I am more interested in other kinds of place. There is, 
for instance, some interest in the natural environment in Africa.14 There is 
to an even more limited degree interest in urban space within African phi-
losophy.15 To this point, however, the vast majority of philosophical reflection 
on lived space within Africa has been on cultural space (e.g., the philoso-
phy of the Yoruba or Akan), not only ethnic space but spaces of exclusion 
and inclusion based on neocolonial practices and institutions.16 This seems 
to be an area of opportunity for philosophers in Africa. The local or fine-
grained spaces in which concepts find their vitality might not seem like a rich 
place for philosophical reflection (philosophers usually leave these things to 
anthropologists or other social scientists), but the argument here has been 
that concepts thrive in intellectual ecologies and are activated by communi-
ties for their own reflective purposes. Thinking through how that happens at 
the level of the city, the township, the homeland, or the natural environment, 
among others, allows for new shadings and inflections of concepts. It may be 
of more than contingent interest how a concept such as justice or freedom is 
understood in one of these places, and this might be a new way of explicating 
living philosophy and contributing something new to the larger ecology of 
concepts.

PhilosoPhy-in-Place

One might try to differentiate place from space in African philosophy, and 
think about the ways in which thought has been spatialized, that is, the ways 
in which forms of thought act is if they have territories and histories within 
those territories. In the case of African philosophy, there has been a long his-
tory of trying to answer the question “Is there an African philosophy?” The 
answers tend to revolve around trying to identify the specific thing that will 
guarantee membership in the community of African philosophers. Various 
people have offered various solutions to this question—one is an African phi-
losopher if one is from Africa, or if one is black, or if one works on a par-
ticular set of questions, or if one is using a particular literature, or if one is 
working within a set of cultural conventions, or if one is working in a particu-
lar set of languages, or if one is using a particular method or group of meth-
ods. Or, conversely, someone might argue that there is no specific thing that 
guarantees African philosophy as philosophy; none of these options succeed 
in the sense that none of them will guarantee anything; and then the question 
becomes, is there anything that will guarantee the Africanity and the philo-
sophical nature of African philosophy or not? Has it simply not yet arrived 
(e.g., some sort of cultural development has to happen and then African phi-
losophy can begin)? Does it make no sense to speak of “African” philosophy 
at all, and when we use a geographical term for any other philosophical tradi-
tion (e.g., Chinese philosophy, Western philosophy) are we at best using a 
convenient fiction which in the end does not add anything useful?
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This line of questioning is all in the service of “spatial” philosophy, that is, 
philosophy that is trying to carve up the philosophical map and identify own-
ership, citizenship, and privileges. It is, in effect, philosophy as done under a 
kind of neoliberal and essentialized model of thought in which (intellectual) 
property is central. The move to platial philosophy is the move to question-
ing the motivating question of spatial philosophy. Is the question “Is there 
an African philosophy?” a question that comes from Africa itself? The issue is 
not whether any African has ever asked this question—obviously, many have. 
But is it an African question, one rooted in African practices and concepts, 
or is it a question from elsewhere, from a skeptical West for instance, which 
is serving as a gatekeeper for “real” philosophy and is in effect asking African 
philosophy to demonstrate its statehood before it is accorded the privilege of 
being inducted into the United Nations of Philosophy?

Platial philosophy reframes the motivating question and with it reframes 
the task of philosophy itself. It is still geographical but motivated by the 
forms of (intellectual and other) life that exist in a place. If, following Fou-
cault, Agamben, and others we can speak of biopolitics, perhaps we can also 
speak of biophilosophy, that is, the philosophy that moves back and forth 
between the abstractions of thought and the intricate ecosystems of life that 
exist and form places. Or perhaps, we can simply follow Deleuze and others 
to speak of “geophilosophy”:

Unlike other philosophical forms, then, a geophilosophy is not a special brand 
of philosophy such as logical positivism or phenomenology… [G] eophilosophy 
has been a placeholder for things we cannot yet do, things we hope to do, 
things that we have failed to do so far. It signals our optimism that philoso-
phy does not need to be practised as placeless and timeless, as without a people, 
even if some of the alternatives we provide here are as flawed as the models they 
seek to replace.17

Geophilosophy, or as I have come to call it, philosophy-in-place, is the recog-
nition that meaningful questions must be asked in term of concepts that have 
currency in a place and that have been “activated,” that is, that have made a 
difference to the ecology of the place. The goal then is to create new con-
cepts adequate to the place. We have seen some of this happening in recent 
years.18

This is the philosopher’s task—to not only understand a place and its acti-
vated concepts, but to also push to the edges of understanding in order to 
create new concepts which can show forth new versions of a place. These 
places exist at different levels and in different intersecting ways, and so philos-
ophy-in-place will never be a straightforward activity or a creation of concepts 
adequate for all places within a geographical area. It is rather the ongoing 
practice of allowing concepts that have currency to be shown and exam-
ined, and in doing so lay the groundwork for the creation of new concepts 
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adequate to a current African place. Much of what has been said to this point 
about geography and African philosophy remains relevant to this project, 
but philosophy-in-place is ultimately oriented toward creativity rather than 
description.

conclusion

In 2015, students protested in South Africa over the symbols of colonial-
ism that still remained in public life. The protest, “rhodes Must Fall,” began 
with a statue of Cecil rhodes, on the University of Cape Town campus, and 
was replicated on other campuses across the country. The protest was not 
just about symbols—it was about the curriculum in African departments, the 
nature of the teaching staff, and the continued barriers to access for blacks in 
South Africa. This protest was, in other words, at least partly about differing 
conceptions of geography. It was taken seriously in philosophy departments 
across South Africa—there were seminars, workshops, and special journal 
editions. While the protests did not particularly begin as philosophical ques-
tions, philosophers quickly saw the relevance to themselves. It was a discus-
sion about the geography of African philosophy—who should be teaching it, 
where should the core readings be from, what does it mean to engage philos-
ophy that has been created in Africa, which has relevance to African concerns, 
which does not begin by assuming that African philosophy is just a subset of 
Western philosophy, or of World philosophy, a species in a larger genus which 
effectively diminishes the significance of place. Does all of this serve a goal of 
emancipation, to not interpret the world but to change it, or is there a longer 
view possible, both into the past and the future?

One of many important contributions African philosophy can make to the 
world is in foregrounding geography. Doing so serves at least two goals—
highlighting the ways in which philosophy has been constructed along 
skewed and exclusionary lines and providing positive tools for working out 
concepts in place.

notes

 1.  For example: Hume (1985), Kant (2006), Hegel (1956), Watsuji (1961). For 
an analysis of this in the nineteenth century in terms of race, see Livingstone 
(2002), this exists also in cultural and literary works as shown in Beller and 
Leerssen (2007) and Zacharasiewicz (2010).

 2.  Janz (2011).
 3.  Mudimbe (1988, 1994).
 4.  Park (2013).
 5.  Lewis et al. (2015).
 6.  For example, Wiredu (1996).
 7.  Janz (2009).
 8.  Mignolo (2002).
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 9.  Bernasconi (1997), Ahluwalia (2010).
 10.  Mbembe (2001b).
 11.  See, for instance, Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2010), Appiah (1992), Mbembe (2001a).
 12.  ramose (2014), Janz (2011).
 13.  Mignolo (2002), Gordon (2011, 2016), Dussel (1993).
 14.  For example, Oruka (1994), Kelbessa (2014).
 15.  Mbembe (2001a).
 16.  Mbembe (2001b).
 17.  Hickey-Moody and Laurie (2015: 1).
 18.  For example, Chimakonam (2015), Morakinyo (2016), Oelofsen (2015).
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CHAPTEr 12

Philosophy in Portuguese-Speaking Africa

Anke Graness

While philosophy in Africa is increasingly recognized today as a part of the 
world philosophical discourse, the discourse on and in African philosophy 
mainly focuses on the Anglophone and Francophone parts of Africa south of 
the Sahara. The philosophy of the Portuguese-speaking part of Africa, that is, 
countries like Angola, Mozambique, Cape Verde, Equatorial Guinea, and São 
Tomé and Príncipe, is still largely excluded from philosophical discourse—
inside as well as outside Africa. Influential anthologies on the debate on Afri-
can philosophy,1 as well as monographs,2 give the impression that there is 
little to say about philosophy in Portuguese-speaking Africa. At present, only 
Amílcar Cabral’s work has been discussed in philosophical monographs and 
articles.3 Whether or not the neglect is a result of a language barrier, Luso-
phone African philosophy is never actually taken into account in either the 
reconstruction of precolonial heritage or contemporary philosophical work.

This chapter is a first and, of course, incomplete attempt to shed some 
light on the development of philosophy in this region of Africa and its rel-
evance for today’s discourse. The chapter is divided into three main parts. 
The first is a consideration of the historical specificity of Portuguese-speaking 
Africa; it introduces a few attempts to reconstruct precolonial orally trans-
mitted knowledge systems in that region. Dedicated to the theoretical work 
of leaders of African liberation movements, the second part will explore the 
dimension of political philosophy in their work. The third part explores 
trends in contemporary philosophy in Portuguese-speaking Africa.
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the historical sPecificity of Portuguese-sPeaking africa

The Portuguese-speaking areas of Africa have had a very peculiar history in 
comparison with other African countries. Portugal’s expansion on the African 
continent began in 1415, when Dom Henrique de Avis (Henry the Sailor), a 
younger brother of the Portuguese king John I, conquered Ceuta in North 
Africa. By the time of Henrique’s death in 1460, Portuguese sailors had “dis-
covered” the African coast up to present-day Sierra Leone, the Senegal river 
and the Gambia river. However, until the end of the nineteenth century, 
Portugal controlled no more than the coastal areas; only during the 1870s 
did Portugal try to gain direct control in Mozambique, Angola, and other 
areas.

Before colonization, diverse languages, cultures, and forms of sociopo-
litical and economic development flourished in the regions of present-day 
Portuguese-speaking Africa. For example, the region which comprises pre-
sent-day Mozambique encompassed several kingdoms and sultanates char-
acterized by Islamic urban societies with a monetary economy. Present-day 
Guinea-Bissau is home to people whose social structures range from the egal-
itarian agricultural society of the Balanta to the nomadic, hierarchical Islamic 
society of the Fula people. Present-day Portuguese-speaking Africa in all its 
diversity, from Cape Verde to Mozambique, is united by the shared experi-
ence of the Portuguese colonial system, where the conditions were among 
the worst in Africa; forced labor, hut tax, and forced trade were common-
place. Moreover, there was hardly any investment in education; in none of 
the Portuguese colonies was there a university founded before independence 
(except Mozambique where the first university was founded in 1962).

The shared experience of Lusophone African regions also includes military 
anticolonial movements, lengthy wars for liberation, and relatively late politi-
cal independence. All former Portuguese colonies achieved independence 
only after the 1974 Carnation revolution in Portugal overthrew the regime 
of the dictator António de Oliveira Salazar and his successor Marcelo Caetano 
and led to the Portugal’s withdrawal from its African colonies. Guinea-Bis-
sau declared independence on September 24, 1973, but it was only recog-
nized one year later. Mozambique gained independence on June 25, 1975, 
and Angola on November 11, 1975. Shortly after independence, Mozam-
bique and Angola descended into bloody civil wars that lasted over a decade 
and destroyed large parts of the countries. Both countries experienced two 
extremely different social systems, Marxism/socialism and neoliberalism, in a 
very short period of time.

In contemporary Portuguese-speaking Africa approximately 16 million 
people speak Portuguese, of whom nine million are native speakers and five 
million bilingual speakers. Interestingly, the number of Portuguese speakers 
has increased after independence due to the fact that Portuguese serves today 
as the national and educational language in these countries.

The interesting question of the origins of philosophy in Portuguese-
speaking Africa and of philosophical traditions in precolonial and colonial 
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times is not yet explored. There are very few studies, among them attempts 
to reconstruct and analyze orally transmitted knowledge. Some authors4 
refer in this context to the pioneering role of Portuguese Catholic mission-
aries and anthropologists, including Carlos Estermann and José Martins Vaz 
(1969–1970), who have worked intensively on preserving wisdom teach-
ings in Portuguese-speaking Africa. Certainly the work of missionaries and 
anthropologists can contribute to the reconstruction of the history of African 
thought; however, this work must be viewed critically in light of its primary 
purpose as a tool of Christian proselytizing and its basis in a Christian- 
colonial epistemology. Vaz, for example, wanted to provide a “Guide to read 
the soul of the natives.”5

In his recent collections of the proverbs and tales of the Sena people of 
Mozambique, Nzerumbawiri: Provérbios Sena (2008b) and MPHYANGA? 
Contos Sena (2008a), Josef Pampalk examines the semantic content, the asso-
ciated social values and norms, and the social function of Sena maxims and 
stories. His analysis, which focuses on concepts such as responsibility and 
participation in the community and methods of dealing with differences (the 
Other) in the community, provides valuable material for future philosophical 
investigations.

Political PhilosoPhy: concePtualizing african  
liberation movements

Even though the beginnings of philosophy in Portuguese-speaking Africa 
cannot be determined accurately, the birth of modern political philosophy 
in the twentieth century is known: it has its roots in circles of African stu-
dents in Lisbon during the late 1940s and early 1950s. Talented young men 
from Portugal’s African colonies, who had been sent to the Portuguese capi-
tal to be educated for careers as loyal employees in the Portuguese colonial 
administration, underwent a process quite similar to the one experienced 
by representatives of the Négritude movement earlier on in Paris during the 
1930s: they were rejected and considered inferior on the basis of their skin 
color, regardless of their almost complete assimilation in culture and lan-
guage of the colonizer. In the same way, African students in Lisbon became 
aware of Portuguese racism and the politics of lusotropicalism (an ideology 
which professed the historical and moral superiority of Portuguese culture). 
As a result, they formed a resistance against lusotropicalism, the exploitation 
of their home countries, and the brutal repression of the indigenous popula-
tion through a system of forced labor and forced expropriation. Numerous 
subsequent independence fighters from Cape Verde, Guinea-Bissau, Angola, 
and Mozambique belonged to the African Student Union and their political 
circle in Lisbon, among them Amílcar Cabral, Eduardo Mondlane, Mario de 
Andrade, Agostinho Neto, Marcelino dos Santos, and Eduardo dos Santos.

The revolutionary, theorist, and leader of the anticolonial liberation strug-
gle for Cape Verde and Guinea-Bissau Amílcar Lopes Cabral (1924–1973) is 
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undoubtedly one of the most famous personalities of Portuguese-speaking 
Africa. Today, his life and work are certainly the best documented and inves-
tigated of all in Portuguese-speaking Africa. Especially in recent years, an 
increasing number of publications have appeared, including several biogra-
phies.6 Born in Bafatá (Portuguese Guinea) to Capeverdian parents, Cabral 
studied agronomy in Lisbon. Shortly after his return to Africa he became the 
leader of the nationalist movement of Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde and 
the ensuing war of independence in Guinea-Bissau. He was assassinated on 
January 20, 1973, about 8 months before Guinea-Bissau’s unilateral declara-
tion of independence. Even though Cabral was primarily a political leader, his 
theory, elaborated in numerous articles, essays, and speeches, is of immense 
importance today as a major contribution to African political philosophy and 
critical theory. As Olúfémi Táíwò puts it, Cabral “bequeathed to us a body 
of writings containing his reflections on such issues as the nature and course 
of social transformation, human nature, history, violence, oppression and 
 liberation.”7

One of his most influential texts is “The Weapon of Theory.” According 
to Cabral, theory and practice are closely interwoven, and thus, theorizing 
without action is as irresponsible as action without a theoretical foundation. 
For this reason, Cabral criticizes the lack of ideology (in the sense of theoreti-
cal foundation) of the national liberation movements of his time, for “nobody 
has yet made a successful revolution without a revolutionary theory.”8 
Hereby Cabral pronounces the importance of a knowledge of the realities of 
one’s own country and context as a starting point for a theory of liberation. 
Foreign theories might offer inspiration but should not be taken up uncriti-
cally.9 Cabral considers blindness to the specific historical, social, and cultural 
conditions and preconditions of national liberation a serious weakness. An 
understanding of the historical development of inner contradictions on the 
economic, social, and cultural levels is fundamental. National liberation and 
social revolution are not exportable commodoties; they are formed by the 
historical reality of each people.10 Detailed historical knowledge of the basic 
conditions of the local context is essential for a successful national and social 
revolution.

In the 1960s, when the states of the socialist and capitalist blocs were 
irreconcilably opposed to each other, Cabral considered post-independence 
development to have “only two possible paths for an independent nation: to 
return to imperialist domination (neocolonialism, capitalism, state capitalism), 
or to take the way of socialism.”11 As a way to end the exploitation of man 
by man and finally abolish poverty, socialism was, for him, clearly the more 
attractive alternative. Cabral’s view equated socialism with human emancipa-
tion and the liberation of humanity from exploitation. Cabral, who always 
refused to be called a Marxist,12 was guided essentially by humanistic ideals 
of equality and humanity. The implementation of Marxist social ideas was not 
his primary goal. The political system Cabral favored was direct democracy or 
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“cooperative democracy”13 through decentralized regional meetings, with vil-
lage councils as the basis of society. His principal aims were to satisfy the basic 
needs of the population, secure their autonomy, and create a decentralized 
decision-making process rooted in democracy. However, Cabral also stressed 
the necessity of leadership by members of the liberation movement. As he 
pronounced in his homage to Kwame Nkrumah in 1972, “so long as imperi-
alism is in existence, an independent African state must be a liberation move-
ment in power, or it will not be independent.”14 Here we are confronted with 
a clear contradiction between ideas of direct democracy on the one hand and 
the leadership of a party or movement on the other.

Cabral’s theory approximates Frantz Fanon’s in several ways. Culture plays 
a role of great significance for both Cabral and Fanon. Cabral defines culture 
as a process-based, dynamic concept characterized by plurality, not uniform-
ity or purity.15 The revival of the culture and traditions of the oppressed is 
an important part of national liberation, but in contrast to Négritude, Cabral 
rejects the idea of a “return to the roots,” because the common people kept 
their traditions and culture alive during the colonial period. A “return” is a 
necessity only for a few assimilated people of the middle class. Moreover, the 
restoration of culture is not an essential step towards decolonization; only 
through a clear break with imperialism and neocolonialism can true national 
liberation be achieved. For the indigenous petty bourgeoisie, this ultimately 
requires them to eliminate their own class. revitalization and development 
of the national culture in the context of the struggle for liberation has to be 
accompanied by a critical examination of traditions. Here Cabral refers spe-
cifically to the need to overcome tribal and feudal thinking and abolish social 
and religious taboos. In this context, Cabral always stressed that the fight 
against colonialism has to be at the same time a struggle for the liberation of 
women and called for improved educational opportunities, political participa-
tion, and economic and cultural emancipation for women.

As did Fanon, Cabral argued that the colonial system, which is fundamen-
tally a system of violence, could be overcome only by corresponding counter-
violence: “The essential instrument of imperialist domination is violence… 
there is not, and cannot be national liberation without the use of liberat-
ing violence by the nationalist forces, to answer the criminal violence of the 
agents of imperialism.”16

Among all the political leaders of Lusophone African liberation move-
ments, Eduardo Chivambo Mondlane (1920–1969) was certainly the most 
committed to academic work, not as a philosopher, but as an anthropolo-
gist and sociologist at Syracuse University in New York. Astonishingly, his 
writings and speeches are presently little known and far less influential than 
Cabral’s. Nevertheless, he is still one of the most influential intellectuals in 
Portuguese-speaking Africa, particularly in Mozambique. The years that 
Mondlane spent on study and academic work in the USA (1950–1962) 
were characterized by the strengthening of the African-American civil rights 
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movement. In the United States, racism had become an increasingly impor-
tant political issue, and state authorities were forced to take action, including 
the passage of the Civil rights Act of 1957. For this reason, it is not surpris-
ing that Mondlane’s early academic work, his master’s thesis17 and doctoral 
dissertation, explored racial prejudice and the relationships between races 
in the United States in the 1950s. His own experience of racism in colonial 
Mozambique, Lisbon, and the United States and the passage of the South 
African Citizenship Act, which compelled him to abandon his studies in 
South Africa in 1949, left a lasting imprint on his research interests. These 
studies strongly influenced Mondlane’s approach to the liberation struggle in 
Africa. In his works he always emphasized the importance of the creation of a 
new national culture and identity for a successful struggle against colonialism 
and racism; at the same time he criticized adherence to ethnic identities and 
group affiliations as corrosive and debilitating.18 Any kind of division, racism, 
or chauvinism should be overcome. In this sense, Mondlane was not only a 
dedicated nationalist, but also Pan-Africanist, as evidenced in his book The 
Struggle for Mozambique (1969) and other works. In line with Kwame Nkru-
mah and Nnamdi Azikiwe, Mondlane was an explicit proponent of a united 
Africa.

Mondlane considers education an essential factor in the development of 
both new nations and individuals. For this reason, measures to improve lit-
eracy among the populace, establish schools and universities, and emancipate 
women were central points of the program of the Frente de Libertação de 
Moçambique (FrELIMO, the Mozambique Liberation Front), of which 
Mondlane was president from 1962 until his assassination in 1969. Like 
Cabral, Mondlane considered socialism the only alternative for a liberated 
Mozambique. As he pronounced in one of his last political statements, pre-
served by Aquino de Bragança, it would be “impossible to create a capitalist 
Mozambique” because “it would be ridiculous to struggle… to destroy the 
economic structure of the enemy and then reconstitute it in such a way as to 
serve the enemy.”19 What Mondlane had in mind was not a Marxist society—
he showed a profound trust in democratic structures and institutions—but 
a new social system far removed from capitalism and imperialism, which he 
regarded as the sources of colonial exploitation.

His successor as FrELIMO president and, from 1975 to 1986, first presi-
dent of independent Mozambique, Samora Moisés Machel (1933–1986), 
shared Mondlane’s and Cabral’s vision of direct democracy. Machel stated 
that FrELIMO was engaged in a revolution aimed at the establishment of 
people’s democratic power,20 and that all decisions must always be democratic 
in both content and form. By democratic in content he meant that decisions 
must reflect the real interests of the broad masses of people, and by demo-
cratic in form that the broad masses must take part in the decision-making 
process. However, in his message at the swearing-in of the transitional gov-
ernment in 1974 he writes, “it is FrELIMO that must guide Government 
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action, FrELIMO that must orientate the Government and the masses.”21 
Here too we are confronted with an inner tension between an affirmation of 
direct democracy and, at the same time, an assertion of the leadership of the 
party. Unfortunately, the idea of direct democracy did not prevail, and the 
emancipatory process that FrELIMO demonstrated during the first years was 
soon replaced by top-down interventions and administrative solutions and the 
adoption of Marxism-Leninism, a turn which might also have been due to 
external and internal threats and acts of sabotage by the resistência Nacional 
Moçambicana (rENAMO, the Mozambican National resistance) and other 
forces in the aftermath of the independence, which led to a civil war that 
lasted from 1977 to 1992.

In his book, African Political Thought, Guy Martin highlights several 
similarities between the political thought of Cabral and Machel (and we may 
include Mondlane here): the necessity of a common ideology as the basis for 
a new society; the close relationship between theory and practice; the primacy 
of the political; the recognition of the people as the main actor and the main 
beneficiary of social revolution; the imposition of a direct democracy through 
decentralized regional assemblies and village councils; and the need for an 
independent, people-centered development strategy.22

trends in contemPorary PhilosoPhy

Philosophy in Portuguese-speaking Africa is grounded in its specific historical, 
politico-economic, linguistic, and cultural contexts and is thus first and fore-
most a political philosophy dedicated to questions about freedom and respon-
sibility in a postcolonial, post-Marxist, post-civil war situation. Philosophy in 
Portuguese-speaking Africa presently includes discussions of the theoretical 
and moral legacy of liberation movements; the concept of liberty23; the con-
cept of modernity24; the task, function, and identity of philosophy today25; 
and the relationship of philosophy and education.26

Severino Elias Ngoenha (1962–) is currently one of the best-known and 
most influential philosophers in Portuguese-speaking Africa. He has played 
an important role in establishing African philosophy institutionally and in the 
public discourse in Mozambique and is widely recognized today as the initia-
tor of Mozambican philosophy. His major works include a critical analysis of 
the discourse on philosophy in Africa27; a critique of contemporary society in 
Mozambique28; consideration of questions of educational policy,29 ecology, 
and justice; and contributions to the debate on the South African concept 
of ubuntu.30 Born in 1962 in Maputo, Mozambique, Ngoenha graduated 
with a degree in theology from the Gregorian University in rome, where he 
also obtained his doctorate in philosophy. For a decade, Ngoenha has been 
Associate Professor of Intercultural Education and Philosophy at the Uni-
versity of Lausanne (Switzerland). Since 2010, he has taught Intercultural-
ity, African Philosophy, and Anthropology at the Department of Philosophy 
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of the Pedagogical University in Maputo, and since 2011, he has been the 
Post-Graduate Director at the University of Saint Thomas of Mozambique 
(USTM). He is a specialist in African philosophy, particularly regarding the 
issues of African history and African historicity, African-American diasporas, 
and both Afro-centric and pan-African movements. Mozambique, its history, 
its social and political situation, its values and norms, and its problems and 
shortcomings are the starting point and center of his philosophical reflections.

One of Ngoenha’s most famous concepts is the libertarian paradigm. For 
him, “libertarian” refers to the specific African experience of slavery, colonial-
ism, and neocolonialism, which has been characterized primarily by a lack of 
freedom. According to him, African thought is marked by a desperate pur-
suit of freedom, a value conspicuous mainly for its absence in the African 
experience of life. For Ngoenha, the libertarian paradigm is an approach to 
defining an African ideal of freedom that goes beyond the left- or right-wing 
definitions used in Euro-American discourse; it is an ideal based on a criti-
cally analyzed and reconstructed African history, an ideal of freedom which 
encompasses responsibility for oneself and for the others in the community. It 
is a methodological and practical guide for thinking about Africa.

Already in his first book, Filosofia africana: das independências às liber-
dades (African Philosophy: The Independence of Liberties, 1993), Ngoenha 
focuses on a philosophical reading of the contemporary situation in Mozam-
bique, a country which not only experienced colonialism, liberation struggle, 
and a 16-year civil war between FrELIMO and rENAMO, but also operated 
under two radically different social systems within a few years’ time—social-
ism (1975–1989) and capitalism in the form of a liberal market economy 
(since 1990). Whereas Ngoenha clearly criticizes the shortcomings of the 
socialist orientation (e.g., corruption, lack of democracy and individual free-
dom), he also criticizes the shortcomings of the current neoliberal orienta-
tion and its lack of equal access to healthcare and educational systems. He 
criticizes the fact that the social situation in Mozambique did not reflect its 
liberal economy because people lacked the education and information neces-
sary to understand the rules of liberalism. Therefore, they ended up with a 
kind of social “dollarization,” a “dollarocratie”31 or “dollarocracy replacing 
democracy”: a wild, uncontrolled accumulation of wealth unregulated by any 
ethical or juridical standards.32 The present generation faces the difficult task 
of building a better future in a country dominated by absolute poverty, cor-
ruption, and the misuse of public property for the personal enrichment of the 
powerful. The term paradigm libertário was used by Ngoenha for the first 
time in his book Os tempos da Filosofia (2004) to refer to a specific African 
idea of freedom or “will to freedom,” which is reflected in the unique situa-
tion in Portuguese-speaking Africa, a situation characterized by struggle not 
only against the colonial, neocolonial, and imperialist regimes but also against 
local politicians who were unable to transform independence into democratic 
freedom and just social redistribution for the people.
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Ngoenha’s libertarian paradigm differs from the Euro-American under-
standing of libertarianism. His concept of liberty focuses on neither individual 
freedom and property rights nor liberalism as individual freedom in an atom-
ized, Leibnizian manner. The core of his concept is responsibility and solidar-
ity. For Ngoenha, to be free means to know that we are unique individuals 
who nonetheless belong to a whole. Liberty requires one to remember at 
every moment that all others’ liberty depends on our commitment, our dedi-
cation, and our self-denial. First and foremost, it means to be conscious of 
being responsible for each other, for our lives and the lives of others.33

In his arguments Ngoenha proves to be a true cosmopolitan who under-
lines that solidarity among human beings precedes the existence of nation 
states and that the crucial concept is not the nation, but the We. Therefore 
it is not surprising that Ngoenha shows great sympathy for the South African 
concept of ubuntu, which he regards as one of the first important contribu-
tions of the African continent with global relevance. The integrative dimen-
sion of ubuntu, which strongly advocates respect for the dignity and the 
needs of each person and group of persons, especially corresponds to Ngoen-
ha’s understanding of responsibility and solidarity. However, concerning the 
theory and practice of ubuntu in South Africa, Ngoenha points to the risk of 
a new split along the lines of economic and social differences—and thus of 
an economic apartheid.34 The “libertarian paradigm” is a concept of social 
liberty that presupposes a democratic, committed citizen who cares about 
improving the welfare and living conditions of the community and the indi-
vidual. It is meant to inspire people to think politically and thus avoid mental 
subordination.

On the political level, Ngoenha considers federalism a philosophical way 
to define and perform independence. Freedom(s) would be exercised from 
the lowest to the highest levels of social organization. In various places he 
has criticized the fact that the initial participatory orientation of the young 
Mozambican state quickly ended up in a system based on one-party ideol-
ogy.35 Nonetheless, the ideals of participatory democracy and solidarity are 
still core concepts of Ngoenha’s social and political imaginaire for a new 
Mozambique. Individual freedom can be realized only in democratic insti-
tutions which at the same time foster the freedom and well-being of the 
 community.36

For Ngoenha and his colleague José P. Castiano, philosophy is first of all a 
form of committed thinking—as is reflected in the title of their 2011 collec-
tion of essays, Pensamento Engajado (Engaged Thought).37 As such, African 
philosophy’s task is to contribute to the present-day challenges of justice. For 
this reason, the future is another of Ngoenha’s key concerns. The develop-
ment of ideas for the future is a task for philosophy first and foremost: To 
imagine the future enables us to question the validity of the present—one 
of the primary tasks of philosophy. In this respect, it is important to reflect 
on and analyze history, and in doing so to open up a new future that is not 
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simply an extension of the old, but works to create a world which satisfies the 
needs and engages the capabilities of human beings. According to Ngoenha, 
the proper philosophical way to conceptualize the future is by considering 
utopian visions of a perfect society. For him the idea of utopia is a fertile force 
of history. Because utopian thought considers ways to transform a factual-
historical order into an ideal order, utopian thinking requires the ability to 
anticipate the concrete realities of a more or less distant future. It embodies 
a rational faith in a reality which is not yet in existence, but potentially possi-
ble. Ngoenha asserts that future as participatory utopian thinking is the solu-
tion to the problem of freedom that Africa faces today. Creating the future 
is for Ngoenha an open, participatory project; the future is something that 
must be discovered and conquered by us. A precondition for this creation is a 
critical discourse about our experiences—past experiences and experiences to 
come.38 For we cannot change the past, but we can choose the kind of future 
we want.

The Mozambican philosopher, José P. Castiano, who holds a Ph.D. in 
Sociology from the University of Hamburg and is currently Professor of Phi-
losophy at the Pedagogical University of Mozambique, follows in his work an 
approach oriented on the Sage Philosophy project of the Kenyan philosopher 
Henry Odera Oruka. He underlines the need for a dialogue between profes-
sional African philosophy as it is practiced in the academy and philosophical 
wisdom as it is practiced by sages. Castiano, who conducted interviews with 
sages in Mozambique, calls it a kind of intercultural dialogue or intersubjec-
tivity (intersubjectivação).39 His work is a valuable contribution to the recon-
struction of philosophical traditions in precolonial and colonial times in this 
part of Africa.

In conclusion, it must be noted that contemporary philosophy in Portu-
guese-speaking Africa is particularly open to intercultural encounters and a 
South–South dialogue, not least because of intensive academic relations and 
exchanges with Brazil and other Latin American and Caribbean countries and 
their philosophies, such as the Latin American Philosophy of Liberation.
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CHAPTEr 13

An Interpretive Introduction to Classical 
Ethiopian Philosophy

Teodros Kiros

Philosophy, until very recently, has been defined as strictly textual. The pre-
judgment is that, in order for something to be accepted as philosophical it 
must be written. African philosophy in particular has suffered consider-
ably from this prejudgment, or what others may explicitly call a Eurocentric 
racial gaze. The colonial and imperial projects on Africa produced narratives 
of what philosophy is and is not, and imposed it on the continent of Africa, 
from which emerged the new and dangerous view that the colonized Afri-
can subjects were by definition impervious to logical thinking, to systematic 
thought, to organized opining, and to conceptual formations, four definitions 
of philosophy.1 Africans as human beings were thus denied the capacity to 
think, an essential characteristic of human beings, and through this denial, 
they were excluded from philosophical activity as logical thinking, systematic 
thought, opining, and concept formation.

recent philosophical thinking has changed this view. African philosophers 
and non-African philosophers such as the late Claude Sumner, who con-
sidered himself “Canadian by birth and Ethiopian by choice,” and many of 
his fellow students, of whom I am one, have originated a new narrative, in 
which it is argued that philosophy is not exclusively textual, but also signifi-
cantly and creatively oral, and that the content of philosophy can be transmit-
ted both in written and oral forms, and that the two forms are not mutually 
exclusive. African philosophical forms therefore are importantly oral and writ-
ten. Most African nations south of the Sahara have created masterpieces of 
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philosophical thinking and transmitted them orally from generation to gen-
eration; they have now become systematically compiled as sage philosophy.2

Classical Ethiopian philosophy is a source of great pride for the continent 
of Africa because it satisfies the conditions that Africans were fated to prove 
that in order for something to be philosophical, it must be written. Ethiopia 
points to its great historical presence on the world stage as a possessor of both 
written texts and orally transmitted wisdoms of the highest standards. The 
existence of an original Ethiopian philosophical text, written by Zara Yacob 
in the seventeenth century, sent tremors of epistemological and moral shock 
to the Western world. This discovery was a mighty blow to the Eurocentric 
gaze, which too confidently conceived thinking as an exclusively Western gift. 
There were those who had the audacity to deny that this was an African/
Ethiopian philosophical product. Claude Sumner has answered the doubters 
by contending that modern philosophy began in Ethiopia contemporaneous 
to Descartes.

In what follows, I will present an outline of oral and written African philo-
sophical activities in Ethiopia. I will use two analytical methods, vast interpre-
tation (loosely philosophical) and strict interpretation (analytic) to situate the 
nature and place of African philosophy in Ethiopia. I will subject all the oral 
Ethiopian texts to this method of reading.

The Fisalgos, The Book of Philosophers, and The Life and Maxims of Skendes 
are philosophical under the method of vast interpretation, whereas the work 
of Zara Yacob and Walda Heywot, a student of Zara Yacob, are philosophical 
under the method of strict interpretation. Zara Yacob’s and Walda Heywot’s 
texts are written sources of African philosophy in Ethiopia. They were all 
originally written in Geez and masterfully translated into English by Claude 
Sumner, and it is his translations that I am using in this introduction. For 
those unfamiliar with Ethiopian history, Sumner’s brief General Introduction 
to Classical Ethiopian Philosophy is adequate.3 My introduction radically dif-
fers from Sumner’s comprehensive historical interpretation, which historically 
situates all the texts with names, origins, and comparisons with European 
texts. My introduction, by contrast, is an analytical examination of the texts 
themselves. I attempt to interpret, dissect, elaborate, and draw out the argu-
ments through the heuristic method of what I call vast and strict interpre-
tations of philosophical propositions. There are no historical references, but 
rather a strict interpretation of meanings and arguments. These contrasts of 
content make the introductions complementary; one is historical, the other 
analytical, and Classical Ethiopian Philosophy benefits from both. The texts 
require both methods, and readers will appreciate them.

My contribution in this introduction is on the written sources of Classi-
cal Ethiopian Philosophy in Africa. My introduction directly leads to the analy-
ses of the texts themselves, and I leave the discussion of the history of the 
texts and their linguistic origin in the able hands of Claude Sumner, who 
has already done the work. The oral contributions of African philosophy in 
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Ethiopia have recently commanded the attention of Tena Dewo, who ana-
lyzed the Oromo Gada System; Charles C. Verharen has compared Oromo 
with Ancient Egyptian philosophy, and I have appropriated the Egyptian maat 
and argued that it is a powerful source of a moral economy for the African 
situation and the human condition.4

interPreting the FisalGos and the Book oF the PhilosoPhers

The Fisalgos are not original philosophical reflections; they are transcriptions 
from the Greek Physiologos.5 They tell moral stories and organize human 
actions under a rubric of symbols including animals, plants, and stones. The 
Fisalgos are also distinct interpretive devises of the Bible. To those who learn 
philosophical arguments through the accessible symbols of nature, the Fis-
algos have no competitor. They are brilliant philosophical statements, com-
parable in depth and insight to parables and aphorisms. Indeed, they are 
indispensable tools of philosophical argumentation. I will present three dis-
courses and examine their philosophical status. My method is to represent 
the symbolic nature of the discourses as vastly philosophical and strict textual 
forms and articulate their analytic arguments.

the FisalGos

The young of the hipwopas, when their father grows old, pluck off his molting 
feathers, peck his eyes, keep him in a hot place, welcome him under their wings, 
feed him, and guard him, as if they were saying to their father: As a reward for 
having kept us, we shall do likewise to you. And they do so until (these aged 
birds) are imparted with renewed vitality; they are rejuvenated and are young 
once more.6

Let us think about the wisdom of the thinker in analytic moral terms, and 
convert the symbolic insight of this discourse into a series of logical argu-
ments, which are transformed from symbols into propositions. By this 
method, they acquire a strictly philosophical form, since one of the definitions 
of philosophy is that it is an exercise in the formation of logical arguments. 
All the discourses, on close and subtle reading, are potentially philosophical 
in the strict sense. But time and patient work is required to isolate the atomic 
statements, because some of them definitely are, from the molecular structure 
in which they are readily written. I reserve this work for the future.

One such logical interpretation of the symbolic discourse is this: “Your 
parents live the examined life and take care of themselves and you. You 
assume the obligation of reciprocating this care later in life, when your par-
ents may not be able to care for themselves.” The thinker does not say that 
you must abide by this logic. There is no command. From the fact that the 
hipwopas behave as such, it does not follow that humans should behave 
similarly, but it can follow that if there are animals behaving in this manner, 
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perhaps some humans might be inspired to do the same. The argument is 
morally analytical, when we spell it out completely. When the symbolical dis-
course is examined closely, it is impregnated with atomic statements of the 
kind “hipwopas are morally sensitive.”

Now, consider Discourse Three:

When the lioness brings forth a dead male cub, she keeps it until the partner 
comes. On the third day, he returns, and breathes into the face of his cub, and 
brings it back to life.7

Claude Sumner has correctly argued that this discourse is a symbolic refer-
ence to the resurrection of Christ on the third day. This discourse remains 
symbolically potent but cannot easily be rendered analytically coherent. It 
remains true to the nature of the symbol; the male cub maintains its meta-
phorical power, referring to a momentous event in human history, the resur-
rection of Christ and the appearance of the Lord. This discourse is a classic 
example of the Fisalgos as a device for using animals as symbolic representa-
tions of biblical meanings of human action.

Discourse XLIL states:

It is a hard stone, and iron does not scratch it; neither fire nor the smell of 
smoke has any power against it. If it is in a house, no evil spirit or any other 
thing that is even vain can enter it. He who wears it vanquishes all snares of the 
devil.8

This is a religious argument, presenting Christ as solid as diamond. That 
Christ is indestructible, and that whoever believes in him is ever protected. 
No devil or fire can destroy him. When Christ inhabits our souls, we are per-
manently protected from the snares of the devil and other evil spirits. The 
thinker subtly advises us that if we want permanent protection, we must, 
from the depth of our being, embrace Christ, since it is assumed that only 
God, who is strictly perfect and infinitely powerful can protect humans from 
 danger.

There are many discourses that translate into strictly philosophical moral 
and epistemological arguments. The ones we have examined above are just 
a few of those that can be transformed from symbols to arguments. We must 
now move on to The Book of The Philosophers and examine its vast and strict 
philosophical forms.

the book of the PhilosoPhers

The Book of The Philosophers is a collection of sayings. Consider the following 
sayings, which I will subject to both vast and strict interpretation. You will 
notice that these sayings are simultaneously philosophical in both senses; they 
are vastly and strictly philosophical. Like Epictetus, the roman slave thinker, 
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the sayings from The Book of Philosophers use philosophy as a means of culti-
vating virtue for the self.

1. A wise man said, ‘A wise young man is better than a foolish old man.’9

We are accustomed to associating wisdom with age. This saying sheds new 
light on this habitual belief. Typically, we assume that the elderly, by virtue 
of their age, are wise and knowledgeable, but there is no guarantee that this 
is true. Experience becomes a rich source of knowledge only if, as Socrates 
teaches, we consciously examine the meaning of our actions; the non-examined 
life is empty. In the non-examined life, as the saying goes, age is just numbers.

The argument could thus be formulated: The young who examine their 
actions, and scrutinize their behavior, are much wiser than the elderly who 
live unreflectively. Age is advantageous only if, in the course of aging, we 
sharpen our mind by using it well; in the moral sphere, age is of benefit only 
to those who live reflectively. The message here is a compelling one. It pro-
vokes us to think deeply.

Another saying complements the above: “Wisdom is stronger than many 
relatives and knowledge is given more credit than respected relatives.”10 Just 
as we should prefer the company of the young and wise to that of the old 
and foolish, we should prefer wise strangers to foolish relatives, because the 
wisdom of the strangers is more beneficial than the foolishness of relatives. 
The saying is a counsel to us, and it continues, with another, which says: 
“Good conduct is better than a good friend and a book brings solace to those in 
 sorrow.”11

To the advice that at all times we must choose the wisdom of the young 
and strangers to the foolishness of relatives, the thinker adds that strength of 
character and wisdom will serve us better than non-virtuous friends. There-
fore, we must use our time to cultivate virtue, rather than waste it in the 
company of bad friends. A virtuous stranger is preferable to a non-virtuous 
relative, is the ultimate argument. Traditionalists will cringe over this argu-
ment, but it is there, presented for our careful consideration. The thinker 
advises by saying: “Seek Wisdom.”12

6. One of the kings replied. “What is time?” and they answered him: “Time is 
yourself: if you make it good, it is good; if you make evil, it is evil. At the end of 
sorrow comes joy, and at the end of suffering and worry comes hope.”13

This is a metaphysical proposition blended with a moral imperative. Time is 
not an empirical existent. Time is intimately intertwined with the one who 
uses it. In this instance, it is the human being. Time is essentially what we 
human users make of it. If we use time to do good, then time becomes good; 
if we use time to do evil, then time becomes evil. Time and action are insepa-
rable. It is action only that gives time a malleable identity. I am reminded of 
Aristotle, for whom evil is a consequence of choice. Thus for Aristotle, evil is 
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a consequence of doing evil things; the repeated choice of evil actions devel-
ops an evil human being. The saying above reinforces the same point; time, 
like all virtues, is a consequence of choice. Strictly speaking, time is what we 
do with it. There is no evil, just as there is no time. But there are evil people, 
and there are bad users of time. We can become evil, or bad users of time, 
by repeatedly doing evil things or repeatedly misusing time. Both are conse-
quences of choices, and habit-forming addictions.

Furthermore:

A wise man said: “Five actions are not good without their complements, namely 
a model of imitation without good manners, friendship of an honored person 
without good behavior, wealth without generosity, pride without power, love 
without peace.”14

This is a synthetic proposition, combining all wisdom propositions into a 
coherent moral imperative. It teaches that any action is good only when those 
whom we imitate are themselves good; that their conduct is itself good; that 
those whom we honor are endowed with good behavior; that those who are 
wealthy are generous; and finally that love itself cannot grow without peace. 
The above five premises lead to the conclusion that the organizing principles 
of the moral life must be the idea of wisdom.

14. They said to Plato, “How can a man retaliate against his enemy?” He 
answered: “By doing good things to him.”15

Humans characteristically retaliate against their enemies through revenge; 
the thinker, following Plato, thinks otherwise. He advises that we punish our 
enemies by being good to them, that the good things we do might cure them 
from the evil. Good begets good and never begets evil; therefore, the good 
that we do to our enemies might produce goodness in them. Whereas, when 
we return evil with evil, it can only produce evil. Evil cannot be cured by evil, 
but given patience and love, it can be cured by love.

They said to a wise man, “How can a man be perfect?” He said: “By three 
things which are reason, knowledge and faith and three are respectable charac-
teristics, for reason is the ruler of his flesh, knowledge is its guide, and faith is its 
light.”16

The thinker counsels that the road towards perfection requires the body’s 
whimsical desires be ruled by reason, guided by knowledge, and lighted by 
faith. Stated differently, faith would lighten the road towards perfection, with 
knowledge guiding the journey and the body willingly submitting itself to be 
governed by reason. The care of the self, which is the ideal goal, is an ethi-
cal task that all ethical subjects must freely choose. Embarking on this task 
requires use of reason and knowledge, and the light of faith. The care of the 
self is an individual project.
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Furthermore, the counsel treats the body as a project we should all indi-
vidually put in order by harmonizing, as in music, the relationships between 
reason, knowledge, and faith. In one single passage, like Plato, the thinker 
insists that the self puts its own house in order through reason’s govern-
ance and knowledge’s guidance. For Augustine and Zara Yacob, reason and 
knowledge themselves need the radiance that faith provides. The passage is at 
once vastly and strictly philosophical.

65. Wisdom is not good, if the action is not good.17

The thinker argues that wisdom and action must work in concert. Put syl-
logistically, the argument is this: Assume A is wisdom and B is action. In the 
context of the saying, therefore, A = B and B = A. The proposition demands 
that A is wise only if B makes wise decisions or, correspondingly, that B’s 
decisions are good only, and only if A is wise. Strictly speaking, good deci-
sions cannot exist if there aren’t wise persons to do them; similarly bad deci-
sions are the consequence of unwise persons.

88. Three things render a man perfect: purity with faith, patience in time of 
trouble and good action in life.18

The wise person argues that the self-cultivating individual’s human perfec-
tion demands patience and the capacity to remain still during trouble and tri-
umph. He reinforces discourse 65 by reminding us that wisdom is good only 
if actions in life are good. He concludes that perfection is a consequence of a 
strictly coordinated relationship among faith, patience, and good action.

A wise man asked, “Where is the dwelling place of Wisdom?” He said, “In the 
Tongue.”19

The tongue is the source of speech. What we say, and how it is said, deter-
mines the content of wisdom. Since we are not privy to what is in the human 
heart, we can only judge others based on what they say. Controlling the 
tongue is crucial in the revelation of our inner lives because others are prone 
to judge us by the content of our speech. It is therefore important to reflect 
deeply and carefully before speaking. Once we speak, we reveal ourselves to 
others, and our wisdom or lack thereof is present on our tongue. Words have 
the special power of directly disclosing our inner lives. Controlling what we 
say is also a way of regulating our behavior. Others cannot readily fathom 
what we are thinking, but they are quick to judge what we say. All classical 
Ethiopian thinkers were keenly aware of the power of the tongue, and all ask 
for its regulation.

When the wise Solomon was asked, “Where is dwelling place of observation?” 
he answered, “In the brain.”20
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Solomon was asked about the dwelling places of the three of the five senses, 
to which he answered by presenting the eyes as the dwelling place of truth, 
the ears as the dwelling place of vanity, and the nose as the place of the 
strength of the spirit. Solomon also presents the soul as the dwelling place of 
desire, the chest as the dwelling place of sorrow, the heart as the place of joy, 
the hands as the dwelling place of usefulness, the flesh as the dwelling place of 
the soul’s enemy, and the face as the “measure of good reputation.”21

These are remarkable vast-philosophical propositions, which give an 
impressive treatment of the five senses, and other relevant parts of the body, 
as sources of empirical knowledge. The body is used not only as a rich, sen-
sate fountain of knowledge, but also as a source of metaphysical knowledge 
and transcendental possibility. The argument is structured through the grace-
ful, simple, and intelligible language of proverbs.

The wise man said, “A thing which belongs to a man is intelligence and a thing 
which belongs to intelligence is choosing.”22

This saying, which on the surface is simple and direct, is, upon closer inspec-
tion, rich with meaning. This meaning is vastly philosophical but translatable 
to the strictly philosophical. Man is potentially intelligent, but this intelli-
gence is manifested only in choice. Stated differently, choice reveals the intel-
ligence of the chooser; or, it is only by choosing that humans reveal true 
nature. Choice, therefore, is ultimately the realization of intelligence. A per-
son’s intelligence is manifest in the choices that he/she makes, and choice is 
the manifestation of behavior.

Finally:

Conscience and patience are the parents of wisdom. Conscience is of no use 
without counseling and counseling is of no use without conscience. These are 
like soul and flesh. Without the soul the flesh has no life nor any movement. And 
without the flesh the soul has no power or manifestation of man’s behavior.23

This is a powerful synthetic argument that anchors the concerns of the wise 
thinkers of The Book of the Wise Philosophers. Its central insight could be pre-
sented in the following propositions: Classical Ethiopian philosophy is deeply 
concerned about the relationships between the body and soul. Indeed, the 
delicate relationship between the body and soul is invoked on every page of 
the text in one way or the other. The passage below provides an example of 
this relationship. In this passage, it is argued that there is a symbiotic relation-
ship between the body and the soul. They are inextricably intertwined. They 
need each other. They complement one other.

The relationship between patience and conscience, delineated above, 
is similar to the relationship between the soul and the body. The soul is to 
patience what the body is to conscience. The relationship, however, is only 
hinted at, but not fully worked out. I will attempt here to explicate this 



13 AN INTErPrETIVE INTrODUCTION TO CLASSICAL ETHIOPIAN PHILOSOPHY  189

relationship in full. The soul, the essential characteristic of which is thought, 
governs the activities of the body by directing the body to want the right 
things, at the right time and in the right place, for the right reasons, and to 
the right degree. The body provides the soul with the right outcome when 
the body listens to the soul. Correct behavior and right character are manifest 
realizations of the body following the guidance by the soul. The soul needs 
the body so as to guide it, and the body needs the soul to govern it. The 
body provides the soul with an ethical project and the soul carries out suc-
cessfully the project that it is given. Therefore, the soul is the life giver and 
the body is the physical object living that life.

Now, we move on to examine the Life and Maxims of Skendes, an Ethio-
pian moral authority on the care of the self.

the life and maxims of skendes

There are many versions of The Life and Maxims of Skendes, a subtle psycho-
logical study of human nature. The text uses the instincts of women to study 
desire and the ways in which desire fights to overcome reason and language, 
a physical manifestation of the fight between the body and the soul. Greek, 
Arabic, and Ethiopian renditions exist, among others. According to Claude 
Sumner, the Ethiopian version of Skendes is based on the Arabic version.24 
The text was made available in the reign of Emperor Zara Yacob, during the 
first quarter of the fifteenth century.

After many years of absence from his homeland, Ethiopia, Skendes returns to 
Ethiopia and sleeps with his own mother. The next morning, he reveals himself, 
leading his mother to commit suicide. Following his mother’s suicide, Skendes 
reproaches his tongue, which revealed the truth to his mother, and decides to 
never speak again.25 In his silence, Skendes becomes a philosopher. recalling 
the tragic moment of his mother’s suicide, Skendes wrote: “But when I saw that 
my mother was already dead, I imposed silence upon my tongue.”26 As a silent phi-
losopher, Skendes used written maxims in place of speech. When brought ques-
tioned by the court, for instance, he responded by writing maxims.

I will choose a few of these maxims and subject them to vast and strict 
philosophical examinations, in the same manner of my treatment of The Book 
of the Philosophers. Skendes wrote elaborate answers to 55 questions in the 
first section and 108 questions in the second section. I will choose a few of 
these answers and examine them closely. Bear in mind, however, that none of 
these interpretive guides are substitutes to reading the original writings and 
interpreting them independently.

Skendes was questioned:

What is the essence of God? He wrote as follows, “God alone is the essence 
which proceeds from the essence. His excellence is provided with many resem-
blances: His praiseworthiness is incomprehensible; His mind immortal: He gov-
erns all things with His spirit; His eyes do not sleep; are not all princes through 
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Him; He holds all creatures in His hand; He is the light; He is the mind; He is 
the power provided with authority over all things; He is the hand holding all 
things in His palm.”27

This compact statement hides a strict argument about the existence of God, 
an argument rené Descartes made the centerpiece of Meditations, his seven-
teenth century treatise of methodic doubt.

Skendes here presents himself not as a doubter but a meditative believer. 
He is struggling to answer two questions: (1) Does God exist?; and (2) Who 
caused God’s existence? His answer to the first question is, God exists and He 
is the cause of the existence of the world and all its components, including 
human beings. He created all things with his spirit and holds them all in his 
hands. He radiates light on the world. He is the universal mind and his mind 
is immortal. He is deathless and a life giver, perfect and infinite. He creates all 
kings, and it is he who gave them power, the power to govern.

His answer to the second question is brief but powerful. For Skendes, God 
is an essence who created himself. The power of self-creation is what makes 
God, God. Only God possesses the capacity to create himself, and become 
the cause of His existence. God is the creator of the idea of cause and effect, 
being simultaneously the cause of his existence and the manifestation of this 
existence in the form of an immortal effect. This self-creating God is both the 
essence and the existence.

Another maxim: He was asked, “What is the World?” He wrote as follows,

Its boundary is endless; it is beautiful to look at; it is eminent; it cannot be 
grasped; it is an eternal substance…it is a substantial force the ten elements of 
all things surround; they are the sun, the moon, the stars, the light, darkness, 
the day, the night, the air, fire, water.28

The argument is the following. God: the essence of existence, the creator 
of essence and existence. He with the gift of causing existence, created the 
world. He created the world with an infinite boundary as a living substance. 
He created causality and substantiality. He himself is a substance, who created 
himself, and thus is the cause of his existence. The world is a substantial force 
surrounded by ten elements, which are listed above.

Furthermore, the world is beautiful precisely because God has bestowed 
beauty on it, and beauty shines under the luminosity of His light, since he 
himself is light. Closely following this line of thought, Skendes also argues 
that the world cannot be explained, and is an image of many symbols, and, 
most importantly, the world is pervaded by death. As he puts it, “Death, 
however, comes to all that moves on the earth and extinguishes its life.”29 The 
ultimate insight is that, for Skendes, the world created by a deathless God is 
subject to death. Whereas God is deathless, the world, which He created, is 
impermanent: contingent and subject to death.
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He was then asked what the ten elements, which surround the world, are. 
He writes,

   1.  The day is a messenger that toils;
   2.  The sun is the eye of the sky;
   3.  The moon is the vestment of the sky;
   4.  The stars are calculators of time;
   5.  The sky is the roof of the earth;
   6.  The angels are immortal fire;
   7.  The clouds are admirable spirits;
   8.  The soul like the angels is an immortal fire, good and rational, full of 

knowledge and intelligence, which teaches reason to the body;
   9.  The mind is a hidden good, which is rational, commands language, 

controls thoughts, feeds and strengthens intelligence and the adorn-
ment of wisdom;

 10.  Paradise is the rest place for the good soul;
 11.  Hell is a house of sorrow;
 12.  Man is endowed with mind;
 13.  She is evil30

There is much that is questionable here. Most particularly, his view of women 
is shocking by modern standards.

When asked what the voice is, he wrote,

The voice is spiritual…it affords intelligence to the body…it discloses thoughts; 
it manifests them whatever they may be.31

This comment is particularly interesting to musicians as the architects of the 
human voice, although it aims at locating the function of the human voice 
as such. A close reading of the text reveals the voice, as a divinely inspired 
musical instrument to be divinely inspired, in that it breathes intelligence and 
purpose to music as a human sound emitted through the voice. The voice is 
a spiritual instrument, which speaks through sounds, and the sounds them-
selves are voices of the creator. The sounds emanate in God and are given to 
the world as spiritual guidance. They are expressions of God’s supreme love 
of his children.

When asked what death is, he wrote:

Death is an everlasting sleep; it itself dissolves bodies…it abolishes movement…
it makes the souls go away…it is not embarrassed by anyone.32

His view of death is a major departure from that presented in The Book of the 
Philosophers, for whom death is only the departure of the body and the release 
of the soul. In direct contrast and with a striking originality, Skendes argues 
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that death is simply the end; he does not separate the death of the body from 
the deathlessness of the soul. In Skendes’ view, souls do not rise after death.

He was asked, “What are Wisdom and Knowledge?” and he wrote,

Wisdom is the light that fills the soul; it is everywhere, it has no end, it can-
not be found; it would resemble God; it is the eye of the soul; it sees all that is 
concealed and secret; the light of summer is stronger than that of winter, so the 
light of the knowledgeable and of the wise.33

This argument is built upon his philosophy that God, who Himself is 
the uncreated essence, and the cause of his existence is the only Wise one, 
although he creates humans in His image, which is the image of perfection, 
infinity and the capacity to cause the existence of all that is, and most par-
ticularly the nine elements. That is the major premise of the argument. The 
minor premise is that wisdom is an imperfect gift God gives to those humans 
who want to know Him, and through knowing him, know themselves, and 
the nature of the infinite universe in which humans live. The possibility of 
wisdom and knowledge presupposes a belief in the essence and existence 
of God, Skendes asserts. That is the beginning and end of knowledge and 
human wisdom. In order to know, one must be under the light, and the light 
is God. Skendes concludes this argument by counseling that the virtues that 
bring one closer to God are “chastity and the avoidance of evil.”34

In summation, Skendes argues that knowledge and wisdom are obtainable 
only by those who have embraced God; otherwise, they cannot be owned, 
and, without God, knowledge collapses, and is meaningless and useless. 
Skendes further notes, in response to a question, “Which is preferable, to pur-
sue wisdom or to leave it”:

The pursuit of wisdom within the bounds of the fear of God is the light of belief 
and it is in itself hope. One without hope is one without belief.35

Skendes’ consistency here is impressive in the following sense. He has pre-
viously argued that wisdom is God and that the possibility of following the 
path of wisdom presupposes a belief in God. Those who seek wisdom must 
always seek the company of God, by thanking Him and praying to Him. God 
may reveal Himself to those who thank and pray, and perhaps speak to them. 
Wisdom, therefore, is a form of thanking God through prayer and endlessly 
seeking him. Skendes now further insists that it is preferable to seek wisdom 
than not and that seeking wisdom can happen only “within the bounds of the 
fear of God,” by, as previously argued, “ avoiding evil.” This is an example of 
a chain of related arguments, beginning with the existence of God and ending 
with the insistence that one must fear Him.

When asked, “What is the image of God,” he wrote,

It is the purity of the heart without disease…for man has abandoned the devil, 
obeyed God, purified his heart; he has been converted.36
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This is a new argument: God cannot be imagined in physical form. God can-
not be imagined physically, but rather abstractly within the human heart, only 
through self-knowledge. When the heart is thus purified, God will visit the 
heart and guide it towards the pursuit of wisdom and the cleansing of sorrow, 
anguish, and suffering.

All those who struggle hard and keep themselves away from evil things are the 
objects of God’s favor.37

This argument is built on an earlier argument in which Skendes wrote that we 
can experience God only when we avoid evil. We control evil by controlling 
our desires when they threaten to overwhelm us, and when we allow the soul 
to guide the body when it is tempted by evil. As demonstrated by this chain 
of thought, Skendes was a systematic and logical thinker guided by faith in 
God.

He was asked, “When we do wrong we place this wrong on the responsibility of 
the devil, though we do not perceive him.”38 He answered,

We are responsible both for our own wrong doing and for attributing this same 
wrong doing to the devil. Even when we are driven to evil by force, the desire is 
still ours. But the will is ours. If we do not will (the act) the devil has no power 
over us…our soul is not so weak to be defeated by him, unless it desires to be so 
and does not realize it is going astray.39

Skendes centers the origin of evil within us, by arguing that when we choose 
what we should not choose, and blame that choice on the influence of the 
devil, we err twice: once when we willfully choose wrongly, and secondly 
when we allow the devil to lead us. We could avoid both mistakes by allow-
ing the soul, which is stronger than the body, to guide the body. In order to 
allow the soul to guide the body, we must self-consciously train ourselves to 
avoid making evil choices. Skendes is aware that this is a very difficult task, 
but it is an ethical project that the self must cultivate, with the help of God.40 
Choosing correctly is an event that purifies the self. It also produces the right 
outcome and leads to God. Through him, we can form correct habits, thus 
further avoiding the possibility of evil choices.

The final answer provokes thought in a powerful way. He was asked, 
“Which part of our body is the most evil?” and he answered,

Many evil ideas come through hearing. The power of sight cannot overcome 
what is heard. For what is heard overwhelms what the heart thinks. The hand 
touches, the tongue speaks. But all these senses are overcome by the power of 
hearing. So if you could control hearing, all the rest would obey you.41

This passage is among the most provocative in Skendes’ Maxims. It requires 
careful reflection. I will end the section by responding to the provocation. In 
our daily lives we see things and sometimes touch them. Our eyes are flooded 
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with images of the real, pornography; images of TV corrode our soul. We 
hear a lot of gossip. Some of us feed on gossip, and rarely do we investigate 
the truth of what we hear. Often, we internalize what we hear, by making it 
our own. Most of us, if asked whether we are more affected by what we hear 
or what we see, are prone to respond “what we see.” We relegate the power 
of hearing to a lower echelon of importance. Skendes deconstructs this belief. 
He asserts that if we can control what we hear, we can control the rest of the 
senses.

I agree. Although we are not always aware of it, what we hear about others 
shapes what we think of them. It is much harder to form opinions through 
personal investigation than simply depending upon what we hear as truth. If 
we were to control what we hear by choosing not to hear certain things, at 
least until investigating, thinking about, and testing them against personal 
experiences, we will be the better for it. We can become fiercely independ-
ent human beings through such action. In independence, we can use free 
thinking to guide our eyes, control our tongues, and even determine what we 
choose to eat. In this sense, Skendes is originally right when he argues that, of 
the five senses, the sense of hearing is the most fundamental one.

We now move to the second facet of African philosophy in Ethiopia by 
examining the thoughts of a single extraordinary philosopher, Zara Yacob, 
and his written text, followed by elaboration by his student Wolda Heywot, 
who took his teacher’s thoughts to the next level of social ethics.

the modernity of the treatise oF Zara YacoB

I will systematically examine The Treatise of Zara Yacob with regards to five 
philosophical themes: method, existence and existential seriousness, the inves-
tigation of faith and prayer, human nature, and knowledge.

Method

The treatise begins with an invocation of God whom the thinker thanks for 
giving him the previous gift of existence. He writes,

In the name of God, who is the creator of all things, the beginning and the 
end, the possessor of all, the source of all life and of all wisdom, I shall write of 
some of the things that I have encountered during my long life. Let my soul 
be blessed in the sight of Go and let the meek rejoice. I sought God and he 
answered me. And now you approach him and he will enlighten you; let not 
your face be ashamed. Join me in the proclaiming of the greatness of God and 
together let us extol his name.42

From the very beginning he assumes the existence of God, the very God that 
he has been seeking, and that answered him. The key phrases in the passage 
are “sought” and “enlighten.” “Sought” in Geez is hassasa; hatata means 
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“prayerful meditation.” The combination of these devices of discovery result 
in the emergence of a method of knowing God that I call methodic belief. We 
can know God only through relentless searching: by looking for and moving 
towards God, until God answers us.

Prayer is the means by which we engage in hassasa and hatata; as we pray, 
we also look for God, until he answers our prayers, after which we hold 
onto Him and carry him in our hearts. When we carry him in our hearts, 
He guides us when we are lost, corrects us when we are mistaken, makes us 
listen when we are not, makes us understand what is right when we lead our-
selves astray. Hassasa and hatata are constant companions of the self, which is 
engaged in the perpetual project of the care of the self.

Zara Yacob’s method of knowing God is not methodical doubt, as proposed 
later by Descartes. rather, Zara Yacob exhibits passionate belief in God’s 
existence. With this assumption in mind, Zara Yacob actively looks for God 
(hassasa) when he is absent, and thanks him when he reveals himself. Zara 
Yacob’s method further entails holding on to God’s presence through thank-
fulness and meditation (hatata). In Zara Yacob’s view, God is always present 
in our hearts, but we must look for Him, and thankfully meditate on His 
greatness, so that He will listen to us. When He listens, He answers our has-
sasa and appreciates our hatata.

The Treatise of Zara Yacob is guided by this method, which is present as 
Zara Yacob thinks deeply about existence and human nature, two powerful 
themes that engage his philosophical imagination and inform his literary gifts. 
In the treatise, Zara Yacob is revealed as a writer of writers, very much like 
Skendes. Both combine philosophical depth with literary imagination.

Existence and Existential Seriousness

Zara Yacob’s belief in God is anchored by what I call existential seriousness, by 
which I mean43

that human lives are sacrosanct and that no regime has the right to violate the 
dignity of the human being who is fated to die, and the inevitability of death 
imposes the imperative on regimes to feed, clothe and shelter… Existential seri-
ousness extends moral and material attention to their daily lives consistently and 
compassionately. Compassion, care and principles are the pillars of Existential 
seriousness.44

Before Zara Yacob begins thinking about the existential condition of oth-
ers, he reflects on a monumental event he experienced. This event led him to 
believe in a creator who created all things, and is the cause of all things. Here 
is a beautifully written passage in which the writer shares this experience:

for as I was playing with my friends I fell into a ravine, and I do not know how I 
was saved except by a miracle from God. After I was saved I measured the depth 
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of the ravine and found it to be twenty-fathoms and one palm deep. Thanking 
God for saving me, I went to the house of my master.45

This event is the foundation of Zara Yacob’s belief that God exists and that 
nothing is beyond Him.

There are other events that fortified Zara Yacob’s belief in God and made 
him existentially serious. He writes,

I surpassed others in knowledge and in love of one’s neighbor and I was in 
good terms with all, even with the Frang (whites) and the Copts. And while I 
was and teaching and interpreting the Books, I used to say: “The Frang say this 
and this” or the Copts that and that, “and I did not say: This is good, that is 
bad”, but I said, “All these things are good if we our selves are good”. Hence 
all disliked me; the Copts took me for a Frang and the Frang for a Copt. “They 
brought a charge against me many times to the King; but God saved me. At 
that time a certain enemy of mine, Wolda Yohannes, a priest from Aksum and a 
friend from the King, went to bring a charge against me since the love of Kings 
could be won by a perfidious tongue… Truly this man misleads the people and 
tells them we should rise for the sake of our faith, kill the King and expel the 
Frang… I took three measures of Gold which I possessed and the Psalms of, 
with which I prayed, and fled at night… I reached a place close to the Takkazi 
river… On way to Shoa, I found an uninhabited location. There was a beau-
tiful cave at the foot of a deep valley… I lived there for two years until King 
Susaynos died.46

In both passages, Zara Yacob informs the reader that God guides him, first 
by saving him from death in the ravine, then by protecting him from human 
wrath and jealousy. In the second passage, Zara Yacob further explains how 
God brought him to the cave where he began hassasa and hatata, thereby 
originating methodic belief, a philosophical method founded on existen-
tial seriousness. Zara Yacob’s faith begins through experiencing events and 
is framed by the language of existential seriousness. He practices the care of 
the self-supported by compassion, care, and principles as the pillars of his 
 existence.

Believing humans are essentially bad, Zara Yacob avoided their company, 
while praying for them to become good. Meanwhile, he protected his cave 
with a fence made of stones and thorny bush in order to protect himself from 
wild animals. He also prepared an exit through which he could secretly escape 
should enemies find him. There, “I lived peacefully praying with all my heart 
on the Psalms of David and trusting that God was hearing me.”47 These last 
lines are lucid announcements of Zara Yacob’s philosophical method of look-
ing for God. For him, it is prayer founded on faith and on the hope that God 
will answer his prayers. He tells us of how God did in fact answer his prayers, 
when He saved him from the dungeon. Zara Yacob’s enemies lost and he 
won because God listened and guided him to the cave, where he philoso-
phized in solitude, refining his philosophical method of combining hassasa 
and hatata, a monumental contribution to philosophical method in general.
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Existential seriousness led Zara Yacob to think deeply about others. Divi-
sions among blind believers on the important topic of the Eternity of God 
particularly disturbed him. As he put it by using hatata, “After prayer I was 
not engaged in any kind of work, I used to meditate (italics emphasis of the 
author) for whole days on conflicts between men and their depravity and on 
the wisdom of their creator who is silent while do evil in his name and perse-
cute their fellow men and kill their brothers.”48

Zara Yacob saw these events as flagrant violations of the existential rights 
of all those who were persecuted and killed. His existential seriousness is 
manifest in this eloquent passage, in which he meditates and appeals to God 
to help him understand the depravity of the killers, the violators of the sacro-
sanct existential rights of others. He prayed and asked God, “O my Lord and 
my creator, who endowed me with reason, make me intelligent, reveal to me 
your hidden wisdom. Keep my eyes open lest they slumber until the moment 
of death.”49 This passage reminds us of Skendes, who advised that we should 
always surround ourselves with the presence of God, so that he will always 
put us on the right path. Zara Yacob also asserts that mood.

While in hatata and prayer, the metaphysical question of Zara Yacob’s own 
existence haunts him. He asks himself,

Who created me? Was I created by my own hands? But I did not exist before I 
was created. If I say that my father and mother created me, then I must search 
for the creator of my parents and of the parents of my parents until they arrive 
at the first who were not created as we are and who came into this world in 
some other way without being generated.50

Upon further hatata, it is revealed that,

I know nothing of their origin unless I say, “He who created them from noth-
ing must be an uncreated essence who is and will be for all centuries to come 
the Lord and master of all things, without beginning and end, immutable, 
whose years cannot be numbered.” And I said, “Therefore, there is a creator 
who endowed us with the gift of intelligence and reason and cannot be himself 
without them.”51

Again, the agreement between Skendes and Zara Yacob is striking. As we 
recall, for Skendes also, “God alone is the essence which proceeds from the 
essence.”52

Let us ponder a bit on the status of this argument. Zara Yacob has asked 
himself the following questions:

1.  Did I create myself?
2.  Did I come in some other way?
3.  Did my hands create me?
4.  Who created my hands, then?
5.  Did my parents create me?
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6.  Who created their parents and the parents of my parents?
7.  Did God create me?

He dismisses the first question because he is not perfect enough to bring 
himself into being. Imperfection is the incapacity to create existence, whereas 
perfection is the capacity to do so, and only God has this capacity. To the 
second question, he responds by noting that it is too vague, and that he does 
not know and cannot know anything about origin. It is a dependent proposi-
tion, which cannot explain itself. The third possibility is implausible because, 
in order for his hands to create, he must exist first.

There is no answer to the fourth question because it shares the problems 
of the third. He considered the possibility in the fifth question that his par-
ents created him, but then he must answer the question of who created the 
parents of his parents. He realized, however, that this is a futile exercise, 
which would lead to infinite regress, without locating the original creator. 
Therefore, there is only one possibility left, that there must be an original 
creator who Himself is not created but has the capacity to cause His own 
existence and the existence of a human being by the name of Zara Yacob. He 
concludes by answering question seven. Yes, there is a creator who created 
himself from nothing and that creator is God.

After settling the question of creation, Zara Yacob confidently developed 
hassasa and hatata as tools of interacting with God.

The Investigation of Faith and Prayer

After he settles the question of the existence of God, he prays to him, and 
asks him, “O My creator, make me intelligent.” Zara Yacob then asks a foun-
dational question, which he will examine through prayer: “Is everything that 
is written in the Holy Scriptures true?”53 Zara Yacob reports then than he 
began immediately consulting learned scholars, intelligent laypersons, reli-
gious people, and others, sadly discovering that each only praised his own 
faith while disparaging others. In these individuals Zara Yacob saw the search 
for absolute truth sacrificed to the advancement of subjective truth. They all 
say, “our faith is right, yours is false.”54

Frustrated, Zara Yacob consulted the Creator. When he asked the Lord 
why men prefer falsehood to truth, he learned the nature of human beings, 
and writes, “The cause seemed to be the nature of man, which is weak and 
sluggish.”55 He meditates further and writes, “Man aspires to know truth 
and the hidden things of nature, but this endeavor is difficult but can only be 
attained with great labor and patience.”56

Most humans, being sluggish and weak by Zara Yacob’s estimation, do not 
embark on a path of enlightenment. They are not willing to use the intel-
ligence God gave them. And yet, in Zara Yacob’s view, truth can be attained 
only through seeking enlightenment and avoiding the acceptance of false-
hood by critically examining what we hear. Here, we should recall Skendes’ 
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answer, that we should not be guided by what we hear; we must avoid hear-
ing falsehoods. Most individuals listen the proclamations false prophets and 
ciphers, who spread lies; they hear them, believe in them, and abandon intelli-
gence. The wise man, on the other hand, believes only what he directly inves-
tigates, and what he learns by praying to the Creator for help deciphering 
truth from falsehood. Zara Yacob chides all those who believe in astrology 
and without examining the status of the falsehood masquerading as truth.57 
Zara Yacob further writes, “To the person who seeks it, truth is immediately 
revealed. Indeed, he who investigates with the pure intelligence set by the 
creator in the heart of each man and scrutinizes the order and laws of crea-
tion, will discover the Truth.”58 He proceeds to examine miracles and sub-
jects them to a critical rational examination.59

The book continues as Zara Yacob meditates on the nature of false faith 
and how to recognize it. His argument is based on the premise that,

All men are equal in the presence of God; and all are intelligent since they are 
his creatures; he did not assign one for life, another for death; one for mercy 
and another for judgment. Our reason teaches us that this sort of discrimination 
cannot exist in the sight of God, who is perfect in all his works. But Moses was 
sent to teach only the Jews, and David himself said, He never does this for other 
nations… At this very time Christians say, “God’s doctrine is only found with 
us, similarly with the Jews, the Mohammedians, the Indians and the others. 
Moreover, Christians do not agree among themselves: the Frang tell us, God’s 
doctrine is not with you, but with us… God in his wisdom has not allowed 
them to agree on what is false, lest it appears to them as truth. When all people 
agree on one thing that thing appears to be true but it is not possible that all 
men agree on falsehood, just by no means do they agree on their faith. Likewise 
when I found that my faith was adulterous or false, I became sad on account of 
it and of the children that were born from this adultery, namely, hatred, perse-
cution, torture, bondage, death, seeing that these had forced me to take refuge 
in this cave.60

He concludes this sparkling paragraph with the view that, “However to say 
the truth, the Christian faith as it was founded in the days of the Gospel was 
not evil, since it invites all men to love one another and to practice mercy 
towards all.”61

This brilliant passage is a model of self-criticism and humility. Zara Yacob 
does not spare anyone, including himself, for believing in the appearances of 
truth by confusing them with truth itself. Falsehoods are not examined criti-
cally; they are simply believed and propagated through self-righteous evange-
lists of truth. The method of hatata and hassasa, however, demands that we 
search through prayer and meditate in humility with the pure heart to stay 
on the path of the creator. Truth, whatever it may be, is the characteristic of 
God. It is the companion of His perfection. The Creator who is perfect can-
not possibly teach falsehood. Perfection implies that God does not lie, does 
not discriminate, does not justify torture, death and suffering to His children. 
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God protects the existential rights of his children instead of transgressing 
them. It is we the imperfect, sluggish and weak human beings who violate 
the existential rights of babies, adults, and all others. His observation is as 
sharp as the solution that he offers. Only love can save us from ourselves and 
prayerfulness is the answer.

For Zara Yacob, prayer is a modality of philosophizing with the aid of hatata 
and hasassa. This is the centerpiece of his metaphysics and his way towards 
God. As he put it, “I know that God answers our prayer in another way if we 
pray to him with our whole hearts, with love, faith and patience.”62 He recalls 
the many sins that he committed, and this is reminiscent of St. Augustine’s 
Confessions. He then confessed these sins and prayed with all his heart for days 
and nights and begged God to release him from his sins and towards God’s 
path and “God heard me and saved me completely; and I for my part praised 
and wholeheartedly turned towards him.”63 The key terms in this passage are, 
begging God for forgiveness, and praising him and thanking him. From this 
passage emerges a powerful definition of thinking as thanking and thanking as 
thinking, a point that Martin Heidegger made later in Discourse on Thinking.

Zara Yacob tells us God can be reached through authentic prayer. He 
himself prayed day and night. Indeed, he perfected the art of prayer through 
constant practice. He praised God for creating the sun, which shines over 
the world and cleanses us of darkness; he thanked God for creating the Sun 
which shines over the world, brightens the day and gives life to trees and 
plants; he thanked Him for creating the moon, the stars, and the clouds, 
which we use to measure time; he thanked God for removing sadness from 
his burdened heart and replacing the sadness with joy; he thanked God for 
creating the trees, which flourish, bloom and spread food over all the earth.64

Zara Yacob thanks God for all His splendid creations and praises Him for 
His perfection and abundant intelligence, writing “I am little and poor in 
your sight, O Lord; make me understand what I should know about you, that 
I may admire your greatness and praise you every day with a new praise.”65 
Zara Yacob lived in the cave for 2 years, praying and perfecting his hassasa 
and hatata, searching and meditating. Every meditation is an event of thank-
ing and every thanking leads to thinking.

Human Nature

Zara Yacob’s view of human nature is a complex blend of cautious optimism 
and firm pessimism. He informs us that humans are weak and sluggish, and 
also prone to jealousy and cruelty. Indeed, Zara Yacob himself suffered in 
the hands of an enemy who was intent upon killing him. His view of human 
beings is therefore directly experiential, as is his belief in the existence of God.

As we recall, Zara Yacob asserts that humans are attracted to falsehood. 
Indeed, it comes easily to them. Although humans are intrigued by truth, 
they are unwilling to put in the time required to discover it, nor do they 
know how. Human nature, therefore, is attracted to falsehood, and to using 
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falsehood to lie. Men, writes Zara Yacob, “cannot…reach truth through the 
doctrine of men, for all men are liars.”66

He then argues that there are two kinds of laws, those of God and those of 
man. The law of God is eternal, unchanging, perfect, and infinite, whereas the 
law of man is contingent, ever changing, imperfect, and finite. Furthermore, 
the law of man leads to errors and falsehoods, and affects human nature. Men, 
for example, are naturally drawn to marriage, do not like fasting, and are 
not suited for monastic life. Those who preach otherwise, including monks 
who are caught fornicating, are spreading falsehood when they preach that 
marriage is bad and the monastic life is good. The fact is that this preaching 
follows the imperfect law of mankind, whereas the sanctity of marriage, the 
naturalness of eating follows the perfect law of God. As he puts it, “But the 
creator laughs at them, the Lord of creation derides them. God knows the 
right way to act, but the sinner is caught in the snare set by himself.”67

According to Zara Yacob, when we discipline our nature by the law of 
God, we learn that our soul continues living after the death of our flesh; we 
created not just for this world, but also for the other world, and our soul 
is endowed with the capacity of seeing God mentally, that we can conceive 
immortality, that in this world complete justice is not obtainable, that many 
starve, that some good men are sad and bad men are happy, that wicked men 
exult in joy, and the righteous weep.68

In Zara Yacob’s world, these violations of existential rights seem to be 
exonerated by the law of man. After death, however, God will invoke His per-
fect laws and punish all those who exulted with joy when killing others, all 
those who wept will laugh, and all those who starved will eat the food of eter-
nity. The law of God will reorder the law of man. In death, human nature will 
be redesigned in accordance with the law of God. He concludes, “those who 
have fulfilled the will of the creator revealed through the light of reason and 
have observed the law of their nature will be rewarded. The law of nature is 
obvious, because our reason clearly propounds it.”69 Unfortunately, for Zara 
Yacob, humans are such that they do not seek the law of nature. They do 
not engage in hassasa and hatata. Instead, they hide themselves by believing 
in the imperfect law of mankind. This is one of mankind’s supreme defects; 
rather than seeking truth through God, men prefer to practice absurdities 
such as “eat this, do not eat this; today eat, tomorrow do not eat; do not eat 
meat today, eat it tomorrow…our reason tells us that we should eat of all 
things which do no harm to our health.”70

Summed up succinctly, when we follow the law of God, we are living by 
the light of reason; when we follow the law of man, we live by the absence 
of light and the abundance of absurdities. Furthermore, for Zara Yacob, men 
prefer appearances to reality, falsehood to truth, and they particularly like to 
be deceived. As he put it, “men want to be deceived; if I tell them the truth, 
instead of listening to me they will curse me and persecute me, it is useless to 
open my thoughts to them; it will harm me greatly. And therefore, I shall be 
with me as one of theirs; but with God I shall be as he taught me.”71
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Knowledge

The nature of knowledge occupies a central position in Zara Yacob’s philos-
ophy of mind. How can we know?, How do we know?, and What we can 
know?, are perennial philosophical questions, and Zara Yacob has left us 
some thoughts on these matters. From the fact that God has created us as 
imperfect, Zara Yacob argues, it follows that we cannot know with absolute 
certainty, nor do we know how to know. Neither, do we know that we can-
not know. One thing is certain: our capacity to know is limited, but we are 
created such that we must strive to know limitless things; God created us 
to endeavor towards perfection following His light and the light of reason, 
which He has given as a capacity. We must always search Him, look for Him, 
hope for His disclosure (hassasa), wait upon Him and meditate about His 
nature (hatata). To wait upon Him is to seek to know Him—it is an attempt 
to know the law of God.

Zara Yacob teaches that the soul, deathless and endowed with cognizance 
and intelligence, knows that there is a God who knows everything and cre-
ated the very idea of knowledge. The knowledge of this God is itself a kind of 
knowing. The person who knows of His existence tries to reach God through 
heartfelt prayer, perpetually seeking Him and praising His greatness. God 
knows all, teaches all those who come to Him, guides those who seek His 
guidance and protects all those who patiently wait upon Him. Zara Yacob’s 
God is loving, merciful, kind, and understanding. God knows all that is in our 
heart. He delights in our patience and in our thanks. As Zara Yacob elegantly 
puts it, “God created us intelligent so that we may meditate on his great-
ness, praise him and pray to him in order to obtain the needs of our body 
and soul. Our reason, which our creator has put in the heart of man, teaches 
all these things to us. How can they be useless and false.”72 There is much to 
be unpacked from this compact statement. Zara Yacob contends that we are 
capable of knowing certain things because God created us with this capacity. 
But this capacity is limited by our imperfect nature. What we can know is as 
imperfect as our very nature. Yet, God has also created us with the imperative 
of striving to know, what we can know.

Now I move on from the highly individualistic philosophy of Zara Yacob 
to the social ethics of Walda Heywat.

the treatise oF Walda heYWot: from PhilosoPhy to  
social ethics and Pragmatism

Whereas Zara Yacob’s philosophy is modern and guided by critical rational-
ity, his student Walda Heywot is a social ethicist. Where Zara Yacob thought 
in the solitude of the cave, away from human beings, meditating on nature, 
Walda Heywot was surrounded by human beings he was trying to guide. 
Whereas Zara Yacob was a religious existentialist, Walda Heywot was a prag-
matist. Their methods are as different as the content of their philosophies; 
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in the end, however, they complement one another, with Walda Heywot 
attempting to be a transformer of the hearts of men.

Walda Heywot begins by telling us that he will share with us what God has 
taught him. Following Zara Yacob he teaches that falsehoods are many but 
there is only one truth, and that is seen by asking God to unravel it. Walda 
Heywot’s thoughts can be unraveled under five perspectives: knowledge, faith, 
custom, prayer, and the teaching of Zara Yacob, and love, work, and culture.

Knowledge

Walda Heywot’s fundamental premise is, “All justice and knowledge are from 
God, without God all wisdom collapses.”73 This premise is fundamental to 
Classical Ethiopian philosophy and Walda Heywot, who characteristically fol-
lows tradition. Following Zara Yacob, Walda Heywot advises that we should 
not blindly follow what is written in books, since men lie. There is no substi-
tute to self-examination; knowledge can be attained only through examina-
tion. We should read books, but we should not blindly believe everything we 
read. Closely following his teacher, he notes that an infinite essence created 
all that exists, and that this essence is God, and everything He created is nec-
essarily good, because He is good.74

Walda Heywot concludes that knowledge demands we study our souls 
carefully. On close examination, we will discover that the soul is immortal and 
deathless, that life emanates from His light, and that upon death, the soul 
returns to the house of the Creator, and that it is not destroyed. That the 
soul is rational and it houses knowledge. In fact, the soul itself is knowledge, 
since it is thought.

Faith

It is true that there are as many faiths as there are men, and that all of them 
cannot be true. How, then, do we know the faith that is true? One must 
search for the faith that is true, because it emanates from God. He writes, 
“reason teaches me that my soul is created rational that it may know its crea-
tor, praise him, thank him at all times…investigate and understand his will in 
all the things it does, worship without deceit as long as it will be in this life 
and in this body.”75

For Walda Heywot, to believe in God is to serve him. Faith demands that 
we live with others as brothers and sisters, by caring for them, by cooperat-
ing with them, by treating them as equals and by loving them. We must love 
others the way God loves us.76 Haywot demands as well as that we thank God 
everyday for everything He does and for all that He has endowed. According 
to Walda Heywot all our endowments are His. Even we belong to Him. We 
do not own ourselves. We are unconditionally His. We should not complain 
when He chastises us. He does not do so out of malice. He punishes only our 
deeds, when we fail to choose correctly by the light of reason.
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Custom

Walda Haywot observes that in order to live peacefully within a country, you 
must carefully observe and respect its customs. reject only those customs that 
are not in accordance with God’s doctrine. Always keep your heart pure and 
strive to be perfect, since that is what the Creator expects from you. Here 
Walda Haywot disagrees with Zara Yacob, who insists that one uses the God 
given intelligence to think freely.

For Walda Heywot, custom and culture are closely intertwined. He writes, 
“They asked a wise man, ‘What is time?’ He answered ‘Time is you: if you 
yourselves are good, time is also good; if you yourselves are evil, time is also 
evil’.” Walda Haywot’s point is that time and culture influence each other. 
Human action produces time—good actions are good not because the time 
is good, rather because the human beings are good. The same applies to cus-
toms. Customs are neither intrinsically good nor bad—the humans who cul-
tivate them are good and/or bad. Walda Heywot continues, “be good and 
time will be good to you; do not rail at the customs of your times, but let 
time pass with its own wisdom.” This is keen advice with a pragmatic bent.

Social Matters

Walda Haywot’s thoughts on social matters and the dissemination of social 
ethics is quite extensive. Some of counsels on social matters are: listen to the 
advice of elders, and respect them with a humble tone and lovable behav-
ior, and be consistently good to them; work hard and earn your living hon-
estly; fasting is not good for you; help your fellow humans; do not commit 
adultery or desire another man’s wife; marriage is holy, while monastic life is 
unnatural; divorce is not good, avoid it and instead honor the wife that God 
chose for you; love your children as you love yourself, and provide them with 
all necessities and treat them with great care; do not be afraid of death, for 
death is a liberation of the soul from the body and an opportunity to return 
to God, your creator.77

conclusion

This brief introduction has attempted to judiciously seek important frag-
ments from the corpus of Classical Ethiopian Philosophy and provide a helpful 
interpretive essay which will entice the reader to seek the original texts. The 
introduction has left much out, but I have deliberately stayed away from con-
troversial passages, leaving them to readers’ interpretations.
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CHAPTEr 14

Confucianism and African Philosophy

Thaddeus Metz

introduction: the emergence of south–south engagements

Although worldviews indigenous to sub-Saharan Africa have been compared 
and contrasted with Western philosophy and monotheistic religions such as 
Christianity, rigorous “South–South” engagements have been lacking. Phi-
losophers representative of the majority of the world’s population have not 
spoken to one another directly anywhere near to the extent they have with 
the “West” (or “North”). In fact, it is literally only in the past five years or so 
that nascent dialogues have emerged between those working in the African 
philosophical tradition and philosophers from, for instance, Latin America, 
India, and China. So far, the most conversation with an African pedigree, or 
at least the most visible in terms of the literature, has taken place with phi-
losophers working within China’s most influential worldview, Confucianism.1 
This chapter provides an overview of this research as it has been published, 
and it also makes recommendations about additional Sino–African philosoph-
ical exchanges that merit being undertaken.

This chapter presumes that the reader is reasonably familiar with African phi-
losophies but not with Confucian ones, and so uses more space and citations to 
articulate the latter than the former. In addition, it focuses largely on moral and 
political ideas from the Confucian tradition, as they have been the overwhelm-
ing focus of the exchanges that have taken place so far. However, the conclud-
ing section does briefly note some epistemological and metaphysical issues that 
have been alluded to on occasion and that deserve more reflection.
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The next section of this chapter provides some historical and philosophical 
background to Confucian ethics and politics and also briefly discusses some 
methodological concerns about how to interpret these ideas (Sect. The Con-
fucian Tradition in Context). Then, the chapter recounts some of the foun-
dational normative concepts that are salient in the Confucian philosophical 
tradition, and notes many similarities between them and what is common to 
find in the African one (Sect. Key Similarities Between Confucian and African 
Values). Broadly speaking, it points out that both moral–political perspectives 
are aptly characterized as “relational,” in contrast to the individualism that is 
more common in modern Western philosophy. Then, the chapter highlights 
certain key differences between the two traditions, many of which are shown 
to follow from competing interpretations of the appropriate relationships 
to honor (Sect. Key Differences Between Confucian and African Values). 
The last, concluding section makes some additional suggestions for further 
research on topics that should be explored in a world in which the South is 
on the rise (Sect. Conclusion: Some Neglected Topics).

the confucian tradition in context

The Confucian tradition is a literate one spanning more than 2500 years, 
making it a challenge to obtain focus in a short chapter such as this one. 
There is a large variety of authors, texts, and ideas from which to choose, and 
then also shifts in thought over the centuries, with influences coming from 
other worldviews, especially Buddhism and Daoism from Chinese culture 
and, more recently, Western perspectives such as Marxism.

Although a fine-grained comparison of various strands of Confucianism 
with different instances of African philosophy would be welcome, this chapter 
must remain content with providing much more sweeping characterizations. 
Its strategy is to address particularly salient and fairly constant features of 
Confucianism, with some concentration on the ideas of its two most influen-
tial exponents, namely, Confucius (551–479 BC) as his ideas have been com-
piled in The Analects, and Mencius (372–289 BC) as per the book titled The 
Mencius. And, despite the diversity of the sub-Saharan tradition, this chapter 
likewise appeals to some major recurrent themes, ones that have been shared 
by many different indigenous African peoples over a wide array of space and 
over a long amount of time. In short, this chapter considers broad continui-
ties in the two traditions, leaving more particular, fine-grained comparisons to 
be undertaken elsewhere.

Before focusing on Confucian values, consider how Confucianism is part of 
a larger Chinese religio-philosophical tradition and how the latter compares 
with the African one.2 In fairly stark contrast to precolonial sub-Saharans, 
whose worldviews invariably include reference to a personal God, those indig-
enous to China do not. Neither Confucianism nor Daoism nor Buddhism, 
the three best candidates for something called “religions” in China, is typi-
cally understood to be theistic in the sense of focusing on a spiritual person 
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deemed to have been the creator of the visible or physical world. Instead of 
transcendence being thought to come from engaging with a self-conscious 
deity, “it is the wisdom of the sages, Confucius, Lao Zi and the Buddha, 
that leads the people to their salvation.”3 This is not to say that Chinese phi-
losophy is utterly free of spiritual elements. It is characteristic of Buddhists 
to maintain that an aspect of oneself is a non-physical entity that is repeat-
edly reborn upon the death of one’s body, with one’s proper aim in life being 
to obtain a state of enlightenment (nirvana) in which the cycle of rebirth 
(karma) is ended and one’s consciousness is freed from attachment to the 
physical world. In addition, there have been large strains of Confucianism 
that prescribe seeking guidance from an impersonal Heaven4 and worshipping 
ancestral deities.5 Finally, a richly metaphysical picture of the world as com-
posed of various forces, which are thoroughly interconnected and in constant 
flux, underwrites not merely Daoism but much Chinese thought besides (see 
Sect. Conclusion: Some Neglected Topics).

Even so, when considering Confucianism, the lack of reference to God and 
even to an afterlife is what stands out, in comparison to African worldviews. 
Daniel A. Bell, the philosopher who has probably done the most to relate 
Confucianism to English-speaking audiences, remarks that “Confucianism 
prizes social ways of life in the physical world above all else…. [T]he good 
life is thought to lie in the here and now; it does not get better after we die.”6 
Such an orientation differs radically from the hope of becoming an ancestor 
in an invisible realm and thereby coming closer to God than human beings 
can, ideas that are well-known to be common amongst sub-Saharan peoples.

Despite the different metaphysics, the Confucian and African traditions 
share much when it comes to ethics and politics, at least in comparison to the 
modern West. As this chapter now explores, there is a real kernel of truth in 
the claim that the latter is characteristically individualist, and the former are 
instead typically relational or communitarian.

key similarities between confucian and african values

To begin to understand the moral and political ideas central to the Confucian 
tradition, consider some quotations about what it is that people should ulti-
mately seek out:

[T]he potentiality within individuals that enables them to be finally differenti-
ated from birds and beasts is yet to be developed and cultivated as actual quali-
ties of their character…. [The goal of self-cultivation] is to fully develop original 
moral senses, is to become fully human, while to abandon or neglect it is to 
have a deficient character which is not far from that of an animal.7

One becomes human by cultivating those thick, intrinsic relations that con-
stitute one’s initial conditions and that locate the trajectory of one’s life force 
within family, community, and cosmos. ‘Cultivate your person’ [is] the signature 
exhortation…. If there is only one person, there are no persons.8
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relationships…make people human…. [I]f one can develop his or her distinc-
tively human nature [compassion and wisdom that helps to apply his or her 
compassion to all] more fully than others, he or she is more human, or a greater 
human being than others.9

If the authors of these statements had not been indicated, readers might well 
have thought that they were composed by African thinkers. These remarks 
are from important contemporary scholars of Confucianism about its ethical 
core, but the similarities with sub-Saharan views of how to live are palpable. 
In particular, the ubiquitous African maxim, “A person is a person through 
other persons,” readily comes to mind, as does the familiar criticism of the 
wicked that they are not (really) persons or that they are (like) animals.10

As per the quotations above, for mainstream Confucianism there is a dis-
tinctively human and higher part of our nature, and a lower, animal self, 
where both can be realized to various degrees. That is, one can be more or 
less of a human or person, and one’s basic aim in life should be to develop 
one’s humanness or to cultivate one’s personhood as much as one can. The 
same broad ethical framework is what one most often finds in the African tra-
dition (and also in the Aristotelian one). The saying that a person is a person 
through other persons is not merely a descriptive account of our existence or 
identity, but is also frequently used to convey a prescription, an exhortation 
to become a real person and to avoid becoming a non-person.

The parallels between the two traditions hardly end there. For both Confu-
cian and African ethics, the principal way that one can develop one’s person-
hood or humanness is “through other persons,” that is, by relating to other 
human beings in certain ways. This does not merely mean that if one were a 
robinson Crusoe alone on a deserted island, then one could not become a 
genuine human being. It is not just that relating to others is a necessary condi-
tion of cultivating personhood, but, more strongly, that relationships are what 
constitute one’s higher self. To be in relation with others is, at least in large 
part, to be a real person. Hence, the relatively few philosophers who have com-
pared Confucian and indigenous African values have called them characteristi-
cally “communitarian”11 or have said they are both focused on “mutuality”12 
or “relationality.”13 Placing relationships with others at the heart of self-real-
ization differs from characteristically Western values of being autonomous, 
in control, confident, authentic, creative, unique, or able to express oneself, 
which are individualist in the sense of making no essential reference to others.

In addition, for both Confucianism and indigenous African philosophy, the 
relevant ways to relate to others are through virtues, dispositions to exemplify 
certain attitudes and to act consequent to them. To develop personhood, it is 
not enough to conform to a certain principle of right action in one’s other-
regarding behaviour. In addition, and probably instead, one must be the sort 
of individual who exhibits particular feelings, emotions, and motivations in 
respect of others, i.e., who exhibits the right state of mind, and whose behav-
iour is a function of it. As Confucius says in The Analects,
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If a superior man abandons virtue, how can he fulfill the requirements of that 
name? The superior man does not, even for the space of a single meal, act con-
trary to virtue. In moments of haste, he cleaves to it. In seasons of danger, he 
cleaves to it (part 4).

Compare this remark with Kwame Gyekye’s characterization of the perspec-
tive of the Ghanaian Akan, whom he takes to be representative of sub-Saha-
ran peoples in his essay “African Ethics”:

When the Akan moralist maintains, for instance, that ‘To possess virtue is bet-
ter than gold’, or ‘When virtue founds a town, the town thrives and abides’, he 
strongly believes that he is making a moral statement…that transcends his own 
community and applies…to all human societies.14

Still more, both Confucian and African philosophers conceive of the virtues 
in much the same way. Salient in both are exaltations of sympathy, compas-
sion, beneficence, generosity, altruism, and tolerance. Again let us compare 
Confucius, who remarks in The Analects, “To be able to practice five things 
everywhere under heaven constitutes perfect virtue…. Gravity, generosity of 
soul, sincerity, earnestness, and kindness” (part 17),15 with Gyekye:

When a person is known to be honest or generous or compassionate, he would 
be judged by the Akan as a good person…. Used normatively, the judgment, 
‘he is a person,’ means ‘he has a good character’, ‘he is generous’, ‘he is peace-
ful’, ‘he is humble’, ‘he has respect for others’.16

Or, as Desmond Tutu says of those described as having ubuntu, the Nguni 
word for humanness or virtue, “This means they are generous, hospitable, 
friendly, caring and compassionate.”17 Conversely, animality or vice for both 
traditions is largely a matter of insensitivity, hard-heartedness, cruelty, stingi-
ness, selfishness, and intolerance.

There is, further, a recurrent tendency in both Confucianism and sub-
Saharan philosophy to unify the various other-regarding virtues under the 
heading of “harmony.” Harmony (he) is variously labelled as “the highest 
virtue” for Confucians,18 “the most cherished ideal in Chinese culture,”19 
and the Confucian “grand ideal.”20 As the influential scholar Wei-Ming Tu 
remarks, “If someone is able to uphold the harmony in family relations, 
neighborly relations and in the relations between the upper and the lower 
ranks…then we can call him a Confucian.”21

Similarly, it is common for those in the African tradition to encapsulate a vir-
tuous life as one that prizes harmonious relationships. For example, Tutu says of 
characteristic traditional Africans, “Harmony, friendliness, community are great 
goods. Social harmony is for us the summum bonum—the greatest good.”22

Finally, for both ethical traditions, the most important instance of harmony 
should be present in the family. “For Confucius, the paramount example of 
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harmonious social order seems to be xiao (filial piety).”23 Filial piety is the 
disposition of children to support their parents not merely with money and 
other material support, but also with compassionate and respectful attitudes.

That is not to say that Confucianism utterly rejects impartiality and con-
cern for strangers. Mencius’ parable of the young child at risk of falling into 
a well, revealing that one is human in virtue of being inclined to rescue those 
unrelated to oneself and for their sake, has been enormously influential in the 
Confucian tradition. Here is the influential passage from The Mencius:

When I say that all men have a mind which cannot bear to see the sufferings of 
others, my meaning may be illustrated thus: even now-a-days, if men suddenly 
see a child about to fall into a well, they will without exception experience a 
feeling of alarm and distress. They will feel so, not as a ground on which they 
may gain the favour of the child’s parents, nor as a ground on which they may 
seek the praise of their neighbours and friends, nor from a dislike to the reputa-
tion of having been unmoved by such a thing. From this case we may perceive 
that the feeling of commiseration is essential to man….24

Acknowledging the humanness of being concerned for potentially anyone, 
as well as the idea that everyone has a moral status insofar as she is capable 
of virtue,25 Confucianism nonetheless deems the central part of flourishing 
to consist of familial relationships, not only for their own sake, but also as a 
springboard for other relationships in one’s life. According to Bell’s reading 
of Confucianism, “The family was not seen as a necessary condition for the 
good life, it was the good life.”26

Similar remarks apply to the African tradition in which the

extended family is probably the most common, and also the most fundamental, 
expression of the African idea of community…. The importance of this idea for 
ethics is that the family is something that is valued for its own sake….a micro-
cosm of the community persons create as they develop and in which they find 
fulfilment.27

Self-realization in the context of one’s most intense harmonious relations 
matters most for typical African approaches to morality. “Family first” and 
“charity begins at home” are commonly expressed maxims, indicating a prin-
cipled priority going either to kin28 or to those with whom one has strong 
ties.29

However, as with Confucianism, sub-Saharan thinking about morality also 
includes an important impartial dimension, often deeming all human beings 
to be part of a human family with whom to harmonize or to have a dignity 
that warrants respect. Indeed, Nelson Mandela suggests that a defining feature 
of an African ethic is the inclination to be hospitable towards those who are 
not part of one’s family.30 The well-known parable of welcoming a visitor to a 
village with food and a place to stay (though perhaps giving him a hoe on the 
third day) neatly parallels Mencius’ parable of the child falling into a well.
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These striking ethical similarities between the two philosophical traditions 
from the Global South have only recently come to light. Philosophers in 
China and in Africa (and, needless to say, those in the West) have been una-
ware for several centuries of the substantial common ground between their 
most influential indigenous ethics. Despite its well-known downsides, glo-
balization, which includes the spread of English, has usefully facilitated cross-
cultural awareness.

Before turning to discussion of major differences between the two moral 
philosophies, I briefly note some additional similarities with regard to politi-
cal philosophy. At least in comparison to the West, Confucianism arguably 
shares more in common with African theoretical approaches to power and 
coercion, and precisely in virtue of their common focus on harmonious rela-
tionships.31 For example, theorists from these traditions usually maintain the 
point of a state is to improve citizens’ quality of life. A government that was 
strictly liberal, i.e., that was neutral amongst conceptions of the good life and 
merely enabled people to live as they see fit, would be failing to harmonize 
with them, as such prescribes enhancing the public’s ability to live objectively 
well.32

For another example, consider the way that Confucians and indigenous 
African philosophers have conceived of freedom. Although talk of “freedom” 
or “autonomy” rarely appears in Confucianism, there have been recent phil-
osophical works advancing Confucian conceptions of them.33 Basically, free-
dom here is understood as self-governance, with one’s highest, distinctively 
human self being in charge of one’s life. From this perspective, one is freer 
the more one is virtuous and relates to others appropriately. That is also the 
dominant view amongst African philosophers, and it contrasts with the com-
mon Western view that one is freer, the less interference with one’s ability to 
act as one pleases.

For a third example, thinkers from both traditions tend to reject competi-
tive, majoritarian democracy of the sort found in the West as being incom-
patible with harmony. Confucians usually favour meritocracy as what would 
facilitate a politics that foster’s people well-being,34 while Africans often 
defend consensus as a way to advance the common good.

Fourth, and finally, Confucian and African philosophers tend to reject ret-
ribution and deterrence as primary justifications of legal punishment, instead 
emphasizing a need for reform on the part of the offender and reintegra-
tion into the moral community. Confucians typically prescribe setting a good 
example and appealing to an offender’s shame,35 while Africans characteristi-
cally prefer restorative justice.

key differences between confucian and african values

A broad point of view has revealed important similarities between Confu-
cian and indigenous sub-Saharan values, ones that have come to light only 
recently and that should give pause to adherents of the individualism salient 



214  T. METZ

in the Western tradition. However, a closer look reveals differences between 
them, too, ones that should prompt interesting Sino–African debate about 
how best to understand virtue, harmony, and a politics grounded on them.

Probably the most important respect in which Confucianism differs from 
the African tradition concerns the precise way in which harmony is conceived 
in them. For both, harmony is mainly a feature of ways of relating between 
people, and involves virtues such as sympathy, beneficence, and respectful-
ness. However, these common elements are set in the context of fairly diver-
gent overall conceptions of the nature of harmony.36 Confucian harmony is 
neither mere peace, nor sameness, nor agreement. Although Confucian har-
mony often includes peace, it is not reducible to it and includes more integra-
tion than mere détente. It is also by definition not sameness, as it necessarily 
includes differential elements; indeed, one of the most commonly quoted say-
ings of Confucius is: “The gentleman seeks harmony not sameness, the petty 
person seeks sameness not harmony.”37 Harmony is also not simply agree-
ment, for those who have different opinions and perspectives can harmonize, 
and, more strongly, if they had identical views, then there would be mere 
sameness.

Instead, Confucian harmony is essentially a matter of different elements 
coming together, where differences are not merely respected, but also inte-
grated in such a way that the best of them is brought out and something 
new is created. “Harmony is an active process in which heterogeneous ele-
ments are brought into a mutually balancing, cooperatively enhancing, and 
often commonly benefiting relationship.”38 Aesthetic analogies are often used 
to illustrate this concept of “creative tension” between disparate properties; 
think of different instruments that make music together, or diverse moves 
that form the unity of a dance, or a variety of ingredients that constitute a 
tasty soup.

One key kind of difference for the Confucian tradition is position in a hier-
archy. That is, a desirable kind of harmony can come in the form of there 
being superiors who are educated and virtuous and who guide the lives of 
inferiors who are not to the same degree. Traditionally speaking, harmony is 
to be realized within, and by means of, hierarchical roles between parents and 
children, rulers and citizens, elders and youth, and men and women, though 
the last manifestation is not as popular these days (largely due to the influ-
ence of Western ideals on contemporary Confucian thought). Harmony exists 
when those in the lower position are respectful and deferential towards those 
in the higher one and when those in the higher position work for the benefit 
of those in the lower one. Then, differences are brought together such that a 
productive relationship is realized.

Such a comprehensive conception of harmony is not what one tends to find 
advanced by African thinkers. For example, a former Constitutional Court 
justice from South Africa remarks of ubuntu, “Harmony is achieved through 
close and sympathetic social relations within the group.”39 In addition, Gyekye 
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advocates “a life lived in harmony and cooperation with others, a life of mutual 
consideration and aid and of interdependence, a life in which one shares in the 
fate of the other.”40

These and many other construals of harmony, and of related ideals of com-
munity and cohesion, suggest two distinct themes.41 On the one hand, there 
is the concept of being close and interdependent, or what one might sum up 
as sharing a way of life. On the other, there is the notion of being sympathetic 
towards others and aiding them, a matter of caring for others’ quality of life. 
The combination of sharing and caring captures much African reflection on 
the nature of harmony as an all-inclusive account of virtue.

Notice there is nothing inherently hierarchical about this sub-Saharan con-
ception of harmony. If anything, it is well known for tending towards political 
egalitarianism, in which power is shared. Whereas autocratic meritocracy has 
been much more salient than democracy in the works of Confucians, Afri-
can political philosophers have often highlighted the importance of demo-
cratic deliberation in the form of seeking consensus when resolving political 
disputes, a second important difference between these traditions. These dif-
ferential accounts of political power are plausibly a function of competing 
conceptions of how to live harmoniously.

Another implication of the divergent theories of what counts as harmony 
concerns whether virtue or self-realization is entirely other-regarding or not. 
A natural interpretation of the African tradition is that living well is exclu-
sively a matter of relating to others in certain ways. For instance, values of 
hard work and prudence are often deemed to be of mere instrumental worth 
for enabling one to share with and care for others, where the latter are alone 
harmonious ends in themselves.42 In contrast, although Confucian harmony 
is largely other-regarding, it also includes an independent self-regarding 
dimension. That is, self-realization or virtue can also be obtained to some 
degree simply in virtue of non-relational properties, those intrinsic to a per-
son. In particular, it is part of this tradition to maintain, in a manner akin to 
Plato in The Republic, that a given person’s mental states can and should be 
harmonized for their own sake.43 This sort of view is the exception, rather 
than the rule, amongst sub-Saharan thinkers.

These kinds of contrasts beg a variety of questions that have yet to receive 
systematic answers and that call for interesting cross-cultural reflection. Most 
basically, which conception of harmony is more attractive, the Confucian or 
the African? What leverage might there be for an adherent to one conception 
to give an adherent of the other reason to change her mind? Notice that it 
would not do for an African philosopher to appeal to the intuition that some 
kind of democracy is just, for that intuition will be rejected by most Confu-
cians. A given theorist is going to have to work hard to find relatively uncon-
troversial common ground between the two traditions and then to consider 
whether her conception of harmony captures it better. For example, might 
one conception do a better job of capturing what is finally valuable about 
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friendship or love, or about how family members intuitively ought to inter-
act? These kinds of South–South debates would be revealing and important 
to undertake, and notice that they could safely, perhaps even most usefully, 
proceed by setting aside variables from the West (North).

conclusion: some neglected toPics

Previous sections compared and contrasted Confucian and indigenous Afri-
can moral and political philosophies, and noted that there has yet to be real 
argumentation about which of them is to be preferred. This last section raises 
some additional important philosophical topics that are even more under 
explored in the literature. These concern metaphysics and epistemology.

Epistemology is particularly poorly developed in the literature bringing 
Confucian and African philosophies into conversation. About all that cur-
rently exists are brief suggestions that they are similar in that they both largely 
eschew the search for knowledge for its own sake, usually conceiving of the 
value of knowledge in pragmatic terms, and that they are different in that 
the literate culture of Confucianism (think of the famous written civil service 
examinations) has fostered more mathematical and scientific enquiry than 
usually found amongst indigenous African cultures, a very large majority of 
which were oral.44

Ontological analysis and argumentation is also sorely lacking, with 
only two texts that engage with the two Southern ontologies apparently 
 available.45 These texts indicate some broad similarities between Confucian 
and African thought about the nature of reality as ultimately composed of 
various forces in motion, which is naturally contrasted with the characteristi-
cally modern Western analysis of reality in terms of things, bits of matter. One 
could also add that both ontologies are characteristically relational or dialec-
tical. That is, they by and large conceive of a given thing in terms of how it 
changes in relation to other things, and especially to the whole, which differs 
from analyzing something’s nature in terms of its static, intrinsic properties. 
Specifically, according to an influential chunk of the African tradition, eve-
rything that exists is composed of varying degrees of vital forces that have 
come from God and that are thoroughly interconnected. A given force can 
and often does influence any other force, regardless of whether they are in the 
visible or invisible realms. An analogy with a spider’s web is common; if one 
thread is touched, the rest of the web tends to vibrate, and if one thread is 
weakened, so is the rest of the web.

For much of Confucian, and more generally Chinese, metaphysics, reality 
ultimately consists of two basic kinds of force, the yin and the yang.46 These 
are alternately conceived in terms of dualities such as dark and light, negative 
and positive, contracting and expanding, female and male. The dualities are 
usually understood to be complementary, and not antipodal, such that any-
thing that exists is comprised of both features, even if one is more dominant. 
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And then a change to one force will inevitably have an effect on the quantity 
or quality of the other.

Putting these two broad metaphysical pictures into dialogue with each 
other (upon much more detailed and sophisticated analyses of them than are 
presented here) would be worthwhile simply for the purpose of comparative 
philosophy. However, many Confucian and African thinkers maintain that the 
values explored in the previous sections of this chapter are grounded on a 
metaphysics.47 Very roughly, harmony qua sharing and caring is a matter of 
getting vital forces to relate in the right way, and harmony qua fulfilling hier-
archical roles is a function of yin and yang, here conceived as inferior and 
superior.

Does choosing between the two ethics and politics truly require choosing 
between these metaphysical pictures? Or are the former fields instead “auton-
omous” in relation to the latter one (so that appeals to intuitions about value 
would be most apt to choose between them)? If not, and there is instead a 
relation of dependency, which metaphysics is more attractive? These are enor-
mous, but inescapable, questions for those interested in getting to the bot-
tom of Confucianism as it bears on African philosophy, two great relational 
worldviews from the Global South.48

notes

 1.  However, for additional South–South comparative philosophy see: Edwards 
(2014) for discussion of African metaphysics and ethics in relation to Chinese 
Daoism, Kuusipalo (2014), Ziai (2014), and Graness (unpublished) for discus-
sion of the southern African ethic of ubuntu in relation to the Latin American 
ideal of buen vivir; and Gianan (unpublished) for comparison of ubuntu with 
the Filipino ethic of loob. Note how recent all these discussions are, and that 
none has yet appeared in an academic journal, indicating that they are far from 
mainstream at present.

 2.  The next few paragraphs borrow from Metz (2015: 86–87).
 3.  Yao (2000: 43), referring to the work of Hans Küng and Julia Ching.
 4.  Yao (2000).
 5.  Emphasized in Wang (2011).
 6.  Bell and Metz (2011: 82).
 7.  Yao (2000: 154).
 8.  Ames (2010: 143).
 9.  Bai (2013: 13, 16).
 10.  For an overview of these sayings as they appear in several different African cul-

tures, see Nkulu-N’Sengha (2009).
 11.  Bell and Metz (2011).
 12.  Unah (2014).
 13.  Metz and Miller (2016). For some cross-cultural exploration of values by social 

scientists, see Anedo (2012), Matondo (2012), Ampiah (2014).
 14.  Gyekye (2010: Sect. 1). See also Paris (1995: 130–136).
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 15.  A fuller characterization would consider the Golden rule, which is found in 
The Analects (part 15) and which Kwasi Wiredu (1992) deems to be typical of 
African moral thought, as well as the “five constant virtues” (or “regulations”) 
salient in Confucianism, viz., benevolence, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, 
and fidelity (Yao 2000: 34, 215, 232).

 16.  Gyekye (2010: Sects. 3, 4).
 17.  Tutu (1999: 34). See also Paris (1995: 130–152).
 18.  Yao (2000: 172).
 19.  Li (2006: 583, 593).
 20.  Chan (2014: 2). See also Wei and Li (2013).
 21.  Tu (2010: 254).
 22.  Tutu (1999: 35).
 23.  richey (n.d).
 24.  Mencius (1895: Book 2, part 1, Chap. 6, Sects. 3–4).
 25.  For instance, Li (2014a: 160–161).
 26.  Bell (2006: 145).
 27.  Shutte (2001: 29).
 28.  Appiah (1998).
 29.  ramose (2003: 385–386).
 30.  Mandela (2006).
 31.  For fuller expositions of these ideas, see Metz (2014, 2015: 103–105, 107–110).
 32.  See, for example, Chan (2014).
 33.  For example, Johnson (2009: 57), Li (2014b).
 34.  representative essays are in Bell and Li (2013).
 35.  For a direct quote of Confucius on this, for example, see Little and reed 

(1989: 5).
 36.  The next two paragraphs borrow from Metz (2016).
 37.  Translation from Chan (2014: 91).
 38.  Li (2014a: 1). For additional definitional statements, see (9, 47–48, 109–110, 

113, 126). See also Ihara (2004).
 39.  Mokgoro (1998: 17).
 40.  Gyekye (1997: 76). However, Gyekye often suggests that the value of har-

mony, while essential to an African perspective, derives from a more basic pre-
scription to promote the common good, i.e., the well-being of all (e.g., 1997: 
50, 2010: Sect. 5).

 41.  Initially analyzed in Metz (2007).
 42.  See Paris (1995: 141–148) and Ntibagirirwa (2001).
 43.  See Li (2014a: 89–100).
 44.  Metz (2015: 96–99).
 45.  Edwards (2014), Unah (2014).
 46.  See Yao (2000).
 47.  See several contributions to Imafidon and Bewaji (2014).
 48.  This chapter is an English version of an article that initially appeared in Chi-

nese in the International Social Science Journal (Chinese Edition) 33 (2016): 
159–170. It appears here with permission of this journal.
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CHAPTEr 15

Islamic Philosophy and the Challenge 
to African Philosophy

A.G.A. Bello

introduction

In this chapter, I attempt a contrast between Islamic philosophy and African 
philosophy. In doing this, I briefly trace the career of Islamic philosophy from 
its humble beginnings in the debates engendered by the Qur’an and contem-
porary events, through the rise of systematic theology, the falasifa, and oth-
ers. I then proceed to contrast some characteristics of both philosophies. The 
objective is to draw attention to some lessons that African philosophy can 
learn from another non-Western philosophy.

islamic PhilosoPhy

“Islamic philosophy” is also called “Muslim philosophy,” “Arab philosophy,” 
and “Arabic philosophy.”1 An author chose the title Philosophy of the Muslim 
world,2 which, I believe, escapes the controversy that may accompany any 
of the alternatives. “Arab philosophy” may be inappropriate because many 
of the contributors to the philosophic tradition are non-Arabs. “Arabic phi-
losophy” may be more acceptable than “Arab philosophy” because, though 
many of the authors are non-Arabs, all of them without exception must have 
some competence in the Arabic language, even if they wrote some or all of 
their works in other languages. To the extent that the philosophy is that of 
the Muslim world, there may be nothing wrong with calling the philosophy 
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“Muslim philosophy,” though it is true that some of the contributors to the 
field are non-Muslims. “Islamic philosophy” is probably the most controver-
sial, since all the philosophical teachings cannot be said to be, strictly speak-
ing, “Islamic,” in the sense of being in conformity with the principles or 
teachings of Islam. However, the title “Islamic philosophy” has come to stay 
and may be interpreted merely as the philosophy of the Islamic world or the 
world of Islam.

In the beginning was the Qur’an, which was revealed to the Prophet 
Muhammad. The Qur’an is of course not a book of philosophy or of science. 
It is definitely not an encyclopedia of knowledge, all claims to the contrary by 
enthusiasts notwithstanding. It, however, contains claims about God (Allah), 
His attributes or names (asma; sing: ism), His existence, His knowledge, His 
power, etc. It also contains claims about human beings, how they are created, 
their death and resurrection, etc. The Qur’an also contains claims about other 
beings, angels, jinns, and the spirit (ruh, and ruh al-qudus, the holy spirit). It 
also contains claims about the cosmic order, regular movement of stars and 
planets, the alternation of day and night, the regularities in the movement of 
the sun and the moon. It enumerates good deeds and bad ones, and distin-
guishes between right and wrong. It enumerates the sense organs, including 
the heart (qalb). In addition to the senses and reason, the Qur’an also states 
that travelling and asking questions are sources of knowing. revelation or 
prophecy is a source of knowing the truth (haqq). It denigrates zann (conjec-
ture, speculation) and discourages asking speculative questions (for example, 
concerning Allah’s will).

Though the Qur’an is not a book of philosophy, it provides an abun-
dance of material for theological, metaphysical, epistemic, and moral dis-
course. It contains polemics against Jews and Christians and polytheists. For 
example, it attempts to answer skeptical questions raised by the polytheists 
against the unity of Allah, life after death, and resurrection of the body. It 
dwells extensively on incidents in Jewish religious history and disputes the 
Christian’s ascription of divinity to Jesus and his mother. “Political” divisions 
arose early in Islamic history and gave rise to some groups like the Khawarij 
(Kharijites). Discussions about Allah’s will also arose quite early, giving rise to 
loose groups like the Qadariyya (proponents of human free will) and Jabriyya 
(proponents of predestination). Some of the issues that divided Muslims into 
opposing schools of theology include the question of political authority and 
legitimacy, the status of the grave sinner, freedom of the will, the question of 
divine attributes, the creation or eternity of the Qur’an, the possibility of bea-
tific vision, the question of whether hell and paradise are everlasting, and the 
nature and limits of God’s knowledge, will, and power.3 These schools gave 
rise to what is called ilm al-kalam (literally, “science of discourse”; discursive, 
rational, systematic, or scriptural theology), whose practitioners were called 
mutakallimun (sing., mutakallim). Later schools of theologians include 
Mutazilites (Arabic: Mutazili), Ash’arites (Ashariyyah), Murjiites (Murji’ah), 
and Shiites (Shia).
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The seeds of philosophical thought which were sewn in the early days 
were given a fillip through contact with Greek and Greco-roman philosophy, 
which was already available in centers of learning in Iraq, Syria, and Egypt. 
Philosophical texts were translated into Arabic, either from the original Greek 
or through Syriac translations. Thus, there developed an Arabic philosophi-
cal lexicon which made it possible for philosophers in the Muslim world not 
only to understand the teachings of the Greek and Greco-roman philoso-
phers, but also to make original contributions in various philosophical dis-
ciplines. It must be noted, however, that the philosophers in this tradition 
were called (in Arabic) falasifa (sing., failasuf), which is roughly a translit-
eration of the Greek philosophoi (sing., philosophus). This term has the special 
meaning of “thinkers following the Greek tradition in philosophy” and not 
the general sense of philosophy as such.4 Among the falasifa we can distin-
guish, broadly, between Aristotelians, Platonists, and Neo-Platonists. That is 
why some scholars we now consider Islamic philosophers would disclaim that 
identity, for example, Al-Ghazali (1058–1111), Ibn Taymiyyah (1262–1328), 
and Ibn Khaldun (1332–1404).

According to Kenny,5 a few Muslims took an interest in philosophy for the 
following reasons:

1.  At times Muslims engaged in debates with Christians and found them-
selves on the defensive when the Christians used philosophical argu-
ments to defend their positions. These Muslims then decided to learn 
philosophy so as to have better answers to the Christians.

2.  The caliphs and other influential Muslims were interested in philosophy 
for its practical advantages. Philosophy, we must remember, was a single 
package that included all the human sciences: astronomy, mathematics, 
medicine, and technology, as well as metaphysics.

3.  The caliphs also had a political reason for supporting the philosophers. 
That was because the philosophers, along with Persian civil servants, 
did not share the Arabs’ disdain for all that was not Arabic or Islamic. 
They were a convenient support for the caliph when he did not want to 
be hemmed in by religious scholars insisting on their narrow interpreta-
tion of Sharia.

Taken together, these reasons suggest that there were no internal stimuli to 
philosophical reflection among early Muslims. But, from what we have said 
earlier, this is not quite correct. I venture to suggest that it is because the 
ideas found in the translated works of Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus, etc. bore sim-
ilarities to those in the Qur’an that Muslims were motivated to debate the 
comparative status of the two sets of ideas, namely, the Quranic (or Islamic) 
and the Greco-roman.

Moreover, the works of Greek and roman philosophers must have impressed 
the early Muslim thinkers as monumental achievements of the human intel-
lect unaided by divine revelation. This is probably why the Muslim falasifa 
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approached these ideas with quasi-religious reverence. It led to the debate 
whether revelation or prophecy was higher, lower, or at par with philosophy or 
reason. Even now, no one can read the dialogues of Plato or the writings of 
Aristotle without being impressed by their genius.

Islamic philosophy has had a chequered career, from the humble begin-
nings as ilm al-kalam, to the golden age of the falasifa to the present time. 
Dictionaries, encyclopedias, and histories of Islamic philosophy have been 
written over the centuries. In tracing the career of Islamic philosophy, care 
has been taken by scholars to indicate the contributions of individual Mus-
lims and non-Muslims, especially Christians and Jews. Similarly, in tracing its 
influence, care has been taken to indicate the author of the theory that has 
influenced which philosopher or author and in which way. Finally, in writing 
about individual philosophers authors have indicated where an Islamic phi-
losopher has anticipated the doctrines of other philosophers elsewhere, medi-
eval, modern, or contemporary.

african PhilosoPhy

What is “African” about African philosophy? Is African philosophy any or all 
philosophies that is done in the continent of Africa? What about African phi-
losophy that is done outside the African continent? Is it “African” because 
it is philosophy done by people of African descent? Is it possible for people 
of non-African descent to contribute to African philosophy? None of these 
questions has an easy answer but some answer has to be provided, if only as a 
rough guide. It is possible to suggest the following answer: There is or ought 
to be a symbiotic relation between a philosophy or philosophic tradition and 
the culture of which it is a part. Though the relationship cannot be charac-
terized in precise terms, it may be described by saying that the philosophers 
among a people must address the issues that are of vital concern to the peo-
ple.6 Thus, a philosophy is “African” if it addresses an issue or issues that are 
of vital concern to Africans, whoever or wherever the author may be.

It is for this reason that we have to exercise some restraint in including 
philosophers from other traditions in our list of African philosophers, such 
as philosophers from Ancient Egypt, for example, Hypatia or Imhotep. Such 
also are philosophers from the medieval period, for example, Averroes (Ibn 
rushd), Ibn Khaldun, and St. Augustine. For one thing, these philosophers 
themselves would not identify themselves as African philosophers, and self-
identity is important. To cite just one example, Averroes, whose doctrine on  
interpretation, Wahba claims, gave rise to the reformation and the Enlight-
enment, we can say, derived his doctrine from Quran Chap. 3: verse 7:

He it is who has sent down to thee the Book; in it there are verses that are firm 
and decisive in meaning—they are the basis of the Book—and there are oth-
ers that are susceptible of different interpretations. But those in whose hearts 
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is perversity pursue such thereof as are susceptible of different interpretations 
seeking to cause discord and seeking wrong interpretation of it. And none 
knows its right interpretation except Allah and those who are firmly grounded 
in knowledge; they say, ‘we believe in it; the whole is from our Lord.’ And none 
take heed except those gifted with understanding.7

In the beginning, there were “philosophical” anthropologists. They studied 
indigenous African societies and their ideas of governance, morality, religion, 
and time, and their languages and literatures or oral traditions. They came 
to different conclusions about the nature of those ideas and had different 
motivations. Their findings were taught in the universities largely as “African 
traditional thought,” in religious studies or of African studies departments, 
and later in departments of philosophy. With the establishment of depart-
ments of philosophy, students must have been impressed by the absence of 
African philosophical thought comparable to Western philosophy. Thus, 
there begun the fashioning of new curricula incorporating African social and 
political thought or philosophy and other philosophical disciplines mod-
eled after division of the disciplines in Western philosophy. Many of the early 
crops of lecturers were either Westerners or Western-trained locals. African 
philosophy has, however, come of age, with articles, journals, books, and 
anthologies. Many African philosophers have distinguished themselves. These 
include, Kwasi Wiredu, Dismas Masolo, William Abraham, Kwame Gyekye, 
Wole Soyinka, Peter Bodunrin, Olubi Sodipo, Barry Hallen, Kwame Nkru-
mah, Julius Nyerere, Segun Gbadegesin, robin Horton, Odera Oruka, and 
Mourad Wahba.

African philosophy does not have the “linguistic” advantage of Islamic phi-
losophy (or of Indian philosophy, Japanese philosophy, or Chinese philoso-
phy, or even Western philosophy, for that matter). This is because Islamic 
philosophy, as shown above, is deeply linked with one common language, 
Arabic, from the beginning. Even now, to write on Islamic philosophy, one 
has to have some competence in the Arabic language. In contrast, African 
philosophy has a multilayered problem of language. One layer is at the level 
of “vernaculars” (and they come in their hundreds), for example Yoruba, 
Akan, Igbo, and Zulu, in which are expressed the proverbs, maxims, tales, 
myths, lyrics, poetry, etc. Which form part of the basic materials for philoso-
phizing. Another layer of the problem is at the level of the languages of the 
“colonizers,” for example English, French, Spanish, and Portuguese, in which 
contemporary Africans express themselves. No African philosopher can claim 
competence in more than a few of the languages in the two groups.

African philosophy does not have what may be called a “historical” advan-
tage of Islamic philosophy. Again, as shown above, we have seen the very 
beginning of Islamic philosophy. Not only that, we can trace the beginning 
of strands in Islamic philosophy, for example, ilm al-kalam and falsafa and 
others. By contrast, different “historians” of African philosophy have each 
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given a different ancestry to it. For example, Hallen,8 Masolo,9 and Obenga10 
have each assigned a different beginning to the history of African philosophy. 
I believe this is because it is not always remembered that

a history of philosophy is an empirical inquiry into the lives, times, influences 
and teachings of individual philosophers, or of schools, or of traditions of phi-
losophy. Therefore, a history of African philosophy must attempt to discover 
individual philosophers, their biographies and philosophical teachings. It must 
also attempt to describe the influences of their milieu on the philosophers, and 
the influence of the philosophers on their societies.11

This requirement cannot be satisfied by citing mythical figures, obscured by 
antiquity, such as Imhotep, Hermes Trismegistus, and Orunmila.

African philosophy does not have what may be called the “bibliographic” 
advantage of Islamic philosophy. Many of the works of the major (and minor) 
philosophers, whether falasifa, mutakallimun or others, are still available 
either in the original (Arabic, Persian, Urdu, Turkish, English, etc.) or in trans-
lation (or both). Thus, we have books by, for example, Al-Kindi (or, in Latin, 
Alkindus), Al-razi (rhazes), Al-Farabi (Alpharabius), Ibn Sina (Avicenna) Al-
Ghazali (Algazelus or Algazel), Ibn rushd (Averroes), Ibn Khaldun, Shirazi, 
Al-Afghani, Abdu, and Iqbal. By contrast, until contemporary times, only a 
few books can be cited as being on African philosophy, especially if we dis-
count “African” philosophers like Averroes, Ibn Khaldun, and St. Augustine.

Lastly, African philosophy does not have what may be called the “biograph-
ical” advantage of Islamic philosophy. The lives and times of most, if not all, 
of the major figures, from the beginning to date are well documented. The 
only exceptions I can think of are the biographies of the so-called Ikhwan 
al-safa (The Brethren of Purity). The authors of their rasail (treatises) were 
probably deliberately anonymous, for reasons not unconnected with their 
esotericism. Even with the rasail, attempts have been made to identify the 
authors. By contrast, some of the philosophers claimed for African philosophy 
are mythical or obscure.

moving african PhilosoPhy forward

In order to ameliorate these disadvantages, African philosophers have to tem-
per their enthusiasm with hard-nosed realism and work hard at providing 
materials that will improve the linguistic, historical, biographical, and biblio-
graphical resources in African philosophy. African philosophy need not encom-
pass the thought of every philosopher who has lived on the African continent, 
even if as a fugitive (like Averroes) or if he has South Arabian (or Yemeni) 
ancestry like Ibn Khaldun.

The writings of more and more African philosophers should be made 
available through translation from French, Spanish, Portuguese, etc. to Eng-
lish. This has the distinct advantage of combining the bibliographical and 
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biographical resources presently separated in the distinction between Franco-
phone and Anglophone African philosophy. We may also attempt bilingual or 
trilingual philosophical dictionaries, for example, Yoruba-English or Yoruba-
English-French dictionaries. These dictionaries will attempt to standardize 
African philosophical terms in major African and European languages. Mono-
graphs need to be produced on identifiable African philosophers, philosophi-
cal problems, and philosophical schools and periods in the history of African 
philosophy. Such monographs will eventually pave the way for the compila-
tion of an encyclopedia of African philosophers and philosophical problems. 
These tasks will best be carried out by philosophers or other scholars with 
competence in African philosophy.

conclusion

In this chapter, I have briefly compared the careers of Islamic and African phi-
losophers and drawn attention some contrasts between the two. I have drawn 
attention to the problems posed by language, history, bibliography, and biog-
raphy. More work needs to be done by African philosophers to compare with 
or match the material availability of other philosophic traditions.

notes

 1.  Many books, articles, and anthologies can be cited using any of these titles.
 2.  Kenny (2003).
 3.  See El-Affendi (1998).
 4.  See Gutas (2002: 15–16).
 5.  Kenny (2003: 6).
 6.  Bello (1998: 6–7).
 7.  Wahba (2004: 161–163).
 8.  Hallen (2002).
 9.  Masolo (1994, 2004).
 10.  Obenga (2004).
 11.  Bello (1998: 9).
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CHAPTEr 16

The Philosophy of Afrocentricity

Molefi Kete Asante

Afrocentricity refers to the intellectual work of a group of African philoso-
phers, historians, and sociologists calling themselves Africologists during 
the late twentieth century with varying degrees of attachment to the cen-
tral idea that the key crisis in the African world is the profoundly disturb-
ing decentering of African people from a subject position within their own 
narrative. In Afrocentricity, the opening consciousness is assumed to be an 
awareness of the off-centeredness of Africans as a result of alien military, cul-
tural, and social intrusions that have dislocated African people, basically tak-
ing Africans off of their own physical and spiritual terms. This consciousness 
is characterized by an appreciation of “the Afrocentric posture”, or a sense of 
“Afrocentric narratology” in the face of loss-ness and lost-ness leading to dis-
orientation. Some Afrocentrists have regarded Western philosophies as con-
trary and often antagonistic to the proper understanding of African narratives; 
they are mainly distant and simply concerned with non-African realities.

Molefi Kete Asante is generally considered the father of Afrocentricity 
because he was the first to propose that psychological and historical disloca-
tion lay at the heart of the African cultural and social crisis. He would pro-
pose that each African examines his position, stance, or location to determine 
whether or not he is centered in his own narrative or merely being in the 
margins of Europe. Afrocentricity would grow slowly at first among reluctant 
thinkers and then become increasingly popular among African intellectuals 
and others, Portuguese, French, and American thinkers, who would see the 
value of centeredness. Afrocentricity influenced Africology and many other 
disciplines during the first part of the twenty-first century. Afrocentricity 
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influenced fields such as philosophy, sociology, history, architecture, social 
work, and psychology.

definition

Since the 1980s there have been various explanations of Afrocentricity, but 
among serious scholars it is generally accepted that the key idea is the accept-
ance of African agency in all narrations of phenomena related to African peo-
ple. Thus, Afrocentricity as a philosophy posits the subject place of Africans in 
discourses of history, culture, and society. The implications of this definition 
are numerous in linguistic, spatial, and historical terms. While Afrocentricity 
is often viewed as originating as a term prior to Asante, it was, however, the 
publication of Afrocentricity: A Theory of Social Change that catapulted the 
ideas into the academic realm. Never intended as an academic book, the little 
book nevertheless impacted the way Africans increasingly viewed their reality.

Some prominent thinkers and activists have been adopted as Afrocentric, 
although they never self-identified that way. Thus, Tai Solarin, Steve Biko, 
Pathe Diagne, Chen Chimutengwende, Doyin Abiola, J. Sofola, Eghosa Osa-
ghae, S.O. Wey, Stanlake Samkange, Credo Mutwa, and others saw them-
selves as practitioners of the idea of African agency without calling themselves 
Afrocentric. It was Kwame Nkrumah who first publicly used the term on Sep-
tember 24, 1961 when at the first meeting of the editorial board he declared 
“the Project Africana must be frankly Afrocentric in interpretation of African 
history and the social and cultural institutions of the African and people of 
African descent everywhere.”1

While Asante is credited with making more of the term than a suggestion 
for writing, there were others who saw the value of creating an African ori-
entation to reality based on the centrality of Africans within their own his-
tory. C. Tsehloane Keto, a South African intellectual, was one of the first to 
join with Asante in coming to terms with the marginalization of Africans by 
European thinkers. Keto posits the idea that world history must be seen Afro-
centrically. This idea varied from Asante’s thinking to the degree that Keto 
had insisted that all history is essentially African history. It was Keto’s view 
that Europe had decentered Africa to its advantage, but to the disadvantage 
of Africa. Trained at the University of Kansas as a historian, Keto understood 
the practical implications of maintaining a historiography that resulted in the 
dominance of Europe.

On the other hand, Asante’s micro-interpretation of Afrocentricty was 
grounded in the actions and reactions of individuals as well as societies. The 
idea that each person could choose to be Afrocentric meant that every time 
one was given a choice one could assert an African term, identity, or phenom-
ena, thereby changing the way we approach phenomena. In both the Ketoian 
and the Asantean idea, Afrocentricity was understood as an approach to real-
ity rather than a philosophical system itself. In fact, Afrocentricity devoid of a 
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system was an endeavor to think and act on reasserting African people, ideals, 
and values at the core of narration. The consequences of such a revolution-
ary view would be to create a consistent response to attempts to destabilize 
or to shove Africans from the center of their beings and to place them on the 
fringes of Europe or Arabia.

main concePts

Centeredness/Off-centeredness

A central proposition of Afrocentricity is that during an extended period of 
invasions, intrusions, enslavement, colonialism, and settlerism Africans have 
been moved off of their own terms in almost all categories of life, sectors 
of society, and institutions of values. Such an attack on African individu-
als and societies constitutes one of the key problems of the times: the off-
centeredness of African people. Afrocentrists argue that this off-centeredness 
is inherently disconcerting and leads to self-hatred, lack of confidence, per-
sonal and collective delusions, despair, and nihilism. These conditions create 
unnecessary psychological harm, physical stress, political inaptitude and inac-
tion, as well as grotesque social responses to self and relationships.

Agency and Agency Reduction

The idea of agency suggests control and action. In Afrocentricity, it is not 
enough to posit the centrality of the African person in his or her own nar-
rative, one has to demonstrate agency, the operationalizing of a concerted 
effort to be and to transform. To be centered is the first step; to utilize one’s 
agency is the second step. It is this second step that infuses the place, the 
position, with action.

Always of significant threat to Afrocentricity are agency-reduction forma-
tions that constitute an existential challenge to African agency. Michael Tillot-
son has brilliantly outlined this idea in Invisible Jim Crow.2

Location/Dislocation

The fact of place, that is, where you stand, does not mean that you cannot be 
dislocated. One might discover centrality and centeredness only to be forced 
off of one’s own terms through coercion, bribes, or physical force. People 
have been known to willingly give up their sense of place if they believe that 
they can gain money and return to the place, or secure a position somewhere 
else after “selling out” for financial gain and return to the centered position. 
This temporary advantage is seen in political tactics where a person takes a 
stand contrary to his or her own interest because of material gain. The Afro-
centrist rightly questions whether the person was ever properly located in 
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a centered place. A centered location now does not mean location forever. 
Today a person may appear located, centered, and then tomorrow the same 
person may express actions that show him to be dislocated, a buffoon, per-
haps even a caricature.

Lexical Refinement

Language is the main element in determining location or dislocation. Once 
we hear a speaker, or read a writer, according to the Afrocentrists, we are able 
to see if there are any difficulties because everything is revealed in the lan-
guage. To refine the language is a part of what is often called political cor-
rectness. But there is nothing wrong with political correctness; it is a part of 
the ethical correctness that one seeks to make societies function. If we cannot 
posit correctness in terms of the language we use, then we are in a world 
of ambiguity. To speak maliciously of other people, to abuse their origins, to 
call them derogatory names, and to assign them pejoratives based on religion, 
creed, race, or gender is morally contemptible in society.

Position, Orientation, and Disorientation

While Afrocentrists recognize the validity in expressions of fluidity that one 
finds in postmodernism, they also assert that fluidity begins somewhere and 
that this position is place. To argue for place as an origin of all fluid identi-
ties is not to argue irrationally but to begin discourse from the beginning. 
Highlighting position, as well as chronology, especially in historical terms, is 
a characteristic of good Afrocentric approaches to reality. However, one does 
not stand on a position forever; one does move and in the moving, growing, 
grooving, and transforming mode a person arrives at an orientation.

For the Afrocentrists, a proper orientation for the African person is to see 
him/herself not as a servile, marginal, or peripheral being but as a subject of 
historical reality in the most substantive manner. Thus, one takes on an Afro-
centric orientation that becomes visible in choices, language, explanations, 
definitions, actions, and values. Otherwise the person is affected by a severe 
case of disorientation that makes him or her think less of their histories, their 
lives, and their experiences. At this point we can see the beginning of self-
hatred or disorientation.

Lossness/Lostness

Challenged by the deep emotion of missing something that should have been 
present, Africans have often expressed lossness in various personal and collec-
tive ways. Lossness is a psychological attitude toward having something taken 
away from you. Afrocentric psychologists Na’im Akbar, Wade Nobles, Linda 
James Myers, Frances Cress Welsing, and many others have written on the 
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lack of confidence that exists in the African world in the Americas, Caribbean, 
and on the continent of Africa. Only where there is a firm Afrocentricity is 
there likely to be a healthy confidence that does not become arrogance.

Without finding one’s center, the heart of one’s existence as a person, or 
a collective sense of recovery, a person or a society wanders in an ambiguous 
fog. Ultimately this expression of lossness, that is, the losing of something, 
demonstrates a personal or collective sense of being lost, hence lostness—
inability to determine direction and possibilities; being strapped, as it were, by 
the insurmountable cultural details of Westernity or other intrusive ideologi-
cal noises such that one cannot know who one was or who one is in a con-
temporary sense. This burden is often seen as nihilism, apathetic confusion, 
and anti-ritualism. Lostness is a state of being out of place and it is derived 
from a persistent sense of off-centeredness.

Invisibility and Disappearance

Two traits that characterize the non-Afrocentric African are invisibility and 
disappearance. Invisibility is something that can be attributed to those who 
are looking to see us, but disappearance is a deliberate conscious magical act 
of a person who does not want to be seen. With regard to invisibility, one 
might even want to be seen but is rendered invisible by the attitude, behavior, 
or predisposition of those who see themselves as chosen to exercise a right to 
determine the place and the opaqueness or lack of it of African people.

Search for Maat

One of the defining constituents of Afrocentric theory is the search for Maat. 
In the classical Kemetic texts the word “maat” meant what we mean by the 
English truth, justice, righteousness, harmony, balance, order, and reciproc-
ity. The quest for communal peace and consensus is at the base of this idea 
of seeking Maat. While others may claim that their philosophies are of peace 
and love, the Afrocentrists are clear that the main focus of life on Earth is to 
hold back chaos. If it takes love or peace, then they will be used but in the 
end; what matters is the drive toward Maat with all of its attendant values and 
traits, especially of will and personality that will assist humans in overthrowing 
the inhuman. Ana Monteiro-Ferreira has written passionately about overcom-
ing the inhuman in a reascension of an Afrocentric consciousness that will 
bring a new reality to the world.3

Therefore, the Afrocentrist must first and last be concerned with ethical 
values, the core of the African’s existence in the world, and not simply be an 
absurd self-indulged, self-absorbed, and disinterested abstraction. Hence the 
Afrocentrist cannot claim that a person is free to be anything he wants to be, 
for instance, a baboon or a buffoon. The African must be engaged in the pro-
cess of holding back chaos, and the only way to accomplish this is to assert an 
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African subject place within the context of the African narrative. One cannot 
allow, for example, the colonial rulers or their descendants to negate the his-
tory or the person of the African in the African environment whether on the 
continent or in Jamaica, Brazil, Colombia, Haiti, or the United States.

According to most Afrocentric philosophers, however, such negation of 
the African should be seen as agency reduction. No Afrocentrist has ever 
claimed that the colonial descendants or the original colonialists bore blame 
for their actions because of their genes or DNA. In fact, what is true is that 
others have claimed that Africans should be made invisible because Africans 
have some genetic deficiency. Similar to the existentialists, the Afrocentrists 
place the blame on the choice of the person. Those who are oppressors have 
a choice. Those who are racists have a choice. If this is the case then they are 
not essentially bigots; they are the results of their immediate or long-term 
choices. Of course, Africans have choices to make as well and therein is the 
decisive moment where centeredness poses as a possibility for discovering 
Maat.

afrocentricity and negritude

Negritude was a movement initiated principally by Leopold Senghor, Aimé 
Césaire, and Leon Damas while they were students in France in the late 
1930s. Senghor was from Senegal, Césaire was from Martinique, and Damas 
was from French Guyana. They represented Africa, the Caribbean, and the 
Americas. Negritude and Afrocentricity represent responses to the condition 
of the African. However, Negritude is a cultural assertion where Afrocentric-
ity is a perspective or an orientation to narratives, facts, experiences, and con-
ditions. With a concentration on literary arts the Negritudinists advanced a 
necessary corrective in world history. However, what is more important to 
the Afrocentrist is the ability to see African agency as a positive assertion eve-
rywhere in the African world. This means there are no limitations in terms 
of art, science, architecture, medicine, politics, history, language, culture, and 
mathematics. One can be Afrocentric in many ways, and the narratives can be 
rewritten as agency models in every field.

afrocentricity and nascimento’s QuilomBismo

In Brazil the work of Abdias and Elisa Nascimento, and their colleagues, 
invoked the earliest historical victories of the African people against the Por-
tuguese settlers. Abdias do Nascimento was born on March 14, 1914. When 
he died in rio de Janeiro in 2011, he was 97 years old and had been a sen-
ator, a professor, an artist, and a nationally acclaimed playwright and actor. 
However, it was his vision of the past and future of African Brazilians within 
the context of the quilombo, protective enclave, that made him an endur-
ing personality in African philosophy. He was a colleague and peer of Wande 
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Abimbola, Leopold Senghor, Katherine Dunham, Maulana Karenga, John 
Henrik Clarke, Wole Soyinka, and many other giants of African history and 
philosophy. In Brazil, he is celebrated for his contribution to African intel-
lectual thought and Afro-Brazilian activism. Nascimento’s quilombismo was 
heavily influenced by Yoruba philosophy. He believed that good character, 
iwa pele, was the central cornerstone of any society. Hence, the search for 
good character had to start with the orishas, and as always, with Esu.

afrocentricity and Pan-africanism

Afrocentricity is a paradigm and Pan-Africanism is an ideological call for 
African unity and solidarity. When the first conference and congresses of 
Pan-Africanism were initiated the organizers simply saw Pan-Africanism as 
bringing as many Africans together as possible in order to change the colonial 
status of the African people. Among the leaders of this movement were many 
African Americans and African Caribbean people, including Henry Sylvester-
Williams, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Anténor Firmin. Both Sylvester-Williams and 
Du Bois led their own conventions and congresses.

Anténor Firmin (October 18, 1850–September 19, 1911) might be con-
sidered the single most important African anthropologist of his generation. 
Born in Haiti, Firmin became a journalist and politician but found distinction 
when he responded to Count Arthur de Gobineaus’s Essay on the Inequal-
ity of Human Races. Firmin’s defense of racial equality was published under 
the title De l’égalité des races humaines (English: On the Equality of Human 
races). Thus, Firmin established the ground for future African authors in the 
Americas and on the continent of Africa to plow through his arguments to 
harvest their own ideas about race and equality. The fact that Firmin’s book, 
written in 1885, six years before Frederick Douglass was posted to Haiti as 
the American representative in Haiti, probably influenced Douglass’s own 
1893 great Chicago speech on Haiti’s iconic place in African history in the 
Americas. More so, the book appeared as the European nations gathered 
in Berlin to dispense African lands, as colonial prizes, to the imperial will of 
Europe.

afrocentricity and cheikh anta dioP

No other African intellectual holds the distinguished chair as the fountain 
of Afrocentric studies but the Senegalese scholar, Cheikh Anta Diop. This is 
because Diop dared to question the construction of knowledge imposed by 
Europe on African historiography and endeavored to use all of his intellec-
tual gifts to attack the construction of a false white Egypt. Seeing the falsi-
fication of history as one of the biggest crimes against Africa and Africans, 
Cheikh Anta Diop launched his assault with the book translated in English 
as The African Origin of Civilization: Myth or Reality. In addition to this 
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book, Diop also wrote Civilization or Barbarism: An Authentic Anthropol-
ogy to underscore the African origin of human civilization. Afrocentrists see 
Diop’s methods as Afrocentric because they place African people in the center 
of their own history. How Diop studied the African presence in civilization 
became a model for numerous other studies of Afrocentric scholarship. His 
influence on Ivan Van Sertima, Theophile Obenga, Moussa Lam, and John 
Henrik Clarke made him an international figure in African Studies.

afrocentricity and education

Soon after the emergence of the Afrocentric idea in the l980s, a few educa-
tors began to found Afrocentric schools. Two leading Afrocentric educators, 
Haki Madhubuti and Safisha Madhubuti, wrote the book African-Centered 
Education4 to support the rapidly growing cadre of Afrocentric educators. 
Believing that African children in American schools had been schooled but 
not educated, Afrocentrists attempted to infuse the curricula of schools with 
African American and African content, and align the pedagogy to African cul-
tural concepts such as balance, harmony, collective responses, orality, circular-
ity, and character. Most of these ideas came from the interrogation of African 
societies, especially ancient Egypt, Yoruba, Akan, and Zulu. Many schools 
required instruction in kiSwahili and other African languages.

By the turn of the millennium Afrocentric schools had proliferated with 
names like Imhotep, Harambee, Imani, and Sankofa. They had taken names 
that reflected either African personalities or values. Centering children in 
their own historical narrative was meant to suggest the strength of subject 
places for students; they were agents not objects. Mwalimu Shujaa’s Too 
Much Schooling, Too Little Education5 is a key work in this area of Afrocentric 
praxis. Subsequent to the appearance of works on Afrocentric education, Ama 
Mazama and Garvey Musumunu made a classic study on black homeschool-
ing and reported6 that the majority of black homeschoolers chose to teach 
their children at home because they were afraid of white racial domination in 
the curriculum at public schools.

afrocentricity and history

Race and the Writing of History: Riddling the Sphinx by Maghan Keita7 set 
the tone for new thinking about the impact of the Afrocentric movement 
on historiography. Already influenced by the directions of history taken by 
scholars such as Cheikh Anta Diop, Toyin Falola, and others, Keita sought 
to expose the possibilities inherent in historiography. What happens if the 
questions of history are asked from the perspective of the agency of the 
African person? Innovative scholars such as D. Zizwe Poe8 or Christel Tem-
ple9 speak to the nature of a new historiography with a base in politics and 
literature.
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afrocentricity and africology

Africology is a current discipline name for Africana studies, African American 
studies, or African studies. It is defined as the Afrocentric study of African 
phenomena. Afrocentric theories and methods are the substance of Africo-
logical studies. Consequently, Afrocentricity is at the core of Africology. Vic-
tor Okafor wrote Towards an Understanding of Africology10 in an attempt to 
direct readers toward an appreciation of the emergence of the new name of 
the discipline.

afrocentricity and Postmodernism

Postmodernism concentrates on skeptical approaches to art, literature, archi-
tecture, history, and philosophy. As a reaction to assumed certainties, post-
modernism shares with Afrocentricity the criticism of standard interpretations 
of reality. However, Afrocentricity is a critique of domination in a way that 
postmodernism is not because Afrocentricity is both a critique and a con-
struction based on the agency of Africans to recreate and reassert a sub-
ject place. Ana Monteiro-Ferreira drives home the Afrocentric position by 
explaining that Afrocentricity establishes African values and models as new 
pathways to human society.11

chronology of afrocentricity

There are several key moments in the narrative of Afrocentricity as an intel-
lectual movement. While the following are certainly not exhaustive they are 
representative of the activities that have helped to define Afrocentricity.

Cheikh Anta Diop’s African Renaissance: Diop asked, “When shall we speak 
of an African renaissance?” in 1948 in Presence Africain.

Kwame Nkrumah’s “Afro-centric”: In April l964, Kwame Nkrumah as Presi-
dent of Ghana encouraged the Board of the Encyclopedia Africana that “the 
Africana Project must be frankly Afro-centric in its interpretation of African 
history, and of the social and cultural institutions of the African and people of 
African descent everywhere.”12

J.A. Sofala’s African Personality: Sofala’s The African Culture and Personality 
was published in Ibadan in 1973.

The Afrocentric Review: The Afrocentric Review, an African American journal, 
was printed three times in 1973.

Molefi Kete Asante published Afrocentricity: Molefi Kete Asante published 
Afrocentricity: The Theory of Social Change in 1980 as the first comprehensive 
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statement describing and explaining Afrocentricity as a theory of social 
change. This was the first of a quartet of books explicating Afrocentricity. He 
then published The Afrocentric Idea in 1987.

Linda James Myers published Understanding the Afrocentric Worldview in 1988.

Asante published Kemet, Afrocentricity and Knowledge in 1992. And then 
Asante’s The Afrocentric Idea is published by Temple University Press in 
1992, and revised and published in 1998.

Ama Mazama’s Paradigm: Mazama published The Afrocentric Paradigm in 
2003 bringing together some of the leading Afrocentric authors in the first 
collective work of Afrocentric scholars.

An Afrocentric Manifesto: The publication of Asante’s An Afrocentric Mani-
festo rounded off his quartet of books on Afrocentric theory in 2007.

criticisms of afrocentricity

There have been several major attacks and assaults on Afrocentricity by Euro-
centric scholars, some of them black. Eurocentric scholars are considered 
those who believe that Africans should be viewed according to the perspec-
tives of European people. Among the main attackers have been Clarence 
Walker, Mary Lefkowitz, Stephen Howe, and Tunde Adeleke. Walker’s book 
is called Why We Can’t Go Home Again (2001), Lefkowitz’s is Not Out of 
Africa (1997), and Adeleke writes The Case Against Afrocentrism (2009). 
Another work that received some attention is Stephen Howe’s book Afrocen-
trism: Mythical Pasts and Imagined Homes (1998).

All of these books reflect either a misunderstanding of Afrocentricity or 
an attempt to relaunch the Eurocentric domination in knowledge, criticism, 
and literature. The late Basil Davidson, a popular African historian, once said 
that there was a tremendous sense of disbelief about African achievements in 
values, philosophy, and material environments. Davidson’s observations are 
borne out in the condemnations of the conservative critics. They see Afro-
centricity as either a counterpoint to Eurocentricity or a form of racism; it 
is neither. In fact, Eurocentricity is only problematic where it seeks to claim 
universality, otherwise it is a legitimate perspective for people of European 
culture. Afrocentricity does not seek to assert that African people’s cultural 
or social experience is universal; it is just important for Africans to be seen as 
agents in any phenomenon that involves African people.

notes

 1.  Poe (2004: 29).
 2.  Tillotson (2011).
 3.  Monteiro-Ferreira (2014).



16 THE PHILOSOPHY OF AFrOCENTrICITY  241

 4.  Madhubuti and Madhubuti (1991).
 5.  Shujaa, ed. (1994).
 6.  Mazama and Musumunu (2015).
 7.  Keita (2000).
 8.  Poe (2004).
 9.  Temple (2005).
 10.  Okafor (2010).
 11.  Monteiro-Ferreira (2014).
 12.  Birney (2011: 122).

key documents of afrocentric scholarshiP

Agyeman, Opoku. 1997. Pan-Africanism and its Detractors: A Response to Harvard’s 
Race-Effacing Universalists. Lewiston: E. Mellen Press.

Akinyela, Makungu Mshairi. 1996. Black Families, Cultural Democracy and Self-
Determination: An African Centered Pedagogy. PhD. thesis, Pacific Oaks College.

Asante, Molefi Kete. 1980. Afrocentricity: The Theory of Social Change. Buffalo, NY: 
Amulefi Publishing Co.

Asante, Molefi Kete. 1983. The Ideological Significance of Afrocentricity In Intercul-
tural Communication. Journal of Black Studies 14 (1): 3–19.

Asante, Molefi Kete. 1990. Kemet, Afrocentricity, And Knowledge. Trenton, NJ: Africa 
World Press.

Asante, Molefi Kete. 1991a. The Afrocentric Idea in Education. Journal of Negro Edu-
cation 60 (2): 170–180.

Asante, Molefi Kete. 1991b. Afrocentricity and the Human Future. Black Books Bul-
letin 8: 137–140.

Asante, Molefi Kete. 1992a. A reply to the review of My Book Kemet, Afrocentricity 
and Knowledge. Research in African Literatures 23(3): 152–155.

Asante, Molefi Kete. 1992b. African American Studies: The Future of the Discipline. 
The Black Scholar 22 (3): 20–29.

Asante, Molefi Kete. 1993. The Movement Toward Centered Education, The Crisis 
Magazine, April/May 18.

Asante, Molefi Kete. 1996. Are You Scared of Your Shadow? A Critique of Sidney 
Lemelle’s ‘The Politics of Cultural Existence’. Journal of Black Studies 26 (4): 524–533.

Asante, Molefi Kete. 1998. The Afrocentric Idea. Revised. and Expanded. Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press.

Asante, Molefi Kete. 1999. The Painful Demise of Eurocentrism: An Afrocentric 
Response to Critics. Trenton, NJ: Africa World.

Asante, Molefi Kete. 2007. An Afrocentric Manifesto. Oxford: Polity.
Asante, Molefi Kete. 2015. The African Pyramids of Knowledge. New York: Universal 

Write.
Banks, reginald, Aaron Hogue, and Terri Timberlake. 1996. An Afrocentric 

Approach to Group Social Skills Training With Inner-City African American Ado-
lescents. Journal of Negro Education 65 (4): 414–423.

Bekerie, A. 1994. The 4 Corners of a Circle: Afrocentricity as a Model of Synthesis. 
Journal of Black Studies 25 (2): 131–149.

Bernal, Martin. 1996. The Afrocentric Interpretation of History: Martin Bernal replies 
to Mary Lefkowitz. Journal of Blacks in Higher Education. no. 11 (Spring): 86–94.

Birney, Ama. 2011. The Political and Social Thought of Kwame Nkrumah. New York: 
Palgrave.



242  M.K. ASANTE

Blake, Cecil. 1997. Afrocentric Tokens: Afrocentric Methodology in rhetorical Analy-
sis. Howard Journal of Communications 8 (1): 1–14.

Collins, Donald, and Marc Hopkins. 1993. Afrocentricity: The Fight for Control of 
African American Thought. Black Issues in Higher Education 10 (12): 24–25.

Cooksey, B. 1993. Afrocentricity: Will This New Approach to Education Provide the 
Answers to a System Plagued with Inequalities. Journal of Law & Education 22 
(1): 127–133.

Dei, George Sefa. 1994. Afrocentricity: A Cornerstone of Pedagogy. Anthropology & 
Education Quarterly 25 (1): 3–28.

Diop, Cheikh Anta. 1974. The African Origin of Civilization. New York: Lawrence 
Hill.

Dove, Nah. 1998. African Womanism: An Afrocentric Theory. Journal of Black Studies 
28 (5): 515–539.

Early, Gerald. 1994. Afrocentrism: From Sensationalism to Measured Deliberation. 
Journal of Blacks in Higher Education 5: 86–87.

Ekwe-Ekwe, Herbert, and Femi Nzegwu. 1994. Operationalising Afrocentrism. read-
ing: International Institute for Black research.

Falola, Toyin. 2013. The African Diaspora: Slavery, Modernity, and Globalization. 
rochester: University of rochester.

Fitchue, M.Anthony. 1993. Afrocentricity: reconstructing Cultural Values. Black 
Issues in Higher Education 10 (15): 38–39.

Harris, Norman. 1992. A Philosophical Basis for an Afrocentric Orientation. Western 
Journal of Black Studies 16 (3): 154–159.

Henderson, Errol Anthony. 1995. Afrocentrism and World Politics: Towards a New 
Paradigm. Westport, Ct: Praeger.

Hoskins, Linus A. 1992. Eurocentrism vs. Afrocentrism: A Geopolitical Linkage Anal-
ysis. Journal of Black Studies 23 (2): 247–257.

Karenga, Maulana. 2006. Maat: The Moral Ideal in Ancient Egypt. Los Angeles: Uni-
versity of Sakore Press.

Keita, Maghan. 2000. Race and the Writing of History: Riddling the Sphinx. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Kershaw, Terry. 1992. Afrocentrism and the Afrocentric Method. Western Journal of 
Black Studies 16 (3): 160–168.

Keto, C.Tsehloane. 1991. The Africa-Centered Perspective of History: An Introduction. 
Laurel Springs, NJ: K.A. Publishers.

Keto, C.Tsehloane. 1995. Vision, Identity, and Time: The Afrocentric Paradigm and 
the Study of the Past. Dubuque: Kendall/Hunt.

Kifano, Subira. 1996. Afrocentric Education in Supplementary Schools: Paradigm and 
Practice at the Mary Mcleod Bethune Institute. Journal of Negro Education 65 (2): 
209–218.

Longshore, Douglas, Cheryl And Grills, and Kiku Annon. 1998. Promoting recov-
ery from Drug Abuse: An Africentric Intervention. Journal of Black Studies 28 (3): 
319–333.

Madhubuti, Haki, and Safisha Madhubuti. 1991. African-Centered Education: Its 
Value, Importance, and Necessity in the Development of Black Children. Chicago: 
Third World Press.

Mazama, Ama (ed.). 2003. The Afrocentric Paradigm. Trenton: Africa World Press.



16 THE PHILOSOPHY OF AFrOCENTrICITY  243

Mazama, Ama. 1994. The relevance of Ngugi wa Thiong’o for the Afrocentric 
Quest. Western Journal of Black Studies 18 (4): 211–218.

Mazama, Ama, and Garvey Musumunu. 2015. African Americans and Homeschooling: 
Motivations, Opportunities, and Challenges. New York: routledge.

Mclaren, Joseph. 1988. Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s Moving the Centre and Its relevance to 
Afrocentricity. Journal of Black Studies 28 (3): 386–397.

Monteiro-Ferreira, Ana. 2014. The Demise of the Inhuman: Afrocentricity, Modernism, 
and Postmodernism. Albany: State University of New York Press.

Myers, Linda James. 1988. Understanding an Afrocentric World View: Introduction to 
an Optimal Psychology. Dubuque: Kendall/Hunt.

Monges, Miriam Ma’at-Ka-re. 1997. Kush, the Jewel of Nubia: Reconnecting the Root 
System of African Civilization. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press.

Morgan, Gordon D. 1991. Afrocentricity in Social Science. Western Journal of Black 
Studies 15 (4): 197–206.

Okafor, Victor Oguejiofor. 1994. The Functional Implications of Afrocentrism. West-
ern Journal of Black Studies 18 (4): 185–194.

Okafor, Victor. 2010. Towards an Understanding of Africology. Dubuque: Kendall/Hunt.
Perry, robert L., and Alice A. Tait. 1994. African Americans In Television: An Afro-

centric Analysis. Western Journal of Black Studies 18 (4): 195–200.
Poe, Zizwe D. 2004. Kwame Nkrumah’s Contribution to Pan Africanism: An Afro-

centric Analysis. New York: routledge.
richards, Harriet. 1997. The Teaching of Afrocentric Values by African American Par-

ents. Western Journal of Black Studies 21 (1): 42–50.
Sanders, Cheryl J. 1993. Afrocentricity and Theological Education. Journal of Reli-

gious Thought, Fall-Spring 50 (1): 11–26.
Schiele, Jerome H. 1996. Afrocentricity: An Emerging Paradigm in Social Work Prac-

tice. Social Work 41 (3): 284–294.
Schiele, Jerome H. 1994. Afrocentricity: Implications for Higher Education. Journal 

of Black Studies 25 (2): 150–169.
Schiele, Jerome H. 1997. The Contour and Meaning of Afrocentric Social Work. 

Journal of Black Studies 27 (6): 800–819.
Semmes, Clovis E. 1992. Cultural Hegemony and African American Development. 

Westport, Ct: Praeger.
Shujaa, Mwalimu J. (ed.). 1994. Too Much Schooling, Too Little Education: The Para-

dox of Black Life in White Societies. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press.
Temple, Christel. 2005. Literary Pan-Africanism. Durham, NC: Carolina Academic 

Press.
Tillotson, Michael. 2011. Invisible Jim Crow: Contemporary Ideological Threats to the 

Internal Security of Africans Americans. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press.
Van Dyk, Sandra. 1998. Molefi Kete Asante’s Theory of Afrocentricity: The Development 

of a Theory of Cultural Location. PhD. thesis, Temple University.
Warfield-Coppock, Nsenga. 1995. Toward a Theory of Afrocentric Organizations. 

Journal of Black Psychology 21 (1): 30–48.
Winters, Clyde Ahmad. 1998. The Afrocentric Historical and Linguistic Methods. 

Western Journal of Black Studies 22 (2): 73–83.
Winters, Clyde Ahmad. 1994. Afrocentrism: A Valid Frame of reference. Journal of 

Black Studies 25 (2): 170–190.



244  M.K. ASANTE

Wonkeryor, Edward Lama. 1998. On Afrocentricity, Intercultural Communication, 
and Racism. Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press.

Ziegler, Dhyana. 1995. Molefi Kete Asante and Afrocentricity: In Praise and Criticism. 
Nashville: James C. Winston Publisher.

Zulu, Itibari M. 1999. Exploring the African Centered Paradigm: Discourse and Inno-
vation in African World Community Studies. Los Angeles, CA: Amen-ra Theologi-
cal Seminary Press.



CHAPTEr 17

“Black” Philosophy, “African” Philosophy, 
“Africana” Philosophy: Transnational 
Deconstructive and reconstructive 

renovations in “Philosophy”

Lucius T. Outlaw Jr.

For centuries the standard claim of Western practitioners and histori-
ans of philosophical thought was that philosophy was the creation sui gen-
eris of Greek thinkers, of none others on Earth, a legacy that was somehow 
bequeathed to Western Europe and, along with defining and leading the 
“progress of civilization,” has been cultivated and conveyed by Europeans 
across history and geography to other locales where, supposedly, neither civi-
lization nor philosophy existed. Long said to be the manifestation of human 
reasoning at its very best, philosophy, the collective products of such reason-
ing, has been thusly celebrated as the contributions of the most able reasoners 
among humans: the most capable and thoughtful Man of Europe, of Euro-
pean descent, concerning himself with the “highest” matters of life and liv-
ing, of living well. Canonical male European philosophers were, accordingly, 
the epitome of the rational human being, and were so by nature—that is, by 
gender and race—which thus became necessary enabling conditions for being 
able to philosophize properly. Self-serving rationalizations of these notions 
were worked out and perpetrated across the centuries with the aid of a well-
institutionalized idea of a valorized hierarchical “Great Chain of Being,” a 
taxonomic metaphysical and ontological scheme in terms of which all forms 

© The Author(s) 2017 
A. Afolayan and T. Falola (eds.), The Palgrave Handbook of  
African Philosophy, DOI 10.1057/978-1-137-59291-0_17

245

L.T. Outlaw Jr. (*) 
Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN, USA



246  L.T. OUTLAW Jr.

of living being were ordered as to kind or type, by species and race, such that 
each type or kind had a determinate and determining place and value in “the 
order of all things.”1

It was this scheme, aided by other schemas of praxis-guiding considera-
tions comprising what has been identified as “Eurocentrism,”2 that struc-
tured the orientations and practices through which state-sponsored European 
racialist imperialists ventured onto the continent of Africa and initiated cen-
turies-long programs of Settler-colonialism and capture and/or purchase 
of African men, women, and children for relocation to diaspora-creating 
enslavements in Europe and “The New World” of Caribbean islands and 
the land masses they would come to occupy by thievery and genocide and 
rename “The Americas.” Central to these ventures was the denial of the 
humanity of African peoples and their descendants, denials that required elab-
orate rationalizations from those most “able” of European thinkers, among 
them the long-since canonized philosophers Kant, Hegel, Hume.

The enterprise of philosophy, then, was made a handmaiden to racialized 
imperialist colonialism, enslavement, and genocide. Consequently, African 
peoples and their descendants, in endeavoring by whatever means not only 
to survive these holocausts, but to sustain, or recover and rehabilitate, their 
senses of themselves on terms and valorizations that equated with being fully 
“human,” were compelled by historic necessity to philosophize: compelled 
to contend with the meaning of existence—daily, personally, and socially; 
for the moment and with regard to successive generations; and with regard 
to all dimensions of life. And this “philosophizing born of struggle,” as so 
aptly characterized by African American philosopher Leonard Harris, was 
not assigned to a learned few formally trained in the rituals and strategies, 
the agenda-setting and agenda-pursuits, characteristic of the modes of phi-
losophizing that, in Europe and Euro-Americas, became institutionalized and 
canonized within institutions of higher learning supported by governments, 
private funding, and religious orders. rather, across the decades-grown-to-
centuries of colonialism and enslavement, and on into struggles against both 
holocausts that brought the partial successes of the abolition of enslavement 
on various continents and Decolonialization across the continent of Africa, 
African and African-descendant persons waged practical and intellectual 
struggles against the practices guided by philosophies proclaiming their dehu-
manizing inferiority that also justified the need for violence-backed oversight 
and tutelage suitable for their deficient developmental potentialities. Out 
of and continuous with those struggles came the intellectual struggles over 
whether it could be said that African peoples had produced, or could pro-
duce, regimes of thought that satisfied norms for proper philosophical reason-
ing, and whether the same could be said of persons of African descent in the 
diasporas. Thus, the emergence of endeavors on the part of African and Afri-
can-descendant thinkers to make the case for, and provide instances of, phi-
losophizing by African and African-descendant thinkers, and to have the case 
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and the instances recognized and respected as such, especially by the keepers 
of the canon of philosophers and philosophizing.

•
Today the term “Africana philosophy” (“Africana”: persons, peoples, and 

things African and of African descent; by and/or about the same) is increas-
ingly, though still gradually, being used by academic philosophers and other 
knowledge workers to identify, characterize, and to legitimate, as academi-
cally appropriate instances of philosophical effort, a wide range of endeavors 
of speaking and writing by persons African and principally of African descent, 
on the African continent and throughout what is now routinely referred to as 
“the African Diaspora” (constituted by various sites of settlement throughout 
the world of persons and peoples African and of African descent). The term 
is used, as well, to establish that the focal concerns of the thoughtful Black 
folks referred to are of philosophical significance and worthy, therefore, of the 
respectful attention of all who would take philosophizing, professionally and 
otherwise, and Black folks seriously.

These determined efforts, underway for several decades now (though not 
always under the heading of “Africana philosophy”), particularly when con-
ducted self-consciously and with deliberate collaboration, are resulting in the 
development of new formations and communities of discourse within and 
across established disciplines (philosophy and religious studies departments; 
programs, curricula, and organizations in philosophy and other disciplines) 
and relatively new interdisciplinary academic enterprises (Black, African 
American, Africana, diaspora, and ethnic studies programs, departments, 
centers, and institutes). The pioneers and audiences most invested initially 
in these developments and their shaping agendas have been folks of African 
descent primarily, though other folks “of color,” and some white folks, have 
been steady supporters.3 More recently, in the United States of America in 
particular, an increasing number of white graduate students and junior schol-
ars have been giving close attention to Africana philosophy while joining 
and adding to discourses with their own significant offerings of questions, 
 analyses, and other contributions in addition to their presence.4

In the early course of these developments (the 1970s in the United States), 
the predominant professional organizations of philosophers; the academic 
discipline of philosophy in terms of the institutionalized canonical genealo-
gies of historic figures, issues, and texts; the demography and sociocultural 
subworlds of the professoriate and of graduate studies—all became the focus 
of severe critiques by many of the pioneers, and later by many of the more 
recent contributing discussants, of new discourses about and constituting 
Africana philosophy. In fact, such critiques have been a major feature of the 
development of Africana philosophy and were required in order to make 
space in the discipline and the profession for the intellectual and sociolog-
ical presence of Black folks, for their concerns and intellectual praxes. The 
requirement was generated by the compelling need to argue strenuously, 



248  L.T. OUTLAW Jr.

against a great deal of inertial as well as active resistance, that the absence of 
persons African and of African descent in the discipline’s canons was not evi-
dence of their (racially) inherent lack of capabilities for philosophizing at fairly 
and properly determined levels of accomplishment comparable to those of the 
canonic figures all identified as “white.”

These early efforts thus took on the related tasks of vindicating Black folks 
against racist constrictions of their humanity, constrictions of the history of 
their accomplishments as well as of their potentialities and future possibilities, 
by white racial supremacist denials of their abilities to reason “philosophi-
cally” as best modeled, supposedly, by white philosophers. Much effort was 
expended arguing against the racially constrained (and gendered) intellec-
tual and social organization of the discipline of philosophy, and arguing for 
respectful recognition and inclusion of Black thinkers and their articulations 
in the discipline’s canons. Such inclusions, however, would require revisions, 
in some cases rather radical, of how practitioners of professionalized academic 
philosophy were trained to conceive of the discipline in terms of its subject 
matters, methods, criteria of veracity, curricula, the discipline’s origins and 
histories, and, ultimately, the origins and histories of white peoples and their 
accomplishments. In turn, it was hoped, these revisions would (or ought to) 
prompt subsequent revisions to the professional, personal, and social identi-
fications of white folks in the discipline, and beyond, to the extent that these 
identifications have rested on or harbored operative, influential, habituated, 
and thus taken-for-granted “passions, sentiments, and habits” conditioning 
professional and social convictions and praxes that involve substantial invest-
ments in whiteness.5

revisions to identifications were already under way for many of the Black 
folks involved in developing Africana philosophy and setting rationales for 
various agendas. Initial motivations, for many, had come from outside of aca-
demic philosophy: in developments in the Civil rights, Black Power-Black 
Consciousness, Black Nationalist, and Pan-Africanist Movements in the 
United States of America; in anticolonial, national independence, and Pan-
African movements throughout the continent of Africa, the Caribbean, and 
South America. Within the United States, the “politics of identity and recog-
nition” these movements spawned had significant impacts on several cohorts 
of persons of African descent pursuing undergraduate and graduate studies at 
the time, in academic philosophy especially.6

One important consequence was the desire, the need felt, to both draw on 
and contribute to the intellectual resources through which these movements 
were articulated, their agendas set, strategies and tactics determined and acted 
on, and various Black publics mobilized through persuasive rhetoric (“con-
sciousness raising,” “educating the masses”) to engage in and carry on “The 
Struggle.” For a number of the persons engaged in formal studies of aca-
demic philosophy, there was the initial belief that the discipline was a substan-
tial repository of many of the intellectual resources needed to accomplish this 
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transformative work. But, the movements’ challenges to self-understandings 
that were raised by characterizations of a “Black” self to be identified with 
in contradistinction to a troubled “negro” self long crippled by white racial 
supremacy, especially through programs fostering the miseducation of Black 
folks, compelled many to undertake strenuous self-critiques and critiques of 
regimes of white racial supremacy at work in schooling at all levels. The aim 
and spirit of many of the critique-efforts were in service to radical, even revo-
lutionary, reconstructions motivated by passionate commitments to convic-
tions and aspirations grounded in and fueled by notions of Blackness: ideas 
and ideals of passions, sentiments, and habits; of culture-creation and political 
work; of the organization of social and economic life in keeping with norms, 
values, and agendas for life fashioned by and for Black people—that is, Afri-
cans and peoples of African descent—to structure their life-worlds, their histo-
ries and futures. Hence, there was the need to fashion distinctive articulations 
of praxis-guiding understandings by which to shape and guide liberating revi-
sions of more nurturing and sustaining life-worlds and lives of Black folks: 
that is, to engage in the production and articulation of “Black philosophy!”

During these mostly 1970s efforts and developments, the principal media 
and venues for expressing the articulations calling for and expounding Black 
philosophy were papers read at conferences and, after a time, at sessions at 
annual meetings of divisions of the American Philosophical Association (APA) 
organized by the Association’s Committee on Blacks in Philosophy. However, 
one of the earliest conferences was held at the University of Illinois-Chicago 
Circle in 1970. During the following years, several conferences were organ-
ized and hosted by colleagues in Philosophy at Tuskegee Institute (since 
1985 Tuskegee University), often under the thematic heading of “Philosophy 
and the Black Experience.” This theme became the title for a special double 
issue of The Philosophical Forum (Vol. IX, Nos. 2–3, 1977–1978) that was 
guest edited by Jesse McDade (at the time a member of the faculty in Phi-
losophy at Morgan State University in Baltimore, Maryland) and devoted to 
papers presented during a 1976 conference at Tuskegee. During that same 
year, through the efforts of William r. Jones (then on the faculty of the 
Yale University Divinity school and chairman and founder of the first formal 
Committee on Blacks in Philosophy of the APA), a small group of Black aca-
demic philosophers was hosted by the Johnson Foundation at Wingspread, 
the Foundation’s headquarters in racine, Wisconsin, to devote several days 
to concentrated explorations of what properly could and should be meant by 
“Black philosophy,” and what the agenda should be for further developing 
the enterprise.7 Other conferences were hosted at Morgan State University 
during the decade.

An especially noteworthy feature of virtually all of the pioneering confer-
ences was the prominence of academic and non-academic intellectuals and 
scholars working in fields other than philosophy who made presentations 
and joined in the often intense pioneering discussions, among such persons 
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as C.L.r. James and Harold Cruse, both of whom participated in Tuskegee 
conferences. From the very beginning, then, efforts to forge Black thought-
modalities in philosophy were multidisciplinary and decidedly free of the con-
fining (and potentially distorting) intellectual norms and strategies, and of the 
modes of disciplinary social organization, that prevailed in professionalized 
academic philosophy.

Furthermore, the multi- and interdisciplinary enrichments that fertilized 
early endeavors were among some of the more important contributions 
of the pioneers who were, themselves, persons with formal education and 
 training in academic philosophy and other disciplines on which they drew for 
their interventions. For example, William r. Jones and robert C. Williams 
worked in religion and theology as well as in philosophy; Cornel West began 
his teaching career at Union Theological Seminary engaging closely with 
James Cone, one of the pioneers and leading articulators of Black and libera-
tion theologies; and all three enjoyed extensive, fruitful relations with other 
leading thinkers and scholars producing the groundbreaking works of Black 
and liberation theologies as well as with a number of the most influential 
preacher-ministers of the day such as reverend Calvin Butts (Abyssinian Bap-
tist Church, New York City) and reverend Dr. James A. Forbes, Jr. (Union 
Theological Seminary and riverside Church, New York). Each drew on all 
of these resources for contributions to efforts to fashion Black philosophy. 
(Williams was himself a minister, serving several years as Dean of Chapel at 
Fisk University while a member of the University’s faculty in Philosophy and 
religious Studies. And Cornel West is hardly shy about standing in pulpits 
to speak about his prophetic sense of matters having to do with Black folks, 
other peoples and groupings [class, gender, sexual orientation, etc.], and with 
the ways of undemocratic, capitalist U.S.A.)

During the 1980s, this decidedly US-based call-to-intellectual arms for 
“Black philosophy” gave way to “Africana philosophy” as the covering term 
for the various endeavors of critique, revision, and introduction of new fig-
ures and issues of consideration in service to the liberation of folks of African 
descent from restrictions and entanglements of white racial supremacy (and 
the liberation, too, of white folks from the distortions, to themselves and mil-
lions of others, of investments in white racial supremacy). In part, the change 
of terminology was prompted by the need to move beyond agendas and dis-
courses oriented around, and limited by, a term for what, largely, was histori-
cally a US deployment of a color-code referenced to skin color that served as a 
proxy for raciality. In part, the change was prompted by earlier (1960s–1970s) 
developments in other fields of intellectual endeavor as Pan-African con-
cerns and convictions took hold on more than a few. Prideful regard on the 
part of a significant number of persons of African descent who were native 
of and immigrants to the U.S.A. for successful and ongoing African move-
ments for independence from European colonial domination and exploitation 
fueled extensions of racialized historical and cultural identifications to peoples, 
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cultural elements, and political ideas, ideals, and practices on the African con-
tinent (compelling a few even to emigrate to several of what were, at the time, 
the more exciting and promising new African nation-states of Ghana, Nige-
ria, and Tanzania, among others). And the successful holding of the Sixth 
Pan-African Congress8 in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania during July of 1974 was 
a potent boost to the values of investments in Pan-African convictions and 
agendas. More than three hundred official and unofficial delegates, observ-
ers, participants, and interested Black people from the United States attended 
the Congress.9 Their doing so reinforced and fueled even more transnational 
and transcontinental identifications and expressions of solidarity on the part 
of many of them with all peoples African. (“We are all African people!” was a 
frequently invoked declaration during these decades.)

Such identifications and aspirations were made manifest in the terms cho-
sen to identify and characterize—in some cases to revise the identifications 
and characterizations of—the foci and ranges of coverage (of subject matters 
and of geography) of many of the emergent and emerging programs, cent-
ers, institutes, and departments in colleges and universities devoted to stud-
ies of Black folks. Whereas “Black” studies had generally been the favored 
characterizing and identifying term early on (though the Africana Studies 
and research Center at Cornell University set a transcontinental, Pan African 
agenda when established in 1969), increasingly in later years the term was 
replaced with “African-American,” and in other instances with “Africana” 
studies, in the latter case to set the range of the intellectual (and political) 
tasks in keeping with the near global dispersals and living situations of Black 
African and Black African-descended peoples.

So, too, with the shift to “Africana” philosophy. For by the mid-1980s, 
several of the pioneers of the call for, and of efforts to give definitive shape 
and content to, discourses of Black philosophy had been influenced signifi-
cantly by the developments and consequences of what might well be called 
yet another instance of US Black folks’ “turn towards Africa” and towards 
“things African.” Leonard Harris, for example, while earning his Ph.D. in phi-
losophy at Cornell University, pursued studies in Cornell’s Africana Studies 
and research Center. After completing his studies and while developing his 
career, Harris also began (and continues) making frequent experiencing and 
research trips to various African countries (Kenya, Nigeria, Ghana, Ethiopia, 
Eritrea, South Africa), to the Caribbean, and to countries in South America in 
which substantial portions of the populations are persons of African descent. 
These excursions, lived and intellectual, brought him into contact with local 
African and African-descended intellectuals, academics, and scholars, academic 
philosophers among them. The same was the case for a number of other Black 
philosophers in the U.S.A. And such excursions—whether as actual journeys 
taken or vicariously through investments in constructions of the imagination 
by way of engagements with readings, music, art, dance, languages, clothing, 
films, choosing African names for oneself and/or one’s children, and through 
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discursive engagements with persons involved in organizational activities on 
terms that would come to be called “Afrocentric”—would prove to be of 
major significance to more than a few of these philosophers, personally and 
professionally.

Similar developments affected African and African-descended intellectuals 
on the African continent and throughout the African diaspora. For among 
postcolonial developments in a number of the relatively recently independent 
African, Caribbean, and South American countries was the emergence of a 
generation of persons born during the decades just before independence who 
had successfully completed programs of advanced study in academic philoso-
phy (and in theology, literature, and other disciplines), often in the most elite 
institutions in the metropoles of the former colonizing countries. After com-
pleting their studies, many had returned to their home countries and taken 
up posts in educational institutions increasingly administered and led by per-
sons African and of African descent. Soon thereafter, much in keeping with 
agendas to “decolonize the minds” of African students, discussions emerged 
that took up questions that had been prompted by the publication in 1945 
of Bantu Philosophy by the Belgian priest Placide Tempels (who had been 
engaged in missionary work in what then was called the Belgian Congo): 
namely, whether, in truth, the various African peoples had indigenous philos-
ophies, as Temples had claimed was true of Bantu-speaking Africans; whether 
Africans were, in fact, even capable of producing philosophical articulations of 
sufficient quality to merit calling them such.

The discussions of these issues had been intensified and influenced sig-
nificantly by the articulations of a cohort of this same generation who, while 
studying in the capital metropole of France, had taken it upon themselves 
to identify and characterize the essential character or nature of Negro Afri-
cans—their Négritude—that distinguished them from white Europeans.10 The 
intense debates of these and other issues conditioned substantially notions 
of what academic philosophy should be in African institutions, and of what 
service it should be to the continuing work of consolidating the independ-
ence and furthering the modernization of African countries and to the work 
of decolonizing rehabilitation of African psyches and communities. New tra-
ditions of philosophizing, led by indigenous African women and men who 
earned advanced degrees in philosophy, have been established in institutions of 
higher education across continental Africa (Kenya, People’s republic of Benin, 
Uganda, Nigeria, Senegal, South Africa, among others), accompanied and sus-
tained by professional journals, organizations, and conferences and symposia 
that often have transcontinental and international reach and significance.

Other African American academic philosophers, including this writer, 
would undertake similar excursions to those of Harris to partake of these 
developments and to make contacts with a significant number of the new 
generations of African philosophers and other engaged intellectuals, contacts 
that have led to very productive cross-fertilizing relationships. In 1981, for 
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example, I ventured to Nairobi, Kenya to participate in the Second Afro-
Asian Philosophy Conference at the University of Nairobi that featured pres-
entations and discussions by African and other philosophers and intellectuals, 
a conference sponsored by the professional organization of philosophers in 
Kenya and the Inter-African Council of Philosophy, the latter an organiza-
tion whose members were national organizations of professional philosophers 
and other scholars in various African countries.11 During the conference I 
was invited to a meeting of the Council’s Executive Committee (among the 
members present were J. Olubi Sodipo [Nigeria], Kwasi Wiredu [Ghana], 
Paulin Hountondji [People’s republic of Benin], and H. Odera Oruka 
[Kenya], host of the conference) to ask whether the Council and the indi-
viduals present would accept an invitation to travel to the United States to 
participate in a transcontinental, international conference of African and Afri-
can-descended philosophers and other scholars if I were able to raise suffi-
cient funds to host such a gathering. My proposal was warmly received and 
enthusiastically endorsed, for the Council by its Executive Committee, and 
by each of the individuals present. After I returned to the United States, with 
the assistance of several members of the Council’s Executive Committee suf-
ficient funds were raised through support from the National Endowment for 
the Humanities, the rockefeller Foundation, the Fédération International 
des Sociétés de Philosophie (International Federation of Philosophical Socie-
ties or FISP), and the Social Science research Council of New York to host 
the International Conference on Africana Philosophy at Haverford College 
(Haverford, Pennsylvania) during the summer of 1982. Sodipo, Wiredu, 
Hountondji, and Oruka were among the many who ventured to Haverford 
to participate in the historic gathering.

Among the many fruitful engagements and experiences I benefited from 
while at the Nairobi conference and in the city of Nairobi, particularly nota-
ble were my discussions with Hountondji, Wiredu, and Oruka regarding the 
cogency of the idea that it should be concluded that among “traditional” 
African peoples there were, indeed, persons whose reasonings and articula-
tions merited academic philosophers regarding them as worthy instances of 
philosophizing in keeping with expanded senses and criteria of philosophical 
effort emerging from giving respectful, though critical attention to articula-
tions by such persons. At issue were the matters of the historical, sociologi-
cal, and epistemological scope and content of the enterprise being developed 
that we now term “Africana philosophy,” the subfield of African philosophy 
in particular: namely, whether African philosophy should include the articula-
tions of “traditional” African thinkers (that is, persons who lived prior to the 
advent of “modern” formal education in Africa, and those who, subsequently, 
were not among the beneficiaries of such schooling). Hountondji was ada-
mant in saying “No!” to such inclusions; Wiredu, soft spoken in his careful 
thoughtfulness, deciding in the affirmative; and Oruka passionate in joining 
Wiredu in concluding “Yes!” (Oruka would go on to produce pioneering 
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field research and publications along precisely this line of inquiry with his 
studies of “sage philosophy.”12 Wiredu, on his own and while collaborat-
ing with his Ghanaian colleague Kwame Gyekye, would go on to produce 
equally pioneering work on the philosophical articulations and significance of 
instances of thought by Akan thinkers).13

Such discussions did much to reinforce and expand the scope of efforts 
on my part and others’ to contribute to work in the United States to cre-
ate, sustain, and refine discursive ventures devoted to studies and productions 
of philosophical articulations by Black folks. However, in “turning toward 
things African” and finding engagements with continental African thinkers to 
be sources of important learning useful to our efforts, it became increasingly 
clear that organizing the scope of our thinking by terms and notions drawn 
from the racialized contexts of the United States of America was neither suf-
ficient nor appropriate on the whole, though it might be appropriate in some 
cases—say, where the concern might be with the philosophical articulations of 
persons of African descent natives to or immigrants to the United States.

Still, the question of possible linkages of those articulations to the discur-
sive, political, and other life-world endeavors of persons and peoples African 
and/or of African descent elsewhere has had to be raised and explored in 
order to have a full and proper account even of US-based developments. For 
to the extent that notions of Blackness or Africanity were used decisively to 
demarcate the focal human subjects of philosophical discussion, the inquir-
ies, almost by historical necessity—the centuries-long creations of colonized 
continental Africans and of a diaspora of African and African-descended peo-
ples by way of purchase and capture, transport and sale, for enslavement in 
New Worlds—had to grapple with the ways Black folks managed to foster 
the creative adaptations of old, and the creative development and testing of 
new, modalities of thought and praxis by which, as oppressed and exploited 
peoples whose humanity was denied and were made to live social death, they 
not only survived in becoming new peoples in new situations, but nurtured 
ways to sustain senses of human propriety, toward themselves and toward 
their oppressors, and ways, even, to flourish.14 recognizing, respecting, 
and attending critically to these modalities of thought and praxis require a 
broad—that is to say, transcontinental—scope while taking care to attend 
to decisive differences as well as to commonalities and similarities. Africana 
philosophy has become the concept of choice through which to map these 
transcontinental intellectual terrains as well as under which to engage in phi-
losophizing about matters of concern and about persons and peoples African 
and of African descent in particular locales.

It must be noted that the discursive quests of the 1970s and after, whether 
under the heading of “Black philosophy” or “Africana philosophy,” were 
never pursued even primarily only by folks of African descent native to the 
United States of America. From the beginning scholarly thinkers with train-
ing in academic philosophy who were originally from continental Africa were 
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intimately involved, among whom were Ifeanyi Menkiti (Nigeria), John 
Murungi (Kenya), Henry Olela and William Abraham (Ghana) as contrib-
uting pioneers. Others came later and continue to enrich the efforts: Kwasi 
Wiredu (Ghana), Dismas Masolo (Kenya), Segun Gbadegesin (Nigeria), 
Théophile Obenga (Congo, Equatorial Africa), Tsenay Serequeberhan (Eri-
trea), Olúfémi Táíwò (Nigeria), Safro Kwame (Ghana), George Carew (Sierra 
Leone), Nkiru Nzegwu (Nigeria), Ajume Wingo (Cameroon), Souleymane 
Bachir Diagne (Senegal), and Kwame Anthony Appiah (Ghana and Great 
Britain), among many others. And there are the contributions of scholarly 
thinkers of African descent working in academic philosophy and other disci-
plines, and contributing thinkers of significance who were not based in insti-
tutions of higher education, from other regions in the African diaspora, the 
Caribbean and South America in particular: Lewis Gordon (Jamaica); Paget 
Henry (Antigua); roy Martinez (Belize); Anthony Bogues, Charles Mills, 
and Sylvia Wynter (Jamaica); Bernard Boxill (St. Lucia); Kwame Touré (a.k.a. 
Stokeley Carmichael) and C.L.r. James (Trinidad, West Indies); and Wal-
ter rodney (Guyana), among many. Of particular significance, as well, have 
been the fertilizing and motivating works of such influential figures as Mar-
cus Garvey, Oliver Cromwell Cox, Aimé Césaire, Frantz Fanon, Stuart Hall, 
Paul Gilroy, and Orlando Patterson; and the works of particularly notewor-
thy women such as Angela Davis, Joyce Mitchell Cook, Hazel Carby, Patricia 
Williams, bell hooks, Patricia Hill Collins, and Joy James.

Much more needs to be taken into account about the extent to which 
what has come to be considered “philosophical” thought by and about folks 
African and of African descent was articulated by persons a great many of 
whom were not associated with academic philosophy, yet their articulations 
have had, continue to have, very substantial influence on many of the per-
sons working in academic philosophy. In the context of the United States, 
for example, canonical texts by Frederick Douglass (Narrative of the Life 
of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave: Written by Himself, 1845), Anna 
Julia Cooper (A Voice From the South, 1892), Booker T. Washington (Up 
From Slavery, 1901), Alexander Crummell, Ida B. Wells-Barnett (Crusade for 
Justice: The Autobiography of Ida B. Wells), and W.E.B. Du Bois (The Souls 
of Black Folk, 1903) are poignant examples among many. So, too, influen-
tial works by creative writers and essayists such as Margaret Walker (Jubilee), 
richard Wright (Native Son and Black Boy), Gwendolyn Brooks (Blacks), 
ralph Ellison (Invisible Man; Shadow and Act), James Baldwin (Another 
Country, The Fire Next Time), John Oliver Killens (And Then We Heard the 
Thunder, Youngblood), Sam Greenlee (The Spook Who Sat By the Door), Harold 
Cruse (The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual and Reform or Revolution?), and 
many, many others.

In person and/or through their works, these intellectuals, aided by the 
consciousness-raising and self-image transforming work of artists who were 
the initiators and carriers of the Black Arts Movement (including Nikki 
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Giovanni, Sonia Sanchez, Haki r. Madhubuti, Larry Neal, Gwendolyn 
Brooks, Amiri Baraka, A.B. Spellman, Jeff Donaldson, Donald L. Graham, 
and others)15 helped nurture several generations of Negroes into and through 
the transformations of consciousness by which we became Black persons 
among Black peoples. Their contributions were enriched by those of a bevy 
of scholars of an older generation, many of them in colleges and universi-
ties founded to serve Black folks: historians John Hope Franklin, Benjamin 
Quarles, William Leo Hansberry, Lerone Bennett, and Vincent Harding; cre-
ative writers Arnold Bontemps, Sterling Brown, and James Weldon Johnson; 
social scientists Charles S. Johnson, E. Franklin Frazier, ralph Bunche, and 
Oliver Cox; ethnomusicologist John W. Work; artists Aaron Douglas, romare 
Bearden, Jacob Lawrence, and Elizabeth Catlett; musicians John Coltrane, 
Thelonious Monk, Charles Lloyd, Nina Simone, Miles Davis, Aretha Frank-
lin, Sarah Vaughn, and many others.

In summary, the intellectual and artistic productions from these and others 
were additions to centuries-long legacies of culture-creation that have formed 
a complex, fecund mix of intellectual, aesthetic, psychological, emotional, 
and spiritual resources. These were tapped to fuel and to give meaning and 
direction to efforts to form a distinctive field of discursive endeavors rendered 
intelligible in new ways and to new ends, intellectual and sociopolitical, by 
characterizing them as philosophical though decidedly about and in service to 
Black folks, folks African and of African descent.

And the results of these decades of effort?
First, several hard-won modes of professional recognition have been 

achieved in the United States, indicated by:

• The creation and support of a standing Committee on Blacks in Philoso-
phy and newsletter (Newsletter on Philosophy and the Black Experience) 
by the American Philosophical Association, the largest and predominant 
organization of professional, academic philosophers in the United States, 
though recognition had come years earlier from other organizations of 
professional philosophers, particularly the radical Philosophers Associa-
tion, the Society for Phenomenological and Existential Philosophy, and 
from other organizations of researchers, scholars, and teachers such as 
the African Studies Association, the Association for the Study of African 
American Life and History, and the National Council of Black Politi-
cal Scientists, each of which opened its meetings to advocates of Black/
Africana Philosophy;

• The American Philosophical Association adding “Africana Philosophy” 
to its list of recognized fields and subfields, and by opening its divisional 
programs to sessions devoted to explorations in Africana Philosophy;

• Departments of philosophy in colleges and universities adding courses 
on African American and/or African philosophy to their curricula, and 
adding canonical texts by African-descended activist-intellectuals, and 
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more recent texts produced by professional, academic philosophers of 
African descent, to course reading lists;

• Departments of philosophy, and other disciplines, inviting practition-
ers of Africana philosophy to visit classes and to give lectures on subject 
matters in the emerging field;

• Especially, by departments of philosophy conducting searches for and 
hiring, retaining, tenuring, and promoting persons who have made 
Africana philosophy their field of specialization or an area of particular 
 competence;

• The support of the research and scholarship of philosophers, African and 
of African descent especially, who do work in Africana philosophy by 
foundations and governmental agencies that provide fellowship support 
to scholars and teachers (for example, the American Council of Learned 
Societies [ACLS], the rockefeller Foundation, the National Endowment 
for the Humanities, the Social Science research Council, UNESCO 
[United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organization], Fédé-
ration International des Sociétés de Philosophie, the Woodrow Wilson 
International Center for Scholars, and the Fulbright Programs for US 
Scholars and for Visiting Scholars administered by the Council for the 
International Exchange of Scholars); and

• And, after years of earlier refusal and resistance, the recognition by 
acquisition editors and editorial boards at publishers, and by editors of 
journals in philosophy, of the vitality, importance, and opportunities 
offered by Africana philosophy as a field of scholarly discourse and an 
important—and potentially profitable—market with canonical histori-
cal figures and important philosophical issues that, for decades, a great 
many (though not all) of them and their predecessors had disparaged, 
ignored, neglected, or simply not known about. Consequently, what 
began as provocative presentations of papers (the majority of which were 
never published) at sessions of conferences and professional meetings, 
and lectures to audiences often well beyond the mainstream of academic 
philosophy, has gradually evolved into a slowly growing but increas-
ingly more widely recognized and heard number of professional philoso-
phers African and of African descent who are producing a rather steady 
stream of publications (essays in journals, chapters in anthologies, single-
authored essay collections, monographs on particular topics). It must be 
noted that very similar developments have been achieved across the con-
tinent of Africa.)

regarding this last area of recognition: several publishers and persons are 
to be noted for their courage and good sense in cutting against the grain of 
this publishing disdain and ignorance and thus for leading the way in low-
ering invidious barriers to the publication of works by African and Afri-
can-descended philosophers. Among publishers: The Westminster Press, 
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publisher, in 1982, of Cornel West’s Prophesy Deliverance! An Afro-American 
Revolutionary Christianity; Kendall/Hunt, publisher of Leonard Harris’s 
1983 pioneering anthology Philosophy Born of Struggle: Afro-American Philos-
ophy from 1917; Indiana University Press, The University of Wisconsin Press, 
and Temple University Press. Other publishers have followed suit, notably 
Blackwell, Oxford University Press, Wadsworth, routledge, and rowman & 
Littlefield.

At each of these publishers particular editors made affirmative and 
affirming judgments regarding manuscripts and submitted proposals by, 
or requested from, scholars African and of African descent, and argued the 
cases for their publication sufficiently well (often with the assistance of read-
ers of manuscripts who recommended publication) that editorial boards sanc-
tioned publication. Often the works were unorthodox by prevailing criteria 
governing subject matter and themes of philosophizing and audiences to be 
served. One such person is Maureen MacGrogan, formerly acquisition edi-
tor for publishers routledge and roman & Littlefield.16 Another is the late 
Marx Wartofsky, long-time editor of Philosophical Forum, who twice devoted 
the journal to special issues on philosophy and Black experiences, and in both 
cases had the special issue guest edited by knowledgeable and competent phi-
losophers of African descent.

The recognitions, the endeavors recognized, and the growing body of pub-
lished works by practitioners of Africana philosophy have contributed to sub-
stantially increasing and more widely held legitimation of, and respect for, the 
emergent subfields (African philosophy, African American philosophy, Carib-
bean philosophy) now comprising Africana philosophy as a disciplinary field 
within academic philosophy and, thus, to greater legitimation of and respect 
for its practitioners. The same follows, too, for the apprenticing graduate stu-
dents, course-taking undergraduate and graduate students, interested and con-
tributing colleague teacher–scholars in other disciplines (law, political science, 
English and literary criticism, African American/Africana studies, history, reli-
gious studies, theology, sociology, music, fine art), and for interested persons 
in various lay publics who engage in reading and drawing on published works 
of Africana philosophy for their own scholarly purposes, and who attend lec-
tures and conferences and discuss focal figures and issues with others.

Furthermore, with more recognition, respect, legitimation, and growing 
audiences, publishers have been making more investments in the enterprise, 
including by supporting the publication of major resource collections17 and 
the publication of a special-focus series, such as “Africana Thought: The 
World of Black Philosophy”18 launched by routledge and edited by Lewis r. 
Gordon (Philosophy, University of Connecticut) and Paget Henry (Africana 
Studies and Sociology, Brown University). There is now, as well, a seemingly 
self-sustaining international journal, Philosophia Africana: Analysis of Philoso-
phy and Issues in Africa and the Black Diaspora, founded and edited until his 
death by Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze (Philosophy, DePaul University).
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The Companion series volumes, which bring together into one ready-to-
hand resource a host of important previously published and new essays and 
revised conference presentations, along with the Africana Thought series and 
the journal, when combined with a sizeable stream of articles, book chap-
ters, and books that have been published during the last two decades, make 
for a now rather respectable body of works in Africana Philosophy that have 
been put out by publishers in English-speaking Europe and North America. 
However, when the writings on subjects of Africana philosophy by African 
philosophers and other scholars are taken into account that have been, and 
are, published on and distributed within the African continent (Egypt, Kenya, 
Ethiopia, Nigeria, Senegal, Benin, Eritrea, Ivory Coast, Uganda, Democratic 
republic of the Congo, Tanzania), and published in Europe but distributed 
within Africa and Europe, in English and other languages (Arabic, Amharic, 
French, German, Cushitic languages), it has to be recognized that the literary 
resource base of Africana philosophy is now quite substantial and growing. 
These widely dispersed and varied literary resources make for a compelling 
need—and opportunity—for the production of tools such as comprehen-
sive annotated bibliographies to support national and international research 
and scholarship and to enrich understandings of the international reach and 
dimensions of the enterprise of Africana philosophy.

Even more legitimacy and respect have and will be gained as new cohorts 
of teacher–scholars have been and are being produced and hired by institu-
tions higher up in the ranking-orders of US colleges and universities wherein 
they create and publish new works in Africana philosophy while also contrib-
uting through teaching, public lectures, conference presentations, profes-
sional meetings, and civic engagements. And with the enhanced legitimation 
and respect that come with publication (of no small significance to teacher–
scholars having to face evaluation for retention, tenure, and promotion), and 
with increased exposure through the creation and nurturing of larger and 
more diverse audiences (through college and university courses, especially, as 
well as through lectures and conferences), there will be the reciprocal effects 
of creating desires and needs for more critically enhanced articulations, the 
motivations to produce them, and the rewards of producing them.

However, it should be expected that these developments, in the United 
States in particular, will very likely be complicated by the greater racial and 
ethnic diversity of practitioners who enter the discursive field of Africana Phi-
losophy and make contributions even as the landscapes of intellectual and 
academic fields of discourse continue to diversify thematically and methodo-
logically as the sociocultural variety of practitioners becomes more complex 
as the US population as a whole—and, concomitantly, the demography of 
the faculties and student bodies of the country’s colleges and universities—
become more diverse racially and ethnically. Of course, these developments 
will generate challenges and changes within Africana philosophy and among 
practitioners, many of which cannot be anticipated or predicted.
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Though some can. Already, increasing numbers of differentiating clusters 
of efforts are emerging as practitioners continue to forge conceptual move-
ments beyond the high-level gathering power of the foundational ordering 
and normative notions of African, African American, and even Africana to 
lower-level delimiting foci more appropriate for exploring the articulations 
and related historical and cultural life-worlds of particular African and/or 
African-descended peoples within and across particular geographic regions. 
For example, explorations of the conceptual schemes, articulations, and life-
world praxes of the Akan people19 as one contribution to endeavors com-
prising work in African philosophy where the initial delimiting/organizing 
geographic focus is continental Africa, but further delimited by attending to 
a particular ethnic group. It is to be hoped that many more such people or 
group focused studies will be undertaken, in some cases taking up and con-
tinuing controversial explorations that were initiated decades ago by ethnog-
raphers and anthropologists, as well as, later, by academic philosophers, that 
were disparaged by some as “ethnophilosophy” and thus not appropriate 
instances of academic philosophy.

Another example: explorations of articulations by various persons of Afri-
can descent native to geopolitical situations in the Caribbean (such as the 
rather recent founding of the Caribbean Philosophical Association and the 
hosting of philosophy conferences in the region (e.g., “Conceptualising Phi-
losophy, Conversations I: Cave Hill Philosophy Symposium” (CHIPS) 2005, 
University of West Indies, Cave Hill Campus, March 31–April 1).20 It is to 
be expected that these differentiations of foci by geopolitical, geo-cultural 
regions will continue with interesting and fruitful results and challenging con-
sequences. For with differentiations and the highlighting of differences will 
come tensions and strains.

In the near term, one concern will be whether the notion Africana will 
continue to have cogency as a gathering concept—for whom, and to what 
ends—or whether it will be displaced by similar or decidedly dissimilar 
notions. Will there be a compelling need to continue to seek the sociopoliti-
cal, intellectual, and knowledge-producing consequences of a philosophical 
anthropology that sees virtue in life-worlds formed and sustained, in large 
part, by culture-making descent-groupings identified and self-identifying, 
and valorized, positively and negatively, through complicated notions of geo-
graphically inflected raciality and ethnicity? Or, will such concerns become 
philosophically and politically anachronistic, at best, while attending to the 
life-worlds of folks African and of African descent devolves to historians as 
contemporary and future engaged intellectuals and scholars, philosophers 
among them, focus attention and energies on building and sustaining life-
worlds, identities, and futures out of meanings that neither define nor are 
defined by the geographical origins of people-groupings of races, ethnie, 
nations, and nation-states? Moreover, it should be expected that more critical 
studies will be produced—new subjects broached, new questions asked—as 
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the aspirations, assumptions, and commitments of previous generations of 
scholars give way to those of later generations confronting their own histori-
cal challenges.

Among the critical issues overdue for attention are those having to do 
with African and African-descended women. To date, developments com-
prising Africana philosophy have involved embarrassingly and irresponsibly 
too little focus on the histories, needs, concerns, and articulations of these 
women21 even though a number of Black women have been and are involved 
as pioneers and as contributors otherwise, a significant number of whom have 
degrees in academic philosophy. Already mentioned for the context of the 
United States of America are: Joyce Mitchell Cook (the first African-Amer-
ican woman to receive a Ph.D. in philosophy in the United States and who 
merits a biographical monograph), Blanche radford-Curry, Angela Davis, Joy 
James, Michelle Moody-Adams, and Nkiru Nzegwu. There are others: Anita 
Allen-Castellitto, Kathryn Gines, Barbara Hall, Devonya Havis, Claudette 
Jones, Barbara McKenney, Desiree Melton, Adrian Piper (a widely recognized, 
highly acclaimed artist, as well), Jacqueline Scott, La Verne Shelton, Georgette 
Sinkler, Jennifer Vest, Yolanda Wilson, and others, with still more in the grad-
uate pipeline. Whether these women, those in positions in departments of phi-
losophy and other units in colleges and universities in particular, will further 
develop feminists and/or womanist pathways in Africana philosophy remains 
to be seen.

Angela Davis is already leading the way with her Women, Race & Class 
(1983), Women, Culture & Politics (1990), and Blues Legacies and Black Fem-
inism: Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, Bessie Smith, and Billie Holiday (1999).22 So, 
too, Joy James, with her insightful and provocative critical work Transcending 
the Talented Tenth: Race Leaders and American Intellectualism (1996) and 
her Shadowboxing: Representations of Black Feminist Politics (1992), among 
other important writings, is also leading the way.

However, as was noted at the outset, a great many very important articula-
tions construed as philosophical and included in Africana philosophy, along 
with articulations by persons with degrees in academic philosophy, were pro-
duced by persons without advanced degrees in philosophy (or no degrees at 
all). This includes a number of very important articulations by several Black 
women already mentioned, including bell hooks (Ain’t I a Woman: Black 
Women and Feminism [1999], Teaching to Transgress [1994], and Femi-
nism is For Everyone: Passionate Politics [2000] among many publications); 
Patricia Hill Collins, (Fighting Words: Black Women and the Search for Jus-
tice (Contradictions of Modernity) [1998]; Black Feminist Thought: Knowl-
edge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment [2000]; Black Sexual 
Politics: African-Americans, Gender, and the New Racism [2005]); writings 
by one of the pioneers of Critical race Theory in legal studies, Patricia Wil-
liams (Alchemy of Race and Rights [1992] and Seeing a Color-Blind Future: 
The Paradox of Race [1998]); writings by Kimberly Crenshaw, another 
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pioneering critical theorist of racial matters in law and jurisprudence who 
edited the important collection Critical Race Theory: The Key Writings that 
Formed the Movement (1995); work by literary critic Hortense Spillers (Black, 
White, and in Color: Essays on American Literature and Culture [2003]; and 
Conjuring: Black Women, Fiction, and Literary Tradition (Everywoman), 
coedited with Marjorie Pryse [1985]).

To be added to these are an abundance of novels and essays by Black 
female creative writers, several of whom have achieved well-deserved criti-
cal acclaim: Toni Morrison, obviously, and Alice Walker; the brilliant, poign-
ant, and controversial Zora Neale Hurston (Their Eyes Were Watching God); 
master of science fiction writing Octavia Butler; and anthologizing and other 
contributions by womanist scholar Beverly Guy-Sheftall (Words of Fire: An 
Anthology of African-American Feminist Thought [1995] and, with Johnnetta 
B. Cole, Gender Talk: The Struggle for Women’s Equality in African American 
Communities [2003]).

Also in need of careful consideration by practitioners of Africana philos-
ophy is the emergent work of Black female (and male) theologians, espe-
cially works of the “womanist” persuasion, such as writings by Katie Cannon 
(Katie’s Canon: Womanism and the Soul of the Black Community [1997]); 
renita Weems (Just a Sister Away: Understanding the Timeless Connection 
Between Women of Today and Women in the Bible [2005]; Listening for God: A 
Minister’s Journey Through Silence and Doubt [2000]); and Delores Williams 
(Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk [1995]), who 
is the widow of deceased pioneer of African American/Africana philosophy 
robert C. Williams.

All of these and compatriot writings by Black women—in the USA, across 
the African continent, and throughout the African Diaspora—must be taken 
up and considered carefully and critically by practitioners of Africana phi-
losophy, enhanced by the contributions of Black women scholars in com-
plementary disciplines such as the contributions of historians Darlene Clark 
Hine (Black Women in America, 3 vols. [2005]) and Evelyn Higginbotham 
(Righteous Discontent: The Women’s Movement in the Black Baptist Church, 
1880–1920 [2006 reprint]). This should be done for personal edification as 
well as to enlarge and strengthen shared understandings as philosophers and, 
thereby, to enlarge, appropriately, the scope and content of the field. For I am 
firmly convinced that education in academic philosophy, at both undergradu-
ate and graduate levels, is much too impoverished by the lack of studies of 
women and other long-neglected subjects, but also by the absence of broad 
and deep, historically informed, complementary groundings in a number of 
the social sciences (sociology, history, anthropology, political-economics) and 
humanities (religion, literature, art) and/or cultural studies more broadly. 
Giving focal attention to issues and works by and regarding women African 
and of African descent would be a challenging and rewarding way of educat-
ing ourselves—those of us with such needs—out of our ignorance and help 
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prepare us to better educate our students. This is a line of development that 
must be taken up, soon, to give better balance and promise to the future of 
Africana philosophy.

Yet another concern regarding the future of the enterprise: Will Africana 
philosophy continue as an enterprise conditioned, even guided, by “Afrocen-
tric” concerns and convictions? The passionate insistence that knowledge pro-
duction, validation, and mediation by and about and to Black peoples should 
be epistemologically and politically “Afrocentric”—that is, centered in and on 
as well as focused on the values, interests, needs, and agendas of folks Afri-
can and of African descent—continues to be a definitive position advocated 
vociferously and worked at continuously by Molefi Kete Asante, one of the 
most widely recognized and highly productive of proponents of this chal-
lenging orientation to knowledge work.23 Others, of course, have been, and 
others continue as, contributors to this multifarious collection of intellectual, 
academic, cultural, and political aspirations, organizations, movements, and 
 institutions.

Along with Asante, one of the more important of these contributors is 
Maulana Karenga,24 who holds terminal degrees (Ph.D.) in both Ethics and 
Political Science. And while he, more than Asante, has on occasion joined 
African and African-descended academic philosophers in conference gather-
ings to debate and otherwise work through challenging ideas and concepts, 
and intellectual and sociopolitical/cultural programs, strategies, and tactics, 
both Karenga and Asante have pursued their considerably productive and 
influential knowledge work and other engagements outside of the associa-
tions of academic philosophers. Nonetheless, both of these passionately and 
continuously engaged and deeply committed activist–researchers, teacher–
scholars, and public intellectuals continue to have wide-ranging influence 
on knowledge work and cultural life, and not just on Black folks. To a large 
extent, and in many ways, these two are exemplary of activists who came 
of age (and of Black self-consciousness) during the Black Power/Cultural 
Nationalist movements of the 1960s–1980s, and beyond, and remain two 
of the movements’ most articulate and productive scholar–intellectuals. The 
emergence and evolution of Black philosophy into still evolving Africana phi-
losophy have not been unaffected by Asante, Karenga, and a number of their 
compatriots and intellectual–political progeny.

To what extent will this continue to be the case? Will there be much 
more willful and mutually beneficial cooperative engagements between phi-
losophers African and of African descent in colleges and universities studying 
and working in departments of philosophy (and in Black/African American/ 
Africana studies programs, departments, centers, and institutes) and philoso-
phizing Afrocentric scholar–intellectuals some of whom are academics, some 
not, as some of us hope and advocate? This remains to be seen. (A place to 
watch: Temple University in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, where Asante is 
based in the Department of African American Studies for which he served 
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for many years as founding chairperson and was the first such department to 
offer studies in African American studies leading to the Ph.D. degree.) More 
robust and continuous collaboration of this kind is long overdue. Circum-
stances, I suspect, in addition to the willful decisions of key persons, will force 
the matter to the fore.

Presently, there is neither a predominate organization of national or inter-
national scope that includes most practitioners of Africana philosophy and 
sets agendas for the work engaged in; nor no one or two persons whose 
articulations set the agenda and serve as the authoritative model for Africana 
philosophy; no international organization of person(s) that regularly leads 
the way in bringing together from across the African continent and the Afri-
can Diaspora philosophically minded scholars who are African and of African 
descent, and those not so, who are contributors to the enterprise. It remains 
to be seen whether aspiring academic entrepreneurs of African philosophy, 
of Africana philosophy generally; of critical studies of women and gender; of 
raciality and ethnicity; and of Afrocentric knowledge production, across vari-
ous fields and disciplines, will be successful in their efforts to position them-
selves and/or their institutional bases and organizations, their publishing 
efforts, as de facto and subsequently recognized definitive leaders among par-
ticipants, sites, and media in these otherwise-dispersed and democratic (some 
more, some less) discursive enterprises; or whether there will continue to be 
multiple sites of production, multiple modes of articulation, multiple agendas, 
with serious doubts about how well African and African-descended peoples, 
and others, are served.

The history of recently emergent intellectual endeavors sharing a common-
alty of motivations and of being guided, more or less, by high-level notions 
of and investments in “Africana” philosophizing has been characterized by 
diversities not yet fully explored (gender, sexual orientation, class differentia-
tions, ethnicity, and national identities are among the diversities). It is to be 
hoped, then, that the explorations will not only continue but will be intensi-
fied and expanded through internationally coordinated disciplined work; and 
that the diversities will be appreciated and studied carefully as reservoirs of 
creative adaptations by folks African and of African descent to the exigencies 
of getting on in a challenging world of diverse life-worlds, adaptations infused 
with thoughtfulness—that is, with philosophizing—of various kinds that are 
accorded ever more respectful critical study by serious thinkers. It is hoped 
that this chapter will contribute to just such an unfolding.

notes

 1.  For the seminal account of the “unit idea” of “The Chain of Being,” see 
 Lovejoy (1976).

 2.  See Amin (2010).
 3.  The following are but some of the persons of African descent in academic, 

professional philosophy who have been pioneers of Africana philosophy in 
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the United States: robert C. Williams, Max Wilson, Broadus N. Butler, 
and Charles Frye—all deceased; richard McKinnon, Leonard Harris, Joyce 
 Mitchell Cook, Albert Mosley, Berkeley Eddins, Ifeanyi Menkiti, Laurence  
M. Thomas, La Verne Shelton, Howard McGary, Lancinay Keita, Bernard 
Boxill, Blanch radford Curry, Dwight Murph, William r. Jones, Cornel West, 
J. Everett Green, robert Cheemooke, Tommy Lott; joined later by Frank 
Kirkland, John Pittman, Lewis Gordon, and Paget Henry (the latter crossing 
over from sociology). Also of decisive significance have been the nurturing, 
sustaining, “midwifery” contributions of Alfred Prettyman.

 4.  Anna Stubblefield and Judith Green are two of several white philosophers 
 making Africana philosophy an area of focus of their work. See, for example, 
Stubblefield (2005).

 5.  For Alexis de Tocqueville’s discussion of what I term the “social causality” of 
Anglo-Americans’ passions, habits, and sentiments, important constitutive ele-
ments of what he termed Anglo-Americans’ “social state,” see Chap. 3, “Social 
State of the Anglo-Americans,” in Tocqueville (2000): “The social state is 
ordinarily the product of a fact, sometimes of laws, most often of these two 
causes united; but once it exists, one can consider it as the first cause of most 
of the laws, customs, and ideas that regulate the conduct of nations; what it 
does not produce, it modifies.” (Democracy in America, 45). For an insightful 
and critical discussion of “investments in whiteness,” see Lipsitz (1998).

 6.  On the “politics of identity and recognition,” see Taylor (1994).
 7.  Participating in the Wingspread gathering were William r. Jones, robert C. 

Williams, Leonard Harris, Joyce Mitchell Cook, Howard McGary, and this 
writer.

 8.  First Pan-African Congress: Paris, 1912; the Second Pan-African Congress, 
held in 1921, met in three sessions (London, Brussels, Paris); the Third Pan-
African Congress was held in London (and Lisbon) in 1923; the Fourth Pan-
African Congress was held in New York in 1927; the Fifth Congress was held 
in Manchester (England) during 1945. (See “Pan-Africanism,” by Kwame 
Anthony Appiah (1999); and British Broadcasting Corporation, “The Story of 
Africa: Between World Wars (1914–1945),” (http://www.bbc.co.uk/world-
service/africa/features/storyofafrica/13chapter5.shtml).

 9.  I was an invited Observer in the delegation from the Unites States and cer-
tainly shared the sense of, the hope for, transcontinental (and transhistorical) 
identification and solidarity to be gained and/or reinforced by the agenda and 
engagements of the Congress.

 10.  See, for example, Nesbitt (1999).
 11.  For works presented during this conference see Oruka and Masolo (1983).
 12.  See Oruka (1990).
 13.  Gyekye and Wiredu (1992).
 14.  On the poignant matter of “social death,” see Patterson (1982).
 15.  Black Fire: An Anthology of Afro-American Writing (1968), edited by Leroi 

Jones [Amiri Baraka] and Larry Neal, is a seminal collection of writings by 
makers of the Black Arts and Black Consciousness/Black Power Movements.

 16.  routledge and roman & Littlefield are the publishers of my two books, the 
former of On Race and Philosophy (1996), the latter of Critical Social Theory in 
the Interests of Black Folks (2005), and Maureen MacGrogan was my routledge 
editor.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/africa/features/storyofafrica/13chapter5.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/africa/features/storyofafrica/13chapter5.shtml
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 17.  Significant examples of major resource collections are Blackwell Publisher’s 
additions to its “Companions to Philosophy” series: A Companion to African 
Philosophy, edited by Kwasi Wiredu (2004), and A Companion to African-
American Philosophy, edited by Tommy L. Lott and John P. Pittman (2003). 
Also significant here is Blackwell Publisher’s additions to its “Critical reader” 
series: Cornel West: A Critical Reader, edited by George Yancy (2001), and 
Fanon: A Critical Reader, edited by Lewis r. Gordon, T. Denean Sharlpey-
Whiting, and renée T. White (1996).

 18.  Works published in the routledge series include Henry (2000), Gordon 
(2000), Johnson (2003), and Bogues (2003).

 19.  See Gyekye (1995).
 20.  For a wealth of information and resources regarding Caribbean philosophy, see 

the section of the Website PHILWEB: Philosophy resources On- & Off-line 
at http://humanities.uwichill.edu.bb/rLWClarke/PhilWeb/regions/Carib-
bean/Caribbean.htm.

 21.  An exception in this regard is George Yancy’s edited collection African-
American Philosophers: 17 Conversations (1998) in which Yancy, through inter-
views, dialogued with seven women philosophers of African descent: Angela Y. 
Davis, Adrian M.S. Piper, Michele M. Moody-Adams, Anita L. Allen, Naomi 
Zack, Joy James, and Joyce Mitchell Cook. Yancy was able to focus on the per-
sonal histories, needs, and concerns of women philosophers of African descent 
as articulated in their own words.

 22.  For other writings by Davis, see The Angela Y. Davis Reader edited by James 
(1998).

 23.  See, for example, among many writings on the subject by Molefi K. Asante 
(1980, 1987, 1990).

 24.  Among many works of significance by Karenga contributing to what may accu-
rately be called instances of his “Afrocentric” knowledge production see, for 
example, Karenga (2002, 2003); and Karenga and Carruthers (1986).
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CHAPTEr 18

Between Africa and the Caribbean: The Nature 
of Afro-Caribbean Philosophy

Clevis Headley

The most important event so far, I would think, in my life, to have gone there [to Africa] 
and to suddenly, no, not suddenly, slowly, realize that what I was seeing there in Ghana is 
what I had known back in Barbados …. I began to say, I know this thing, I know this and 

I began to re-connect the Caribbean with the African experience. Kamu Brathwaite
Victor Chang—Three Caribbean Poets on Their Work (1993), 11–12.

This chapter critically examines the presence of Africa within Afro-Caribbean 
philosophy, and defends an intertextual conception of Afro-Caribbean phi-
losophy. Furthermore, it pursues this task in an unorthodox manner, mean-
ing that certain tensions will be deliberately introduced in order to reflect the 
contestability of the relationship of Africa to Afro-Caribbean philosophy. In 
accordance with the anticipated theoretical instability of Africa in the context 
of Afro-Caribbean philosophy, I will be utilizing a both/and rather than an 
either/or logic to pursue the task at hand. Indeed, the very notion of in–
betweenness is of major theoretical and analytical significance in investigat-
ing the phenomenological implications of Africa’s relation to Afro-Caribbean 
philosophy. To think Africa in-between Afro-Caribbean philosophy is to 
investigate the dynamics of the affectivity of the zone of influence connecting 
Africa and Afro-Caribbean philosophy. Hence, to think the in-between is to 
move beyond traditional exclusionary identity logic. This exclusionary way of 
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thinking fails to accommodate the epistemological and ontological challenges 
posed by the in-between.

The in-between, in the context of Africa in-between Afro-Caribbean phi-
losophy, challenges us to eschew absolutist and essentialist ways of thinking. 
The in-between challenges us to think Africa in terms of degrees of Being—as 
at once presence and absence, although neither one exclusively. This way of 
thinking is not contradictory or paradoxical but challenges us to embrace the 
very difference (and even indeterminacy) that is the intensive energy/force 
propelling the flow of Being. The in-between sanctions a logic of nuances, 
meaning differentiation. In this context, we must contend with difference as 
quality. Here, we should not think in terms of how much of Africa must be 
present in order to invoke its presence. Indeed, thinking within the logic of 
difference as quality, we are now able to think Africa as becoming, change, 
invention, and never as a static entity but as always in process, in movement.

theorizing the middle Passage

I want to initiate the proceeding discussion by foregrounding it with a discus-
sion that is highly relevant to the issue of Africa in-between Afro-Caribbean 
philosophy. In this context, we are immediately confronted with critically 
assessing Africa’s presence or absence in the Caribbean—the survivabil-
ity or nonsurvivability of Africa within the collective consciousness of Afro-
Caribbean people. This consideration also brings to mind the issue of the 
Middle Passage not only as a physical space but its symbolic resonance as 
marking the beginning of the erasure of Africa, the physical and psychologi-
cal brutality whose intended target was a complete unmaking and erasure of 
Africa for Afro-Caribbean subjects.

Elaine Scarry, in her The Body In Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the 
World,1 calls attention to the effectiveness of pain in shattering language. 
Scarry argues that the primarily goal of torture is not the inflicting of physical 
pain. rather, torture is the inflicting of physical pain to achieve other ends, 
namely, the undoing or unmaking of the victim’s world. She writes:

Whatever pain achieves, it achieves in part through its unsharability, and it 
ensures this unsharability through its resistance to language…. Physical pain 
does not simply resist language but actively destroys it, bringing about an 
immediate reversion to a state anterior to language, to the sounds and cries a 
human being makes before language is learned.2

Accordingly, torture’s true objective is to inflict pain in order to destroy the 
victim’s normative world, as well as the victim’s ability to construct shared 
realities. Torture, then, is world-destroying. And since torture is world-
destroying, this claim facilitates the immediate question of whether the expe-
rience of the Middle Passage and slavery functioned as forms of pain and 
trauma that destroyed Africa as a normative universe for Afro-Caribbean 
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subjects or whether Afro-Caribbean subjects were successful in sustaining 
existential faith in Africa as a normative universe over the material world of 
death, torture, exploitation, and pain. Again, we must confront the logic of 
the in-between, and must surrender to the paradoxicality of the Middle Pas-
sage as, in the words of Glissant, the abyss. Consistent with Glissant’s view, 
we must think the abyss as “a realm of the unknown and zone of nonbeing 
that paradoxically is a source of knowledge and world-building.”3

Similarly, Michelle Wright has recently confronted the complexity of criti-
cally working through the connection of Africa and people of African descent 
in the New World. Wright makes extensive use of the notion of a Middle 
Passage epistemology. While it has long since been an established scholarly 
practice to theorize about people of African descent in the New World by iso-
lating the Middle Passage as indicative of a filial relation between Africa and 
the New World, Wright argues that this entrenched assumption is no longer 
justifiable, precisely because the Middle Passage epistemology mistakenly 
links Africa to the New World through a progressive and linear relationship 
that sustains a homogeneous and essentialist Blackness. The uncritical urge 
to establish a linear chain of events connecting Africa and the New World 
sustains a monolithic notion of Blackness that is foundationally grounded 
in African history and culture. Wright critically assaults this Middle Passage 
epistemology and argues for a quantum Blackness, meaning, a conception 
of Blackness that is not beholden to the idea of an African past, but that is 
reflective of the multiple and heterogeneous elements constituting a post-
modern Blackness or, rather, a New World Blackness.

Wright puts into juxtaposition the idea of Blackness as historically 
grounded in a stable African past and a conception of Blackness emergent in 
present time or the “now” and not a distant Africa. Wright states:

Bringing together Blackness as constructed and Blackness as phenomenological 
is not as difficult as it might first appear, because both modes comprise notions 
of space and time, or ‘spacetime.’ Our constructs of Blackness are largely histori-
cal and more specifically based on a notion of spacetime that is commonly fit-
ted into a linear progress narrative, while our phenomenological manifestations 
of Blackness happen in what I term Epiphenomenal time, or the ‘now,’ through 
which the past, present, and future are always interpreted…. Epiphenomenal 
time does not preclude any and all causality: only a direct, or linear, causality. In 
other words, the current moment, or ‘now,’ can certainly correlate with other 
moments, but one cannot argue that it is always already the effect of a specific, 
previous moment.4

Clearly Wright seeks to debunk an appeal to Blackness as causally depend-
ent upon a prior history, namely, African history. She demands a Blackness 
untethered from a historical Africa, a Blackness not anchored in a linear pro-
gress narrative. More specifically, Wright challenges us to move beyond a 
notion of Blackness beholden to the Middle Passage epistemology narrated 
in the
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theme of overcoming obstacles through struggle (or ‘uplift’), with the defin-
ing aspect of contemporary Black collective histories focusing primarily on slav-
ery (Middle Passage histories), European colonization (Postcolonial histories), 
or the dominance of ancient African civilizations (Afrocentric histories). These 
themes [are problematic for two reasons: they] create either a linear progress 
narrative or, when reversed (as in Afropessimism), a reverse linear narrative indi-
cating that no Black progress has been made because of the continued oppres-
sion by white Western hegemonies that began with slavery, moved through 
colonialism, and now deploy an array of cultural, political, economic, and 
military power through social and governmental technologies to keep Blacks 
not only as subaltern—those who are subordinated by power—but also as the 
(white) Western Other.5

Wright directly confronts the issue that concerns us in this chapter, namely, 
the entangled and complex spacetime of Africa in-between Afro-Caribbean 
philosophy. Wright invites us to rethink this indeterminate spacetime differ-
ently, outside the traditional categories of linear space and time, causality, and 
historical continuity. This chapter argues that Afro-Caribbean philosophy and 
the Afro-Caribbean intellectual tradition have already problematized the Mid-
dle Passage epistemology that Wright seeks to displace.

Quickly reviewing Edouard Glissant’s take on this issue, we see that Glis-
sant directly confronts the challenge of critically thinking through the phe-
nomenon, the spacetime of Africa in-between Afro-Caribbean philosophy. 
Glissant does not approach this issue in simplistic terms, but instead compli-
cates the logic of this in-between relation. I want to initiate my discussion of 
Glissant by underscoring the fact that he does not read the Middle Passage in 
term of a linear, progressive time. Prior to Wright, Glissant already construed 
the Middle Passage as a break with Newtonian time. As Drabinski writes:

[T]ime is fundamentally transformed – to the point of curvature – by the Mid-
dle Passage. By the curvature of time, Glissant… wants to make an absolute 
break with those models of sequentiality that dominate the European model of 
trauma and loss.6

In Caribbean Discourse,7 Glissant employs the concept of reversion (return) 
and the concept of diversion (detour). These two concepts denote two strate-
gies available for working through the existential estrangement of Caribbean 
peoples from Africa. reversion (return), according to Glissant, refers to the 
phenomenon of craving to return to the land of origin (Africa). Alternatively, 
diversion (detour) is not alienation from a former culture but, rather, the 
creative incorporation of a former culture within the normative structures of 
a new culture. The former culture remains normatively instructive in creat-
ing structures of existence capable of sustaining survival under new circum-
stances. A paradigmatic case of diversion is Creole, the creation of a new 
language where a former language is structurally integrated into a dominant 
language to produce a new language. Now consistent with the idea of think-
ing in-between and avoiding either/or exclusionary thinking, Glissant does 
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not privilege either reversion or diversion as being uniquely effective. Indeed, 
both strategies must mutually infuse each other. Both must engage in an eth-
ics of mutual reciprocity and avoid the violence of exclusion and negation.

We must also critically review Glissant’s take on atavism, for this discus-
sion will enable us to acknowledge the extent to which to think Africa within 
the Afro-Caribbean context is not to search for mythical origins. To think of 
the in-between and within the in-between is not a desire for origins. Again, 
to eschew the search for mythical origins need not entail the impossibility 
of a certain positive thinking of Africa in the Afro-Caribbean. Here, we can 
understand atavism as “the search for Genesis, origin narratives, and found-
ing myths. Atavistic societies seek recognition in past myths of sameness with-
out emphasizing alternative visions of the future and acts of novelty in the 
present.”8 Glissant does not consider atavism a viable choice to the extent 
that atavism favors sameness, exclusion, and homogeneity. However, his pref-
erence is for the ethical affirmation of heterogeneity, inclusion, and differ-
ence. Glissant also frames this difference in terms of atavistic cultures versus 
composite cultures. Not surprisingly, atavistic cultures promote exclusionary 
conceptions of identity, whereas composite cultures advocate inclusionary and 
heterogeneous conceptions of identity, including fractured subjectivities. Glis-
sant, thus, suggests a space for thinking Africa in the Afro-Caribbean in terms 
of the concept of creolization. Let us turn now to discuss Kamau Braithwaite 
who also has already approached the phenomenon of Africa in-between Afro-
Caribbean philosophy without invoking the categories of a linear progress 
narrative.

brathwaite’s negotiating the abyss

An excellent case of transforming the trauma of the Middle Passage into 
an affirmation of being is illustrated in Brathwaite’s trilogy, The Arrivants: 
A New World Trilogy.9 Brathwaite is perhaps the most distinguished Afro-
Caribbean thinker who has directly situated his work in the context of 
critically probing Africa’s relation to the Afro-Caribbean. Consequently, 
Brathwaite’s critical probing engages the issue of the experience of the Mid-
dle Passage, specifically, whether or not this experience marks the impossi-
bility of an African presence in the Caribbean. Brathwaite in his classic, The 
Arrivants: A New World Trilogy, which consists of three books of poetry, 
Rights of Passage, Masks, and Islands, declares that the Middle Passage can be 
interpreted not as the unbroken extension of Africa across the Atlantic but a 
fragmented prolongation of an ever-expanding African diaspora. While draw-
ing upon the notions of migration and exile, Brathwaite does not theorize the 
Middle Passage as an absolute break with the African past but as another epi-
sode in the dramatic narrative of African history. Brathwaite states:

The seeds of Rights of Passage…were planted during the eight years I lived 
and worked in Ghana. This experience (which is more fully recorded in a sec-
ond long poem, Masks) brought me to the realization that at home – the true 



274  C. HEADLEY

imaginative and spiritual home – of the ‘rootless’ Afro-American and West 
Indian was in Africa, though the peoples of Africa were themselves immi-
grants…. The journey across the Atlantic on the infamous ‘Middle Passage’ of 
slavery was therefore only another stage of this diaspora.10

Note, however, that Brathwaite’s position is not dependent upon the exist-
ence of an African essence existing in a metaphysical realm that can be mobi-
lized and instantiated as necessarily required within the material world. For 
Brathwaite, the connection between Africa and the Afro-Caribbean requires a 
certain amount of critical working through, creative intuition, and should not 
be restricted to the level of abstract reflection. This critical effort must exis-
tentially confront and resolve matters in such a way as to deliver self-knowl-
edge. Brathwaite explains:

[It] was really a matter of raising an issue, replying to that issue and trying to 
create a synthesis. In other words, the first question, which is in Rights of Pas-
sage, is: How did we get into the Caribbean?…what was the origin of their 
[Black peoples’] presence in the Caribbean? And the antithesis to that was – 
well, the answer which emerged was that they came out of migration out of 
Africa, so that the second movement in the trilogy was the answer to that ques-
tion. Hence, Masks. And then, we came out of Africa and went into the new 
world. Hence, Islands.11

But we would be remiss not to underscore Brathwaite’s more complex 
engagement with Caribbean history, for he in no way gives comfort to one-
dimensional narratives committed to viewing history in either the logic of 
linearity premised upon the idea of progress, or on backwardness. rather, 
Brathwaite problematizes mediations of history by viewing history as amena-
ble to the rhythms of complementarity. History, on his view, is both the stage 
of dehumanization as well as that of humanization. Gordon rohlehr writes:

If Time neutralizes human effort, thus existentially ‘dehumanizing’ History, 
humans in quite another sense are prime contributors to the dehumanization of 
their own activity…. Thus, the central thrust of his [Brathwaite’s] writing has 
been less towards an illumination of Time as neutralizing agent, and more towards 
an appreciation of people as both the dehumanizers and rehumanizers of history.12

Unlike those who celebrate narratives of historylessness, voicelessness, and 
Caribbean futility, Braithwaite does not deny the trauma and violence of Car-
ibbean history but seeks to creatively work through the grievances of this 
history by exploring “interrelated concepts of Spirit, Apocalypse and revo-
lution.”13 It is not an exaggeration to attribute to Brathwaite a philosophy 
of history, wherein history is read as pregnant with possibilities: violence can 
incubate love and bondage can incubate liberation. As rohlehr writes:
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Spirit may be imprisoned or beaten, but in Brathwaite it is never totally defeated 
or killed. It is always capable of regeneration and part of Brathwaite’s value as 
both historian and poet has been his stress on the human capacity for renewal 
through the coming into consciousness of the subjugated mind.14

As our discussion progresses, we shall discover the extent to which Brath-
waite’s existential faith is grounded in critically working through the African 
presence in the Caribbean, while not allowing himself to be hostage to the 
notion of origins.

the intertexuality of afro-caribbean PhilosoPhy

Let us review Paget Henry’s conception of Afro-Caribbean philosophy. This 
review directly connects to the topic of this essay insofar as Henry pursues a 
canonical grounding of Afro-Caribbean philosophy in Africana thought. For 
Henry, Afro-Caribbean philosophy is normatively subservient to its African 
heritage.

Henry understands Africana philosophy as a discursive practice emergent 
from the peculiarities and distinctiveness of the African mode of being. That 
is, he grounds Africana philosophy in the reflective articulation of persons of 
African descent, who are part of an extended tradition of imparting meaning 
and significance to ideas, symbols, and practices validated by their ancestors. 
Henry writes:

Ultimately, the possibilities for an Africana philosophy rests upon our ability to 
affirm the operating of African cultural registers in the ego genesis of African, 
Afro-American, and Afro-Caribbean philosophers. Without claiming the status 
of timeless essences, such affirmations would allow us to identify specific philo-
sophical cogitos whose unique features are in part determined by the formative 
influences of African symbols and discourses…. Again, these symbols and dis-
courses are not timeless essences. On the contrary, they have been changed by 
different processes of hybridization and creolization….

To the extent that these hybridized identity-legitimating constructs shape or 
influence the work of African Afro-American, and Afro-Caribbean philoso-
phers[,]… African-derived symbols and discourses constitute important founda-
tions for the Africana identity of [Afro-Caribbean] philosophy.15

The thrust of Henry’s take on Africana philosophy has the effect of calling 
attention to the styles of existence characteristic of the African being-in-the-
world, and the fact that these styles of existence inform and sustain diverse 
Africana subjectivities. Consequently, Afro-Caribbean philosophy is critical 
mediation on the Afro-Caribbean ego formation and subjectivity registered as 
forms of Africana existence.
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Within this theoretical context, Henry further describes Afro-Caribbean 
philosophy as “an intertextually embedded discursive practice, and not an 
isolated or absolutely autonomous one. It is often implicitly referenced and 
engaged in the production of answers to everyday questions and problems 
that are being framed in nonphilosophical discourses.”16 It is important to 
acknowledge and to appreciate Henry’s claim that Afro-Caribbean philosophy 
is not an autonomous discursive, disciplinary practice but, rather, one that is 
interdisciplinary and highly dependent upon, among other things, literature, 
history, and the arts. On this view, Afro-Caribbean philosophy is indisputably 
a textualism.

While advocating an intertexual strategy, Henry appropriately situates 
Afro-Caribbean philosophy, stating that it will participate in the project of 
decolonization. In addition to decolonizing Afro-Caribbean consciousness, 
this project will also involve establishing and maintaining meaningful inter-
actions with African thought. Accordingly, he writes that Afro-Caribbean 
philosophy is “a radically decolonized philosophical practice that [should] 
adequately meet the current postcolonial demands of the region.”17 The 
emphasis on an Afro-Caribbean philosophy being a decolonializing practice is 
significant precisely because the expectation is that such a philosophy will be 
concerned with a decolonialization of Caribbean consciousness.

In this context, the decolonialization of Caribbean consciousness refers to 
efforts to decenter ways of thinking premised upon alien assumptions of life, 
as well as axioms of existence. Secondly, decolonization should also take the 
form of encouraging the exploitation of indigenous metaphorical resources 
that seemingly flow spontaneously from the lived reality of Caribbean peo-
ples. Third, Henry construes the process of decolonialization assigned to 
Afro-Caribbean philosophy to be capable of emancipating traditional Afri-
can thought from “clouds of colonial invisibility.” Henry correctly main-
tains that traditional African thought can contribute much by aiding in the 
understanding of ego genesis and ego formation. This contribution is bound 
to be significant since the phenomenon of ego constitution in the Caribbean 
has been formally captive to the dictates of colonial and imperial regimes of 
power. Afro-Caribbean identity or self-formation can benefit from the African 
emphasis on the dangers of ego inflation that can result in permanent ego 
collapse. Consistent with the theme of intertextuality, Henry favors a process 
of creolization that is agreeable with the aim of creating “a creole philoso-
phy whose identity is closer to those of Caribbean literature, dance, theatre, 
calypso, reggae and other creole formations.”18

Through the following discussion of Brathwaite’s take on the connection 
between African and Afro-Caribbean literature, it will become evident that 
Afro-Caribbean philosophy is indeed intertextually dependent upon Afro-
Caribbean literary production. Furthermore, Afro-Caribbean philosophy also 
qualifies as a philosophy of existence or a philosophy concerned with issues of 
freedom, meaning, and identity, etc.
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brathwaite on africa and caribbean writing

I turn now to pursue a detailed discussion of the trace of Africa in Afro-
Caribbean writing and consciousness. This discussion will assist in gauging 
the extent to which Africa has been and remains a potent existentialist pres-
ence for Afro-Caribbean peoples even if it is the case that they cannot claim 
any direct experiential awareness of Africa. In a sense, we say that Africa’s 
place in the in-between of Africa and Afro-Caribbean philosophy has been a 
form of postmemory. Here, I am appropriating Marianne Hirsch’s notion of 
postmemory19 to provide a theoretical context for our investigation of the 
African presence in Afro-Caribbean writing. Postmemory is the received or 
transmitted memory of events by people who have lived them as both wit-
nesses and participants. In the context of the Caribbean, we can then refer to 
postmemory of Africa in the sense of Africa as transmitted, reconstructed, and 
imagined by Afro-Caribbean subjects.

We have been working through the phenomenon of Africa in-between 
Afro-Caribbean philosophy. Indeed, this space-time of Africa and its relation 
to the Caribbean has been the focus of much critical speculation regarding 
whether or not consciousness of an African existence survived the trauma of 
the Middle Passage. Brathwaite, in his classic study “The African Presence in 
Caribbean Literature,” acknowledges denials of an African presence in the 
Caribbean. As he writes:

Now there is the persistent, established theory which contends that the Middle 
Passage destroyed the culture of [Africans imported into the New World], that 
it was such a catastrophic, definitive experience that none of those transported 
during the period…escaped trauma.20

As to the question of whether African culture survived the Middle Passage, 
Brathwaite answers in the affirmative. African culture survived the Middle 
Passage, but in order to establish this claim one has to know what to look for. 
Brathwaite states that the inclination of many thinkers to deny the existence 
of African culture in the Caribbean results from a certain interpretive blind-
ness as well as historical blindness. Indeed, for Brathwaite, the very concept 
of culture is itself highly contested. Hence, misleading conceptions of culture 
can cause one not to see what is in plain view. Brathwaite maintains:

But modern research is pointing to [the fact] that African culture not only 
crossed the Atlantic, it crossed, survived, and creatively adapted itself to its new 
environment. Caribbean culture was therefore not pure African, but an adapta-
tion carried out mainly in terms of African tradition.21

So, if as Brathwaite claims, African culture crossed, survived, and creatively 
adapted itself to a new environment, why have so many thinkers failed to rec-
ognize African culture in the Caribbean? Brathwaite attributes this failure to 
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the fact that many thinkers do not adequately appreciate that there is a dis-
tinctive style to African culture. This distinctive style, or mode of existence, 
is one that is primarily religious. Even when it is acknowledged that African 
culture in the Caribbean is religious, Brathwaite claims that this develop-
ment does not help since religion is understood strictly in pejorative terms 
and not in terms of being a system of principles and beliefs that enable people 
to structure their existential concerns. According to Brathwaite, “The anti-
African argument claims, however, that it was only religion that the slaves 
brought with them, and a religion already tending more to fetish and super-
stition than to theology and ethics…They claim...that the slaves had no phi-
losophy...no social life, no family structure, no arts, no sense of personal or 
civic responsibility.”22

Brathwaite attributes the inadequacy of the anti-African argument to basic 
epistemological and existential failures. Indeed, for him there are roughly four 
reasons why anti-African thinkers are incapable of critically thinking through 
the presence of African culture in the Caribbean. In line with Brathwaite, the 
anti-African thesis is based upon (1) “mistaken notions of culture, culture 
change and cultural transference”; (2) “untenable … concepts of African cul-
ture”; (3) “a lack of intimacy with traditional African culture…”; and (4) “an 
almost total ignorance of [Afro-Caribbean] folk culture.”23

However, these errors can be corrected by acknowledging the central role 
of religion in African culture, or by recognizing religion as the basis of Afri-
can culture. Indeed, religion in Africa is not the opposite of reason or sci-
ence. rather, there should be an ontological understanding of religion but 
not in the sense of religion as concerned with an investigation of the most 
basic objects that exist. The correct understanding is an existential ontological 
one. This understanding of religion holds that religion provides the cognitive 
material for the construction of systems of values and beliefs. These structures 
of beliefs and values sustain the basis of meaning and order. Brathwaite states:

In traditional Africa, there is no specialization of disciplines, no dissociation of 
sensibilities. In other words, starting from this particular religious focus, there 
is no separation between religion and philosophy, religion and society, religion 
and art. religion is the form or kernel or core of the culture.24

A failure, then, to understand the African conception and practice of religion 
will not only prevent observers from registering African culture in the Carib-
bean, but also preclude the possibility of understanding Afro-Caribbean cul-
ture given its strong African base. This misunderstanding of religion in the 
African context is not solely a barrier to identifying the African presence in 
the Caribbean. Brathwaite also claims that there should be a redefinition of 
literature beyond the pejorative definition of literature as written discourse. 
The premature privileging of literacy, that is writing, leads, once again, to a 
failure to identify the African presence in the Caribbean. This presence is to 
be found in folk/oral traditions of Afro-Caribbean society. Brathwaite writes:
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[T]he African presence in Caribbean literature cannot be fully or easily per-
ceived until we redefine the term ‘literature’ to include the nonscribal material 
of the folk/oral tradition, which…turns out to have a much longer history than 
our scribal tradition…and to have had unquestionably wider provenance.25

However, for Brathwaite the oral traditions are embedded within the written 
tradition that later developed in the Caribbean. Indeed, the written tradition 
is heavily infused with the folk/oral tradition. Consequently, the African pres-
ence in Afro-Caribbean writing also establishes its presence in Afro-Caribbean 
philosophy, precisely because of the intertextuality or in-betweenness of Afro-
Caribbean philosophy. However, many observers do not recognize Africa in 
the Afro-Caribbean reality precisely because they come armed with concep-
tions of culture, religion, and literature that are antithetical to the cultural, 
religious, and linguistic traditions of Africa.

The core of Brathwaite’s response to the anti-African argument connects 
with his observation concerning the history of Afro-Caribbean literature. 
Brathwaite identifies four major paradigms of written “African literature in 
the Caribbean”: (1) rhetorical, (2) the literature of African survival, (3) the 
literature of African expression, and (4) the literature of reconnection. rhe-
torical literature operates with an image of Africa without real knowledge or 
consciousness of Africa. The writer writing within the paradigm of rhetorical 
literature “uses Africa as mask, signal or nomen. He doesn’t know very much 
about Africa necessarily, although he reflects a deep desire to make connec-
tion. But he is only saying the word ‘Africa’ or invoking a dream…. He is not 
necessarily celebrating or activating the African presence.”26

Unlike rhetorical Afro-Caribbean literature, the literature of African sur-
vival represents a conscious and deliberate use of Africa as a motivational 
symbol in literature. Here, the emphasis is on symbolically mobilizing Africa. 
In Brathwaite’s own words, the literature of African survival is “a literature 
which deals quite consciously with African survivals in Caribbean society, 
but without necessarily making any attempt to interpret or reconnect them 
with the great tradition of Africa.”27 The literature of African expression 
involves the use of Africa as a source of pride and identity. Perhaps, we can 
best describe this paradigm of writing as Africa as performance or perform-
ing Africa in the Caribbean. Accordingly, Brathwaite describes the literature 
of African expression as literature “employing…elements of African and/or 
[Afro-Caribbean] style, content, vocabulary, custom/culture[.]”28 The litera-
ture of reconnection is best described as grounded on the notion of Africa as 
normative. In this context, there is a desire to connect with Africa, a connec-
tion grounded in knowledge of Africa, and an immense existentialist affirma-
tion of African styles of thinking and ways of being-in-the-world. Brathwaite 
describes the fourth paradigm of Afro-Caribbean writing, the literature of 
reconnection, as literature “written by Caribbean…writers who have lived 
in Africa and are attempting to relate that experience to the New World, 
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or who are consciously reaching out to rebridge the gap with the spiritual 
 heartland.”29

In order to properly chart the presence of Africa within Afro-Carib-
bean philosophy, it is important to pursue the current line of discussion in 
greater detail. Indeed, Brathwaite maintains that although rhetorical litera-
ture invokes appeals to Africa, its courtship of Africa is less than adequately 
informed by any substantive relation with Africa. Brathwaite states, “rhe-
torical literature is static, wishful and willful in nature. Although it betrays a 
significant instinct for Africa, the instinct is based on ignorance and often…
on received European notions of ‘darkest Africa.’”30 Perhaps we can best 
describe rhetorical literature as grounded in a colonialist conception of Africa.

The literature of African survival documents the presence of Africa in the 
popular, everyday consciousness of Afro-Caribbean subjects. Here, Africa sur-
vives as an existential ontological reality insofar as Afro-Caribbean subjects 
create structures of order and significance using religious, musical, and narra-
tive resources heavily infused with an African flavoring. Consequently, Brath-
waite declares that the literature of African survival “inheres most surely and 
securely in the folk tradition – in folk tale, folksong, proverb….”31 A par-
ticularly striking example of African survival is the phenomenon of marron-
age within the Caribbean. In this context, marronage served as a medium by 
which Afro-Caribbean subjects were able to create both material and immate-
rial spaces for an African presence in the Caribbean. They accomplished this 
goal by literally removing themselves from the physical and normative spaces 
of plantation slavery. The act of escaping slavery provided the opportunity for 
Afro-Caribbean subjects to pursue alternative conceptions of community and 
existence on the basis of principles and rituals informed by African culture. 
Brathwaite describes the phenomenon of marronage as, “One area of Afri-
can survival is that of physical and psychological marronage.... [In the context 
of the New World] [e]scape/rebellion often led to the setting up of African 
communities outside of and often in opposition to, the great Euro/creole 
plantations.32

Brathwaite cites two practices as evidence of the literature of African 
expression. In this context, the focus is on styles of being-in-the-world that 
manifest intimate continuity with African styles of existence. Accordingly, 
Brathwaite introduces limbo as a dance form representative of an African 
form of expression. This focus on limbo is consistent with the normative basis 
of the body within African culture, specifically, the body as a medium of non-
verbal communication. Brathwaite writes:

Limbo (is) a dance in which the participants have to move, with their bodies 
thrown backwards and without any aid whatsoever, under a stick which is low-
ered at every successfully completed passage under it, until the stick is practi-
cally touching the ground. It is said to have originated … after the experience of 
cramped conditions between the slave decks of the Middle Passage.33
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Brathwaite also cites language as another instance of African expression in the 
Caribbean. The focus on language, namely, on styles of communication and 
structures of syntax, is indicative of the extent to which slavery and colonial-
ism were not allowed to unmake the symbolic and affective world of Africans 
in the Caribbean. The pain of the Middle Passage did not render Africans 
normatively impaired. Consequently, the ubiquity of orality, or the empha-
sis on oral practices and rituals, explains the power of the word in shaping 
the consciousness of Afro-Caribbean subjects. Indeed, Brathwaite’s strong 
emphasis on utilizing the cognitive, symbolic, and improvisational resources 
of language is another indication of an African presence in the Caribbean. As 
Brathwaite maintains:

This concept [nommo/name] and use of word is found throughout the entire 
black/African world. It is present in modern as well as traditional African litera-
ture…. But it goes deeper…as the metaphysical and symbolic qualities of some 
of the Afro-Caribbean fragments we have already discussed, indicates. Lan-
guage…may be conceived as having the power to affect life.34

We should note that Brathwaite attributes considerable importance to lan-
guage in his efforts to document the African presence in the Caribbean. 
Brathwaite distinguishes between the official language of the colonialist 
(English, Spanish, or French) and the appropriation and creative use of this 
language by the people. He refers to the language of the people as nation 
language. Nation language is not dialect, since dialect is pejoratively under-
stood as a bad form of a formal language. Obviously Brathwaite is calling 
attention to the role of language in shaping consciousness and to the fact 
that language itself is not a neutral medium that passively represents con-
sciousness. Language is also a tool that is shaped and transformed by cultural 
practices, rituals, etc. Brathwaite connects nation language with the African 
presence in the Caribbean. He states that:

Nation language is the language that is influenced very strongly by the African 
model, the African aspect of [the] New World/Caribbean heritage…. Nation 
language…is the submerged area of [language] that is much more closely allied 
to the African aspect of experience in the Caribbean….35

With regard to the literature of reconnection, Brathwaite rejects approaches 
that view the African presence in the Caribbean as an anthropological phe-
nomenon, since the fragments of African culture in the Caribbean survive 
more like fossils and not as enduring and dynamic aspects of Caribbean 
culture. Here, Brathwaite announces that the literature of reconnection 
is “a recognition of the African presence in our society not as a static qual-
ity, but as root living, creative, and still part of the main.”36 Hence, the 
intertextuality of Afro-Caribbean philosophy, as well as its historiography  
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cannot be detached from its African inheritance even if it the case cannot be 
made for an indisputable affective and causal continuity. Now, let us briefly 
review another attempt to critically work through the presence of Africa in 
the Caribbean.

wilson harris, african myths, and afro-caribbean 
historiograPhy

Wilson Harris argues for a teleological suspension of empiricist and positivist 
reductionist historiography, while actively favoring a more substantive role for 
the arts of the imagination in interpreting and understanding Caribbean real-
ity. Instead of collapsing under the burden of a reductionist historiography 
that imprisons the Caribbean in deprivations of rootlessness, historylessness, 
and voicelessness, Harris urges Caribbean thinkers to impose figurative mean-
ing on the seemingly wretched empirical reality of the Caribbean.

Harris recommends that Caribbean thinkers search for new root meta-
phors to interpret the Caribbean reality, and he believes that there are ontolo-
gies of life emergent from “a figurative meaning beyond the real or apparently 
real world.”37 However, these ontologies of life, that are capable of liberating 
the Caribbean from imprisonment in its deprivations, are possible only if Car-
ibbean thinkers acknowledge the void between conventional historiography 
and the arts of the imagination. Continuing writing history in the tradition 
of conventional positivistic history entails emphasizing exploitation and dep-
rivation. Imaginative illiteracy results from this cognitive inertia and fosters 
existential stasis that can generate a paralysis both of praxis and consciousness. 
According to Harris:

[I] believe the possibility exists for us to become involved in perspective of 
renascence which can bring into play a figurative meaning beyond an apparently 
real world or prison of history.

I want to make as clear as I can that a cleavage exists in my opinion between the 
historical convention in the Caribbean…and the arts of the imagination.38

Harris insists that the Caribbean need not be imprisoned in cognitive struc-
tures of conventional history that produce existential inertia. Indeed, he 
believes that “a philosophy of history may well lie buried in the arts of the 
imagination.”39

Harris maintains that the sources of this philosophy of history are limbo 
and vodun. He immediately connects both limbo and vodun with Africa, stat-
ing that “There are two kinds of myths related to Africa in the Caribbean…. 
One kind seems fairly direct, the other has already undergone metamorpho-
sis.”40 Indeed, Harris regards this turn to these African sources of imaginative 
inspiration as critical to the philosophical assumptions supporting the writing 
of Afro-Caribbean history.



18 BETWEEN AFrICA AND THE CArIBBEAN …  283

The irony of the Caribbean situation, however, is that Caribbean historians 
remain captivated by the inertia of a conventional historiography that sup-
ports historical stasis. Harris essentially scolds Caribbean historians for obsess-
ing over irreconcilables, the cataloguing of injustices, the tautology of fact, 
and deprivation. By rejecting this “documentary stasis” he proceeds by criti-
cally exposing the theoretical poverty of those historians writing in the Carib-
bean. He writes:

What is bitterly ironic…is that present day historians…have fallen victim,…to 
the very imperialism they appear to denounce. They have no criteria for arts 
of the originality springing out of an age of limbo and the history they write is 
without an inner time.41

Harris does not favor a revisionist historiography tasked with making Car-
ibbean history more palatable, hence deemphasizing the brutality so deeply 
embedded in the dramatic space of Caribbean existence. rather, Harris 
desires liberation from narrative bondage through the utilization of alterna-
tive metaphorical structuring of Caribbean history and existence.

Harris’s involvement with metaphor is made clear when he states that 
although new historians of the Caribbean have sought to debunk imperialism, 
they have overlooked the possibilities provided by “the complex metaphori-
cal gateway” of various aspects of Caribbean existence. Again, Harris directly 
invokes the African presence in the Caribbean and uses the limbo dance and 
vodun as prime examples of practices pregnant with imaginative and meta-
phorical possibilities for imposing figurative meaning on Caribbean history. 
Acknowledging the fact that limbo was born on the slave ships of the Middle 
Passage, Harris invokes limbo as a metaphor. And he further states that as 
one reflects on the meaning of the Middle Passage, it is necessary to adopt a 
limbo perspective, which is to recognize “a limbo gateway between Africa and 
the Caribbean.”42 Here, Harris views limbo as representing the dislocation of 
the chains of miles—the in-between. The focus is on limbo as a gateway to 
or threshold of a new consciousness. Notice, then, that Harris presents limbo 
as indicative of the logic of the in-between, the zone of qualitative difference 
that facilitates the unfolding of new realities Harris writes:

For limbo…is not the total recall of an African past since that African past in 
terms of tribal sovereignty or sovereignties was modified or traumatically eclipsed 
with the Middle Passage and with generations of change that followed. Limbo 
was rather the renascence of a new corpus of sensibility that could translate and 
accommodate African and other legacies within a new architecture of cultures.43

Harris attributes great value to the notion of “architecture” in order to empha-
size the importance of reconstitution, recreation, invention, and remodeling of 
myths and narratives. Indeed, the architecture metaphor reminds us that the 
Middle Passage was not world-destroying but was able to accommodate the 
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normativity of Africa for Caribbean subjects. While limbo signals the birth of 
a new consciousness, Harris also indicates that it represents a glance back to 
Africa. Perhaps it would not be too much of an exaggeration to construe limbo 
as an attempt at reassembling Africa in the new space of the Caribbean.

Accordingly, since we’ve already touched on the significance of limbo 
elsewhere in this chapter, in the case of Harris’ discussion, we will limit our 
discussion on limbo in order to adequately address Harris’ notion of Vodun. 
This brief review of Haitian Vodun underscores the significant role African 
myth can serve as an imaginative source of philosophical inspiration for the 
cultivation of a philosophy of history that is of immediate relevance to the 
Caribbean. Haitian vodun, like limbo, represents the entanglement of Africa 
and the Caribbean. But unlike limbo, Harris claims that vodun has a more 
direct connection with Africa. Here, Harris identifies “possession trances” as 
the common bond between Haitian vodun and African myth:

[H]aitian vodun is more directly descended from African myth and yet…it is also 
intent on a curious re-assembly of the god or gods. Therefore I asked myself – is 
vodun a necessary continuation of a matrix of association which had not fulfilled 
itself in the Old World of Africa? If so that fulfillment would be in itself not an 
imitation of the past…but a new and daring creative conception of itself.

If Haitian vodun is creative fulfillment of African vodun one must ask oneself 
where do the similarities and differences lie? The basic feature they hold in com-
mon lies in ‘possession trances’….44

Possession trances facilitate the displacing of mundane consciousness in order 
to transcend habitual styles of thinking. This journey into the unconscious, 
the abyss, represents the imaginative apprehending of differences of thought 
and existence. Harris concludes that “Haitian vodun…may well point to 
sleeping possibilities of drama and horizons of poetry, epic and novel, sculp-
ture and painting – in short to a language of variables in art which would 
have a profoundly evolutionary cultural and philosophical significance for 
Caribbean [people].”45

In concluding, I hope that enough has been said to justify why Africa 
remains important within Afro-Caribbean philosophical thought. Indeed, the 
very notions of the Middle Passage and the in-between are foundational sites 
of critical negotiation in efforts to render the Afro-Caribbean reality intelli-
gible. Neither the polemics of continuity nor the rhetoric of ruins, disconti-
nuity, and antiessentialism can exhaust the both/and logic needed to think 
through the challenges of a dynamic reality.
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CHAPTEr 19

The Advent of Black Thinkers and the Limits 
of Continental Philosophy

Walter D. Mignolo

Eurocentrism is an epistemic not a geographic issue. It so happened that 
the local knowledge generated in Europe, from the renaissance on, piggy-
backs on economic, political, and military expansion, and in doing so became 
global. renaissance epistemology, basically theological, was keen to push the 
concept of “universal” inherited from the European Middle Ages. Hence, 
the concept of universal, curiously enough, became global, and the global 
was confused with universal. Theological philosophy and, since the Enlight-
enment, secular philosophy were the army and the soldiers of the European 
epistemic and ontological march on the rest of the world. Without going into 
the responses that Europe is getting nowadays with migrants, refugees, and 
angry people called terrorists, what interests me here are epistemic responses 
from and by people whose histories of knowing, being, living, and doing 
were not that of the local history of European forms of knowing, being, 
living, and doing. Such responses are always trapped in the categories that 
Eurocentrism (knowledge created, transformed, and disseminated in the 
interests of Europeans institutions, languages, and actors) imposed through 
Western languages and its fountains, Greek and Latin. Human beings think 
and have done so for millions if not billions of years.1 Greek philosophers 
conceived their own thinking as philosophy and they did what they had to 
do. But there is no need to trap thinking in the cage of Western philosophy. 
The trap was laid already by Christian theology and later on by its mutation 
in secular philosophy. To assume that philosophy is universal is an aberration. 
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It is necessary then to decolonize philosophy in order to liberate thinking. 
This chapter and its argument point in this direction.

the entraPment and the colonial ePistemic differences

By “Black thinkers” I am referring to Africans to the African diaspora that 
Lewis Gordon rendered as “Africana philosophy” as well as, metaphorically, 
non-European people engaged in intellectual, scholarly, and scientific labor.2 
The frame of my reflections is the racial (and patriarchal to be sure) and mod-
ern foundation of Western ways of knowing, and the creation and transforma-
tion knowledge. By “Western” I mean North West to Jerusalem (for North 
East of Mecca is called Maghreb) and knowledge built in the six modern 
European imperial languages and their foundations in Greek and Latin. Phi-
losophy is an invention of this regional geo-history. racism, in its modern 
conceptualization, is simultaneously ontological and epistemic and therefore 
a construction of Western knowledge. Its logical and historical foundation 
was put in place during the European renaissance,3 was remapped during 
and after the Enlightenment and still again4 after WWII when languages and 
nationalities became an important component of the racial divide.5

racism, as we know it today, is possible not because there are races out 
there in the world, but because those that control knowledge say that there 
are races out there in the world. The institutional control of knowledge, 
once hegemonic, became confused with reality, and scientists count genes 
and DNA to establish racial differences. However, racial differences are not a 
question of the body but a question of culture. And here is where the control 
of knowledge, conveyed through material means (institutions, books, televi-
sion, conferences, etc.) comes into the picture.

In a nutshell, the situation is this: Nishitani Osamu has convincingly argued, 
if arguments are needed, that humanitas and anthropos are two Western con-
cepts. I found it interesting that a Japanese scholar traces the emergence of 
these two concepts in the darker side of the European renaissance, that is, in 
the Atlantic and the “discovery” of people who were not accounted for in the 
Bible.6 At the end of the day, Japan’s Meiji restoration, shortly after China 
succumbed to the Opium War lead by the British Empire, was in the chain 
of events that since the renaissance built the modern/colonial world order. 
China and Japan were never colonized like India, for example. However, 
they did not escape coloniality. China’s history was disrupted; Japan saved its 
autonomy with the Meiji restoration, and China is returning to prominence.

In Western social and racial classifications, Chinese and Japanese have 
been classified as the “Yellow people” (a sector of the anthropos). We shall 
remember though that the classification is not a representation of an onto-
logical reality, but rather is a creation by people who have defined themselves 
as White (the self-appointed humanitas). Anthropos is another word used 
metaphorically: those “human beings” that, from the perspective of humani-
tas (read white), are lesser humans. What this means is that people seen as 



19 THE ADVENT OF BLACK THINKErS …  289

anthropos and Black did not have any say in the classification because they 
where not admitted to the house of knowledge where humanitas dwells. 
Anthropos and Black then were made ontologically inferior and epistemically 
deficient. The advent of Black intellectuals and the anthropos in general show, 
on the one hand, how coloniality of knowledge and being works, and, on 
the other, these intellectuals are engaging in processes of decolonizing know-
ing and understanding and, therefore, disavowing the imperial concept of 
humanitas modeled on a restricted sample of “human beings.”7

The “advent of Black thinkers” is treated here as a global and growing 
phenomenon of epistemic disobedience and of reconquering the humanity 
that European modernity deprived “inferior races” of. Epistemic disobedience 
goes hand in hand with disavowing the epistemic racism under which conti-
nental theology and secular philosophy operated from the renaissance to the 
Enlightenment to nowadays. During the Cold War years a common concern 
ran through African and Latin American philosophers. Is there an African 
or Latin American philosophy? Although these questions were asked by the 
community of Spanish speaking philosophers, and framed as “Latin American 
philosophy,”8 there was an ongoing dialogue between both Spanish American 
and African philosophers. Cuadernos Americanos, founded in 1942, became 
a prestigious journal published in Mexico.9 As for Africa, Presence Africaine 
was founded in Paris by Alioune Diop in 1947.10 Both publications had a 
similar concern: Africa and Latin America. Philosophy was one aspect of those 
concerns. Latin American philosophers confronting this question were not 
Black in the sense of being of African descent; they were Creole/Mestizos 
of European decent.11 But they were Black in the metaphorical sense. At the 
very moment you ask the question of whether there is philosophy in Latin 
America, you are already accepting that you are not taken for granted as a 
philosopher. You are, in other words, on the side of the anthropos not of the 
humanitas.

I am bringing these parallel trajectories to the foreground because if, 
today, you Google “Existe una filosofia Latinoamericana?” and “Is There an 
African Philosophy?” you will find similar debates and similar responses to 
the question.12 So then, what is the point? The point is that for at least five 
or six decades, African and Latin American philosophers were debating the 
issue among themselves and some times between African and Latin American 
philosophers. The debate however remained alien to European philosophy. 
It is in this context I found interesting that robert Bernasconi, a Euro-
pean philosopher competent in Martin Heidegger and Emmanuel Levinas, 
acknowledged the challenge that African philosophy is posing to continental 
philosophy. He phrased the issue in these terms:

Western philosophy traps African philosophy in a double bind: either African 
philosophy is so similar to Western philosophy that it makes no distinctive con-
tribution and effectively disappears; or it is so different that its credentials to be 
genuine philosophy will always be in doubt.13
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Although Bernasconi did not ask the complementary question (the challenges 
that African thinking pose to European philosophy), his observation alerts us 
to how colonial difference works: it is Western knowledge, including philoso-
phy, that traps non-European thinking and knowledge as if European ways of 
thinking and knowing would have been established with the creation of the 
world and installed forever.

The epistemic trap creates a continental ontology according to which 
anthropos in Africa and Latin America are not properly in tune with philoso-
phy, that is, Western philosophy. In that presupposition is hidden the fact that 
members of humanitas invented and defined Western philosophy by which 
and in which humanitas has been defined and perpetrated. The colonial epis-
temic and ontological differences work in all orders of knowledge and in all 
non-European languages and categories of thought. Actors and institutions 
that control and manage knowledge in Western languages in the process of 
defining philosophy assert themselves as the owner of the discipline author-
ized to classify and rank non-Western people and their knowledge. Thus, 
whoever is deemed to be epistemically inferior is at the same time ontologi-
cally inferior. racism is not a question of skin color. Skin color is the justifica-
tion of epistemic racism.

I do not know if Latin American philosophy would be perceived also as a 
challenge to European philosophy in the same way that African thinking and 
wisdom (before the interference of European philosophy) do. The reason is 
simple: the equivalent in the Americas to African thinking would be Indig-
enous thinking (e.g., philosophy) and thinkers of the African diaspora. Carib-
bean history has generated a wealth of thinkers of African descent. “Latin” 
American philosophy is a branch of European philosophy practiced by people 
of European descent. The point however is not to make a claim for recogni-
tion but to take the bull by the horns and confront the problem: why are 
Africans and Latin Americans so concerned about having or not having phi-
losophy and Europeans are totally indifferent as to whether Africans or Latin 
Americans really are philosophers and to the debate itself? The question and 
the issues are not a European concern. For us (“Latin” Americans of Euro-
pean descent, the Indigenous of the Americas, the African diaspora in the 
Americas, particularly the Caribbean and South/Central America) the issue 
is indeed extremely important for the simple reason that it places in the front 
row the problem of the colonial epistemic difference and, consequently, the 
need to decolonize philosophy in particular and knowledge in general. What 
do I mean by that?

What I mean is that without someone acknowledging the problem that 
African and Latin American philosophers were debating in relation to Europe, 
but which no European philosophers care about, it maintained the paradox 
of being a marginal debate about issues of a club of which we are not mem-
bers; and many of us do not care to be members.14 The issue then is not 
to make a claim for recognition of African and “Latin” American philosophy 
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in the house of Western philosophy but to recognize that in this very issue 
the colonial difference is at work. The problem then is that continental phi-
losophy carries with it the colonial epistemic difference. This means that on 
the one hand continental philosophy built its own history from Greece to 
Western Europe, and, on the other hand, it disavowed all ways of thinking 
beyond Western ancestrality. But what is the problem and what does it mean 
to say that the epistemic colonial difference is at work? It is at work both as 
a continued effort to reproduce coloniality and in a more recent and global 
engagement in decoloniality. Bernasconi’s acknowledgment of the trap hap-
pened to be simultaneous with the fact that African philosophers are already 
leaving and disengaging the trap, first of all, by stating and acting upon the 
statement that “Western philosophy is an academic and de-humanized phi-
losophy” and that “philosophizing is not a property of the Greek or the West 
but universal experience.” These expressions come from Innocent Onyewue-
nyi who further adds:

my contention is that the philosophy of a people has little or nothing to do with 
the academic exponents of that philosophy. Philosophizing is a universal experi-
ence. Every culture has its own worldview…. What is generally agreed about 
philosophy is that it seeks to establish order among the various phenomena of 
the surrounding world, and it traces their unity by reducing them to their sim-
plest element….

This is the basis for calling a philosophy European, Asian, Indian or Ameri-
can. If what we have said is true, we can and should talk of African philosophy, 
because the African culture has its own way of establishing order.15

Although I agree with Onyewuenyi, I also think that he could have pushed 
his argument much further. The force of African philosophy, and conse-
quently the weakness of continental philosophy, is that philosophizing in 
Africa means to know the knowing (e.g., philosophy in the West) that comes 
from African ancestors and the philosophy (the knowing of knowing) that 
comes, through Europe, from Greek ancestors. And this implies recognizing 
at the same time the power differential between the two knowing trajecto-
ries. That power differential is precisely the colonial epistemic difference. 
One can speculate that the original force of Greek philosophy emerged from 
its marginality vis-à-vis Persian civilization to the East and Egyptian civiliza-
tion in the South West. Greek philosophers were not looking to the West 
for at the time the West of Athens was an empty land. They were looking 
to the East and South West, with their back to the West where no civiliza-
tion existed. However, Greek philosophers were not entrenched in the epis-
temic racism that Africans (and anthropos thinkers in the modern/colonial 
world) have to deal with. It is precisely from dwelling in the colonial differ-
ence that the strength and energy of African philosophy (as well as any other 
form of knowledge or artistic expression that emerges from the awareness of 
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coloniality of being and knowledge) emerges from dwelling in the border of 
the colonial difference and confronting the imperial territoriality of Western 
philosophy. Dwelling and thinking in the borders, border thinking, is just 
this but is always in conflictive dialogue with Western rules of knowing and 
archives of knowledge. This is indeed the true challenge that African philoso-
phy (and Black thinkers in general, that is the anthropos) poses to continental 
philosophy.

The issue at stake is then the institutional appropriation of “thinking,” 
under the name of philosophy. Thinking is an activity that, at least, all organ-
isms endowed with a nervous system do. Greek thinkers gave a name to an 
activity that they cared about. And that is fine. But it is an aberration to take 
what self-appointed Greek philosophers did as a point of reference to clas-
sify all of humanity and all forms of knowledge, much of which does not 
follow and imitate what the Greeks did and which Western Europeans have 
taken as their epistemic imperial instrument. If then you can say that the 
name “philosophy” was a Greek invention, the activity of thinking was not. 
Greek philosopher did not invent thinking, they only gave a name to the way 
they engaged with an activity that all anthropos (including Greeks and West-
ern Europeans) do: thinking. Since the European renaissance, and above all 
since the European Enlightenment, it was, however, as if the Greeks invented 
both the activity of thinking and the name they gave to it. Thus, while during 
the renaissance Christianity established itself as the “true” religion because it 
was victorious over the Jews and Moors in late fifteenth century Spain, dur-
ing the Enlightenment it was philosophy that allowed for both the displace-
ment of Christianity within Europe itself and the disqualification of all other 
forms of thinking and reasoning that were not drinking in Greek fountains. 
The advent of “Black thinkers” is calling into question the institutionalization 
of philosophy and with it the hierarchy of knowledges and knowers (colonial-
ity of knowing and of beings) that Western philosophy contributed, directly 
or indirectly, to build and sustain.

Theology in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and secular philos-
ophy since the eighteenth century, were able (piggy backing on the politi-
cal and economic imperial affirmation and expansion of Western Atlantic 
countries) to create the epistemic colonial difference. The colonial epistemic 
difference presupposes a locus of enunciation that controls knowledge (insti-
tutionally, conceptually, genealogically) and posits itself as the epistemic 
norm. In order to assert itself as the norm, there is the need to create the 
difference. Since the sixteenth century, that difference was bestowed upon 
non-European populations against which Europe built itself as Europe and 
the rest of the world as the fuzzy domain of people with questionable faith 
and reasoning. That is the colonial epistemic difference that African and Latin 
American philosophers were/are confronting, and that is why European 
philosophers do not care about a problem that they do not consider theirs, 
although it is the very philosophical legacy upon which they dwell.
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the mirage of universalism behind euroPean localism

It should be clear by now that Eurocentrism is not limited to the “bad,” but 
it encompasses also the “good” and the “ugly.” That means that Eurocentric 
critiques of Eurocentrism are indeed part of the image of totality that Euro-
centrism projects. The question is to delink from it and to show the local 
dimension of universal pretenses. Out of debating the question of whether 
there is an African or Latin American philosophy, interesting answers emerged 
that provide some guidelines to get out of the trap. Aware of the question 
that preoccupied their previous generation in African philosophy, Emmanuel 
Chukwudi Eze and Tsenay Serequeberhan moved in a different direction by 
proposing “negative critique” as a strategy and also as a program. Negative 
critique consists in taking on major monuments of Western philosophy from 
the perspective of African thinking. Whether such thinking abides by the rules 
of Western philosophy is out of the question. Chukwudi Eze took on Kant 
in a lengthy article on “The Color of reason: The Idea of ‘race’ in Kant’s 
Anthropology” (1997). While Serequeberhan confronted Eurocentrism from 
the perspective and practice of African philosophy. The question of whether 
there is philosophy in Africa is no longer a question. There are African phi-
losophers, trained in the West, who are aware of the trap and the colonial 
epistemic difference, and engage in epistemic disobedience and confront the 
blindness and arrogance of Western philosophy.

Negative critique runs parallel to rodolfo Kusch’s “solution.” Though a 
marginal philosopher in Latin American philosophy (which should be taken to 
be at the margin of the margins), he is currently being recognized and honored 
as a distinctive and original thinker. His solution to the trap consisted in distin-
guishing, on the on hand, between “filosofia” (philosophy) and institutional 
activity, and, on the other, “filosofar” (though difficult to translate into Eng-
lish, it would mean “to philosophize” or “to do philosophy,” which means that 
thinking and doing are two sides of the same coin).16 To do philosophy (in 
the sense of thinking as human being did before the Greeks invented the word 
philosophy), you do not need an institution or need to respond to the rules the 
institution imposes upon you to regulate whether you are or you are not an 
accepted philosopher in the profession. Formulated in these terms, the ques-
tion of whether there is philosophy in Latin America is no longer a question.

Notice, furthermore, that the distinction between philosophy and thinking 
that connects African philosophers with those in Latin America are not the 
same as those of Martin Heidegger’s in The End of Philosophy and the Task of 
Thinking.17 Heidegger is changing the content of Western philosophy while 
African and Latin American philosophers need also to change the terms of the 
conversation to liberate themselves from continental philosophy. Liberation 
here is on the same continuum with decoloniality of knowledge and being for 
the simple reason that to control knowledge means to control being and sub-
jectivity. African and Latin American philosophers are engaging philosophy 
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as one critical juncture in their struggle for liberation/decolonization, while 
Heidegger is not aiming at liberating but introducing a change in Western 
philosophy. He doesn’t have to be decolonial certainly; I am making a dis-
tinction and not passing judgment. This is why the geopolitics of knowing 
and of being is crucial for decolonial thinkers.

Engaging in negative critique and in philosophizing (in the sense of 
Kusch) means to be epistemically disobedient.18 Epistemic disobedience 
means that the rules of the game do not have to be followed and expecta-
tions fulfilled, although references to European philosophy by  non-European 
philosophers (e.g., thinkers) is unavoidable due precisely to the colonial 
 epistemic difference. For a non-European philosopher not to engage with 
European philosophy would mean to opt for self-marginalization. Instead, by 
confronting both canonical definitions of philosophy and canonical authors, 
and interpreting both without bending to disciplinary rules, what is achieved 
is the common activity of “thinking and philosophizing” instead of worrying 
about whether one is doing philosophy properly. Institutions shall be at the 
service of human activities rather than human activities being repressed by the 
institutions. By making “thinking” the crucial concept, European philosophy 
appears in its historical contingency and its imperial complicities instead of 
remaining the ultimate word on what philosophy is or should be.

There is a fundamental aspect that underlines both the initial question 
about the role of philosophy in Africa and Latin America (and other places 
whose relations with Europe were marked by imperial/colonial relations): 
the colonial culture and the colonial difference in all its aspects, including the 
epistemic one. Local thinkers adopted and adapted the concept of “culture” 
to frame the overarching frame of “independent thought.” While in Latin 
America the identitarian expression “Nuestra América” (cultural identity) was 
a main philosophical concern that Leopoldo Zea (in Mexico) picked up in his 
edited volume; in Africa it was Amilcar Cabral who placed the cultural dimen-
sion, clearly and forcefully, in the political arena:

When Goebbels, the brain behind Nazi propaganda, heard culture being dis-
cussed, he brought out his revolver. That shows that the Nazis—who were and 
are the most tragic expression of imperialism and of its thirst for domination—
even if they were all degenerates like Hitler, had a clear idea of the value of cul-
ture as a factor of resistance to foreign domination.19

The topoi had been recast in different words. In India, ranahit Guha pointed 
out that what the British were never able to colonize was Indian memory. 
In the Caribbean, Lloyd Best fought all his life for what he summarized as 
“independent thought and Caribbean freedom.” And a similar idea was 
expressed, independently and during the same years, by Ali Shar’iati in Iran 
when he argued that there is no freedom without independent thought. All 
these concerns where flatly outside of continental philosophy. Continen-
tal philosophy has its own concerns, which were and are not the concerns of 
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direct ex-colonies and in general of a non-European world. Questions about 
whether there is philosophy proper outside of Europe affect the entire non-
European world. The epistemic colonial difference infringed upon is not 
something specific of Asia, Africa, and Latin America but to all of non-Europe.

Hence, to start from accepting the geopolitics of knowing/knowledge 
becomes a necessity for undermining the epistemic colonial difference. The 
awareness is certainly in the air. But institutions—especially universities 
and publishing houses—are not yet willing to accept that the belief in the 
dream for/of the West and the nightmare for/of the rest is over. Perhaps this 
 growing awareness is the biggest challenge that African thinking (and non-
European appropriation and uses of the term philosophy) poses to conti-
nental philosophy. What do I mean by that? In reality, Cabral’s concept of 
“culture as a factor of resistance” and Lloyd Best’s and Shar’ iati’s defense of 
“independent thought” are connected through the common concern facing 
coloniality of knowledge and of being rather than being connected through 
a chronological and monotopical genealogy of thought, which is the case of 
Western philosophy as a discipline and an institution. They all point to the 
need to epistemically disobey hegemonic categories and the ranking of who, 
and what knowledge, qualifies as what.

For the problem is that around the term “philosophy” a system of belief 
guides the scale and the ranking, beginning from European philosophy on 
top and moving down the scale to lesser “philosophies.” In this regard, 
Enrique Dussel’s connection, in 1977, between geopolitics and philosophy 
becomes very significant. In the first chapter of his Philosophy of Liberation, he 
insisted on taking “space” seriously. Not space at large but space configured 
by imperial global designs, what today is described as modern/coloniality and 
in which the colonial difference has been a fundamental organizer and clas-
sifier of the world order. We could see also that Dussel is specifically arguing 
about “places” and of “places of thinking.” Thus he said, “I am trying, then, 
to take space, geopolitical space, seriously. To be born at the North Pole or 
in Chiapas is not the same thing as to be born in New York City.”20 Dussel’s 
statement comprised a diagram describing the world order during the Cold 
World. At that time the world was divided between capitalism, socialism, and 
non-aligned countries; that is, First, Second, and Third Worlds. The division, 
which was of course made in the First World, implied an epistemic distribu-
tion and ranking of disciplinary knowledge. Amilcar Cabral expressed a simi-
lar idea in a different vocabulary and experience:

History teaches us that, in certain circumstances, it is very easy for the foreigner 
to impose his domination on a people. But it also teaches us that whatever may 
be the material aspects of this domination, it can be maintained only by the 
permanent, organized repression of the cultural life of the people concerned. 
Implantation of foreign domination can be assured definitively only by physi-
cal liquidation of a significant part of the dominated population…. In fact, to 
take up arms to dominate a people is, above all, to take up arms to destroy, or 
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at least to neutralize, to paralyze, its cultural life. For, with a strong indigenous 
cultural life, foreign domination cannot be sure of its perpetuation.21

“Philosophizing” in the sense that Kusch defines it, engaging the problems at 
hand in particular space/places rather than focusing on the history and prob-
lems that philosophy as a European discipline demands, means to engage in 
epistemic disobedience and putting the problems before the discipline instead 
of maintaining the disciplinary boundary before the problem. It implies using 
the tool of the disciplines to solve problems (those that Cabral mentions), 
instead of faithfully reproducing the discipline in the colonies under the ban-
ner of civilization, modernization, progress, philosophical excellence, and the 
like.

Struggles for decolonization in Africa and Asia, in the second half of the 
twentieth century, starting with the liberation of India in 1947, were of rela-
tive success in terms of the state and the economy, since local elites who con-
trolled the state after expelling the colonizer maintained the same political 
theory and political economy that the colonizer imposed in their respective 
countries. Frustrations ran high among believers and activists in the process 
of decolonization when they realized that decolonization had mutated from 
external to internal colonialism. Thus, decolonization did not remove coloni-
ality, the logic that organized imperial power which local elites now shared.22 
However, decolonization left an undeniable imprint in engendering deco-
lonial thinkers and decolonial thinking. I do not want to say decolonization 
engendered “new philosophies” because the novelty implied will be cast in 
the linear temporality of modernity where newness is part of the rhetoric of 
modernity which would deny novelty to something such as African or Latin 
American philosophy. And this is another challenge of African to continental 
philosophy.

the advent of “black thinkers” and the future 
of cosmoPolitan localism

Lewis Gordon has reframed the debate in terms of “Africana Philosophy.” 
Africana philosophy is not restricted to philosophical activities in Africa. In his 
words:

Africana philosophy is a species of Africana thought, which involves theoreti-
cal questions raised by critical engagement with ideas in Africana cultures and 
their hybrid, mixed, or creolized forms worldwide. Since there was no reason 
for the people of the African continent to have considered themselves African 
until identity was imposed upon them through conquest and colonization in 
the modern era (the sixteenth century onward), this area of thought also refers 
to the unique set of questions raised by the emergence of “Africans” and their 
diaspora here designated by the term “Africana.”23
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Africana philosophy raises and addresses fundamental questions. Two are appo-
site here: who and why. “Africana philosophy examines what emerges from the 
question ‘in reality who and what am I?’, when posed by those who were actu-
ally enslaved and by those who lived the dubious status of a questioned human-
ity.”24 A radical shift in the geography of reasoning is taking place here. While 
one of the pillars of modern continental and secular philosophy (after conti-
nental theological philosophy) was “I think, therefore I am,” the question and 
dramatic personal and historical conditions that drove Descartes to pronounce 
such a statement are absolutely irrelevant for those who are philosophizing 
from the experiences and the legacies of slavery and from the perspective of 
philosophers who belong to the lesser humanity according to the Eurocentered 
classification of which continental philosophy was, either intentionally or not, 
complicit. The question, “In reality, who am I?” is not a question that can be 
formulated or answered in isolation. Gordon has already told us (and also V.Y. 
Mudimbe) that Africa was an invention of Christian cosmology and vocabulary, 
and people have to recognize themselves as African vis-à-vis the hegemony and 
dominance of European philosophical discourses. The colonial epistemic dif-
ference sustained by European categories of thoughts is being unmade by the 
relentless work of Africana philosophy and other similar efforts.

After discussing African-American and Afro-British European continental 
philosophy, heavily entrenched in postmodern vocabulary and arguments, 
Gordon unveils several illogical statements which, on the surface, appear 
logical and rational. One of them, as an example, is “…postmodern anti-
essentialism goes nowhere since the denial of essentialism does not ensure 
anti-essentialism.” Examples abound in philosophy and politics in which by 
critiquing in the first case and accusing in the second you cover the road with 
dust so to hide what you are doing (which is—willingly or not—exactly the 
same thing as what you critique; only the contents have changed).

Facing this logic entrenched in continental philosophy, Gordon sets up a 
second underlying concern of Africana philosophy: “We are thus faced with 
our second, underlying concern of Africana philosophy—namely that of lib-
eration and social transformation.”25 We are here coming back to Amilcar 
Cabral’s concerns in politics and Enrique Dussel’s in philosophy. Liberation 
in both cases is strictly linked, politically and philosophically, to struggle for 
the decolonization of knowledge and the liberation of both the colonial and 
imperial subject. Here we are turning the tables and “philosophizing” (that 
is thinking about and undoing), a puzzle that continental philosophy delib-
erately ignores but which must now be forced into the open: that European 
philosophy is a particular local name for human thinking.

The challenge that global decolonial thinking presents to continental phi-
losophy was described, from another local history, by Mehrzad Boroujerdi:

Nativism stands in the same relation to orientalism in reverse as Eurocen-
trism does to orientalism proper. Both nativism and Eurocentrism provide an 
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ontological and epistemological umbrella under which it becomes possible to 
develop a theory of history and a political platform. Whereas Eurocentrism 
advocated such ideas as the uniqueness and superiority of the West and its uni-
vocal manifest destiny, nativism was born of lamentable circumstances of colonial-
ism and the agonizing milieu of the post-World War II period of decolonization. It 
represents a cultural reflex on the part of many Third World intellectuals from 
Southeast Asia to the Caribbean eager to assert their found identities.26

The challenge that African and non-European spaces/places (in Dussel’s 
sense of geopolitics) presents to continental philosophy comes from the fact 
that while it is obvious that confronting Western epistemic hegemony and 
the arrogance it instills in the epistemic subjects that it creates is unavoid-
able, such a confrontation with the West is not a problem for Western phi-
losophers, intellectuals, and thinking people in general.27 We are here once 
again at the heart of the colonial difference and the geopolitics of knowledge 
that, once again, are not a problem for European philosophy. But it should be 
if the colonial epistemic and ontological difference are to be put to rest. But 
it may be difficult for continental philosophers to take seriously an agenda 
formulated by non-European thinkers challenging their naturalized beliefs in 
the epistemic privileges of something called philosophy.

Taking advantage of Dussel’s definition of space/place, let us replace 
“nativism” by “localism.” We can now make two parallel and mutually rein-
forcing arguments. The first is that after all, Eurocentrism is nothing but a 
particular nativism holding the privilege of drawing and implementing 
global designs—global designs that since the renaissance were successful in 
disguising colonial epistemic differences and selling them as cultural differ-
ences. Cultural differences makes you believe that it just happens that cultures 
are different as it hides the hierarchy and power relations that colonial dif-
ferences unveil. Colonial difference is, indeed, already a decolonial concept. 
Thus, non-European localism is what Boroujerdi describes as nativism, a term 
that may slip into privileging blood and land, which is not what his argument 
points to. In fact, Botoujerdi’s paradigmatic example of “nativism” is Frantz 
Fanon who can hardly be accused of fundamentalist thinking.

Now, the advent of Black intellectuals, both in the sense of African and 
Afro-Caribbean diasporas as well as in the sense of non-European intellectu-
als, thinkers, artists, philosophers, and activists, is really posting a major chal-
lenge to European philosophy—and that is to Kant’s cosmopolitan legacies, 
still alive and well today, even among African philosophers.28 How come? 
Philosophical localism (born of the lamentable circumstances of colonialism) 
is by definition decolonial and, contrary to the claims of continental philoso-
phy, is pluri-versal instead of uni-versal. Therefore, cosmopolitanism from 
above—that is, Kant’s legacy picked up by “honest liberals” (to use John 
rawls’s expression)—is automatically unveiled as unidirectional: a benevo-
lent imperialism reorienting the civilizing mission that is not asking ques-
tions about how relevant cosmopolitanism is for intellectuals beyond the 
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Euro-American sphere, in Tanzania, Bolivia, Ghana, Tunisia, Uzbekistan, or 
Iran, to name just a few spaces/places. If the cosmopolitan project is not con-
ceptually unraveled from the perspective of the non-European world in the 
same way that “philosophy” was unapologetically appropriated in countless 
acts of epistemic disobedience, then the way forward, conceptually, is the idea 
of “cosmopolitan localism.” This sounds like an oxymoron, no doubt. But do 
not forget what we have said about epistemic disobedience.

Cosmopolitan localism means simply a world in which many worlds would 
co-exist as the Zapatistas’s famous dictum has it; and it implies that the com-
monalities of localisms—what connects the diversity of local histories—has, 
once again, its origin in the “lamentable conditions of colonialism.” Non-
European localisms have this in common: the experiences of European and, 
later on, US imperialism, which are common global experiences marked by 
the differences in each local history. Thus, localism cannot be universal, as 
European imperial localism, but is by definition pluriversal. The major chal-
lenge, therefore, of African and non-European philosophy is indeed the 
growing and consolidation of independent thoughts, with the full awareness 
that such independent thoughts do not mean going back to the roots but 
dealing with and undoing the colonial epistemic difference.

notes

 1.  The human form of our ancestors has been dated between 200-250 years to, 
while civilizations as we know it (the Axial Age) is dates around 6000 years 
ago. The date of the Axial Age coincided mutatis mutandis with the current 
date of the Anthropocene.

 2.  An example of this paradox is the oxymoronic twist that made even Caucasians 
become “Blacks” in russia. See Tlostanova (2006).

 3.  Greer et al. (2008), Mignolo (2006).
 4.  Eze (1997).
 5.  Balibar and Wallerstein (1988).
 6.  Osamu (2006).
 7.  On the concept of “coloniality of being,” which works in tandem with 

 Osamu’s article, see Maldonado-Torres (2009).
 8.  Mendieta (1999, 2003).
 9.  The original objectives of CA, on both the international and the national levels, 

have remained constant: to be a sounding board and a podium to enhance 
Latin American ideas and debates, with a keen sensibility of the marginal loca-
tion of Latin America in the world order. Yet in its evolution it has followed 
the transformation of Latin American countries. We can distinguish two clearly 
delineated stages which correspond to the periods under the direction of Jesús 
Silva Herzog (1942–1986) and Leopoldo Zea (since 1987, under the auspices 
of the National Autonomous University of Mexico).

 10.  Alioune Diop remained publisher until his death in 1980, when his wife 
 Christiane Mame Yand took over. The 50th anniversary of Présence africaine 
was celebrated at UNESCO in Paris i é Diop in 1997, and attended by Daniel 
Maximin and Wole Soyinka amongst others.
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 11.  I am living aside here the long and strong tradition of Afro-Caribbean philoso-
phy. See Paget Henry, Caliban’s reason. London: routledge, 2003.

 12.  For Africa see http://www.assatashakur.org/forum/open-forum/23212-
there-african-philosophy.html; for Latin America http://pachasofia.blogs-
pot.com/2008/03/existe-filosofa-en-latinoamrica-sobre.html;

 13.  Bernasconi (1997).
 14.  For an extended argument on these issues, wee Mignolo (2014).
 15.  Onyewuenyi (1991). Almost exactly the same argument was advanced by 

Argentine philosopher Kusch (1976).
 16.  Kusch (1976).
 17.  Heidegger (1969). Notice how geo-historical configurations and body-inscribed 

memories shape the questions you ask and the issues you, in this case Hei-
degger, consider relevant. Imagine Heidegger born and educated in Ghana, 
and from German parents, let’s concede. What would have been “thinking?” 
Whatever it could have been, he would have had to either repress colonialism 
from his thinking and pretend he was a German philosopher, or confront colo-
nialism, in which case he would have been quoted in this article differently. See 
http://evans-experientialism.freewebspace.com/heidegger8a.htm.

 18.  Mignolo (2009).
 19.  Cabral (1973).
 20.  Dussel (1985: 2).
 21.  Cabral (2000).
 22.  A moving and revealing reflection on the mirage of political and economic 

decolonization can be found in Béji (2008).
 23.  Gordon (2008: 1).
 24.  Ibid., 35.
 25.  Ibid., 123.
 26.  Boroujerdi (1995: 14). We should not be discouraged yet by the word 

“nativism.” Perhaps it is not the most appropriate today for what Boroujerdi is 
arguing for.

 27.  See Dabashi (2015).
 28.  Appiah (2006).
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CHAPTEr 20

On Vernacular rationality: Gadamer and Eze 
in Conversation

Peter Amato

In this chapter I explore the concept of “vernacular rationality” introduced by 
Emmanuel Chukwude Eze in his posthumously published book On Reason: 
Rationality in a World of Cultural Conflict and Racism. I am interested here 
in the ways this idea can be unfolded, expanded, and developed in the spirit 
if not the letter of Eze’s employment by articulating it in relation to Hans-
Georg Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics—in particular, with Gadamer’s 
conception of the role tradition plays in interpretation and understanding and 
the idea of hermeneutics as practical philosophy.1

reading—or misreading2 Eze’s “vernacular rationality” in this way may 
help us unpack some of its meaning and usefulness for the multilayered philo-
sophical and liberatory project Eze pursued in this book and for his whole 
career. I hope it will also shed light on some of the issues associated with the 
self-understanding of philosophy and the relationship of African philosophy 
within and outside Western philosophy. Eze was himself quite self-conscious 
about standing in that mirror, as it were. He knew that the meaning of “Afri-
can philosophy” would most importantly be determined through the work 
done by African philosophers like himself engaged with, challenging, criti-
quing, and departing from the Western tradition in fundamental ways. He 
knew also that this work would result in a revising, expanding, and ultimately 
a transforming of how we could think about and do philosophy in the future.

For Eze, it was essential that conceptualizations of “African philosophy” 
reflect the historical circumstance of Africa—one in which the postcolonial 
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coincides with the post-traumatic in tending to make its suffering invisible 
and ordinary. As Veena Das has written, “there is no unitary collective sub-
ject (such as the African self or the Indian self) but forms of inhabiting the 
world in which one tries to make the world one’s own, or to find one’s voice 
both within and outside the genres that become available in the descent into 
the everyday.”3 I will suggest that Eze’s vernacular conception of “everyday” 
rationality can assist us in developing the postcolonial self-image of philos-
ophy, as it struggles belatedly to acknowledge the voices of the multitudes 
it contains, especially if this concept is taken more literally than he seems to 
intend.

While Gadamer’s approach has often been regarded as having an inher-
ent tendency toward conservatism and reverence for tradition and traditional 
ways of understanding, and in that respect should appear to most readers to 
be an unexpected resource for appropriation by postcolonial, liberatory phi-
losophy, I will argue that this impression is both misguided and hasty. It’s 
misguided because Gadamer’s perspective on meaning and rationality leaves 
far more up for determination in the course of history than many of Gadam-
er’s critics acknowledge.4 It’s hasty because even if we would like Gadamer to 
have championed a more politically critical or progressive hermeneutics than 
he did, I believe his work supports a reading—a misreading—from the stand-
point of postcolonial literatures and philosophies that can and should make it 
more of a resource for liberatory perspectives than it has been heretofore.5

vernacular reason

Eze has ambitious goals in On Reason: “I hope to discover how to test not 
just the claims of individuals to rationality but also the rationality of cultural 
practices and other kinds of events that claim to be productive of reason.”6 
Many lines of approach are pursued in the attempt to describe, interpret, 
explain, and justify7 a conception of rationality that would make sense of its 
application across these levels. Throughout, Eze is involved in a richly tex-
tured survey and critique of a wide variety of common and traditional ideas of 
what rationality is from which his own views emerge. “It is my task…to ren-
der explicit—by reflective, exploratory, analysis—that which is already implic-
itly comprehended in rational action.”8

The idea of “vernacular rationality” Eze develops is complex. reason can-
not (any more) be thought of as a “thing…object…substance, or essence,” 
but rather as “a field of mental acts in perception, understanding, and expla-
nation, including the frameworks of comprehension and justification of the 
horizons of the field itself.”9 Eze’s idea is “vernacular” in the sense that 
rationality, like language, is embedded in the everyday ordinary experiences 
and activities of life and doesn’t “stand or float somewhere all by itself.”10 
This requires us to stop thinking of it as a propositional or cognitive content. 
It isn’t a resource to be exploited or an implement or tool to be manipu-
lated. It isn’t an abstract method or a universal, formal, or reductive code or 
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protocol. Instead, being rational is modelled for us as if a practical competence 
or a fluency like that which all humans have in the multitude of their ver-
nacular languages. rationality is a “practical disposition”11 involving thought 
embedded in everyday experience that doesn’t exist outside specific histories. 
By using vernacular language as the basic metaphor for his conception of the 
structure of rationality, Eze invokes the most vivid site in experience where 
constant innovation and improvisation generate meaningful, regularized, and 
useful standards simply by being sustained in cooperative use. Such use sets 
the norms for (local) competence, but flourishes and grows in departure from 
the norm.

But while rationality is like vernacular language and involved with it, it 
is also importantly separate from it. It is “a field of mental acts…[and] the 
frameworks of comprehension and justification,”12 of that field of mental acts. 
In this sense we might say that rationality for Eze pertains to the ongoing 
and essentially human activity of experiencing the world in a meaningful way. 
Because this only ever occurs in historically concrete and local conditions, and 
because this activity is oriented toward the world through language, rational-
ity is an inherently linguistic and an inherently diverse phenomenon.13 The 
diversity is at the level of conceptuality and “mental acts” in a way that some-
how precedes language.

This idea of rationality as a practical disposition connected with but inde-
pendent of language sets up the discussion of what Eze calls the “breach of 
tongue.”14 In experience, we encounter a general indeterminacy in the abil-
ity of language to coherently account for or coordinate experience. This 
“breach” is not a failure of thinking, but in a very general way Eze regards 
it as conceptual thought’s universal origin or impetus. The breach, gap, or 
rupture that is faced in the circumstance of thought coming up against what 
“everyday linguistic perception” cannot contain or account for is the basis for 
thought’s fundamental spontaneity and freedom:

This breach indicates…a general distance between thought and mind, discourse 
and reason, concept and object, the universal and the particular, or the typi-
cal and the unique. [It] is therefore an indication of moments of an epistemic 
gap in everyday linguistic perception. But this is a productive gap…a generative 
absence from which the mind constitutes its own figures as acts of thought, as 
acts of speech.15

The breach is a universal aspect of the human condition establishing a dwell-
ing-pace for a diverse notion of reason that is in some important sense prior 
to and independent of language, (these paradoxes, for example, must be prior 
to or outside language in order to appear literally extra-ordinary in the first 
place). Language’s role here seems to be helping thought to cope (ration-
ally?) with a world that is full of messy, paradoxical poles. Most importantly, 
the breach accounts for our built-in “freedom of thought or the freedom 
of mind,” in the sense that conceptual thought is in the course of human 
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life presented with problems it must resolve in order to render experience 
in a way that maintains or restores its thinkability. As a result, the “breach 
in tongue” represents the deep-diversity structure of conceptual thought 
through its inherent connection with freedom and the possibility of authen-
ticity and autonomy.16

For Eze, this deep-structure diversity unites us all through an accessible 
“everyday” model of rationality in principle, and the work of making the 
world better (i.e., more peaceful and unified) should coincide with making 
our lives, our nations, and the world more rational. But the world as we know 
it today—precisely the ordinary one—is frequently a world of discord, vio-
lence, and cruelty, in which rationalization is usually understood to involve 
a kind of homogenizing, making things fit, bringing things into line—
something like how Levinas famously characterized ontology: “a reduction 
of the other to the same.” If vernacular reason can be a resource for both 
truth-telling and liberation,17 it must be able to show how rationality on bal-
ance works against violence, cruelty, and homogenization even when they are 
norms according to ordinary rationality in local conditions.18

The main concern I have regarding Eze’s development of the vernacu-
lar approach and its ability to succeed in this is that in remaining “thin” and 
deflationary in the hope of holding onto a mental scaffolding of universality, 
it ends up missing the opportunity his “linguistic turn” would have opened 
onto by embracing language in a more hermeneutical rather than more or 
less merely semantic way. In a world whose ordinary rationality is increasingly 
that of the commodification of practices and lives, whose everydayness sanc-
tions cruelty, insult, and indignity toward many as a normality unworthy of 
even becoming thematic, I am not sure that the thin structure of concep-
tuality as Eze has characterized it promises much more than a hope in the 
goodwill and creativity of people whose daily lives and lived experiences vary 
greatly to support us in our hope that the progress of reason will indeed be 
the kind of progress we hope for and work for in seeking a world in which 
peace and liberation are more common than conflict, racism, and oppression.

linguisticality, tradition, and reason

The status of the idea of rationality from the perspective of philosophical her-
meneutics has been a matter of debate for a long time.19 Although Gadamer’s 
influences are many, it is certainly Heidegger’s which was the greatest on the 
development of philosophical hermeneutics and its perspective on rationality. 
But while Heidegger was to increasingly mystify a rationality that he saw had 
been rendered dubious, Gadamer tends to replace abstractions about Western 
ratio with considerations regarding the prospects for reaching understanding. 
Gadamer begins with Heidegger’s acknowledgement of the deep linguistical-
ity of the human condition which grounds the universality of the hermeneuti-
cal problem.20 Famously, “Being that can be understood is language,”21 and 
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as a result, for Gadamer “[l]anguage is the fundamental mode of operation of 
our being-in-the-world and the all-embracing form of the constitution of the 
world.”22

Gadamer’s conception of rationality is most fundamentally based on see-
ing understanding as a practical and theoretical task whose accomplishment 
is a matter of interpretive, historical, and dialogical activity. If we wanted to 
compare Gadamer’s conception of rationality to the sketch of Eze’s presented 
above, while Eze’s idea of vernacular reason is modelled on “mental acts” 
of ordinary sense-making in the world that connect us to others by finding 
expression in language, Gadamer’s would appear somewhat as the reverse: the 
pursuit of understanding is framed and motivated in language, leads to the 
pursuit of understanding in conversation, and results in or produces a truth 
that emerges and is acknowledged in language.

Although Eze isn’t committed to using the idea of the vernacular in 
more than a metaphorical way to characterize rationality, articulating this 
concept with philosophical hermeneutics would suggest it be taken literally. 
In other words, it would have us recognize that reason is not (conceptually) 
diverse “at its heart”23 because ordinary reasoning is something like vernacu-
lar speech, but in fact because reasoning is an activity in and of speech and 
writing. Thought thus links us unavoidably with others and others’ inter-
pretations insofar as it is always embedded in historical and local practices, 
aspirations, and expectations.

The vernacular speech of our present is ineluctably part of an ongoing 
even if unacknowledged conversation with our past. It is rooted in the sub-
basement of vernacular speech, as it were, the traditions that underwrite and 
inform it. Tradition—both in the form taken by cultural heritage and also in 
the history of research that presents us with secondary perspectives and com-
mentary about experience, culture, art, and learning—frames the ongoing 
conversations into which our lives and concerns are introduced. In the best 
conversation, the interlocutors are themselves affected and changed by the 
encounter even while affecting and changing one another. This is a primary 
insight of the sense of rationality in philosophical hermeneutics—that it is a 
feature of the meaningful encounter with a text or a person or another cul-
ture that one acknowledges and engages with the claim the culture, person, 
or the text makes upon one, and the questions this encounter gives rise to. 
What is rational in a more than formal sense is dialogical and oriented toward 
understanding.

Eze’s idea of vernacular rationality benefits from an analogy to language 
but may be seen as, in a sense, holding onto a privileged place for reason 
behind or below language. This is part of why I think Eze persists throughout 
his fascinating and wide-ranging study in casting the central issues in an epis-
temological and semantic framework, and is preoccupied with “truth-telling” 
rather than conversation.24 rationality in philosophical hermeneutics is what 
allows the truth to emerge in dialogical conversation and criticism in the 
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pursuit of understanding. Eze remains in his approach to language at the level 
of semantics when moving to the level of a more hermeneutical conception of 
language and rationality would be beneficial.

Our shared human condition as beings whose existence is thoroughly 
mediated by language helps to add force to Eze’s broad and multilayered 
critique of Western philosophical conceptions of rationality. From the stand-
point of philosophical hermeneutics, rationality has always been less of a see-
ing (videre, evidence) than a willingness to hear, and by hearing to listen, to 
seek understanding.25 The metaphorics of Enlightenment encouraged the 
acceptance of ratio as a vast and glittering generality—shining a great but 
blinding light that vaguely promised security and comfort without concern 
for or even calculation of the suffering it cost to others. In terms of Eze’s 
“breach in tongue,” the rationality of Enlightenment could feed the epis-
temic, ethical, and moral problems presented by conquest, colonial oppres-
sion, and genocide back into the visual rhetoric of lightness and darkness, 
which meant those costs did not matter because those are persons with whom 
we do not need to converse—with whom we do not converse. The complic-
ity of Western philosophy in the crimes of conquest, colonial oppression, and 
genocide was in its most concentrated form the refusal or inability to hear 
suffering speak.

For Gadamer, the rationality of philosophical hermeneutics is, as for Eze, 
best presented in a way that breaks with the largest part of the background 
of Western rationalism, which has tended to gravitate toward the speculative 
or the transcendental.26 Although this moves Eze into the ambit of empiri-
cism and various forms of pragmatism throughout his discussion of rational-
ity, Gadamer finds resources in Aristotle. Gadamer writes that hermeneutics is 
a “practical philosophy,” in a number of ways that are relevant to Eze’s pro-
ject. First, understanding always begins with questions—our own questions, 
being posed to the text or person or culture with whom we are in conversa-
tion. Second, these questions reflect our situated, historical experience in the 
world, our status as inheritors of traditions of interpretation and the prob-
lems and lacunae belonging to those, and our relationship toward the future, 
approaching a horizon that is ours as we move through the world, in language 
that belongs to us and that we belong to—that is our vernacular.27

Aristotle saw techne as the deliberative aspect of poiesis (making), episteme 
as the knowing involved in theoria, and phronesis as the wisdom involved 
in action oriented toward realizing “the Good” (praxis).28 For Gadamer, 
understanding is like phronesis rather than a form of contemplation or a 
craft because the act of interpretation requires that we bring ourselves into 
play and at risk in a unique way. Practical wisdom involves the orientation 
of conduct that constitutes us and our world. It is in that sense essential to 
who we are and what we become as actors in a way fundamentally different 
from the kinds of wisdom we can have of making (techne) and of knowing 
(episteme). Whether or not we have a specific knowledge or craft doesn’t 
make us who we are in the ways what Aristotle called character results from 
conduct.



20 ON VErNACULAr rATIONALITY: GADAMEr AND EZE IN CONVErSATION  309

[W]hat separates [practical wisdom] fundamentally from technical expertise is 
that it expressly asks the question of the good too—for example, about the best 
way of life or about the best constitution of the state. It does not merely master 
an ability, like technical expertise, whose task is set by an outside authority: by 
the purpose that is to be served by what is being produced…. All this holds true 
for hermeneutics as well.29

Hermeneutical activity inherently calls us into question ourselves, since this 
is what is required by engagement with a text that makes a claim upon us. It 
does so not only for what it says but because what it says will depend on the 
questions we put to it. These move beyond the text but will be essential to 
interpretation. Understanding the text is not a matter of knowing what the 
author’s words or gestures mean, merely.

To be sure, one has to master the grammatical rules, the stylistic devices, the art 
of composition upon which the text is based, if one wishes to understand what 
the author wanted to say in the text; but the main issue in all understanding 
concerns the meaningful relationship that exists between the statements of the 
text and our understanding of the reality under discussion.30

It is because a subject matter is a concern for us that we interpret a text that 
will illuminate that concern. By bringing ourselves into conversation with the 
text, our expectations and assumptions are affected and changed. Our starting 
point is moved, and therefore so is our destination. We are in play because 
the conversation puts our assumptions and expectations in jeopardy so that 
the subject matter may be better understood.

Hermeneutics is practical philosophy in the sense that the movement of 
the hermeneutical circle is our own movement, change, development, growth 
(Bildung). In engagement with texts we are involved in a critical-constitutive 
relation with respect to our tradition(s) that reflects the activity of appropriat-
ing, criticizing, and overcoming them in becoming who we are and making 
our culture and world what they will become:

The hermeneutics that I characterize as philosophic is not introduced as a 
new procedure of interpretation or explication. Basically it only describes what 
always happens wherever an interpretation is convincing and successful. It is 
not at all a matter of a doctrine about a technical skill that would state how 
understanding ought to be…. [U]nacknowledged presuppositions are always at 
work in our understanding…. It always harvests a broadened and deepened self-
understanding. But that means hermeneutics is philosophy, and as philosophy it 
is practical philosophy.31

conclusions

Eze’s model of vernacular reason, since it is based on the conceptuality of 
prelinguistic mental acts, may have a greater tendency toward internal mono-
logue than he would have expected or wanted, with the result of blunting 
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both its break with speculative and transcendental approaches to rationality, 
and its hoped-for political accomplishments associated with diversity, peace, 
and progress. Gadamer’s approach is rooted firmly in the ongoing conver-
sations of humanity already begun—each a vernacular “all the way down.” 
As noted earlier, Gadamer’s ideas have not frequently been identified directly 
with the project of developing a progressive political outlook. However, I 
think the notion that our highest priorities in such a project would include a 
widening of our circles of conversation through the work of engagement and 
interpretation in the pursuit of understanding, emphasizing the work of lis-
tening—carefully to ourselves and our traditions, and just as carefully to oth-
ers and theirs—cannot but provide any such project with a helpfully humane 
if underappreciated impetus.

The hermeneutical rereading of Eze’s vernacular rationality allows us to 
connect speaking with existing traditions which are themselves changed by 
our engagement and involvement with them. By embracing the linguistical-
ity of our circumstance, we are reconnected with and reoriented toward one 
another in conversation and dialogue. In this respect it never made sense to 
view the hermeneutical circle, which recognizes the beginning point of all 
interpretation in pre-understanding, as a vicious or logical circle that did not 
go anywhere. The hermeneutical circle has always really been a spiral, in the 
sense that we understand by moving forward—which requires that we engage 
in a critical-constitutive relation toward our tradition(s) commencing only 
after having shifted or put into question our initial starting point.

As meta-philosophy, the vernacular idea of rationality helps us conceptual-
ize the constant roiling questions philosophers must ask about the role and 
value of our activity. Depending on who and where and when we are, the 
answers will be different, generating dialects among practitioners and genres 
across the entire field. All actual speech is dialect. Thus, there can be no one, 
authoritative, Standard Philosophy, only traditions of conversation in vernac-
ular dialects. The rationality of each reflects a manifestation of the hermeneu-
tical situation of encountering a text with our questions.

Any postcolonial conception of rationality must be understood as remain-
ing amidst the continuation of catastrophe, existing in the presence of institu-
tions created by violators, by violation, in violation and, so, violating still. In 
rationality’s self-reflection something has to be out-of-joint as long as these 
conditions continue. We are beyond “colonialism” in a sense, but not beyond 
inhumanity, nor beyond ideological and academic complicity. The critique of 
Western philosophy for its complicity in justifying unjustifiable attitudes and 
practices is a critical-constitutive gesture appropriating the tradition in a way 
that is aimed at making it acknowledge the voices and experiences of those it 
had excluded and silenced.

Thinking of philosophy as a series of conversations in which the inter-
locutors are seeking understanding carried out in terms of the salient ques-
tions and problems that motivate the encounter of local person(s), text(s), 
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and tradition(s) would result in a broader range of literatures and disciplines 
across which the term “philosophy” could be extended. This might lead us 
to be less concerned with attempts to characterize its work and distinguish 
between different ways of accomplishing it according to differences in the 
aims, methods, and languages of its composition, such as gave rise to labels in 
philosophy like “African,” “American,” “analytic,” “Anglo-English,” “Asian,” 
“continental,” “Eastern,” “Indigenous,” etc. But this way of thinking would 
give sense to the observation that in postcolonial times philosophy has itself 
been liberated from the political and social servitude that always distorted its 
ideals and potentials. Philosophy is dead! Long live philosophy! More to the 
point, this view suggests a way to think about the larger project Eze had in 
mind in his far-reaching study—and in his life’s work: There is no dialect that 
is Language Itself and no philosophical style or approach that reflects the one 
true path of rationality or style of philosophy. The progress of philosophy is 
tied to the progress of humanity and reason in the sense that it promotes and 
supports the widening of ways we discover to address our questions to one 
another in ways that assist us in becoming more self-aware and more aware of 
the world and others. The critical-constitutive relationship we always already 
have to our own traditions can be a model and basis for a broader, cross-
conversational philosophical discourse.

Finally, to return to the most direct and personal aims of Eze’s text, broad-
ening the concept of “vernacular reason” in a hermeneutically richer way can 
help us think about “the claims of individuals to rationality [and]…the ration-
ality of cultural practices and other kinds of events that claim to be produc-
tive of reason.”32 reasonableness would mean to endeavor to move through 
the world understandingly so much as possible. This would involve devel-
oping and exercising competence and fluency in relation to one’s cultural, 
humanistic, and other tradition(s), recognizing that these are most reflectively 
enjoined to the extent that they put one “in play” or “at risk.” That is to say, 
in order to be rational, this relationship should be critical-constitutive, involv-
ing the robust and engaged disposition toward interpretation that comes 
with experience and empathy. To develop and exercise the virtues associated 
with hermeneutical rationality would mean trying to make the world more 
like Emmanuel Eze envisioned it: broadening the circle of listening so as to 
strengthen the practical connections that allow conversation and dialogue to 
overcome the irrational and the inhumane.

notes

 1.  Attempts to bring African philosophy into conversation with philosophical 
hermeneutics have been made before by others in various ways, perhaps most 
notably in major works by Theophilus Okere and Tsenay Serequeberhan (Janz 
1997: 236–237). I focus here on using hermeneutical concepts to understand 
Eze’s idea of vernacular rationality and to use it as another way to illuminate 
them both by bringing them together.
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 2.  The slogan attributed to Allan Bloom that “all reading is misreading” takes on 
various shades of meaning in different contexts. It is meant here in the sense 
Gadamer endorses in Truth and Method and elsewhere that all understanding 
involves interpretation and that interpretation is possible only when a reader’s 
prejudgments and prior understandings are in play. Cf. Gadamer (2008: 3, 9).

 3.  Quoted by Nikro (2014: 1).
 4.  At the same time as philosophical hermeneutics has been criticized by phi-

losophers like Apel and Habermas as being far too reverential and potentially 
uncritical of existing social arrangements, other critics, most notably Emilio 
Betti and E.D. Hirsch, have attacked it for being excessively pluralistic and 
leaving rationality and truth far too subject to determination by historical and 
political influences to support any stable conception or criteria.

 5.  This argument is eloquently made from the standpoint of feminist critics of 
Gadamer in several of the essays collected in Lorraine Code, editor, Feminist 
Interpretations of Hans-Georg Gadamer (2003). Cf. Warnke (1987).

 6.  Eze (2008: xiii).
 7.  Ibid., xii.
 8.  Ibid.
 9.  Ibid., xvii.
 10.  Ibid., xviii.
 11.  Ibid., xii.
 12.  Ibid., xvii–xiv.
 13.  Ibid., 22–23, 112–113.
 14.  Ibid., 9.
 15.  Ibid.
 16.  Ibid., 18, 88–89.
 17.  Ibid., 119.
 18.  John Pittman expresses a similar concern: “[C]an ordinary reason…really bear 

the weight of an anti-racist project? If it is true that “diversity is at the heart of 
reason” and that diversity “goes all the way down,” what sense does it make 
to call such an account of reason “progressive?”… The vernacular theory of 
rationality seems poised between progressivist campaign and pluralist bazaar.” 
Pittman (2008: 4).

 19.  Warnke (1987: 167–174).
 20.  Schmidt (2000).
 21.  Gadamer (1989: 470).
 22.  Gadamer (2008: 3).
 23.  Eze (2008: 112).
 24.  Ibid., 117–119.
 25.  The Latin conferre means “bring together.” Heidegger explains how thinking 

is a kind of speaking and a kind of gathering in the essays, “What Calls for 
Thinking,” and “The Way to Language,” in Heidegger (2008).

 26.  Eze (2008: 88).
 27.  Although the world-constituting implications of this way of talking about 

language are sharply in contrast with much of Western philosophy prior 
to Heidegger, Eze is not so far from something similar that he attributes to 
conceptuality when he says, “A vernacular theory of rationality…derives its 
epistemic power from learned practical principles on the basis of which a self 
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constitutes simultaneously its own autonomy as well as the autonomy of the 
objectivity of the world” (Ibid.). What Eze seems to be saying here of concep-
tuality, philosophical hermeneutics would assert to be the discovery of a reality 
about language—that is, it is a playing that plays us. That is, our vernacular 
language constitutes, outstrips, and moves beyond us.

 28.  Gadamer (1986: 91).
 29.  Ibid., 95.
 30.  Ibid., 99–100.
 31.  Ibid., 111. Bruce Janz observes this in talking about the relation of African to 

Western philosophy: “African philosophy is not just cast-off or recycled ideas 
from the West. It is the appropriated,…[and] not derivative, for the meaning 
is not located in the sum of the parts, even if the parts could all be traced back 
to non-African origins (which they cannot). African philosophy is the repeti-
tion of Africa itself, and also the subversion of any simple recollection” (1987: 
236).

 32.  See endnote #5.
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CHAPTEr 21

Sophia, Phronēsis, and the Universality of Ifá 
in African Philosophy

Omotade Adegbindin

introduction

The term “universality” is a popular candidate in the debate on the admis-
sion of the existence of African philosophy, partly because the West, as some 
scholars suspect, has used it to convey the impression that the definition of 
and criteria for philosophy have been established by the Western philosophi-
cal tradition. In light of this, the Western tradition of philosophy is mostly 
regarded as having a universal image as a result of its historical association 
with Sophia, whose ancestry is only traceable to the Western philosophical tra-
dition and which, for the partisans of the universality of philosophy, could 
only be discussed within that milieu. The endemic belief that philosophy was 
forged within the dynamics of sophia, especially in the Greek city of Miletus, 
led to evolving agitations—among racist scholars—to fabricate in turn a uni-
versal theory or philosophy capable of presiding over the framework of reflec-
tive activities in other cultures. The idea of universality in African philosophy 
has therefore remained a serious issue, especially when the idea is approached 
through the lens of those who insist that philosophy has a “universal” nature, 
features, and methodology and those who contend that philosophy is a cul-
tural activity that cannot be judged by other cultures.

Odera Oruka’s identification of four orientations or trends in African phi-
losophy is useful here. The four orientations he identified are: ethnophiloso-
phy, philosophic sagacity, nationalist-ideological philosophy, and professional 
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philosophy. Ethnophilosophy, for Oruka, refers to the works of anthropolo-
gists, sociologists, ethnographers, and philosophers. He maintains that these 
scholars or writers merely give the name “philosophy” to the collective world-
views, folklore, and folk wisdom of the African people. African philosophy is 
therefore “incarnated in the mythical/religious conceptions, worldviews, and 
lived ritual practices of ethnic Africans.”1 Philosophic sagacity represents the 
wisdom of certain gifted individuals in African societies. These gifted individ-
uals, referred to as wise men or sages, are “critically engaging the established 
tradition and culture of their respective ethnic groups and/or societies” and 
thus “inhabit a critical space within their cultural milieu.”2

Nationalist-ideological philosophy does not really address the question 
concerning the existence of African philosophy; rather, in Oruka’s view, it is 
represented in the works of African nationalists like Kwame Nkrumah, Julius 
Nyerere, Sekou Toure, Leopold Senghor, and so on. A critical reflection on 
Kwame Nkrumah’s Consciencism, Julius Nyerere’s Ujamma, to mention two, 
“is thus a properly philosophical and historical task, since the critical examina-
tion and exploration of these texts promises the possibility of developing an 
African philosophical discourse on politics.”3 Professional philosophy repre-
sents the views of those who claim to have a legitimate approach to doing 
philosophy or African philosophy. The professionals—represented by Paulin 
Hountondji, Kwasi Wiredu, Peter Bodunrin, and others—claim that for Afri-
can philosophy to pass as philosophy it has to imbibe the methodology and 
subject matter of Western philosophy. Gaining their label as the “universal-
ists” from this claim, the professionals have therefore maintained that:

Compared to their paradigm view of the nature of philosophy—that is, the con-
temporary analytic tradition of Western philosophy—African philosophy does 
not have the requisite features of a tradition of writing and a rigorous and criti-
cal analytical approach to debates over universal conceptual and abstract issues 
that are engaged in by individuals.4

The foregoing is a brief reflection of what Jay Van Hook calls the “universal-
ist thesis,” “a widely held dogma among contemporary African philosophers, 
one not often stated explicitly by Western philosophers although it may well 
be implicit in the way many or even most of them conceptualize their disci-
pline.”5 Hook adds that “the Africans who espouse it usually reflect the influ-
ence of Western philosophical paradigms which they take as normative and 
to which they expect African philosophy to conform.”6 Thus, conveying this 
paradigm view of the nature of philosophy, Paulin Hountondji insists that 
“the universality of the word ‘philosophy’ throughout its possible geographi-
cal applications”7 must be preserved. Peter Bodunrin, on his part, attributes 
universality to philosophy when he contends that “philosophy…must have 
the same meaning in all cultures”8 and, setting his barb against ethnophi-
losophy, that “mere descriptive accounts of African thought systems or the 
thought systems of any other society would not pass as philosophy.”9
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For Henri Maurier, “philosophy…is a discipline with a distinctive set of 
universally agreed upon ground rules.”10 Maurier’s words translate to Kwame 
Appiah’s opinion that African philosophy does not deserve the label “philoso-
phy” if it fails to share the problems and methods of Western philosophy.11 
Hook demonstrates that the universalists, in spite of their different strands of 
commentary on the existence of African philosophy, share a common “con-
viction that philosophy is in some sense universal, that it has an unchanging 
essence, and that this essence provides both criteria for judging whether or 
not something is genuine philosophy and norms governing the doing of phi-
losophy.”12 Hook however raises a number of objections13 against the uni-
versalist thesis and, from these objections, draws his submission that “a single 
universal philosophy is unattainable.”14

In this chapter, I demonstrate that Western philosophy is not a true 
embodiment of sophia. Sophia, understood as wisdom or skillful handicraft, 
shows that “philosophy, broadly conceived, came into the world, not once 
but a number of times, in various places.”15 I show that although such oral 
texts as Ifá—classified as belonging to the ethnophilosophical—may have, 
in the words of Mudimbe, “their own distinct mode of being,”16 the term 
“universality” should be expanded to accommodate them on the basis of not 
only the similarities but also the particularities we perceive in the behaviors of 
diverse systems.

on soPhia, Phronēsis, and mutations of PhilosoPhy

There is the age-long belief among scholars that wisdom “paved the way for 
philosophical and ultimately also for scientific thinking.”17 In fact, the term 
“wisdom” has won universal esteem and is usually regarded by the Greeks as 
the property of the gods. This point is much more favored in the Arabic under-
standing of the term. The Greek “sophia” is “h̩ikma” in Arabic and the Qur’an 
refers to it as a great asset which “implies knowledge of high spiritual truths.” 
It must be stressed, however, that “The tradition of the inclusion of the sci-
ences in wisdom seems indeed to have remained unbroken from the Greeks to 
the Arabs.”18 This assertion, on the purely Arabic side, presents sophia or h̩ikma 
“as the main stock from which spring directly the us̩ul or al-‘ulum al-as̩liyya, 
the fundamental sciences, such as the study of the world and logic.”19 This 
does not translate to a suggestion that a symmetrical relation exists between 
wisdom and science; rather, it suggests that sophia or h̩ikma transcends science. 
As an ideal, wisdom is believed to be “the highest knowledge men were capa-
ble of and the most desirable patterns of human behavior.”20 Accordingly, it 
has been described as the “anthropological ability to cope with life…; a rational 
system (interpretation of the cosmos, philosophy, beginnings of science); and a 
personification, hypostasis, goddess, or attribute of God.”21

It is common knowledge among historians of philosophy that a lucid grasp 
of the pursuit of wisdom is “at the heart of Socratic philosophizing.”22 Plato’s 
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early dialogues, for instance, show that for Socrates wisdom provides its pos-
sessor with infallible judgment in his pursuit of a good life. Wisdom thus 
requires the possession of knowledge which in turn “provides the basis for 
infallibly good judgment in decisions pertinent to how one should live.”23 
Plato reflects this latter view in his later works. Due to skeptical attacks and 
the seeming triumph of Christianity in the medieval period, philosophical 
thinking began to lose its claim on wisdom as its defining characteristic. More 
specifically, wisdom began to lose its place of primacy within philosophical 
discourse after Aristotle. Thus:

The sceptics rarely discussed wisdom. They appear to have accepted something 
like the Aristotelian account of theoretical wisdom, but then cast doubt on 
our ability to grasp first principles by arguing that even the most rudimentary 
and particular forms of knowledge—such as grasping some particular fact—are 
problematical. Sceptical practical wisdom, such as it was, became something like 
the ability to withhold assent from any particular proposition, thus avoiding 
dogmatism and achieving quietude (ataraxia). The connection with knowledge 
was thus either broken (for practical wisdom) or required a vast and difficult 
defence of knowledge (for theoretical wisdom) before philosophy could even 
return to wisdom as a subject of study.24

On their part, the Church Fathers of the medieval period were wary of giv-
ing approbation to the distinction made by Aristotle between the practical 
wisdom of everyday life (phronēsis) and speculative or theoretical wisdom 
(sophia) which deals with “first things.” Aristotle understands by sophia the 
highest intellectual, and especially philosophical, excellence of which the 
human mind is capable. The Church Fathers saw the distinction as marking 
the transition to theoretical (systematic) wisdom or philosophy which they 
regarded as “useless and deceitful book-learning and arrogant intellectual 
presumption.”25 By the closing of the medieval period, therefore, the Church 
Fathers had almost succeeded in their ploy to vitiate or suppress the claim by 
the early Greeks that sophia is the highest intellectual excellence. The Church 
Fathers felt that, at best, theoretical wisdom or philosophy should subserve 
the Christian faith. From this standpoint, one can understand why wisdom 
was rarely mentioned in the early modern period.

From the early modern period onward, wisdom was not given its right 
place in philosophical thinking and philosophers were now fascinated by the 
rise of modern science. During the Enlightenment, for instance, there was 
a complete disregard for wisdom as a defining characteristic of philosophy 
and, expectedly, this led to an overestimation of technical proficiency which 
put a premium on a methodological agenda called “knowledge-inquiry.” In 
other words, philosophers began a desperate search for the criteria of human 
knowledge and, as such, the conceptions of the good life became unclear as 
there were notable epistemological disputes within philosophical contexts. 
Therefore, the need for philosophy to return to the study of wisdom as an 
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object of rational pursuit made Nicholas Maxwell contrast “philosophy of 
wisdom” with “academic philosophy” or “philosophy of knowledge.” Put-
ting a premium on the former and considering that, traditionally, philosophy 
means “the love of wisdom,” Maxwell argues that “all of inquiry needs to 
give intellectual priority to the growth of wisdom” and therefore “all inquiry 
needs to develop, and be an institutionalization of, what Socrates did, advo-
cated, lived and died for.”26 Maxwell traces the unfortunate beginning of the 
mutations of philosophy in Plato and Aristotle. He points out that:

For Socrates and his contemporaries, philosophy was understood to be “the 
pursuit of wisdom”. However, with Plato, and increasingly with Aristotle, “wis-
dom” becomes “knowledge”. It is this aspect of ancient Greek philosophy that 
became prominent in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, with the birth 
of “natural” and “experimental” philosophy—that is, science. This tendency 
is continued with the development of social science from the eighteenth cen-
tury to today. Ancient Greek philosophy—pursued as the love of wisdom—is 
transformed…into the scientific pursuit of knowledge and academic philosophy, 
increasingly, is confronted with the problem of discovering how it can make 
some contribution to the general pursuit of knowledge.27

Maxwell contends further that academic philosophy or philosophy of knowl-
edge has failed to help humanity learn how to create a wiser, more enlight-
ened, civilized world. He believes that the Enlightenment is an unfortunate 
period in history for it has “failed all too often to develop traditions of 
improving personal, social and institutional aims and methods towards the 
realization of what is of most value to us in life.”28 By distancing itself from 
sophia or the pursuit of the growth of wisdom, Maxwell argues, scientific and 
technological expertise of modern time has become dissociated from

the task of helping us realize what is of value insofar as it is an integral part of 
our lives—even academic and scientific inquiry needing to be in close contact 
and communication with persons and institutions in the non-academic, non-sci-
entific world in order to be able rationally to aid the realization of value in life.29

It can be inferred, therefore, that the centerpiece of Maxwell’s expostulation 
is that most traditional philosophical problems which have resisted resolution 
within the framework of philosophy of knowledge can be resolved within the 
framework of philosophy of wisdom. This further explicates the fact that the 
methodological agenda of academic philosophy does not approve of imagi-
native exploration of people’s problems. In other words, “the intellectual 
standards of the philosophy of wisdom can help us put right…perversions of 
science and scholarship—whereas those of philosophy of knowledge cannot 
help.”30

The foregoing brings two crucial points to mind. One, it illuminates the 
fact that in African philosophy professional or academic philosophers like 
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Paulin Hountondji, Kwasi Wiredu, and, to some extent, P.O. Bodunrin 
share in the methodological agenda of knowledge-inquiry. Hountondji, for 
instance, contends that “Philosophical practice, that peculiar form of theo-
retical practice that is called philosophy, is inseparable from that other form of 
theoretical practice called science”31 and philosophy should therefore be cast 
in the image of science. This is coterminous with the conventional insinua-
tion, deeply ingrained in the thought of Hountondji, that “it is science that 
precedes and unilaterally determines philosophy.”32 In fact, Hountondji and 
other academic philosophers of his persuasion believe that philosophy has a 
methodology which has to be informed by and should mirror the exactness 
and rigor involved in scientific inquiry. Theoretical division of African phi-
losophy into trends and methodological positions is no doubt a pointer to 
this. Two, and the most important, Maxwell’s explication of the distinction 
between philosophy of wisdom and philosophy of knowledge underscores the 
fact that no culture—oral or scientific—can claim monopoly of sophia, that 
“every culture has or has had its ideal of wisdom and recorded it in oral or 
written sapiental literature.”33

universality of iFá in african PhilosoPhy

Barry Hallen remarks that, for a long time, academic philosophers have 
overtly expressed their indignation against “the suggestion that an anony-
mous corpus of writings that included myths, legends, poetry, song, and 
proverbs was truly worthy of the title ‘philosophy.’”34 This indignation, one 
suspects, is perhaps the basis for the suggestion by some scholars (philoso-
phers included) that Ifá is nothing more than a religious and mythic dis-
course that is not worthy of the title “philosophy.” Of course, Ifá is most 
conceivably discussed from the mythological or religious standpoints, partly 
because “the general sanctions behind Yorùbá religion operate to maintain 
faith in the Ifá system.”35 Another good reason is that the cantos of Ifá—and 
the narratives that go with them—have mythological underpinnings.

Myths have been discounted by some people as folk stories—and, so, unre-
liable—because they are held to make up a body of assumed knowledge about 
the universe, the natural and the supernatural worlds. In fact, from the time 
of the Greek Sophists to this day, myths have “assumed a rather pejorative 
and often negative meaning.”36 On their part, proponents of the methodo-
logical agenda in African philosophy place modern thought over traditional 
thought and deny such oral texts as Ifá any form of universality. They argue 
that such oral texts are not good candidates for philosophy since such oral 
texts, in their eyes, have not escaped what Peter Amato refers to as the “snare 
of traditionality.”37 Contrary to the claim of these proponents of the method-
ological agenda in African philosophy, however, the cantos and mythological 
narratives in Ifá “have been found to be substantially relevant to being sub-
jected to…meaningful analysis” of any subject matter.38 Perhaps, a clarifica-
tion of the concept of “myth” would help here.
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Bolaji Idowu defines myth as “a vehicle conveying a certain fact or a cer-
tain basic truth about man’s experiences in his encounter with the created 
order and with regard to man’s relation to the supra-sensible world.”39 
Anthony Mercatante describes a myth as “an anonymous traditional story, 
orally passed on from one generation to the next, believed to be literally true 
by the culture that produced it, about gods and goddesses, heroes, heroines, 
and other real and fantastic creatures, taking place at primeval or remote 
times.”40 For William Bascom:

Myths are prose narratives which, in the society in which they are told, are 
considered to be truthful accounts of what happened in the remote past. They 
are accepted on faith; they are taught to be believed; and they can be cited as 
authority in answer to ignorance, doubt, or disbelief. Myths are the embodi-
ment of dogma; they are usually sacred; and they are often associated with the-
ology and ritual. Their main characters are…animals, deities, or culture heroes, 
whose actions are set in an earlier world, when the earth was different from 
what it is today, or in another world such as the sky or underworld.41

Here, therefore, we should not forget that even the great Greek philosophers, 
like Plato and Aristotle, did not discard mythologies as complete absurdi-
ties. The former, for instance, made use of myths as allegories in several of 
his dialogues, and the latter acknowledged that, with regard to heavenly bod-
ies, some mythical data might correspond to reality. robert C. Solomon and 
Kathleen M. Higgins explicate further:

The first Greek philosophers were steeped in mythology…and some of the 
greatest breakthroughs in philosophy—made by Pythagoras, Parmenides, and 
Plato, for example—involved the flat rejection of materialist explanation of the 
world. They often wrote in riddles and allegories, and they more often sounded 
like mystic poets than contemporary science professors.42

In modern times, largely owning to the prodigious breakthroughs of sci-
ence, it is common knowledge that critics often argue that “a mythological 
narrative can embrace contradictions and absurdities.”43 These critics often 
maintain the empiricist stance and hold the facile assumption that new knowl-
edge about the world cannot be acquired through mythology since the latter 
would need only the aid of either intellectual intuition or deductive reasoning 
for its veracity or meaningfulness. In short, these critics tersely fail to see any 
relation between science or modern knowledge and mythology. However, it 
is particularly striking to know that

Modern science did not evolve in its entirety as a rebellion against myth, nor at 
its birth did it suddenly throw off the shackles of myth. In ancient Greece the 
naturalists of Ionia (Western Asia Minor), long regarded as the originators of 
science, developed views of the universe that were in fact close to the creation 
myths of their time. Those who laid the foundations of modern science, such 
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as Nicholas of Cusa, Johannes Kepler, Sir Issac Newton, and Gottfried Leibniz, 
were absorbed by metaphysical problems of which the traditional, indeed myth-
ological, character is evident.44

Thus, we can see the term “myth,” in a weak sense, as implying “a uniform, 
sacred explanatory power for etiological narratives everywhere.”45 Through 
the analogy of myth to language, structuralist analysis has also demonstrated 
the logic of myth, though it is the case that “[t]he terms of this logic are not 
those with which modern western culture is familiar. Instead they are terms 
related to items of the everyday world in which the ‘primitive’ culture exists. 
This logic is usually based on empirical categories.”46 In clear terms, the fore-
going comes squarely into line with Peter Amato’s words that even “[m]
odern thought does not escape the mythic dimensions of its own  cultural 
 setting.”47

Myths, especially those relating the origin of Ifá,48 as Awolalu would 
agree, appear to be “invented to rationalize the origin of this primordial 
divinity.”49 However, only those who have little or vague understanding of 
the cultural core of the Yorùbá would have the presumptive tendency to belit-
tle myths about Ifá. In those myths lies an aesthesia from which the Yorùbá 
formulate certain values and paradigms to guide and guard their lives. To the 
Yorùbá, myths are taken to report actual historical events. It is therefore not 
surprising that myths—in this case, the Yorùbá traditional arts of storytelling 
and of recitation—have been adroitly adapted to the Ifá system. According 
to Akinbowale Akintola, “this adaptation, in effect, has made the system an 
all-important part of the oral literature of the Yoruba race. In the system, too, 
the thought system and the experiences and concept of life of the Yoruba find 
full and rich expression.”50 This is lucidly exemplified by a saying:

Ifá ì bà l’óyún,
Ifá ì bà b’ọ́gbọ́n,
A b’ímọ̀ràn …51

If Ifá were to be pregnant,
His womb would deliver wisdom,
He would also deliver good counsel…

Most scholars of Ifá subscribe to the view that there are 256 derivative fig-
ures52 in Ifá system. These are divided into two parts, namely, the major Odù 
and the minor Odù. The major Odù are 16 in number and the minor Odù are 
240 (they are equally referred to as senior apostles and second-tier apostles 
of Ifá respectively).53 Sophie Oluwole complements the foregoing when she 
suggests that “the younger 240 Odù could therefore be reasonably regarded 
as members of a later of disciples and apprentices trained by the first 16.”54 
Thus, Oluwole sees the odù as representing “the works of over 256 ancient 
Yoruba philosophers and intellectuals.”55 She also attempts to show that the 
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works of these ancient philosophers have peculiarities and traits found in the 
works of certain Western philosophers. She explains that:

Some Ifá verses are tense and harsh, while others are soft and more humane. 
Some verses in one Odù contradict verses in others. If we were to compare 
the mathematical rigour of Pythagoras’ works with the humanistic concerns 
of Socrates, we will come up with some distinctions similar to the ones drawn 
here.56

In a Yorùbá myth of origin, Ifá is panegyrized as “A-kéré-finú-ṣọgbọ́n,”57 
meaning “the custodian of wisdom.” This panegyric, as we shall see, evinces 
the position of Ifá on the ideal of wisdom and its age-long affiliation to 
philosophy. In fact, the Yorùbá use the word ọgbọ́n (wisdom) in the above 
appellation to describe heightened ability, a reasoned understanding, or in 
describing acts associated with unbiased judgment of arguments. Ọgbọ́n (wis-
dom), therefore, cannot be removed from the discussion of the art of reflec-
tive thinking. That is why the Yorùbá use the nouns ọlọ́gbọ́n and ọ̀jọ̀gbọ́n to 
refer to “a wise man” and “a doyen” respectively. The Yorùbá sometimes use 
the two nouns to venerate a man who possesses any particular technical skill 
or art based upon experience, a man of sagacious intellect or a philosopher, 
though the noun amòye is commonly used to refer to the philosopher. How-
ever, it is not misleading to use ọlọ́gbọ́n or ọ̀jọ̀gbọ́n and amòye interchange-
ably. This, upon reflection, greatly jettisons the perception of the academic 
philosophers that philosophy is “nothing but an account of the progress of 
science”58; it takes us back to the inauguration of philosophy in the tradition 
of ancient Greek thought where philosophy “signified the intelligent, judi-
cious, or skillful quest for…wisdom, the interest in the pursuit of things intel-
lectual or artful….”59 Imbued with the tone of this analysis, Yorùbá people, 
therefore, consult ọlọ́gbọ́n or ọ̀jọ̀gbọ́n and amòye on matters affecting their 
lives and society and also revere him as a man who fathoms out the preemi-
nence of reason or correct thinking in every aspect of human affairs. A verse 
of Ọ̀wọ́nrín Méjì, the sixth odù of the sixteen principal or major Odù, cor-
roborates the foregoing:

…Ẹni kọ̀ tí ò gbọ́n
Ẹ jẹ́ à fi wọ́n wé yúuńyu nínú oko;
A díá fún Ọ̀wọ̀n’
Tí nwọn ó fi j’oyè ilée babaa rẹ̀.
Ó ní òun ò l’ówó l’ọ́wọ́,
Nwọ́n ní kì í s’owó ni àwọn ń wá
Bí kò ṣe ọgbọ́n rẹ̀ tí ó pọ̀ l’ápọ̀jù
Ni nwọ́n bá mú Ọ̀wọ́nrín j’oyè ilée babaa rẹ̀…60

…The unwise person
Is like a worthless marigold bush of the mash;
Thus, divination was performed for Ọ̀wọ̀n’
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Who would be a chieftain of his clan.
Ọ̀wọ̀n feared for he was not wealthy
Alas, the kingmakers sought not wealth
But profound wisdom which he had
And they made Ọ̀wọ́nrín the chieftain…

The above verse implies that “It is only by wisdom that the normative stand-
ards set for regulating social and individual behaviours among men…may 
be maintained and complied with in the world.”61 A verse of Èjì Ogbè, the 
first in the rank of the principal Odù, also underscores the preeminence of 
reason in our day-to-day activities, especially in decision-making situations. 
But the different approaches to translating this verse make its meaning so 
contentious. We shall render the verse in English using the two contending 
approaches—the literal and the creative—and attempt a critique of each with 
a view to showing the more tenable of the two. The verse reads:

Orí tí ó dàádé,
Nínú agoroodẹ ní í tí í yọọ wá.
Ọrùn tí ó lo èjìgbààlẹ̀kẹ̀
Nínú agoroodẹ ní í tí í yọọ wá.
Bèbèèdí tí ó lo mosáajì,
Asọ ọba t’ó koná yanran yanran
Nínú agoroodẹ ní í tí í yọọ wá.62

The literal translation of the above verse reads:

The head who will wear a crown
Is chosen before birth by the divinities;
The neck who will wear costly beads
Is chosen before birth by the divinities;
The hips that will wear mọsaji
Garment of kings which is very warm
Is chosen before birth by the divinities…63

The creative translation of the same verse is:

The head that will wear a crown
Grows out of Ifá’s ornamented ritual bowl.
The neck that will wear chieftaincy beads
Grows out of Ifá’s ornamented ritual bowl.
The bead-covered buttocks that will be
Covered with velveteen,
That bright and shinning royal velvet,
Also grow out of Ifá’s ornamented ritual bowl…64

The literal translation is centered around the concept of orí or human des-
tiny. According to Abosede Emanuel, “Orí is a person’s anatomical head 
which contains the brain…. However Ifá teaches that inside the physical 
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head...resides another entity, a psychic impalpable force that determines the 
individual’s fortune in life.”65 Emanuel further observes that orí is similar to 
the concept “destiny” as we have it in the European thought system “except 
that with orí there is a factor of personal responsibility influencing the net 
effect.”66 The concept of orí as destiny is given more meaning by a popular 
story or myth with which the Yorùbá often evaluate the success or failure of 
the individual. This myth relates that Olódùmarè, or Supreme Deity, always 
charges Àjàlá, the divine, heavenly potter, with the responsibility of mold-
ing or casting the individual’s head before she departs from heaven to begin 
his sojourn on earth. After molding different sizes of anatomical heads, Àjàlá 
follows the protocol of bringing the moulded heads before Òrìṣà-ńlá, a Yor-
ùbá divinity, who is expected to fill these empty heads with some divine lots.

The lot that the Òrìṣà-ńlá releases into a head depends on his mood, 
and that is why some heads hold good destiny and others bad destiny. And 
since the individual is not present at the divine abode where these heads are 
moulded and “blessed”, there is the likelihood that individual A who is about 
to leave heaven to begin his sojourn on Earth chose good destiny and indi-
vidual B bad destiny. But this point of view has really attracted certain reflec-
tive reactions. For instance, it is argued in some quarters that the idea of orí 
as something chosen by the bearer without knowing its contents garbles the 
ideas of praise or reward and punishment. In other words, individual B in our 
illustration, who now bears a bad orí or destiny, would most probably choose 
a good orí if he could decipher its contents. Thus, what individual B is today 
should not be seen exclusively as his own making; rather he deserves some 
sympathy because he was veiled while he was to make a choice. Conceived 
in this way, however, the concept of orí may encourage idleness, selfishness, 
oppression, and other vices. It could also give rise to fatalism, the belief that 
all events are predetermined and outside the control of human beings.

The verse cited above retains the fatalistic conception of orí and under-
scores the misguided idea that what men achieve on Earth results only from 
the choice made by them in the spirit world. But Abosede Emanuel believes 
that employing the literal approach in translating Yorùbá into English garbles 
the real import of the verse. Against the literal translation above, he says:

The main object of this literal translation appears to be the word-for-word and 
phrase-to-phrase rendering of the Yorùbá text into English without allowance 
for the peculiarities of idiom of the respective tongue…. More importantly the 
meaning of the verse as a whole fails to be successfully conveyed to the English 
reader.67

Thus, if we employ a sharp hermeneutic approach to the verse we will be able 
to decode or decipher the message in the symbolism and appreciate the idi-
omatic nuances of the verse. In other words, an assiduous rendition of the 
verse will help to highlight the fact that the verse in question is more con-
cerned with the primacy of reason or rational motive than with the fatalis-
tic conception of orí or human destiny. With a sharp hermeneutic insight, it 
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is clear that the nouns “agorodẹ,” “adé,” and “mósààji” are symbolic. The 
noun “agorodẹ” (Ifá’s ornamented ritual bowl), for instance, is symbolism 
for Ifá divination. It is thus a symbol of heightened ability or reason since 
Ifá is regarded as the encyclopedia of Yorùbá wisdom and philosophy. Both 
“adé” (crown) and “mósààji” (a royal cloth of exquisite weave) symbolize 
the individual who is respected and honoured by his group or society. In this 
case, the individual could be ọlọgbọn, ọjọgbọn, or amòye. The analysis so far 
explicates that, among the Yorùbá, ọlọgbọn, ọjọgbọn, or amòye is accorded so 
much respect because he employs rational and critical thinking in his outlook. 
This, traditionally, places him in the province of a philosopher and also dis-
closes the essential nexus of wisdom and philosophy.

Thus, “philosophy as wisdom” accentuates that every human society—no 
matter how “oral” or unscientific—is capable of philosophical rumination 
and, therefore, could produce people of sagacious intellect whose pristine 
ideas have at least helped in promoting human progress, human welfare, 
and, ultimately, securing a relatively harmonious social order in their respec-
tive societies. These constitute, one, the universality of philosophy and, two, 
the essential goal of philosophy. A conception that philosophy necessarily 
has a symmetrical relation with science to deserve the title “universality” is 
an unfortunate representation of a crude positivistic attitude on the part of 
Eurocentric scholars and today’s academic philosophers who are only infatu-
ated with applicatory science and its much-vaunted promises.

In all, the foregoing underscores James Crosswhite’s salient point that “all 
existing universalities conceal a factional interest”68 on the one hand, and 
the viability of appropriating wisdom in Ifá or Yorùbá thought (regardless of 
its seeming mythopoeic image) with sophia of the Greeks (the West), on the 
other. Appropriating wisdom in Ifá with sophia of the Greeks conforms with 
the universality of the logic: if p then x. A distillation of this logic bears true 
reflection of the miasmic nature of the dichotomies that exist between univer-
sality and provinciality/traditionality in philosophy. Hence:

A great portion of the discourse of modern thinkers in the Western tradition 
rests upon distinctions which make very little sense outside of rhetorical con-
siderations. If this is true, then our dichotomies of modern/premodern, open/
closed, and rational/traditional as they are commonly used are ill-conceived, 
and will distinguish very little that is of sociological or philosophical use. There 
may thus be no sense to the claim that African culture is traditional, and mod-
ern Western European culture is non-traditional. This would undermine the 
assumption that Western culture and its typical patterns of thought and behav-
ior represent what other cultures should be measured against.69
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CHAPTEr 22

Gendering African Philosophy, or: African 
Feminism as Decolonizing Force

Louise du Toit and Azille Coetzee

introduction

Although the relative absence of both women and feminism from the canon, 
practice, and institutions of African philosophy is widely recognized,1 little 
has so far been undertaken to rectify or address the situation.2 The problem 
is compounded by facile yet pervasive assumptions that “feminism,” often 
viewed as a single (and moreover Western) movement or school of thought, is 
a Fremdkörper, a foreign import, in Africa. It is supposed to sit uneasily on the 
continent, posing a fundamental tension with Africa’s indigenous worldviews 
and authentic social arrangements. Put differently, one can say that “femi-
nism,” thus understood, is often rejected on suspicion of acting as a colonizing 
force, an imposition of Western frameworks onto Africa. The result is unfor-
tunately that the discipline of African philosophy remains largely silent on the 
issues of gender, sex, sexual difference, and women’s social and political status.

The position put forward in this chapter is that the African philosophi-
cal tradition should be interrogated on these points, for example, what do 
African worldviews and metaphysics imply with regards to sexual difference, 
women’s status, and masculinities? If feminism is not narrowly equated with 
a certain Western philosophical tradition of deliberating women’s nature and 
status, but instead broadly conceived as the attempt to critically and creatively 
consider the shared world from the viewpoint of women, then surely Afri-
can philosophy can and must enter into a fruitful dialogue with this endeavor. 
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The kernel of truth in the rejection of “feminism” as foreign to Africa is thus 
that when modern Western feminist thinking parades as the highest culmina-
tion, or worse, the ahistorical or universal “truth” about women and gen-
der, such claims easily lead to paternalism and other distortions and injustices 
from feminist thinkers vis-à-vis African societies.3 And then indeed, feminist 
agendas may function in neocolonial and racist ways and suppress indigenous 
understandings and practices in unjustified ways. The rejection of such impo-
sitions has rightly been a core aspect of African feminist thinking from the 
start,4 and this rejection has furthermore been well received and incorpo-
rated into mainstream feminist thinking. In the same breath, however, it has 
to be acknowledged that the male-dominated discipline of African philoso-
phy betrays an ideological blind spot regarding its apparent refusal to engage 
more thoroughly with (African) feminist thinkers. The rejection of any sim-
plistic transfer of Western-dominated paradigms of feminist thinking to the 
African continent (shared by Afro-centred thinkers) should serve to open up a 
different space, a self-consciously African space, for deliberation about gender 
and sex, rather than serve as an excuse to ignore these topics altogether.

It is thus our contention that one of the many fruitful ways in which the 
opening up of the field of African feminist philosophy may be pursued is by 
relating concepts, concerns, and critical perspectives that have already emerged 
in the work of African feminist scholars in other disciplines than philosophy 
to African philosophical perspectives. In other words, theory that springs 
from the lived experiences and material situations of African feminist thinkers 
must be placed within the context of, and in interactive conversation with, the 
broader metaphysical and ontological approaches that have been developed 
within African philosophy and that are viewed as central to African worldviews 
and traditions. This is the approach that we will follow in this chapter.

But we suggest there are also other ways in which feminist and gender 
concerns may be brought into discussion with African philosophy. The first 
that springs to mind is the philosophical exploration of artistic expressions 
from the continent, such as literature written from a feminist and/or wom-
en’s perspective. African women novelists are too numerous to list here and 
many of them create work that is highly pertinent to the development of an 
African feminist philosophy.5 Secondly, a legal philosophical approach may 
be followed. Sylvia Tamale is an African legal scholar who brings her femi-
nist lens to bear on the uneasy relationship between living custom and legal 
frameworks, including customary law and human rights frames.6 In the pro-
cess she contributes to decolonization by problematizing the racism involved 
in many Western interpretations of African custom, especially those related to 
sexuality. But in resisting racism and pursuing an Afro-centred understanding 
of women and law, she also makes sure to resist nostalgic reconstructions of 
authentic Africa as simplistically patriarchal. The result is exciting new ways of 
thinking about cultivating female sexual autonomy, made possible by living 
and dynamic African cultural practices.

In the third place, a fruitful conversation may be constructed between 
prominent figures within the African philosophical canon and the mainly 
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Western feminist philosophical canon, since such conversations too seldom 
happen in fact. An example is exploring the similarities and dissimilarities 
between African moral theory and Western feminist care ethics,7 or between 
the fundamental critiques of Western metaphysics formulated by thinkers as 
diverse as Kwame Nkrumah and Luce Irigaray.8 A fourth way in which one 
may address the problem is by exploring through an African lens feminist 
work arising from other “postcolonial” contexts and informed by critiques of 
“coloniality,” such as the Caribbean philosophical world, India or the South 
American continent.9 Also here, critical and creative comparative work will 
need to be done in order to make this a fruitful encounter.

Forging this discussion amongst Africans in a vigorous manner will help to 
ensure that African feminist philosophy will emerge as a more fully developed 
discipline, contextualized within living African philosophical traditions. It will 
then moreover be in a position to more robustly confront and dialogue with 
Western but also other feminist traditions having their roots in other parts of 
the world. Since African feminism is currently largely cut off from its philo-
sophical roots, it is arguably lacking in theoretical depth and conceptual rich-
ness. Similarly, African philosophy regrettably remains cut off from African 
feminist perspectives, and stays all the poorer for that.

This chapter consists of two main sections. The first section considers the 
sexual dimension of colonial trauma, and how that has impacted and helped 
to shape a postcolonial Africa that wants to (even needs to) remember itself as 
purely patriarchal. The second section looks by way of one example at the work 
of Nigerian feminist sociologist Oyèrónkẹ́ Oyěwùmí who urges us as Africans 
to remember ourselves and our pasts differently, for the sake of a better eman-
cipatory practice in the present. Along with thinkers like Nkiru Nzegwu (2006) 
and Niara Sudarkasa (1996), Oyěwùmí invites us to re-member ourselves in 
new ways, in order to open up channels through which African feminist the-
ory may start to act as a central decolonizing force, liberating both women and 
men from severely constricting gender scripts. In fact, what we hope to show 
through reading this non-philosophical author within and through the lenses 
of the African philosophical canon is that a decolonization project that ignores 
sex and gender and the sexual trauma of colonization will necessarily be unsuc-
cessful in that it will repeat and reinforce the colonial logic of sexual wounding. 
By imagining/remembering an African past that was in gender terms totally at 
odds with the dominant, colonizing, metaphysical, Western sexual imaginary, 
these authors open up new possibilities for the social ordering of sex, sexual dif-
ference, and desire, beyond the wounds inflicted by colonial history.

remembering the sexual trauma of colonization

It is justice that turns memory into a project.10

Aleida Assmann analyzes what she calls “the modern time regime,” that is, 
the modernist cultural regime, and by implication the time regime which 
undergirded the colonial project in Africa, into five elements.11 This regime’s 
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first characteristic is the fragmentation of time12: modern time rejects con-
tinuities with the past and future and requires that everything not serving 
self-fulfilment be rejected and discarded. Secondly, the modern time regime 
entertains the fiction of new beginnings. Whereas pre- or meta-modern times 
emphasized mythical origins that are forever reactivated and remembered 
in the present, the modern time regime proclaims the “new beginning” to 
always be right here and now. Authority and inspiration are no longer located 
in enduring traditions, customs, and the ancestors that went before, but 
rather in the creative actions of the self-determining individual who lives in 
the present, and is actively and independently shaping a better future. A third 
aspect of the modern time regime is creative destruction; this entails the idea 
that the destructions wrought by capitalism, technology, and innovation, for 
example, should finally be celebrated as powerful expressions of the system’s 
self-regeneration.

Fourthly, the modern epoch is characterized by its invention of the his-
torical, in other words, of the creation of the academic discipline of history, 
where history is turned into an object of knowledge through museums, 
archives, and archaeological and historical research. The past is hereby alien-
ated from the present and from the living as an alien, dead object confront-
ing us over a distance, instead of serving as a living and creative source for 
identity formation and self-interpretation. The fifth aspect of the modern 
time regime for Assmann relates to the acceleration of processes of change 
which, together with the idea that time is money, leaves “modern” people 
feeling alienated and lost, and longing for a slower pace. Such is the nature 
of the time regime which violently interrupted, disrupted, and uprooted Afri-
can precolonial self-understandings and treatments of time. For Assmann, the 
modern time regime is rapidly losing its hold on the world, noticeable espe-
cially in how the future for us has lost much of its former allure. Yet, this 
modern(ist) regime is also still with us, and it is not yet clear what will replace 
it either.

If “the past is a foreign country,”13 several factors combine to render the 
search for Africa’s precolonial past particularly difficult, erasing its traces. 
Such factors include the particular logic of the colonial time regime which 
was violently imposed on African societies, with its emphasis on the fragmen-
tation of time, new beginnings, supposedly “creative” destruction, its “sci-
entific” study of African cultures as foreign objects frozen in time, and its 
capitalist impositions and alienations. But as robert Vosloo also emphasizes, 
even though and maybe especially when and because memories are so vulner-
able and fragile, marked by trauma, however we construct the past, it remains 
a powerful force in the present, shaping our sense of self and our hopes for 
the future.14 Even though constructions of the past are forever contested, 
always at least partly fictional, and complex, we as humans are historical crea-
tures, and will never cease drawing on descriptions of the past in order to 
imagine new futures for ourselves and our societies. Self-understanding, like 
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collective understanding, can never be separated from stories about the past 
and of how “we” came to be in the here and now.

And yet, these stories are never satisfied with being mere stories; they 
aspire to truth. Thus, although all reconstructions of the past contain ele-
ments of narrative fiction, we must retain a fundamental respect for the reali-
ties of the past, at least in part because we owe respect to the dead and the 
particularity and singularity of their lives and experiences, their suffering and 
their existential meanings.15 The fundamental foreignness of a world that is 
past should thus not be suspended; we do not have the right to impose our 
present world onto the past world and swallow it up whole, reducing it to 
what is useful for us in our present concerns and desires. Such remembrance 
strategies follow the logic of the modern time regime. Instead, in order to 
protect the otherness and integrity of the past means that we protect its com-
plexity against our own need for simplistic, nostalgic, and romanticized ver-
sions of the past. Vosloo quotes Elizabeth Johnson in this regard who says 
“But memory that dares to connect with the pain, the beauty, the defeat, 
the victory of love and freedom, and the unfinished agenda of those who 
went before acts like an incalculable visitation from the past that energizes 
 persons.”16

A great deal is thus at stake in how Africans remember, reimagine, and 
reconstruct the past. Firstly we should fully acknowledge that the colonial 
project was aimed at substituting the modern time regime described by Ass-
mann for a discredited, completely inferiorized African past, a past positioned 
by European philosophy outside of time and human history.17 The precolo-
nial African past was moreover systematically construed and framed in ways 
that made it function to epitomize “the primitive” in contrast with the way 
in which Europe framed itself as “the civilized,” in an elaborate attempt to 
justify slavery and colonization. These multiple traumas must be faced and 
their implications and consequences for today must be traced.18 Yet, acknowl-
edging all of this should nevertheless not lead us to retreat into a nostalgic 
remembrance. The temptation of nostalgia is the temptation to render Afri-
ca’s multiple, complex pasts separate from the present and moreover simple, 
and fully subservient to Africa’s present needs, assuming furthermore that we 
can fully know what we need, and know how to render the past serviceable 
to these needs. The main problem with nostalgic memory is that it stifles the 
imagination when it renders the past a mere function of the present.

When the past loses is foreignness and its power to surprise and disrupt, 
then it loses its capacity for opening up new possibilities in the present. In 
contrast, Justin Bisanswa calls upon Africans to exercise a “memory of cross-
ing,” which for him is a practice of remembrance which is mobile and trans-
gressive, aimed at opening a future which is a true alternative to the present. 
Bisanswa says: “The memory of the crossing rejects the nostalgia of identity 
issues because the past is the non-achieved whose possibilities are about to 
hatch. The crossing is not a return to the past but a detour through the past 
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to the future….”19 Bisanswa then links hope with the ever-present possibil-
ity of surpassing oneself which allows “something nascent” to happen,20 and 
here he echoes Hannah Arendt’s21 idea of natality—the idea that with every 
new child who enters the world, the possibility for radical and unprecedented 
renewal, for new action, enters along with it. To reconnect past, present, and 
future after the fragmentations and “new beginnings” of the modern time 
regime does not entail that we remain within the same forever, but rather that 
the ways in which things persevere and repeat themselves, as well as the ways 
in which as yet unimagined and unhatched possibilities lurk in past, present, 
and future, be better appreciated.

Drawing on the critical work of thinkers such as Achille Mbembe, Greg 
Thomas, Frantz Fanon, Sylvia Wynter, Aimé Césaire, and Edouard Glissant, 
those prevalent claims on the continent—such as under the Mugabe and 
Museveni regimes22—that reject gay rights in the name of African identity 
appear as the culmination and triumph of European imperialism and domi-
nation rather than as expressions of authentic African decolonization. What 
these authors share is a critical understanding of the key role that sexual 
trauma played in the process of colonizing the African mind. In Black Skin, 
White Masks, Fanon pinpoints “Negrophobia as the culprit in the carnal 
violence of colonialism,”23 and this phobia was manifested most clearly in 
a double sexual fascination/abhorrence projected onto the black body. For 
Fanon, the sexual identities of white supremacy as expressed in empire are 
of necessity neurotic, and these neuroses infused its “civilising mission.”24 
For Thomas, Fanon works towards a new humanity (“new attitudes, new 
modes of action, new ways”) which means that he propagates “a revolution-
ary new orientation toward gender and sexuality, mind and body, ecstasy and 
 eroticism.”25

At the same time we need an unflinching exposure of the role the pro-
jection of white sexual neuroses onto black bodies played and still plays in 
the upholding of white supremacy. On this reading, when Africa professes to 
remember itself as heterosexual and patriarchal, what this betrays is its falling 
in with imperial and colonial demands, fleeing from racialized colonial images 
of Africa as a place of sexual savagery. For Cheryl Clarke, the black homo-
phobia and sexism that she encounters are signs that the black middle classes 
have “absorbed the homophobia of their patriarchal slave-masters,” and have 
bought into the heterosexist dictates of the nuclear family as required by a 
capitalist labour market.26 read together, these authors show how a certain 
ordering and racialization of sex and gender, a certain distribution of lusts 
and drives, lies at the heart of the projects of colony, slavery, empire, and 
white supremacy. Thus, for African philosophy to avoid engaging with these 
topics or to fail to take on board the insights of African thinkers working on 
sex and gender, is to miss a crucial aspect of the process of decolonization.

If one combines the above two conclusions, namely that a vilified view of 
African sexuality lies at the heart of the colonial project itself and that African 
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nostalgia for a patriarchal, heterosexist past (and associated flight from any-
thing more complex or ambiguous) should be read in light of this colonial 
history, then we are in a better position to appreciate the work of African 
feminists who radically challenge and reframe Western feminist theories at the 
same time as they challenge patriarchal and heterosexist reconstructions of 
Africa’s precolonial past.

oyěwùmí on gender and relationality

The Colonial Creation of Gender in Yoruba Society

Oyèrónkẹ́ Oyěwùmí argues famously in The Invention of Women: Making an 
African Sense of Western Gender Discourses27 that sex/gender was not an 
organizing principle in precolonial Yoruba society and that “woman” as a 
social category did not exist. Gender was created in Yoruba society through 
the intertwined processes of colonial rule in Nigeria, the translation of Yor-
uba into English,28 and the continued hegemony of the West in the politics 
of knowledge production. Oyěwùmí argues that central to colonial domina-
tion in Yoruba society were two separate but interrelated sets of hierarchical 
dichotomies, first that of settler over and against native and second that of 
man over and against woman.29 She shows in detail how colonial practice in 
Nigeria not only operated through establishing the superiority of settler over 
the native, but also of the masculine over the feminine.30 She argues the colo-
nial restructuring of society, religion, and history on the basis of sex/gender 
to be one of the central ways in which the colonized were “removed from 
their history” because it entailed such a deep transformation of “the state of 
things.”31

Importantly, Oyěwùmí does not argue merely that colonialism or Western 
domination installed unequal gender relations in Yoruba society; she argues 
that woman was created in Yoruba society by colonialism and then systemati-
cally inferiorized, in line with her inferior status in the West. She claims that 
in precolonial Yoruba society “body type was not the basis of social hierar-
chy” and biology was not “the foundation for social ranking.”32 As a result, 
prior to colonial contact with the West, women in Yoruba society did not 
form a preexisting group characterized by shared interests, desires, or social 
position33 because “the body [was] not always enlisted as the basis of social 
classification.”34 Instead, persons were classified into social groups depending 
on the roles they took up in society and the kind of people they were, in par-
ticular, depending on the relationships in which they stood, and these things 
were not determined by body type. In this sense, as Oyěwùmí writes, in Yor-
uba society you were not a man or a woman, but instead a trader, hunter, 
cook, farmer, or ruler—all these identities being equally accessible to all kinds 
of sexuate subjects.35 For Oyěwùmí the classic example is that in Yoruba soci-
ety it would not be strange for a woman to occupy the roles of oba (ruler), 
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omo (offspring), oko, aya, iya (mother), and alawo (diviner-priest) at the same 
time, “all in one body.”36

On this basis she writes that the words female/woman and male/man are 
mistranslations of the Yoruba obinrin and okunrin in so far as these words in 
Yoruba do not refer to categories that are either dichotomously opposed or 
hierarchical.37 Unlike the words “woman” and “man” that imply that there is 
an “original human type against which the other variety has to be measured,” 
“rin” the common suffix of obinrin and okunrin implies a common humanity 
inherent to two different kinds of anatomies.38 Oyěwùmí writes:

In the Yoruba conception, okunrin is not posited as the norm, the essence of 
humanity, against which obinrin is the Other. Nor is okunrin a category of privi-
lege. Obinrin is not ranked in relation to okunrin; it does not have negative 
connotations of subordination and powerlessness, and, above all, it does not in 
and of itself constitute any social ranking.39

In precolonial Yoruba society, sexuate difference is therefore construed in 
a non-oppositional and non-dichotomous way in which man is not defined 
in opposition to his negative, woman. Instead of gender, seniority was the 
organizing principle in Yoruba society that determined access to power and 
social hierarchy.40 Because seniority as organizing principle, unlike sex, is con-
text dependent and shifting so that “no one is permanently in a senior or jun-
ior position; it all depends on who is present in any given situation,” identity 
is fluid and relational in Yoruba society.41 Oyěwùmí explains that seniority, 
unlike gender, is only comprehensible as part of relationships, and accord-
ingly it is not “rigidly fixated on the body nor dichotomized.”42

In contrast to this, Oyěwùmí argues that in Western thought and soci-
ety white/Western man represents the standard against which subjectivity 
is measured and woman/the feminine is the negative Other to subjectivity. 
She writes that in the West “[d]ifference is expressed as degeneration” or as 
“a deviation from the original type.”43 And “in the West, women/females 
are the Other, being defined in antithesis to men/males, who represent the 
norm.”44 Moreover, she argues that in the history of Western thought the 
body is understood to be a non-essential part of the essentially rational and 
disembodied subject.45 She writes that “in European thought, despite the 
fact that society was seen to be inhabited by bodies, only women were per-
ceived to be embodied; men had no bodies—they were walking minds” and 
according to this scheme embodiment was therefore reserved for women.46 
The result, for her, is that from European thought emerges two “social cat-
egories,” namely “man of reason” and “woman of the body” which are oppo-
sitionally constructed.47 Accordingly, men transcend the logic in terms of 
which their bodies determine their place in society, because their essence and 
worth are regarded to lie outside their bodies.

This gender dichotomy is embedded in a scheme of other hierarchical 
dichotomies beginning with mind/body, but also including others: “dualisms 
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like nature/culture, public/private, and visible/invisible are variations on the 
theme of male/female bodies.”48 Oyěwùmí therefore objects to the way in 
which having a female body in Western society automatically also means that 
you are regarded as a private domestic being who represents the natural, who 
is invisible in public forums, who lacks rationality, and who therefore does not 
qualify as a full-blown subject.

The Sub-saharan Tradition of Relational Thought

There is a substantial body of work in African philosophy outlining and the-
orizing the relational or communalistic, fluid and non-dichotomous meta-
physics underpinning sub-Saharan African cultures and thought. These 
philosophers assert in different ways and with regard to many different sub-
Saharan African cultures the existence of a fluid/holistic/non-dichotomous 
order where identity is not constituted by excluding that which is other, but 
in relation to that which is other. Whereas in dominant Western thought 
identity (and I use the term in the broad sense, including personal identity, 
but also the identity of things generally) means “sameness” and refers gener-
ally to the relation that everything has to itself (A = A) and nothing else, in 
sub-Saharan thought identity is most often understood to emerge dynami-
cally and tentatively in relation and in interaction with that which is other. 
Change, difference, and multiplicity are therefore understood to be at the 
heart of identity. An implication of this is that the majority of Sub-Saha-
ran African philosophers reject the dichotomies that characterize Western 
thought, namely culture/nature, mind/body, self/other, public/private, and 
transcendence/immanence, among others.

This has major implications for how subjectivity is understood. Masolo for 
example writes that “[t]he idea that the metaphysics of individual identity is 
almost unimaginable without a community to make it possible is a crucial and 
distinguishing point of contrast between African and other philosophical tra-
ditions, especially the Western variety.”49 Kenyan philosopher John Mbiti, for 
example, famously writes in 1969 “I am, because we are; and since we are 
therefore I am.”50 Contrasting this to the axiom of Descartes reveals the dif-
ference in understanding of subjectivity in African and Western thought. Key 
to personal subjectivity in Africa is the capacity to enter into relations with 
others, rather than the rational mind. Accordingly, the sub-Saharan African 
communal subject is not defined with reference to a disembodied standard 
or ideal, and its essence is not a rational core or spirit which is posited in 
opposition to the body and to others. rather, the subject is defined with ref-
erence to its embodied existence and interaction with other subjects, indeed 
its emergence from other subjects. Subjectivity is thus always intersubjectivity. 
This means also that, unlike the Western Cartesian subject, the coherence and 
self-understanding of the African subject is not dependent on an overcoming 
of materiality, particularity, interdependence, and flux insofar as subjectivity is 
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constituted precisely through these things: through the interaction of vulner-
able bodies in an ever-changing community. Other sub-Saharan African phi-
losophers who describe subjectivity in such relational terms include Menkiti, 
Eze, Mbiti, and Murungi, among others.

in conclusion: decolonization and the feminist Potential 
in african relational thought

It can be argued that underpinning Oyěwùmí’s theory on sex/gender is 
the understanding of the world in fluid, relational, and non-dichotomous 
terms which is so prominent in sub-Saharan African philosophy. It was seen 
that Oyěwùmí’s criticism of the Western gender scheme hinges on the idea 
that the Platonic-Cartesian split between mind and body is importantly also 
a sexed/gendered split and moreover functions to fix woman/the feminine 
as negative or Other to the male/masculine subject. Oyěwùmí argues sex/ 
gender in this scheme to be an inevitably oppressive hierarchical dichotomy in 
which woman cannot be anything but the material negative to rational man. 
In contrast, in precolonial Yoruba, persons had no fixed and essentialized 
identities based on body type but were continuously determined and rede-
termined by their relationships to others. It was seen that in the world of the 
precolonial Yoruba people a person could live an ever-changing multiplicity of 
identities “all in one body.”

Oyěwùmí’s rejection of the existence of man/woman in precolonial Yor-
uba society can therefore be read as a rejection of the existence of a sub-
ject defined by sameness, stability, and dichotomy, in favor of one who was 
defined by difference, fluidity, and multiplicity. She can be argued to under-
stand the colonial imposition of the Western sex/gender system as an impo-
sition of a dichotomous approach to the world, which dichotomies include 
stabilized and contrasted one/other, human/non-human, mind/body, pub-
lic/private. Oyěwùmí therefore highlights how the reordering of sex/gender 
relations was a crucial aspect of the workings of the logic of Western moder-
nity and colonialism through which a racialized, hierarchical, patriarchal, and 
capitalist global social system was constructed. On this basis her work shows 
that African scholarship on decolonization which does not engage with the 
issue of sex/gender is missing a crucial aspect.

reading Oyěwùmí’s work like this has two significant implications. The 
first implication is that her feminist position is directly in line with the sub-
Saharan African relational approaches to subjectivity and identity. By chal-
lenging and relativizing the colonial/modern/Western matrix in which sex/
gender is embedded in present-day postcolonial Yoruba society, as well as 
the way in which the existing sex/gender structures serve Western power 
and influence in African societies, it could be argued that she is doing cru-
cial work in opening up a space for the reimagining of Yoruba culture and 
future beyond the colonial and neocolonial paradigm. By arguing that Yoruba 
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people cannot be understood through the sex/gender framework of Western 
society and thought, which is a framework that creates certain kinds of sub-
jects, and by challenging and undermining this framework, she is opening a 
space in which the re-subjectification of Yoruba people in line with their own 
histories, values, and cultures can happen.

Oyěwùmí therefore looks in the unconscious of African culture to create 
a counter-discourse of resistance and to reveal contradictory identities. It is 
thus also an act of regaining control over the self-definition of Yoruba people. 
It can thus be said that she creates a counter epistemology of alterity on the 
basis of memory. Yet her project does not imply that it is necessary to return 
to a precolonial past. What is more important is that she is activating or har-
nessing memory to create a space for creative imagining of new futures which 
are not possible in the still-lingering confines of the colonial power matrix. In 
this way she uses memory in a transgressive way that, in line with Bisanswa’s 
understanding of the notion of a “memory of crossing,” opens a future which 
is a true alternative to the present. Accordingly, even though various aspects 
of her construction of precolonial Yoruba history are contested by Nigerian 
scholars,51 her use of memory and the past remains valuable and significant 
insofar as it ruptures our understanding of the present and past, and thereby 
opens a space from within which to imagine new futures.

The second implication is that it can be argued that sub-Saharan African 
relational thought has great feminist and more generally emancipatory poten-
tial around human sexuality, insofar as it supports a non-hierarchical and 
non-dichotomous approach to (sexuate) difference. It was seen that in terms 
of the relational metaphysics, concepts and subjectivity emerge through a 
dynamic interaction with that which is other, as well as a dynamic interaction 
between the intelligible and the material. It gives rise to an order in which 
difference is understood to be at the heart of identity instead of that which 
needs to be stripped for identity to be produced and maintained. This means 
that subjectivity is not produced through the sacrifice of that which is other 
or different. One subject (male) is not set up as standard for humanity while 
the other (female) acts as foil for its emergence.

The implication is that dismantling the Western sex/gender structures in 
African societies does not only mean that a space opens up to approach things 
in ways that are more true to African thought and history. It also means that 
embracing African relational ways of thinking offers huge potential for sex/
gender equivalence, because African thought is underpinned by a meta-
physics which allows for sexuate difference to emerge and for the feminine 
to be a legitimate subject position. In other words, the relationality of Afri-
can thought is specifically conducive to the flourishing of sexuate difference 
which allows for persons with all kinds of bodies to claim full subjecthood 
and to take part in society as full subjects. These insights offer a deep cri-
tique on discourses that pit the pursuit of the transformation of sex/gender 
relations on the African continent against African culture and worldviews.  
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An alliance between, on the one hand, sub-Saharan tradition of relational phi-
losophy, and on the other hand, African feminist thought can therefore be 
valuable and productive for both sides. It bolsters African feminist thought 
because it embeds it in the African philosophical traditions, while, at the same 
time, it opens up new avenues to develop African philosophy by connecting it 
with feminist perspectives.

notes

 1.  See Oluwole (1998: 96), Metz (2011).
 2.  In contrast, feminist authors and publications abound in other disciplines on the 

continent, e.g., in African theology, literature, anthropology, and sociology.
 3.  See Tamale (2008: 52).
 4.  For example, Collins (1991), hooks (1982).
 5.  Du Toit (2008: 413), Nnaemeka (1997: 1), Gagiano (2008).
 6.  Tamale (2008), Oloka-Onyango and Tamale (1995).
 7.  Metz (2013), Harding (1998: 360).
 8.  Du Toit (2015).
 9.  Quijano (2000).
 10.  ricoeur (2004).
 11.  Assmann (2013).
 12.  I rely here on the reading of Assmann provided by Vosloo (2015).
 13.  Hartley (1953: 7).
 14.  Vosloo (2015: 10).
 15.  Ibid.
 16.  Johnson (1998: 165).
 17.  For example by Bernasconi (2003).
 18.  See rob Nixon’s insightful discussion of how violence, and particularly neoco-

lonial environmental violence, does not only entail a contest over space, bod-
ies, labour, or resources, but importantly, also over time. In this context, the 
longer-term view of the inhabitants of a landscape clash with short-term con-
siderations of large corporations, for example. Nixon (2011: 7–8).

 19.  Bisanswa (2010: 83).
 20.  Ibid., 86.
 21.  Arendt (1958: 267). See also Champlin (2013).
 22.  Tamale (2007).
 23.  Thomas (2007: 104).
 24.  Ibid., 105.
 25.  Ibid., 101.
 26.  Ibid., 171.
 27.  Oyěwùmí (1997).
 28.  In Yoruba, and in many other African languages, gender is not linguistically 

marked, in contrast with seniority, which is so marked or coded. See Bakare-
Yusuf’s (2003) critique of Oyěwùmí’s linguistic determinism.

 29.  Oyěwùmí (1997: 121).
 30.  Ibid.
 31.  Ibid., 153.
 32.  Ibid., xii.
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 33.  Ibid., ix.
 34.  Ibid., 13.
 35.  Motherhood is the exception here insofar as only women can give birth. 

Oyěwùmí explains however that this is only one area of life, and although the 
capacity of women to give birth was taken very seriously and celebrated, it did 
not determine and most definitely did not limit women’s positions and roles 
across other spheres of society.

 36.  Oyěwùmí (1997: 14).
 37.  Ibid., 32.
 38.  Ibid., 33.
 39.  Ibid.
 40.  Seniority refers to chronological age difference and also to the positioning of 

persons within the lineage structure on the basis of whether they were born 
into the lineage structure or joined through marriage, and if the latter is the 
case, at what point they joined. In Yoruba language there are terms for older 
siblings and younger siblings and not for male and female siblings.

 41.  Oyěwùmí (1997: 42).
 42.  Ibid.
 43.  Ibid., 1.
 44.  Ibid., 33.
 45.  Ibid., 3.
 46.  Ibid., 6.
 47.  Ibid.
 48.  Ibid., 7.
 49.  Masolo (2010: 134).
 50.  Mbiti (1969).
 51.  Bakare-Yusuf (2003), Matory (2005), Peel (2002), Olajubu (2004), and Mama 

(2001).
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CHAPTEr 23

Feminism(s) and Oppression: rethinking  
Gender from a Yoruba Perspective

Olayinka Oyeleye

introduction

Feminism is entrenched on the assumption that women are subordinated, 
disadvantaged, and regarded as inferior and as such have become the neces-
sary “other” to men. This dichotomy of the Self and the Other, Oyeronke 
Oyewumi argues, is a foreign import to Africa, a necessary tool wielded by 
the colonialists to invent woman as an inferior category to man. She argues 
that precolonial Yoruba people did not do gender. This view, shared by many 
African-American feminists and subsequently African feminists, has con-
sciously propagated the idea of an anti-Western feminism. The challenge, it 
seems, is to go beyond conceptual and philological analysis of Yoruba social 
words to see how the arguments that the “Yoruba do not do gender,” and 
that the “woman question” is a Western one and therefore not a proper lens 
for viewing African societies, stand before a sociological profiling of the Yor-
uba traditional society. The observation of Amanda Berry Smith, a nineteenth 
century slave turned independent missionary, summarizes a plausible social 
affair in the traditional context:

You will often see a great, big man walking ahead with nothing in his hand but 
a cutlass (as they always carry that or a spear), and a woman, his wife, coming 
on behind with a great big child on her back, and a load on her head. No mat-
ter how tired she is, her lord would not think of bringing her a jar of water, to 
cook his supper with, or of beating the rice, no, she must do that.1
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What is the sociological and philosophical import of this observation? Does 
this image describe a situation of subordination, oppression, and inequality 
in, say, traditional Yoruba societies? Could perspectivism and language be the 
very limit mirroring our reality? Is this a question of epistemic ignorance of 
oppressed persons as well as oppressive persons?

To truly understand the extent to which Yoruba do or do not do gender 
entails a proper understanding of the concept of gender. For if we say that 
“gender” entails the domination of women by men, what then does the dom-
ination of women by women entail? This chapter attempts a critical analysis 
of gender by offering a new conception of gender as the masculinity of domi-
nance and the femininity of subordination. Efunsetan Aniwura, a historical 
Yoruba figure, is used paradigmatically to ground the analysis of this concept. 
This chapter asks the question: Must gender precede oppression?

This work is divided into three parts. The first part attempts a concep-
tual analysis of feminism tracing its divergent trajectories. The second part 
critically scrutinizes the idea of gender and gendering. The third part takes 
Oyewumi’s claims as a foil to suggest a new approach to the discourse of Afri-
can feminism. It concludes with the suggestion that the reality of oppression 
must come from a first-person viewpoint.

feminism and Feminisms

Feminism? There seems to have been not a word more fluid…
It is so lax, what an arduous task its defining can be but say feminine.
Feminine? But surely that has to do with woman.
Of a Truth it must be. Did you say woman?
Oh sure, woman. But who is a woman?
A Sojourner in this lifetime never could tell.2

Women’s rights and status have generated quite a lot of controversies on 
which a vibrant gender literature has been built. It has often been argued 
that women face discrimination on the basis of their being women. And this 
discrimination is not only enforced by men but, surprisingly, by women also 
who themselves are the object of discrimination. This favouring of the mascu-
line over the feminine constitutes the basis of patriarchalism which determines 
the status quo across all walks of life, ranging from our everyday language use 
to education and the public service. Attempting to shift the center or focus 
off the masculine to the feminine, especially with the specific objective of 
achieving equality of the sexes, has been the concern of feminists and femi-
nism. To understand the nature of woman and its fluidity across race, class, 
language, and culture requires the engagement of several academic disciplines 
or professional specializations. This multidisciplinary approach in feminism, 
including its many intersections, has come to be known as feminisms.

Defining feminism is an arduous task. It is often used to describe a move-
ment—political, cultural, or economic—with the objective of establishing 
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equal rights and legal protection for women. Theoretically, it draws from 
various philosophical, political, and sociological positions germane to issues 
of gender difference, campaigns for women’s rights and interests, as well 
as equality of the sexes. This clarion call for female equality and liberation 
developed through various political and intellectual movements largely docu-
mented as the three waves of feminism. Tracing feminism’s many trajectories 
and an understanding of the nature of its merits and failures, particularly how 
black feminism and African feminism emerged, is crucial to my arguments in 
this chapter.

The three waves of feminism refer to the theoretical outlining of the trajec-
tories of feminist thought from the late nineteenth century up to the present 
time. The first wave of feminism, between 1800 to 1920 in the United States 
and the United Kingdom, was instigated in an environment of rapid urban 
industrialization. Feminist agitations were directed at the social and economic 
barriers erected against the advancement of women. At this period, women 
received little formal education. They were also prevented from being eco-
nomically independent, either through social attitudes toward women work-
ing, or through laws that, for example, did not allow women to control their 
own property and earnings. Instead, marriage was considered the appropriate 
destination and goal of a woman’s energies.3 The goal of the first wave was 
therefore to open up opportunities for women, especially in suffrage rights. 
It was at the Seneca Falls Convention in 1848 that the first wave feminism 
officially commenced with Elizabeth Cady Stanton recapitulating the move-
ment’s ideology together with its political strategies.

Truth Is a Woman

Following the success of the Seneca Falls convention was the 1851 National 
Women’s rights convention in Akron, Ohio. Sojourner Truth, standing six 
feet tall, and scarred by brutal beatings and hard labor of slavery, was at the 
convention. She was an African slave, in the midst of white women activists 
at the conference, who didn’t want to muddy their struggle and demands 
for women’s rights with the uncomfortable subject of race and the rights of 
colored folk. This was despite the fact of Frederick Douglass’ efforts to keep 
the controversial issue of women’s suffrage central at the first Convention in 
Seneca Falls. When Truth rose to join the conversation, her words, collected 
under the title “Ain’t I a Woman,” not only drew strong admiration, but 
presaged what would come to be the fundamental question of Western femi-
nism: What exactly is a woman?4

That man over there says that women need to be helped into carriages, and 
lifted over ditches, and to have the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps 
me into carriages, or over mud-puddles, or gives me any best place! And ain’t I 
a woman? Look at me! Look at my arm! I have plowed, and planted, and have 
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gathered into barns, and no man could head me! And ain’t I a woman? I could 
work as much, and eat as much as a man—when I could get it—and bear the 
lash as well! And ain’t I a woman? I have borne thirteen children and seen most 
all sold off to slavery, and when I cried out with a mother’s grief, none but Jesus 
heard me! And ain’t I a woman?5

Truth’s speech drew attention to not only the social, economic, and political 
use of the word “woman,” but also its status as a unitary concept. “Woman” 
thus became not a universal subject as hitherto assumed, but a fluid one 
defined by geography, race, class, and even the spirit of the time. Thus, while 
the white woman, despite the agitation for equal rights, still required male 
assistance in stepping over muddy ditches and stepping out of carriages, 
Truth was stolidly receiving the brutality of the whip of slavery like any male 
slave and working hard as much. Truth did not only match up in strength to 
a man, but also fulfilled the natural obligation of the female in childbearing 
while bearing a much deeper emotional pain of losing most of her children to 
slavery. Could one possibly gender the identity of Truth?

Truth’s “Ain’t I a woman” became a slogan echoed by many black femi-
nists. Drawing out the apparent difference and seemingly racist notion the 
concept of a “woman” had become, Truth’s words set the stage for what 
became the revolt against feminism by women of African descent who saw 
feminism as a middle class, white women’s movement. The disadvantaged 
position of the woman of color, derived not only from her being female but 
also from the limitation imposed by her dark pigmentation, illiteracy, and 
class, made her a necessary other even to the lowliest white female. Thus, it 
became very difficult to fight against being black and female alongside this 
newly identified enemy. Black women had to speak up for themselves, their 
color, and their sex. Truth’s words forced a metaphysical intervention on 
the concept of a “woman”—its appearance in context was different from 
its reality in another. Its assumed universality became fragmented into spe-
cific particulars, and its assumed metaphysical stability gave way to a messy 
fluidity.

Black Feminism

How long shall the fair daughters of Africa be compelled to bury their minds 
and talents beneath a load of iron pots and kettles?

- Maria W. Stewart (1881)6

The bifurcation made evident in the words of Truth gained prominence dur-
ing the 1960s and 1970s, which marked the beginning of a new era in femi-
nism known as the second wave of feminism. This era, Gardner notes, was 
characterized by intense feminist activities and consciousness-raising. Betty 
Friedan’s 1963 work, The Feminine Mystique, is often seen as constituting the 
theoretical foundation for this period. Friedan describes in lucid details the 
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frustration experienced by modern women trapped in traditional roles with 
an overarching dependence on a husband. The “feminine mystique,” for her, 
was “the problem that has no name”—that is, “a feeling of personal worth-
lessness resulting from the acceptance of a designated role that requires a 
woman’s intellectual, economic, and emotional reliance on her husband.”7 
The way out for Friedan was for woman to gain economic independence by 
going to work.

Bell hooks,8 a vehement critic of Friedan, found the Feminine Mystique 
both racist and classist and not at all applicable to females of other races and 
classes, who are arguably the most victimized by sexist oppression. They 
were, for instance, a source of cheap labor to the American society, a con-
verse extension of the slave trade, and this made them the most exploited for 
the sustenance of the American economy. In her book, Feminist Theory: From 
Margin to Center, hooks argues that “work” in Friedan’s sense is a white fem-
inist conception that is commensurate with high-paying careers and was in 
no way referring to low paying jobs or so called “menial” labor reserved for 
black women‚ hooks asserts that the white feminists were so blinded by their 
own experiences that they ignored the fact that a vast majority of women 
were already working outside the home, working in jobs that neither liber-
ated them from dependence on men nor made them economically self-suf-
ficient.9 And all these were already obvious even at the time The Feminine 
Mystique was published. While work would liberate the white female, it could 
not achieve the same for the black female for she must work for self-preser-
vation rather than self-realization. Arguably, the choice to not work, for the 
black female, would be more a path to freedom. One could as well infer from 
hooks’ argument that if the middle class white woman left her traditional role 
to work a pink-collar job, the domestic space left by her would have to be the 
work of another woman and most likely a black female.

Black Women, unhappy with both the Civil rights Movement and the 
feminist movement, saw the need for a new movement, one which would 
enable them fight the special circumstance of their own oppression as black 
women. And this circumstance is not now restricted only to their being 
women and being black, but it also involved the fact of being oppressed by 
both white and black males. Thus, black feminism involves the argument that 
racism, sexism, and class oppression are interwoven. In Ain’t I a Woman: 
Black Women and Feminism, hooks outlines the reason why sexism prevailed 
against black women as a political agenda which ought to have been fought a 
century before when such women—Sojourner Truth, Amanda Berry Smith, 
Anna Cooper, amongst others—were inclined to participate in the strug-
gle for both racial and women’s rights. These women broke through years 
of silence and began to articulate their experiences as women, the essential 
fact why they are different from the black males who received the support of 
white males to vote while leaving all women disenfranchised.10

This decision to support black male suffrage while denouncing white 
women’s voting rights was, according to hooks, how “white men revealed 
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the depths of their sexism—a sexism that was at that brief moment in Ameri-
can history greater than their racism.”11 Black males in turn coerced black 
females to assume a subservient position. Black women were told that they 
should take care of household needs and breed warriors for the revolution. 
rather than kill two birds with one stone, as the adage goes, black women 
had been asked to fade into the background to allow the spotlight to shine 
solely on black men.12 Thus, second wave feminism pulled in women of color 
and women of developing nations who sought sisterhood and solidarity. 
Some women would meet in small groups to share their individual personal 
experiences under the strong slogan of “the personal is political.” Gardner 
explains that in discussing these experiences, it was believed that the partici-
pants would come to see the common themes in these experiences: there was 
a structure of female oppression. The participants would then work out spe-
cific strategies for social and political change.13 These shared experiences of 
injustice, and subsequently those of other social groups, led to the theorizing 
of such loaded concepts like “identity politics.” Consciousness-raising thus 
became both a driving force and a central strategy for the feminist movement.

The third wave of feminism launched in the mid-1990s was largely 
inspired by postcolonial and postmodern thinkers. This phase saw the steady 
undermining of many constructs. For instance, such assumptions as the uni-
versality of woman, gender, sexuality, femininity, and even masculinity were 
interrogated and given new meanings. Third wave feminists recognize that 
sexual oppression cannot be eliminated without also addressing racial and 
economic oppressions. Because of the emphasis of third wave feminists on a 
plurality of viewpoints, and their rejection of the assumption that there is one 
identifiable experience of sexist oppression, the third wave has been hard to 
define as a political movement.14

african feminism(s)
If defining feminism and situating its central themes is an arduous task, the 
enterprise of African feminisms and the tensions pervading it is even more for-
midable, its greatest limitation arguably being its inadequate theorizing within 
a string of -isms. This dearth of homogeneity, a result of the disparate social 
realities on the continent, has necessitated a plurality of feminisms. From 
Alice Walker, who is credited with coining the term “Womanism,” to Clenora 
Hudson-Weem’s advocacy for “Africana Womanism.”15 Still in pursuant of 
an appropriate term to situate this new intellectual animal, Chikwenye Ogu-
nyemi proposed “African womanism” totally independently of the views of 
Walker and Hudson-Weems. Omolara Ogundipe has suggested “STIWAnism” 
(an acronym for Social Transformations Including Women in Africa). This is 
founded on the argument that African women need to express their own reali-
ties, which are uniquely different from those circumscribing foreign feminisms, 
including black feminism. There is also Catherine Achonulu’s “Motherism,” 
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Obioma Nnaemeka’s feminism of negotiation or “Nego-feminism,” amongst 
others. According to Ogundipe, the variety of -isms represents an effort by 
African women to theorize their own realities due to the ignorance of non-
Africans about Africa, her cultures, and her women as well as the conde-
scending attitudes of Western feminists, which are fundamentally perceived as 
another form of cultural imperialism.16 The goal of these alternative concep-
tualizations seems to be the decentering of feminism away from the West and 
enabling it to be perceived from alternative and different cultural perspectives. 
However, decentering comes with a cost. It generates a lot of methodological 
terminologies which seem to shift attention away from what is essentially sub-
stantive. Amina Mama rightly argues that juggling terminologies doesn’t solve 
the problem of global domination.17

In spite of this multiplicity of viewpoints, there are some convergences. 
Susan Arndt identifies a critical one. This common denominator, for her, is 
targeted “at upsetting the existing matrix of domination and overcoming it, 
thus transforming gender relationships and conceptions in African societies 
and improving the situation of African women.”18 My intention is to critically 
interrogate these gender conceptions within the context of Yoruba society. 
While many feminist scholars, especially those on the continent, agree that 
gender hierarchies existed in precolonial African societies and that the sub-
sequent imbalance of power was exacerbated by colonialism, there are also a 
few others who hold a contrary view.19 Oyeronke Oyewumi has done a lot to 
advance a sociologically sane understanding of African feminism, and espe-
cially the understanding of traditional Yoruba society. Her work is meant to 
break boundaries and proffer templates that could assist African feminists in 
fabricating enabling models for thinking about gender equality on the con-
tinent. The revolutionary track of her theories, it would seem, is responsible 
for the numerous critiques that have attended her ideas on gender relations in 
Africa.20

In her award winning The Invention of Women, Oyewumi argues that 
gender is not a universal organizing principle in all cultures. rather, she 
claims that “gender” is a Western framework imported to Africa. “Woman,” 
Oyewumi argues, was invented through colonization as an inferior category 
to “man,” and this led to the consequent lowering of the status of women on 
the continent. With this thesis, Oyewumi calls into question previous studies 
of gender relations in Africa. She argues for an African-centered epistemology 
that privileges African sensibilities over Western gender paradigms. Query-
ing Western feminist notions about gender being a basic organizing principle, 
Oyewumi nullifies the relativist principle that women are universally subor-
dinate to men in all human societies. In place of gender distinctions in the 
power structure of precolonial Yoruba societies, Oyewumi argues that power 
depended on one’s place in the structure of age groups, not on one’s biologi-
cal sex. According to her, power centers within the family are diffused and are 
not gender specific. Because the fundamental organizing principle within the 
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family is seniority based on relative age, and not gender, kinship categories 
encode seniority not gender. Seniority is the social ranking of persons based 
on their chronological ages. Hence, egbon refers to the older sibling and 
aburo to the younger sibling of anybody regardless of gender. The seniority 
principle is dynamic and fluid, unlike the concept of gender.21

In a research conducted among the Oyo Yoruba people of Nigeria, 
Oyewumi examines the precolonial histories of Oyo, comparing them with 
the social formations of the colonial epoch. This was to reveal the seman-
tic nuances that will nullify the “single story” of gender scholarship in the 
West. What came out of her research was a significant shift in the meaning 
of “female”/“woman” with regard to the idea of gender. She argues that 
there are no gender-specific words denoting son, daughter, brother, or sister, 
indeed, that pronouns and kinship categories do not indicate sex but rather 
rest on who is older in any social situation. Yoruba names are not gender spe-
cific; neither are “oko” and “aya,” two categories translated as the English 
“husband” and “wife” respectively.22

In a nutshell, Oyewumi’s central thesis is that Yoruba do not do gen-
der. Without offering any specific definition of gender, we can deduce that 
Oyewumi sees gender as biologically determined and clearly opposes gender as 
a social construct. She argues that if gender is truly socially constructed, then 
gender cannot behave in the same way across time and space. If gender is a 
social construction, then we must examine the various cultural/architectural 
sites where it was constructed and we must acknowledge that variously located 
actors (aggregates, groups, interested parties) were part of the construction. 
We must further acknowledge that if gender is a social construction, there 
was a specific time (in different cultural/architectural sites) when it was con-
structed and therefore a time before which it was not. Thus, gender is also 
an historical and a cultural phenomenon. Consequently, it is also logical to 
assume that in some societies, gender construction need not have existed at 
all.23 However, as we will demonstrate, understanding gender in context will 
reveal the paradoxical nature of Oyewumi’s arguments.

what is gender?
The concept of gender has come under persistent attack by feminist scholars, 
yet no shared understanding of its meaning has emanated. It is commonly 
used as a synonym for the biological category of sex in ordinary language 
where it is assumed that women, as human females, are feminine and men, as 
human males, are masculine. Feminist scholarship has, however, attempted a 
distinction between sex and gender with sex seemingly the less controversial 
of the two. It is used to denote the biological differences between human 
females and males depending on characteristics such as sex organs, physi-
cal features, and hormones. Even as uncontroversial as sex appears, it has 
come under severe scrutiny too! Lately, the possibility of altering these ana-
tomical distinctions or identification, which hitherto seemed impossible, has 
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succumbed to medical experimentation which has now conquered the medi-
cal complexities of sex change. But we can still agree, provisionally, that sex is 
biologically determined.

The analyses on gender are numerous, contradictory, and hence bewilder-
ing. The view that gender is socially constructed is a fairly dominant one. This 
view, for instance, is to be found in Simone de Beauvoir: “One is not born, 
but rather becomes, a woman.”24 For Gayle rubin, gender is the socially 
imposed division of the sexes. The phrase sex/gender system is employed 
to describe that “part of social life which is the locus of the oppression of 
women.”25 For rubin, biological differences are fixed but gender differences 
are a result of the oppression of social interventions which dictate how men 
and women should behave. Another view of gender which we find remarkable 
is the definition offered by the Canadian International Development Agency 
(CIDA), as adopted by Folashade O. Ifamose, wherein gender is defined as 
“the culture-specific set of characteristics that identifies the social behavior of 
women and men and the relationship between them.”26 For Ifamose, “Gen-
der, therefore, refers not simply to women or men, but to the relationship 
between them and the way gender is socially constructed. Like concepts of 
class, race, and ethnicity, gender is an analytical tool for understanding social 
processes.”27 A critic of this social learning theory is Nancy Chodrow who 
sees it as too simplistic to explain gender differences. Chodrow’s perspec-
tive, which takes its root from Freudian psychoanalysis, holds that gender is 
a matter of having feminine and masculine personalities that develop early in 
infancy and are brought about by parental, and especially maternal, influence.

But out of the multitude of positions, Judith Butler’s and Sally Haslanger’s 
are interesting and noteworthy. Taken together, they constitute a plausible 
framework for interpreting and understanding gender. Butler’s idea of gen-
der performativity is inspired by Lacanian psychoanalysis, Edmund Husserl, 
and Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, and John Searle’s speech-
act theory. Butler argues that to say that gender is performative is to “argue 
that gender is real only to the extent that it is performed.”28 Butler takes 
for granted and builds on the assumption that gender is socially constructed 
and serves to perpetuate the domination of women as well as justifying the 
oppression of homosexuals and transgender persons. Sally Haslanger’s analy-
sis of gender is premised on the recognition that males and females are differ-
ent in two respects: physically and in social positions. For Haslanger, gender 
is a matter of occupying either a subordinate or privileged social position. We 
find useful, more particularly, Harslanger’s female/male and man/woman 
distinction.

The terms “male” and “female”… designate sexes, “man” and “woman”… des-
ignate genders. Because one is a female by virtue of some (variable) set of ana-
tomical features, and one is a woman by virtue of one’s position within a social 
and economic system, we should allow, at least in principle, that some males are 
women and some females are men.29
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The implication of this is not just the obvious distinction of sex from gender 
but that male bodies are not necessarily men and female bodies not necessar-
ily women. Invariably, anatomic differences differentiate bodies while one’s 
position within a social and economic system determines who a man is as 
opposed to a woman. By social, cultural, or economic privileging therefore, 
a female could be a man and a male a woman. Arguing significantly further, 
Haslanger differentiates between gender and race as a broader genus consid-
ering accounts such as:

A group G is a gender (in context C) if its members are similarly positioned 
as along some social dimension (economic, political, legal, social, etc.) (in C), 
and the members are “marked” as appropriately in this position by observed or 
imagined bodily features presumed to be evidence of reproductive capacities or 
function.30

The same argument goes for race:

A group is racialized (in context C) if its members are socially positioned as 
subordinate or privileged along some dimension (economic, political, legal, 
social, etc.) (in C), and the group is “marked” as a target for this treatment by 
observed or imagined bodily features presumed to be evidence of ancestral links 
to a certain geographical region.31

Now, social positioning as either subordinate or privileged along some 
dimension as indicated above clearly indicates that our relations in the social 
structure are hierarchical. In discussing gender, certain members referred to 
as men are privileged while women are subordinate. (Note that in this case, 
“men” are not necessarily male bodies and “women” are not necessarily 
female bodies.)

But then, Haslanger asks: Why build hierarchy into the definitions? Why 
not define gender and race as those social positions motivated and justified by 
cultural responses to the body, without requiring that the social positions be 
hierarchical? A simple response is that there are clearly hierarchical positions 
in social structures that permit the perpetration of oppression and subordi-
nation. The second part of Haslanger’s statement points at the significance 
of bodily and geographical indicators. Geographical indicators like African 
woman, Indian woman, Latino woman, and so on are also indicators of the 
construction of an other.

We now turn to the most controversial element in the feminist divide. Just 
why do bodies matter? rather than ask, as Haslanger does, why hierarchies 
are built into the definitions of race and gender, it seems the right question 
ought to be: Why involve bodily features, especially human reproductive 
capacities and function, in the gender debate? To clearly understand the 
implication of this question, we will briefly discuss two problems which have 
generated pessimism in feminists’ attempts at achieving a unified account of 
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woman/female. These are the problems of commonality and normativity. 
The commonality problem, identified by Elizabeth Spelman, asks if there is 
anything social that females of different times, places, and cultures have in 
common beyond body type that could count as their “gender.”32 The nor-
mativity problem, for Butler, is addressed to the difficulty in any definition 
of “what Woman is.” Since such a definition must select amongst the broad 
variation in women’s traits, it cannot but be value laden, and this essentially 
constructs the definition to marginalize certain females, privilege others, and 
reinforce current gender norms.

In response to the commonality problem, if we identify, say, oppression as 
what all females of different times, places, and cultures share, we necessar-
ily face another problem of what counts as oppression. For instance, in what 
sense could we assert that the Queen of England is oppressed? If we agree on 
the commonality of reproductive capacities, this would be more of biologi-
cal similarities. But even then, do all females share these features? Sojourner 
Truth, some accounts claimed, did not appear to be a woman/female. What 
about the intersex? What does possessing both male and female reproduc-
tive features make a person? What about those whose sex have been medi-
cally altered? Will their sex be identified biologically, psychologically, or by 
the sex status assumed under surgical procedure? The normativity problem is 
straightforward: if a definition of what a woman is cannot but be value laden, 
then it reproduces what it was meant to undermine.

What then unifies females, assumed to be the subject of feminism? Moth-
erhood? Clearly not. If we are unable then to provide satisfactorily a unified 
account of woman as female, feminism, then feminists might as well close 
shop. In the next section, I will attempt a new definition of gender outside 
of bodily markers. My ultimate objective is to adopt this conceptual frame-
work in my interrogation of gender and oppression in the traditional Yoruba 
 society.

feminism and the construction of gender as otherness

The common denominators underpinning the many attempts at defining gen-
der are claims of dominance and superiority by one over the other. What then 
is gender? Gender is the masculinity of dominance and power (of the “one”) 
over the femininity of subordination and docility (of the “other”). Gender, 
like power, is a relational concept; it is best understood in terms of interac-
tions between bodies. It is a conscious or unconscious mechanism found in 
the actual relation of bodies, (bodies here being persons or groups). The very 
concept of gender engenders the inequalities apparent in sexism, classism, 
racism. Gender is the relational tool between the masculinity of dominance 
and the femininity of docility. The masculinity of dominance is constitutive of 
strength, power and is enabled to oppress; the femininity of subordination is 
constitutive of docility, meekness, faithfulness and is enabled to be oppressed. 



360  O. OYELEYE

Thus, any classification of bodies, sexes, races, cultures, classes, ethnicities as 
superior and dominant over others considered as inferior, subordinated, and 
by and large, oppressed, entails gendering. Gender is therefore the mecha-
nism that enables the construct of the “one” and the “other.”

While this conception of gender could face the objection of not being in 
tune with everyday language use, Haslinger responds that our language use 
may be skewed by oppressive ideologies that can “mislead us about the con-
tent of our own thoughts.”33 There truly is nothing to prove that we have 
not been misusing gender terminologies ignorantly. If feminist philosophy of 
language is successfully battling maleness as a norm in the use of everyday 
language and philosophy interrogates itself in an attempt to rid the discipline 
of dogmas, then it would be unphilosophical not to invalidate the meanings 
we have once assumed to be commonplace and right.

Let us now retrace the trajectory of feminism with which we began this 
chapter. With the new conception of gender we are enabled to answer the 
question, posed by Moya Lloyd: “Why does attempting to unite women actu-
ally divide them?”34 The goal of first wave feminism was to open up oppor-
tunities for women, especially on voting rights. Sojourner Truth raised the 
first question of otherness when she queried why she was not considered a 
woman. While the white women at the Seneca Falls convention fought 
male dominance which made them the “other” to black males (an enslaved 
“other”) who now had voting rights and hence were privileged above them, 
these white women in turn created an-“other” consciously or unconsciously. 
In becoming the “one,” they dominated black women who then conse-
quently attempted to find a way to end their silenced status in second wave 
feminism. African feminism arose from a similar reaction to brands of fem-
inism not culturally enlightened about Africa’s peculiarity. Thus, began the 
dialectical movement of feminism, internally creating and recreating otherness 
which, rather than unite women/females, becomes the very center of their 
subordination and oppression. In other words, feminism itself became the 
framework for gendering.

reengaging the gender issue  
from a yoruba PersPective

Custom and tradition have tended more to favour men than women, to pro-
mote men and their status and demote women in status, to erect men as masters 
of the home, village, clan, and nation. Admittedly, women have been allowed 
sometimes a significant but at other times a deplorably insignificant role to play. 
The general principle governing relationships between men and women has, in 
our traditional society, always been that of superiors and inferiors. Our society 
has consistently stood on the principle of male dominance—the principle that 
the man is the ruler and the woman his dependent and subject.35
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Consequential to this new intimation of gender as the masculinity of dom-
inance and power over the femininity of subordination and docility and as 
the mechanism that enables the construct of the “one” and the “other,” we 
will revisit the claim of Oyewumi that Yoruba do not do gender. First we will 
ground the masculinity of dominance in the historical Yoruba figure of Efun-
setan Aniwura.

Efunsetan Aniwura

Efunsetan Aniwura is supposedly the second Iyalode of Ibadan and is 
assumed to have reigned during the precolonial era in Oyo-Yoruba society. 
The period of her reign is estimated to be around 1871–1874. The Iyalode of 
Ibadan is a civil title offered to only a select number of Ibadan elite families. 
The Iyalode line, according to Laray Denzer, constitutes the fourth line in 
the Ibadan chieftaincy, following the Olubadan, Balogun, and Seriki lines.36 
The Iyalode is reported to be one of the kingmakers, and she is specifically 
excluded from eligibility for the office of the Olubadan. She heads her own 
household and a line of subordinate chiefs.37 The different biographical 
accounts of Efunsetan Aniwura provide essential information about the rise 
and fall of a powerful female, one that embodied the masculinity of domi-
nance during the precolonial epoch. Her slaves were numbered at about a 
thousand and operated plantations, producing oil palm and food. Efunsetan 
Aniwura was a very wealthy, strong, ambitious, and influential woman whose 
personal military unit fought alongside the Ibadan army.

Different accounts of the events that led to her fall are recorded by dif-
ferent authors. One states that her fall was the consequence of her refusal to 
support the campaign of Latoosa, the generalissimo of the Ibadan army, in 
the expansion of Northeast Yorubaland. At some point in her reign as Iyal-
ode, Latoosa began to perceive her as a threat to his ambitions to secure his 
family’s position in the state. He then instituted measures to curb her influ-
ence.38 Latoosa finally succeeded in his plan in the sixth month of 1874: 
While pretending to intervene in a domestic dispute in her household, he 
engineered her execution and the destruction of her house. Other accounts 
hold the Iyalode as a tyrant whose continuing brutal reign was bound to lead 
to self-destruction.

Efunsetan Aniwura, as noted earlier, embodies the masculinity of domi-
nance so much so that she constituted a threat to the reigning Commander 
in Chief who possibly felt intimidated by her influence and wealth and pos-
sibly the fact that she was female. It is true that historically Africa had females 
who exercised power and influence nearly equal to that of men and dis-
played independence that few Western women had from the nineteenth cen-
tury onwards.39 Quite a lot of African feminists hold the position that these 
females were proof of an egalitarian society before colonialism. But are prom-
inence, wealth, strength, and valor really what make anyone, any woman, 
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a feminist? Should the accounts of Efunsetan Aniwura’s tyranny, if they are 
true, be taken as suggestive of her feminist credentials? Efunsetan Aniwura’s 
masculinity of dominance is more implicative of the position of the “One” 
which in any anatomic form could be so intoxicating that one becomes 
oppressive. This oppressive custom, like the colonial dynamics, must stem 
from the worldview which places the “one” over the “other.” This necessi-
tates two questions. Are all hierarchies necessarily oppressive? This is a dif-
ficult question to answer because oppression seems intrinsically an attribute of 
hierarchies. This leads us to the second question: Must gender and gendering 
precede oppression? This seems a straightforward yes. If, according to Frantz 
Fanon, two kinds of people are produced in a colonial situation, namely the 
colonizer and the colonized,40 then for a person to be oppressed there must 
be an oppressor. Gender, as we have argued, constitutes the mechanism that 
enables the construct of the “one” and the “other,” and it necessarily need 
precede oppression. Gender once again is not in the sexed body. The gender 
dynamics makes it possible for a male to oppress other males and females, and 
for females to oppress other females and males.

We can then revisit Oyewumi’s claim that the Yoruba do not do gender. 
Quite a number of significant critics confronted this thesis from a lot of per-
spectives. I will examine here three areas that could shed light on gender in 
the traditional Yoruba society, namely: (a) The performativity of “oko” and 
“aya” in Yoruba traditional societies; (b) The biologically gendered implica-
tion in oriki as attributive name; and (c) the nature of seniority as a marker 
for oppression.

1. The Performativity of “Oko” and “Aya” in Yoruba Traditional Societies
Oyewumi contends, as a significant plank in her thesis, that oko and aya are 
better translated as “insider” and “outsider” as opposed to “husband” and 
“wife” because all the members of a lineage, as omo-ile (owner of the line-
age), occupied the position of oko in relation to outsiders or any incoming 
aya. The oko therefore includes both males and female of the lineage. The cat-
egory aya is however limited to the anatomic females, whereas oko can be male 
or female within the lineage. Beyond the lineage, however, this was not the 
case. Devotees of the Òrìsà (gods/goddesses) were referred to as the aya of 
the particular Òrìsà to whom they were devoted.41 As an example, male and 
female worshippers of the Sango deity are all referred to as the wives of Sango. 
Oyewumi describes this relationship as one of ownership/membership.

The implication of this is that oko and aya are performative roles indicat-
ing ownership and membership. The oko here being the owner and the aya 
being the member. The oko, including the anatomic females, play the role of 
the owner, and the aya remains a mere member. relatively, the oko is supe-
rior and dominant, and the aya is inferior and subordinate. Just as the deities 
are higher and superior to their devotees, the oko as a lineage is superior to 
the aya. The devotees are subject to their deity just as the aya is subject to 
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her oko. The deity is the “one” and the devotees the “other.” On the other 
hand, the oko as a lineage is the “one” and the “aya” the inferior other. This 
is evident in the saying, “Sango l’oko Oya” (Sango is the oko of Oya), used 
to indicate superiority. The masculinity of dominance and the femininity of 
subordination is clearly at play here. Oko is an obvious masculine category 
irrespective of the bodies that perform the roles. Gender is not in the body 
performing the role(s); gender is in the role(s) being performed.

2. The Biologically Gendered Implication in Oriki as Attributive Name
According to Oyewumi, in Yorubaland “Most names and all pronouns are 
ungendered.”42 Just like oko and aya discussed above, for Oyewumi, Yoruba 
names seem to underscore her thesis about an ungendered social context. Let 
us briefly examine the Yoruba naming dynamics. For the Yoruba, the naming 
of a child, as well as the names given, is a crucial social event. According to 
Samuel Johnson, in The History of the Yorubas, “There are three sets of names 
a child can possibly have, although not every child have the three; one at least 
will be inapplicable.

1.  The Amutorunwa i.e., the name the child is born with.
2.  The Abiso i.e., the christening name.
3.  The Oriki i.e., the cognomen or attributive name.”43

The Amutorunwa
The name a child is born with is expressive of some particular circumstance of 
birth. Twins are good examples of this because, irrespective of other names 
that may be given, they are called Taye (literally To aye wo—be the first to 
taste the world) and Kehinde (s/he who lags behind). Other names in this 
category include Ige (a child birthed in the breach) and Abosede (a child born 
at the onset of the week).

The Abiso
For the Yoruba, Ile la wo Ka to s’omo loruko (the state or situation of the 
home initiates a child’s naming). Thus, the Yoruba do not name a child arbi-
trarily; naming is always the consequence of a set purpose. These names, 
according to Johnson, are always significant of something either to the child 
itself or to the family.44

The Oriki
The Oriki is an attributive name expressing what the child is or hopes to 
become. If a male, it is always expressive of something heroic, brave, and 
strong; if a female, it is a term of endearment or of praise.45 Such superior 
qualities of bravery and strength are often associated with the physical traits 
associated with the male body. Diametrically opposed to this and associated 
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with the feminine are qualities indicative of docility. Examples of male attribu-
tive names include;

Ajagbe—one who carries off after a contest;

Ajani—one who possesses after a struggle;

Alabi or Alade—a male birthed after several female births.
The implication of this is that being a patrifocal society, the Yoruba attach 
a lot of importance to a male child to the extent that a family is renowned 
merely for having male children, and a male child is celebrated after several 
female births. Female attributive names include:

Amoke—a child to know and to pet.

Awero—a child to be washed and adorned.

Adunni—a child sweetly possessed.
Consequently, strength, bravery, heroism are attributed to the male child, 
and affection, emotion attached to females. This grounds gender into Yoruba 
names, negating Oyewumi’s claim.

Seniority as a Marker for Oppression
Oyewumi emphasizes seniority as the organizing principle as opposed to gen-
der. She argues that it is the vocabulary of culture and the language of status. 
These are evident in the analysis of oko and aya, the agbo ile (household), 
and so on. Oyewumi plays with language subtly, especially in analyzing the 
outsider/insider relationship of the anatomic females as “oko” and their roles 
as senior to the incoming wife. This subtle use of language can be seen in the 
use of the word “disadvantage”:

Although ana-females who joined the lineage as aya were at a disadvantage, 
other ana-females who were members of the lineage by birth suffered no such 
disadvantage. It would be incorrect to say, then, that anatomic females within 
the lineage were subordinate because they were anatomic females. Only the 
in-marrying aya were seen as outsiders, and they were subordinate to oko as 
insiders. Oko comprised all omo-ile, both ana-males and ana-females, including 
children who were born before the entrance of a particular aya into the lineage. 
In a sense, aya lost their chronological age and entered the lineage as “new-
borns”46

It is at this very point of entry into the lineage that the female, coming from 
her own lineage as an omo-ile, with the privileged position of oko, is trans-
formed into a “woman” in the lineage where she is seen as an outsider. And 
as the outsider, she becomes gendered as the “other,” and hence inferior 
within the dynamics of the masculinity of dominance inherent in her relation-
ship with the oko.
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Upon solemnization of the marriage, after the necessary rituals of ablution, 
the aya is conducted into the apartment of the head lady of the house from 
where she becomes, according to Johnson, an inmate of that house for life.47 
“Inmate” here has an interesting double meaning: the aya becomes both an 
occupant of the house and a confined person. She literally becomes a prisoner 
in a house where not even death of her spouse could release her! She is, upon 
the death of her spouse, automatically inherited by another male in the line-
age of the oko. According to Oyewumi, even anatomic females in the lineage 
of the oko could inherit the aya upon the death of her conjugal partner, while 
the sexual privileges were then transferred to their own ana-male offspring 
if need be. The aya becomes an object to be inherited, although her being 
inherited is done with her consent, yet it is either this inheritance or a con-
finement to celibacy for life.

In the view of Bakare-Yusuf,

Oyewumi’s failure to take seriously the interwoven nature of power dynamics 
means that she cannot account for the complexity and nuances of seniority as it 
actually operates in the Yoruba context. For example, she cannot discuss the fact 
that the ideology of seniority is very often used as a way of masking other forms 
of power relationship. It is in this sense that her theorisation of seniority may be 
seen as disturbingly naïve and politically dangerous. The vocabulary of seniority 
often becomes the very form in which sexual abuse, familial (especially for the 
aya/wife in a lineage) and symbolic violence is couched.48

Seniority in this sense thus ceases to be the vocabulary of culture and the lan-
guage of status as Oyewumi contends, but rather, in Bakare-Yusuf’s words, 
a language of power and hence oppression. There are so many other issues 
besides gender being a Western import that should concern feminist theorists 
or African feminist scholars as the case may be even when it pertains to the 
female sex: widowhood customs as discussed above, female genital mutila-
tion, or dowry or bride price to mention a few.

conclusion

The defense of an Afro-centered view being pushed by many African schol-
ars and the focus on the ostensibly glorious past of our culture is a laudable 
project. In this sense, Oyewumi’s fascinating analysis of the Yoruba society 
and social relations sheds critical light in a way that enables an understand-
ing of the present. But we must not also forget that reality is known and 
better appreciated by any individual or group within the context of a par-
ticular period in history. In our attempt to shed light on concepts and 
issues, especially within a comparative context, a balanced view would ben-
efit from a multi-perspectives approach. Attempts to shift the center of dis-
course, especially within the context of an ideological debate, risks the 



366  O. OYELEYE

danger of replicating what necessitated the shift in the first place. With 
Oyeronke Oyewumi we seem to have escaped the Western feminist trap only 
to be entangled within our own traditional context and its subtle oppressive 
dynamics.

A truly sincere comparative analysis sets up a dialogue between two tradi-
tions. We began this chapter by setting up Amanda Berry Smith’s observa-
tion of a sociological affair mirroring gender relations in a traditional context. 
Smith notes that, in a traditional society,

You will often see a great, big man walking ahead with nothing in his hand but 
a cutlass (as they always carry that or a spear), and a woman, his wife, coming 
on behind with a great big child on her back, and a load on her head. No mat-
ter how tired she is, her lord would not think of bringing her a jar of water, to 
cook his supper with, or of beating the rice, no, she must do that.49

And we ask if it is possible to theorize this observation as an instance of ine-
quality, subordination, and oppression?

Let us make a last point: We can represent this observation as coming 
from person X and person Y, where X holds a culturalized perspective and Y, 
alien to that culture, holds a foreign perspective. X argues that this observa-
tion represents equality from a cultural viewpoint. It is culture, with its subtle 
nuances. And since it is our culture, and a significant part of our daily exist-
ence, then it is the norm. Now, Y is from another culture, and her experience 
of anatomic females is that of being helped to cross muddy ditches and have 
carriages opened for them. Would Y be wrong to perceive the female in this 
community as subordinated and oppressed? So, what X calls a norm, Y sees 
as oppression. Why is Y unable to see this as a norm and instead thinks it’s 
abnormal, and why is X unable to see this as oppression? Or, is it possible for 
one to be epistemically ignorant of her/his oppression? Or is there a situation 
of oppression only when the oppressed feels oppressed? In other words, not 
being aware of my oppression means then that I am not oppressed? Is it then 
the case, from a phenomenological viewpoint, that the reality of oppression 
thus must first be perceived in the consciousness of the oppressed? Perhaps, 
only when thus perceived, from the first-person point of view, can we truly 
say there is an “other” that is oppressed.

notes

 1.  Cited in hooks (1990: 17).
 2.  Oyeleye (2016).
 3.  Gardner (2006: xxv).
 4.  Elkholy (n.d.). “Feminism and race in the United States.”
 5.  Cited in Lloyd (2005: 35).
 6.  As cited in Collins (2002: 1).
 7.  See Entry on “Betty Friedan” in Encyclopedia Britannica. https://www.britan-

nica.com/biography/Betty-Friedan.
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 8.  bell hooks is a pseudonym for Gloria Jean Watkins. Hooks assumed her pseu-
donym, the name of her great grandmother, to honor female legacies. She 
favored it being spelt in all lower case letters to focus attention on her message 
as opposed to herself.

 9.  hooks (1984: 95).
 10.  hooks (1990: 3).
 11.  Ibid.
 12.  Ibid., 6.
 13.  Gardner (2006: xxvi).
 14.  Ibid., xxviii.
 15.  Hudson-Weems (2008: 21).
 16.  Ogundipe (2007: 7).
 17.  Salo and Mama (2001: 61).
 18.  Arndt (2002: 32).
 19.  On the one hand, we have Ogundipe (2007), Salo and Mama (2001), McFad-

den (2005), and Aidoo (1999). On the other hand, there are feminist schol-
ars such as Gwendolyn Mikell, Morolake Omonubi-Mcdonnell, Ifi Amadiume, 
and Oyewumi Oyeronke.

 20.  See Bakare-Yusuf (2004) and King (1998).
 21.  Oyewumi (2004).
 22.  Oyewumi (1997: 28).
 23.  Cited in Oyewumi (1998: 1055).
 24.  de Beauvoir (1956: 273).
 25.  rubin (1975: 179).
 26.  Cited in Ifamose (2016: 19).
 27.  Ibid.
 28.  Butler (1988: 527).
 29.  Haslanger (2004: 5).
 30.  Ibid., 8.
 31.  Ibid., 7–8.
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CHAPTEr 24

Africa and the Philosophy of Sexuality

Workineh Kelbessa

introduction

Philosophers have not paid sufficient attention to African sexualities. There 
are no systematic and comprehensive works on the African philosophy of love 
and sex. As I stated elsewhere, “African philosophy of sex [and love] does 
not exist in a written form as technical, professional, scholarly, academic work. 
One has to explore the religious beliefs, practices and worldviews of African 
people in order to understand and construct their philosophy of sex.”1 Afri-
can history, folktales, sayings, proverbs, sex–love songs, riddles, dance, folk 
art, body markings, clothing, jewellery, names and naming systems, cosmolo-
gies and religious conceptions, and other forms of oral tradition provide an 
insight into indigenous African philosophical perspectives on love and sex. 
The African philosophy of sex and love in its broad sense is based on oral tra-
ditions. Different cultural groups have developed their own sexual ethics and 
laws that govern sexual relationships. Within any given cultural group, diverse 
forms of sexuality can be identified. In this chapter, in most cases, I use the 
expression “African philosophy of sex” in a broad general sense and not a 
strict sense.

The first part of the chapter briefly looks into the negative arguments for-
warded by some writers against African sexualities. In the second part, I will 
discuss arguments for African sexualities. In particular, I will explore how 
some cultural groups have conceived love and sex in their respective coun-
tries. The last part concludes the chapter.
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arguments against african sexualities

Some writers have presented distorted views of African sexuality.2 Colo-
nial explorers and missionaries did not give a reliable account of African 
sexualities. They characterized African sexualities as “primitive, exotic and 
bordering on nymphomania,”3 “immoral, bestial and lascivious.”4 Conse-
quently, Africans were considered as primitive, immoral, hypersexual, pro-
miscuous, less intelligent, and close to animals. According to Greg Thomas,  
“[t]he hegemonic conception of culture and history places Europe and North 
America on the side of human civilization (or the human sexualities of heter-
osexuality and homosexuality), while Africa (or the non-West) is placed in the 
realm of sexual savagery and barbarism.”5 According to this line of thought, 
European mores of sex and beauty are superior to those of Africa. Accord-
ingly, mainstream sexuality research before the 1990s ignored the positive 
aspects of African sexualities, such as pleasure, eroticism, and desire.6

According to Cornel West, the desire to control Africans encouraged white 
supremacist ideologists to degrade black bodies by instilling fear in people 
that in turn convinced them to regard their bodies as ugly, their intellect as 
inherently underdeveloped, and their culture as less civilized.7 Stella Nyanzi 
also stresses that the myths of black sexuality were designed to control Africa:

the subjugation and domination of diverse African peoples was justified on the 
grounds that their barbaric, savage, primitive, backward, uncultured, uncouth 
and uncivilised character needed taming, improving, civilising, modernising and 
rescuing. Among the principal excesses of the homogenised African that needed 
taming was a highly promiscuous, irresponsible, contagious and libidinous sexu-
ality. In order to curb such excesses, it was important to curtail, hem in, regu-
late and intervene in this minutely conceptualised African sexuality. Attaining 
control and dominion over African sexuality thus symbolised total subordina-
tion of the continent. Hence the cliché, ‘control African genitals and you con-
trol Africa’.8

Moreover, the above-mentioned stereotypes were used to rationalize black 
women’s subjugation to rapes and sexual exploitation and to lynch black men 
“for the imagined ravishing of white women” in the Americas.9

Some writers talked about an aggressive black sexuality. They circulated the 
ideas that African men have very large penises and they are more driven by 
sexual desire than white men. Those who claim that Africans have larger gen-
erative organs believe that the lives of Africans and beasts are similar and Afri-
cans are uncivilized and inferior to other people. Although some Europeans 
began to talk about the size of the sexual organs of Africans in the fifteenth 
century, race deteriorations throughout the Anglo-Saxon world led to the 
widespread and obsessional significance of the notion of a black “super penis” 
in the 1860s. “These processes were especially notable in the increasing seg-
regation, negrophobia and sexual paranoia of the American South follow-
ing the end of slavery, and they persisted well into the twentieth century.”10 
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Others reject propositions about the differences in penis size and sexual 
behavior as myths. They suggest that the whites designed such propositions 
to discourage interracial sexual relationships.11

J. Philippe rushton, a British-born Canadian (1943–2012) psychol-
ogy professor at the University of Western Ontario, is an example of such a 
writer who claimed that larger genitals and smaller brains belong to blacks 
rather than to whites or Asians. He asserted that penis size and brain power 
are inversely related. “It’s a trade-off. More brain or more penis. You can’t 
have both.”12 Alfred C. Kinsey for his part compared 4,694 white college stu-
dents and 177 black college students and his data suggested the following 
 conclusions:

On estimated measurements of the length of erect penis—the most important 
point of comparison—it appears that 37% of whites had erections of less than six 
inches, but only 26% of blacks; there was almost no difference in the proportion 
of those between six and seven inches (56% as against 54%); but of those over 
seven inches, whites accounted for 6.8% as against 20% blacks, the latter includ-
ing 3% at nine inches (0.4 of whites)… Erect circumferences at the widest point 
showed 70% of whites measured up to five inches, 65% of blacks, with blacks 
having 5% more measurements in excess of five inches round.13

Kinsey was partly dissatisfied with his “black” sample and reluctant to pub-
lish his findings about the differences in penis size in different races in 1948. 
Privately, he stated that he refrained from doing so, as his findings confirmed 
the racial stereotypes that black men had larger penises, higher frequencies of 
sexual intercourse, and had better power to control orgasm than white men. 
He was also concerned that American neo-Nazis would misuse them. He also 
found that the clitorises of black women were more likely stand out more 
than one inch than white women’s. He did find that whites happened to have 
the longest penises.14

Approving Kinsey’s data, ronald Hyam made the flowing claim:

So Kinsey was probably right, and there is a marginal correlation between 
blackness and penis size, a black penis on average being a little longer than the 
white man’s. But exactly the same variations in size can be observed in black 
as well as white. There are documented cases of Africans with smaller- than- 
average appendages, most famously the warrior/leader Shaka, ruler of Zululand 
between about 1818 and 1828.15

Hyam suspected that African lifestyle rather than genetic determination is 
more responsible for “the appearance, or actuality, of impressive penises in 
Africa.” Hot climates, regular sexual usage, artificial devices for lengthening 
the penis, and circumcision may contribute to the size of the penis of Afri-
cans.16 However, it is possible that penis size may not vary greatly even with 
adjoining countries. If we accept the thesis that men in the warmer climates 
have larger penises, we may wonder whether this is applicable to men in the 
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Middle Eastern or South East Asian countries where the average temperature 
is generally high throughout the year.

It is clear for any person, including Kinsey himself, that his conclusion is 
based on biased statistics or unrepresentative samples. It would be wrong to 
make sweeping generalizations about the size of the sexual organs of all black 
people after considering the sexual organs of 177 students. Hyam also made 
the following persuasive conclusion that seems to contradict his approval 
of Kinsey.

So what are the “objective facts”? Men vary in their sexual drive and capacity, in 
the intensity of their need for sexual satisfaction, and even in the dynamic power 
of their ejaculatory force, just as they vary in every other attribute and char-
acteristic. And, whether white or black, manifestly they vary—dramatically—in 
penis size.17

Like missionaries and colonial powers, some contemporary researchers who 
came to Africa to study the nature of HIV/AIDS tried to associate it with 
the colonial stereotyped images of a specific African sexuality—insatiable, 
alien, and deviant. Among others, John Caldwell and others emphasized the 
 permissive nature of African sexuality.18 Accordingly, currently, many main-
stream theories in the West consider African male sexuality as the cause of 
high-risk behaviour and sexual aggression. Their proponents have tried to 
study the sexual practices and behaviours of Africans to find out whether the 
latter are responsible for the spread of the HIV. Some writers, however, are 
of the opinion that research on HIV/AIDS in the 1990s failed to study the 
complexities of AIDS. According to Quentin Gusset:

Like the first studies of African sexuality, it was once again the “exotic, tradi-
tional, irrational and immoral practices” that were the focus of the research. If 
the pattern of AIDS epidemic was different in Africa than in Europe, the expla-
nation obviously had to be the difference between African and European cul-
ture and sexualities…. Early researchers were looking for things to blame, and 
identified African cultural practices as culprits. The logical consequence of this 
was to fight against African cultures and sexualities.19

After two decades of muddled approaches to HIV prevention in Africa, 
researchers have reconsidered their methods and theories.20 The root causes 
of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in Africa have been more closely examined and 
African sexuality has been reconsidered.

arguments for african sexualities

Some scholars have studied African sexuality, marriage systems, feminism and 
African womanhood, the role of women in development and family, prostitu-
tion, sex, and other related issues.21 Scholars in history, education, anthro-
pology, sociology, politics, gender studies, African studies, and the like have 
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studied different aspects of African sexuality.22 African philosophers have not 
written a great deal about love and sex. They have been silent on African sex-
ualities and philosophy of love and sex. The only exception, who openly dis-
cussed the value of sexual organs and pleasure, is the Nigerian philosopher 
Nkiru Nzegwu.23 The volumes edited by Signe Arnfred and Sylvia Tamale 
contain important chapters by different specialists in different fields on dif-
ferent aspects of sexualities and African sexualities respectively.24 These works 
show that there is no one single African sexuality. Despite individual differ-
ences, there are however some underlying values that are shared by Africans 
in different countries. So, it would be correct to talk about African sexualities.

According to some writers, philosophical ideas on eroticism are not new 
in Africa. For T. Obenga, they were recorded in ancient Egyptian philoso-
phy (2780–2260 BCE), the Pyramid texts, the Inscription of Shabaka, the 
Instructions of Kagemni, the Maxims of Ptahhotep.25 Ancient love songs also 
reflected some aspects of African sexualities. The New Kingdom (1567–1085 
BCE) in ancient Egypt left 50 surviving secular love songs for contemporary 
society.26 “romantic love, passionate needs and intimate desires” were openly 
and publicly expressed by these songs.27 In the matri-centric ideology of 
ancient Egypt sons and daughters were equally valuable and had the right to 
love. Similarly, love–sex songs are common in different parts of contemporary 
Africa.

Africans see sex as natural and important. They demonstrate its impor-
tance through erotic dances, phallic symbols, and vivid portrayal of sexual acts 
in art. Geoffrey Parrinder describes the difference between the African and 
Indian conception of life:

The African world view is life-affirming; a philosophy of vitalism or dynamism 
lies behind many attitudes and actions. This view clearly differs from the Indian, 
Hindu or Buddhist tradition of world-denial, the exaltation of celibacy and 
monastic life, and the abnegation of material pleasures for an indefinable nir-
vana. The Indian belief in a painful rebirth, in human or animal form, into this 
sad life contrasts strongly with African belief that rebirth strengthens the family 
and is a desired return to this sunlit world.28

Many indigenous Africans consider sex as a source of pleasure. Some cultural 
groups in Africa had the concept of sexual rights long before the emergence 
of contemporary feminism. Both men and women have the right to sexual 
pleasure. Body or genitalia sculpting, labia stretching, local cloth such as local 
kanga cloth that Tanzanian women wrap loosely around their waists,29 and 
the indigenous sexual initiation institution of Ssenga among the Baganda of 
Uganda30 are examples that show the value of love and sexual pleasure in 
Africa. For instance, manual elongation of the inner folds of labia minora to 
create culturally approved organ modification is common in east and south-
ern Africa, including in Mozambique, Uganda, rwanda, Malawi, Lesotho, 
Zimbabwe, Tanzania, Namibia, Botswana, and South Africa.31 The practice is 
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believed to enhance sexual pleasure. According to Nzegwu, “[l]abia stretch-
ing, in addition to acculturating genitalia, introduces young girls to their 
genitalia. It encourages them to explore, massage and become familiar with 
them; in effect introducing them to the act of self-stimulation or mastur-
bation and thereby leading to the discovery of other erogenous zones.”32 
Nzegwu considers it “the ultimate sexual toy.”33

The vagina is an important organ in African culture. People use proverbs, 
cultural songs, and dances to express its power and strength. “Cultural dances 
and contemporary dance moves, such as makossa, mapouka, udombolo, souk-
ous and ventilator speak of this power in fluid, circular gyrations of the hips 
and quick forward and backward thrusts of the pelvis.”34 The following Igbo, 
an ethnic group based in West Africa, chiefly in southeastern Nigeria, prov-
erb considers the vagina as a devouring agent: “The penis comes erect as if 
it intends to kill, but the vagina swallows and tames it.”35 During copula-
tion the penis is invisible and under the control of the vagina. In this context, 
the vagina is symbolized as an active agent whereas the penis is conceived as 
passive, as it is devoured by the vagina. Unlike the Western conception, the 
penis is not seen as the organ of dominance.36 However, there are proverbs 
that stress the dependence of the vagina on the penis.37 The authors of such 
proverbs do not seem to know the fact that at least educated women can use 
vibrators and dildos and penetrate each other in the contemporary Africa. 
Women do not necessarily need men’s erections to live happily. This is against 
the principle of patriarchal heterosexual masculinity.

Nzegwu further explains how the vagina is positively conceived by Africans:

It is to their credit that African cultures created a positive role for the vagina 
without castrating male libido. Men still play an important role in sexual mat-
ters, but the emphasis is different. The positive conception of the vagina derives 
from its vital role as a conduit through which all people come, regardless of sex, 
class and social status. Because of its importance in the continuation of birth 
and the expansion of families, the vagina becomes the seat of women’s power. 
It is a cavernous chamber that works with the uterus to incubate life and later 
delivers it into the world.38

In the past, female genitals were seen as sources of power, fear, and awe in 
some parts of Africa. African women had the power to oppose individu-
als who sexually insulted them. For instance, in Kenya women deliberately 
exhibit their private parts towards the person being cursed. In the early 
1990s, a group of postmenopausal women in Cameroon fought govern-
ment troops by raising their dresses high in the air, and holding out their 
breasts towards the soldiers. “These octogenarian women were believed to 
possess potent mystical powers because of their sex and age. As women who 
had brought life, it was believed that they could use these very reproductive 
organs to curse and terminate lives.”39 Similarly, women in Baweri and Kom, 
West Cameroon, protest against sexual insults from men. They collectively 
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confront the male offender and demand an apology and compensation for the 
affronted women.40

Furthermore, the Oromo of Ethiopia, the largest ethnic group in Ethiopia, 
have developed their own philosophy of love and sex. Their philosophy of sex 
and love is

directly related to their worldview, and the latter constitutes the source of its 
ethical guidance. The Oromo have a profound sexual ethics that regulates mar-
riage, sexuality and other related activities. Partly, Oromo religious beliefs and 
customs are the bases of guidance. Beliefs about love, marriage, the family and 
parenthood are based on beliefs about sexuality and consciously crafted sexual 
laws and values.41

The Oromo philosophy of sex is also based on the Oromo gadaa system. The 
gadaa system is a democratic egalitarian system that has its own leaders who 
conduct government (political, economic, social, judicial, legislative, ritual, 
and military affairs) of the Oromo society over the course of non-renewable 
eight-year terms. The Oromo Gumi (the national assembly/the assembled 
multitude) creates, revises, and introduces different laws of sexuality. “Thus, 
Oromo sexual ethics does not simply rely on religious orthodoxy. Although 
it is subject to criticism and revision, Oromo sexual ethics is not purely philo-
sophical in the strict sense of the term… There are some Oromo sexual prin-
ciples that are not subject to criticism, for they are believed to be created by 
Waaqa (God).”42 The Oromo believe that there is saffuu (an ethical princi-
ple) between a man and a woman. Saffuu is an ethical principle that governs 
human activities and the relationship between different categories.43 A wife is 
required to obey and respect her husband. If she fails to do so, she will violate 
saffuu. It is believed that a woman cannot stand on her own feet indepen-
dently of a man. Women are believed to be physically weaker than men are. 
But the husband must respect his wife just as his wife respects him.

The Oromo people do not perceive the sexual act in negative terms. Sexual 
activity serves as a means of reproduction and pleasure. So, the Oromo per-
ceive sexual activity as natural and indispensable for the survival of living crea-
tures. They also regard sex as a symbol of power.

The Oromo use sticks as symbols of sexual power, peace, and so on. They use 
various objects that have erotic meaning. Newly married men, hayyus (coun-
cilors), and famous men hold sharpened (h)orooroo ulee (ritual sticks) that 
resemble an erected penis. They consider these ritual sticks as the sign of the 
power of their penis that enables them to prove their virility by deflowering girls 
and giving birth to a child.44

The (h)orooroo stick heralds the transition from qeerroo (unmarried status) to 
abbaa warra (a husband or male head of family). In the past, the groom was 
given a spear or a stick and a whip that symbolize his bravery and masculinity 
during his wedding day.
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Similarly, different natural and artificial things are used to show the power 
of women’s sexual organ. The Oromo sacrifice coffee (the husks of the dry 
coffee beans are cracked with the teeth, and the woman fries the beans in but-
ter or oil in a clay or metal coffee-frying pan), which is believed to be equiva-
lent to sacrificing a bull to entertain guests and during religious ceremonies. 
The cracking of the husk is likened to the cutting of an animal’s throat. It is 
believed that Waaqa also likes the smell of coffee. The buna qala ritual (the 
slaughtering of coffee; the best translation of the word qala is slaughtered, 
because the verb qallu literally means “killing by cutting the throat”) symbol-
izes the woman whose blood is shed through sexual intercourse. In order to 
have children a woman should shed her own blood. Accordingly, bloodshed 
is required for child bearing. This ritual thus “eloquently expresses the ‘kill-
ing’ of the woman for the sake of mother-hood.”45

The shape of coffee beans is similar to the female organ. “Coffee-beans 
are a symbol of the vagina representing the girl to be a potential mother. The 
beans are still hidden in the shell at this moment, protected and inaccessible 
as a virgin’s vagina.”46 The final opening of the fruits symbolizes the outcome 
of sexual intercourse: “childbirth.” The important message here is that the 
coffee bean is viewed as the symbol of the vagina and that human life is pro-
duced when the vagina is speared and opened. Only married women perform 
this ritual. It should also be noted that this ritual refers to the fertility of cattle 
and sheep and the bursting open of seeds in the earth.47

In some parts of Oromia, it is normal to have a girl- or boy friend and kiss 
each other before marriage. However, sexual intercourse is strictly  forbidden. 
It  is an offence to do so as such an action will put the social life of a girl in 
danger. For the Oromo people, virginity is the standard for unmarried girls  
and premarital sexual intercourse is illegal. Here waiting for sex until marriage 
means waiting for intercourse.

In Oromo marriage law, there is no provision that states that the man has 
to be a virgin when he takes his wife, although sex before marriage is not 
encouraged. In fact, some men are given the right to have sex before mar-
riage. In Borana gadaa system, in South Oromia, when boys enter the third 
gadaa period when they are 16–24 years old, they prepare to form a hariyya. 
Hariyyaa refers to the group of all boys born during one gadaa period. This 
clustering process is known as kuusooma. They come together and sacrifice a 
bull and he-goat. Boys are allowed to have premarital sexual exercise during 
ritual transition, which is known as hariyyaa cittuu (ending age sets). Boys in 
the kussa class, who cannot marry, and the raaba class, who do not marry for 
various reasons, can have mistresses who are only married women. Virgin girls 
cannot and should not be their mistresses.48

The patriarchal nature of the Oromo people does not prevent them from 
giving women some rights that do not exist in other male-dominated socie-
ties. The siiqqee institution, laws against sexual harassment, the protection of 
breastfeeding women and women in general are typical examples.Women are 
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believed to have the power to serve as mediators between God and human 
beings, as they pray to Waqaa during drought and other crises. They have the 
power of forcing warring groups to stop killing each other.

According to some writers, Oromo women held a relatively better posi-
tion in the past because of the ateetee ritual49 and the siiqqee institution.50 It 
should be noted that the Arsi Oromo use the name siinqqee. Others use the 
name siiqqee. I use these words interchangeably. “Siiqqee is a stick symbol-
izing a socially sanctioned set of rights exercised by Oromo women.”51 The 
Gadaa system incorporates the siiqqee institution that was designed to protect 
the rights of women. Oromo women use siiqqee to protest against the viola-
tions of secular and religious rights, and infringement of their rights by differ-
ent individuals and groups, and to restore order and harmony.

The Oromo regard women as both outsiders and strangers in the gosaa 
(clan) into which they were born and into which they were married respec-
tively. They are described as the weaker sex (nadheeni muka laafa: women 
are “soft wood—a depiction of their liminality).”52 Women are analogized to 
delicate sticks that need a special care and treatment in all social relations.

The siiqqee institution has the role of protecting women, the “softer” and 
the weaker half of the population, and maintaining balanced relationships 
between women and men. Similarly, there exists a parallel organization called 
“gaas eyba” in the Orma Oromo of Kenya.53

Ateetee has two different forms in Arsi. The first form of ateetee is a peace-
ful mobilization of women to pray to God. They hold siinqqee sticks, ululate, 
and pray to God under a tree or around a river bed (malkaa), or on a moun-
tain, and around springs particularly during a long dry season, crop failure, 
endemic diseases, war, and other crises. This is a peaceful siinqqee.

Secondly, the ateetee ritual has had a political function. In Arsi, women 
used to challenge men who harassed or attacked them. The ateetee ritual pro-
motes group solidarity among the Oromo women. Accordingly, the second 
form of ateetee ritual is the mobilization of women to protect the rights of 
women when women face various problems, specifically, when a breastfeed-
ing woman with qanafa (a hair band) on her forehead is beaten and harassed 
by her husband, when a son beats his mother, when the family members 
unnecessarily harass a woman, when the father harasses his son’s wife, and 
when a woman is raped by a man, the victim ululates and asks other women 
for help. This is called an ateetee strike and the siinqqee scream as all women 
who joined their colleague ululate and try to punish the wrong doer. Siinqqee 
sticks are the spears of women, as they do not have real spears that belong to 
men. This has nothing to do with ateetee (a spirit) known in other parts of 
Oromia.

When the husband beats his wife who is wearing qaanafa or verbally 
embitters her, she will notify the sadedeettan hanfalaa (council of sen-
ior mothers) by leaving her house and screaming in the field in Arsi. Sad-
deetoo or saddeettan hanfalaa is “a non-kin Arsi Oromo women’s social 
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organisation.”54 It is worth reiterating that one gadaa period has eight years. 
Likewise, in Arsi, women have eight senior mothers who act on behalf of 
women and protect them from abuse. The leader of such women is called 
qarichoo. Only the leader will sit down with men and discuss the issue. Sad-
deettan hanfalaa is a kind of solidarity that was developed to allow women 
to participate in village council and thereby defend the women.55 This village 
sphere association can only comprise married and postmenopausal women.

Hanfalaa is a leather strap used to tie the waist of women. Women use 
hanfalaa during holidays and other festivals. Women tie their hanfalaa 
and pray to God during crisis, drought, and the spread of new diseases. In 
Borana, women cannot walk without hanfalaa. If the woman travels without 
hanfalaa, it means that she is walking naked. This is stated in Borana law.

Both internal and external factors undermined the Gaadaa system after 
the conquest of the Oromo land by Abyssinians towards the end of the nine-
teenth century. The role of the Ateetee/sii(n)qqee institution was reduced to 
ritual. The introduction of foreign values and religions undermined the values 
of indigenous institutions.

Although the gadaa system did not recognize extramarital sex, until 
recently, different forms of it were acceptable in Oromia. In the past—and 
to some degree at the present time—having a mistress is morally acceptable. 
Having an affair with a married woman is not socially unacceptable. To fall in 
love with someone other than one’s spouse is not considered an instance of 
betrayal. The people designed different strategies to regulate extramarital sex. 
So, sexual jealousy was not necessarily the cause of conflict and bloodshed 
in most parts of Oromo regions. This is quite different from other nations 
that emphasize marital fidelity and consider any type of sexual activity outside 
marriage illegal and unethical. In fact, in the Western world those who are in 
open marriage tolerate extramarital sex.

In the Oromo society, “it was once the case that a person could have a 
sexual affair with a friend’s or relative’s wife in some parts of Oromia. When 
someone visits his brother’s or friend’s wife, he plants a spear or a stick out-
side the house.”56 Should the husband return and find the spear, he should 
go back. Failure to do so would be considered as the violation of woman’s 
rights. How can a person identify the sticks of his friend or relative? rela-
tives and friends stay together and play saddeeqaa (a board game) with their 
spears and sticks. Thus, it would be easy to identify a friend’s spear or stick. 
If another man who is not his friend or relative has an affair with his wife, he 
will present his case to the local elders and complain that someone who was 
not his equal had an affair with his wife. If found guilty, the offender would 
pay five or more head of cattle. Also, if someone who is considered as the son 
of the husband in terms of age and blood bond but is not the biological son, 
puts his spear outside the real husband’s house, this is a serious mistake and 
must be punished by the community.57

Marriage is an important component of African philosophy of love and 
sex. African people value marriage as an important institution. In most 
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precolonial African societies, as elsewhere, the parents played a dominant role 
in mate selection and the marital stability of their wards. As a result of the 
importance of virginity, girls were expected to remain virgins until marriage. 
Loss of one’s virginity was usually accompanied by social stigma that could 
last a lifetime. This public ridicule and life-long stigma served as an effec-
tive deterrent to promiscuity in the traditional communities. This prevailing 
condemnation made premarital sex and pregnancy a taboo. For instance, in 
South Africa, the Xhosa people believe that girls should not be allowed to eat 
eggs and chicken, because of the fear that these things stimulate their sexual 
desire.

The Somalis, Aderes, and the Argobas in Ethiopia sew up the vagina, 
except for an opening for urination and menstruation, of a newly born girl 
to protect her virginity. The Somalis practice infibulations in order to provide 
“visual proof that an unmarried female is virgin” and to increase her value 
in the marriage transaction. “The smaller the entrance to a bride’s vagina, 
the greater her reputation, the higher her value in the marriage market, and 
the more honorable her family.”58 Certain female elders prior to marriage will 
remove the suture. In Somali and Adare society a man can have more than 
one wife after his first marriage.

In contrast to the above mentioned groups, the Hamar people in south 
Ethiopia do not give any value to virginity. A girl in Hamar is not expected 
to be virgin. If she were found to be a virgin, she would be considered as 
an ugly unwanted girl. Thus, in Hamar society, local custom expects girls to 
have had sex to become desirable marriage partners. During the traditional 
ceremony called evangadi, unmarried boys and girls come together to dance 
and spend the night together. If they like each other, they will continue to see 
each other in the future and get married. If not, they look for another person. 
Having sex with multiple partners is praised as a source of experience. Evan-
gadi or the dancing night is not a seasonal ceremony, but rather it is held 
throughout the year continuously. It takes place sometimes daily or twice a 
week. Tourists can also participate in the ceremony and can spend a night 
with girls. But after marriage ladies are not allowed to participate in evangadi 
ceremony and have love affairs with other men. On the other hand, men can 
participate in this ceremony throughout their life. Currently, this practice is 
one of the causes of HIV/AIDS in Hamar, as some individuals may not use 
condoms.

The Kikuyu of Kenya use two techniques to maintain sexual discipline. The 
first is a long education process which culminates in initiation ceremonies. 
The people use songs and dances (gituro) to inculcate sexual values. This pro-
motes collective responsibility.59 Similar practices have been observed among 
the Zulu people in South Africa by E.J. Kirge60 and among other African 
societies by Evans-Pritchard.61 Marc Hunter also attested that ukusoma (non-
penetrative thigh sex) is permissible in Kwa-Zulu Natal because it does not 
lead to pregnancy.62 The second technique includes taboos and prohibitions. 
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Sexual activity among the Kikuyu is not casual but governed by strongly reg-
ulated codes of conduct.63 In contrast to what Caldwell et al. believed to be 
the case in Africa64 “there was a strict moral order and rules of sexual conduct 
were strictly observed.”65

Among the Kikuyu, sexual and cultural codes regulate non-penetrative 
premarital sex. These codes allow the newly initiated Kikuyu youth to sleep 
together and engage in ngwiko, a form of controlled sexual activity short of 
penetration. This practice is designed for the youth to achieve sexual satisfac-
tion without penetration. The boys and girls would then be allowed to enjoy 
each other’s warmth, kisses, and caresses. They are free to do whatever they 
want to short of penetration. Kikuyu sexual discipline helps young people to 
understand the significance of safe sex.66 Likewise, in many traditional African 
societies, penetrative sex before initiation is strictly forbidden.

Moreover, some Africans have a healthy and positive perception of the gen-
der question that “allows for a wholesome development of human society.”67 
After studying the worldview of the Yoruba people in Nigeria, Zulu Sofola 
maintained that according to the African worldview both genders have the 
same divine source, although they have their own special roles to play in the 
life of the community. According to Yoruba mythology, “disaster struck when 
men tried to marginalize the female member of the entourage. When Orun-
mila, the Ifa oracular deity, was consulted, it was revealed that the female 
member had been marginalized. Quickly, the abnormality was rectified and 
tranquility restored.”68

As Sofola notes, African cosmology gives an important place to women. 
Womanhood is perceived as “1. the divine equal of man in essence,  
2. a Daughter, 3. a Mother, and 4. a Wife.” However, the dual-sex system 
of  sociopolitical power was challenged by European/Arab encroachment. 
The “foreign” European/Arabian male-centered systems of authority and 
governance destroyed and completely eliminated the female lines of author-
ity and sociopolitical power by de-womanising African womanhood.69 Con-
sequently, the woman lost three of the four realities of African womanhood 
and is left with the prominence of her reality as a wife.70 This forced African 
woman to develop dependence and an inferiority complex. “Gradually, she 
grew to be irrelevant, ineffective, redundant, and dull, good only as an orna-
ment, a wall flower—if allowed to be by her egocentric, almighty husband. 
She was rendered completely impotent in matters which her ‘illiterate, rural 
counterparts’ would have handled with ease and quick dispatch.”71 Accord-
ing to Sofola, in particular, the attempt to acquire a Western education with 
its philosophy of gender bias has damaged the psyche of educated African 
women. One can raise the following questions to Sofola: Did all Western 
education promote this gender bias—it does not do so now? Even educated 
women would be influenced by their own culture as much as imported edu-
cational values. Isn’t this true? Are African women just passive victims of out-
side influence? Doesn’t this denigrate women’s strengths?
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A Ghanaian author, Ama Ata Aidoo, for her part has indicated that most 
African societies were matrilineal from the prepharonic period all the way 
down to a micro nation like the Akans of Ghana.72 Aidoo lamented that 
first, Islam and later, Christianity changed matrilineal system in some African 
countries for both were profoundly patriarchal in orientation. On the other 
hand, a Nigerian historian, Egodi Uchendu, maintains that although there is 
no definitive evidence that confirms the existence of a fully matriarchal society 
in Africa, “Africa has significant areas that are matrilineal, particularly in Cen-
tral and East Africa, with other matrilineal groups in North Africa (in Algeria) 
and West Africa (in Ghana and Nigeria).”73 Moreover, the Ashanti of Ghana, 
and the Lele that were found on the edge of the equatorial rain forest in the 
Democratic republic of the Congo (formerly Zaire), are matrilineal societies. 
Cheikh Anta Diop (1923–1986), the distinguished Senegalese historian, and 
Ifi Amadiume, a Nigerian poet and anthropologist, also emphasize the unify-
ing mother-centered logic of African societies.74 Nzegwu for her part is of the 
opinion that African matrifocal ideology differs from European patriarchal 
structure, and the two should not mix.75

Matrilineal societies recognize the sexual rights of both men and women. 
In parts of Zimbabwe, women are still free to have sexual affairs with lovers 
in the absence of their husbands at home.76 Arnfred reports, “[i]n Zimba-
bwe, in the mid-1990s, I was told about a rule demanding that a man, who 
has been away for a while and who unexpectedly returns to his homestead, 
must whistle when approaching his house in order to alert his coming—
making sure he will not catch her in an embarrassing situation.”77 Unmar-
ried women are also encouraged to engage in prepuberty/premarital sexual 
relations in order to have adequate knowledge for adulthood in matrilineal 
northern Mozambique.78 Likewise, before the advent of Christianity, girls in 
matrilineal Owamboland, in Northern Namibia, were allowed to have fiancés 
and premarital sexual relations.79 This sexual freedom comes to an end after 
the efundula-ceremony where procreation becomes the responsibility of both 
men and women. But playful sexuality with proper discretion and care against 
possible pregnancies is still permissible, even after adulthood/marriage.80 
In colonial Zululand, married women had secret lovers called isidikiselo, 
described as the top of the pot that supplemented women’s husbands, their 
ibbodwe, the main pot.81 The top of the pot symbolizes pleasure and good 
things. Moreover, in Lele society in Congo, women used to have power over 
their husbands. Colonial rulers and Christian ethics encouraged most Lele 
men to disengage themselves from traditional matrilineal practices. These in 
turn led to the collapse of the system of polyandry.82

Nkiru Nzegwu also states that before colonization, Igboland was a non-
patriarchal society.83 Prior to European colonialism and Christian and Islamic 
influences at different times, women were sexually autonomous and could 
control their sexuality. They were “assertive,” economically independent, and 
industrious. Women in or outside polygynous marriages had the right to have 
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lovers to satisfy their sexual desire. This falsifies the myth that African men 
are polygynous by nature and need many wives to satisfy their large sexual 
appetite. As Nzegwu noted, “polygyny as a form of marriage is a social insti-
tution that need not at all involve sexual relations between the partners.”84 As 
a matter of fact, in primitive and ancient societies when people lived in har-
mony with nature and unified with themselves, these relations were also more 
righteous and equal and based on humane love, unlike some contemporary 
societies where some people make business even with sex and do not believe 
in love.

In most Igbo marriages, women can be mothers irrespective of the compe-
tence of their husbands. “Igbo societies authorized wives to procreate even if 
their husbands were absent and even if husbands were incapable of fertilizing 
them. Women could begin a relationship with another man if within a year 
she was not pregnant.”85 This is not infidelity, for fidelity is associated more 
with loyalty to the lineage than with inclusive interaction of bodies. Thus, 
Igbo society allows women to satisfy their sexual desires and to have children 
when they have husbands who are unable to perform their sexual duties sat-
isfactorily. Men can also satisfy their sexual urges with other partners. robert 
Staples reports that similar practices existed among some other African peo-
ples. Married women who happened to have impotent and sterile husbands 
are allowed to have lovers. “In some tribes, men make presents to the hus-
band—or work for him—in exchange for his wife’s sexual favors. Where the 
wife engages in overt sexual activity with the knowledge of her husband, the 
resulting children are considered his.”86

According to Nzegwu, although homegrown Christian evangelism in the 
late 1980s has questioned their sexual autonomy in favor of fidelity, Igbo 
women have embraced both indigenous and Christian values and thereby 
maintained their autonomy and sexuality. They have continued to conduct 
extramarital affairs when need arises, and publicly they have behaved as good 
Christians. According to one interviewee, “[n]o one needs to know; after all, 
there is no meter down there.”87 Although I do respect the Igbo attitudes 
towards sex, I would argue that this practice should not be encouraged in 
the twenty-first century, because it can contribute to the expansion of the 
HIV/AIDS epidemic unless preventive measures are cautiously introduced by 
the society.

Nzegwu is of the opinion that Western definition of women as the nega-
tive image of men is incompatible with the Igbo perception of women.88 The 
former characterized women as weak, emotional, and subordinate, and men 
as strong, taciturn, and masters. She states that in Igboland females can be 
both wives and husbands at the same time. Some women can marry their wife 
with no sexual relationship. “Females-as-daughters always stand in a husband 
relationship to the females who are wives in their family lineage.”89 So the 
term husband does not necessarily mean male.

Although Africans consider sex as natural and indispensable for the sur-
vival of different lineages, discussion of sex in public is taboo in many African 
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countries. With some exceptions, people are generally reluctant to talk openly 
about sex. For instance, after examining home-based sexuality education in 
rural Nigeria, C. Otutubikey Izugbara stated that in many parts of Nigeria 
discussion on sexual issues remains a strong taboo.90 Silence on sexual issues 
in the families has had negative impacts on the health of children who have 
no clue about the danger of sexually transmitted diseases. Some of them have 
been involved in unsafe sexual activity because of ignorance. In the Oromo 
culture, it would be unethical for young people to discuss sex in the presence 
of older people. When they refer to sex when older people are around, the 
former would say we take green grass in respect of older people. Green grass 
symbolizes fertility, respect, and peace.

conclusion

What has been discussed so far reveals that philosophy of love and sex in 
Africa is based on African worldviews. So, African philosophers and other 
intellectuals should critically study the oral traditions of African societies to 
reconstruct African philosophies of love and sex. These preliminary remarks 
are useful with respect to an examination of the African philosophy of sex and 
love.

Furthermore, the above discussion shows that there have been positive 
attitudes towards women’s sexuality in some African countries. However, 
in spite of the fact that African worldviews contain some elements that give 
equal status to women and men, in most cases African men have formulated 
various rules to dominate women and promote their own vested interests. 
They coined proverbs that emphasize the weaknesses of women. Some Afri-
can proverbs stress the inactive nature of women’s sexuality in the absence 
of men, and the importance of masculinity. Such proverbs reflect what some 
writers call patriarchal sex and the idea that without men women cannot sexu-
ally satisfy themselves.
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CHAPTEr 25

African Philosophy, Afropolitanism, and Africa

Adeshina Afolayan

introduction: stalled identity?
When African writers met in Makerere in 1962 at the Conference of African 
Writers of English Expression, they were faced with a real dilemma. Colo-
nialism was coming to an end all over Africa. Indeed, 1960 had been the 
African year of independence, with seventeen African states becoming inde-
pendent. That year is also significant because it was supposed to jumpstart 
the real process of decolonization. However, postcolonial reality brought its 
own problems, among which is the understanding of “Africa.” At independ-
ence, the conceptual boundary of “Africa” was understandably fuzzy after the 
full colonial cultural adjustment of the continent. Decolonization had already 
commenced, but no one was sure at the time where it was headed or what 
it could achieve. This identity issue was felt at the intellectual level as a con-
straint on any ideological awakening of the African continent after colonial-
ism. In African history, African philosophy and African literature, scholars 
were agitated about what “African” means.

The Makerere Conference was not just the usual academic gathering 
where ideas, insights, and paradigms are thrown about and forgotten at the 
end of the meeting. Africa was just coming out of the tragic experience of 
colonization, and the continent required a huge reinvestment in its own self-
esteem. The decolonization process was in full steam, and the African writers 
were more than bothered at the unfolding of the African literary responsi-
bility of writing the continent. In fact, the official title of the conference—
“Conference of African Writers of English Expression”—says a lot about 
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the ideological confusion that characterized the conference. The gathering 
obviously excluded the works of indigenous African writers, and this placed 
a huge constraint on what constitutes “African literature.”1 Obiajunwa Wali 
was uncompromising in his judgment: While Wole Soyinka, Ezekiel Mphahl-
ele, Christopher Okigbo, John Pepper Clark, etc. are the shining examples of 
“African writers,”

What these examples clearly show is that African literature as now understood 
and practised, is merely a minor appendage in the main stream of European 
literature. Both creative writers and literary critics, read and devour European 
literature and critical methods. The new drama of J. P. Clark is seen in terms 
not only of the classical past of Aristotle and the Greeks, but in the current pre-
sent of Tennessee Williams, and the Absurds, leading to such crudities as Una 
Maclean’s comparison of the simple and child-hungry Ebiere, to the sexual 
complications of Big Daddy’s American family. In this kind of literary analysis, 
one just goes back to parrot Aristotle, and the current clichés of the English and 
American new critics.2

Wali’s anger is directed at the lack of connected participation between a living 
literature and the reality of postcolonial quotidian existence, which the litera-
ture ought to encourage. The local audience is perpetually left alienated from 
a literature which covets the “African” label but is significantly disconnected 
from the African experience. Hence, Wali’s conclusion: “Perhaps the most 
important achievement of the last Conference of African Writers of English 
Expression held in Makerere College, Kampala, in June 1962, is that African 
literature as now defined and understood, leads nowhere.”3

Today, the situation on the literary scene in Africa has improved a bit, but 
only to the extent that a large number of creative writers are getting pub-
lished, and creative insights into Africa’s predicament have increased, from, 
say, Helon Habila, Binyavanga Wainaina, Chimamanda Adichie, Taiye Selasi, 
Teju Cole, or NoViolet Bulawayo. There is also the increasing recognition 
of “African” writers who win prestigious awards. Thus, while the wonderful 
effulgence of literary creativity has led, in all senses, to the “exploitation of 
the possibilities of language,”4 to use Wali’s description of literature, the situ-
ation still remains the same: the situation of indigenous African writers is still 
precarious, and African literature still appears to be at a dead end.

The question mark at the end of Wali’s title—“The Dead End of African 
Literature?”—speaks to both an epistemic and ideological uncertainty about 
the meaning of “Africa” in African literature. When Taiye Selasi published 
“Bye-Bye Babar” in 2005, she heralded a new situation, mediated by globali-
zation and cosmopolitanism, that complicated Wali and Ngugi’s yearning for 
homeland African literature. With the arrival of “Afropolitanism,” the opti-
mism about a properly defined “Africa literature” seems all but exploded. 
In this chapter, I attempt to illuminate some specific questions: What does 
Afropolitanism imply for the understanding of “Africa” in text and context? 
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Specifically, what challenge does Afropolitanism throw at African philoso-
phers, especially concerning the fate of Africa on the cusp of globalization 
and cosmopolitanism? I have asked this last question from within the context 
of intellectual expectations about the historical mandate of African philoso-
phers, especially within the context of the postcolonial predicament on the 
continent. In other words, African philosophers owe the continent the duty 
of conceptually illuminating the boundary of the African self.

selasi and afroPolitanism

In “Bye-Bye Babar,” Taiye Selasi gracefully outlines the circumstances of cul-
tural hybridity within which most contemporary youths, and a large propor-
tion of modern writers, explore their being-in-the-world. Take a swinging 
club anywhere in the West:

It’s moments to midnight on Thursday night at Medicine Bar in London. Zak, 
boy-genius DJ, is spinning a Fela Kuti remix. The little downstairs dancefloor 
swells with smiling, sweating men and women fusing hip-hop dance moves with 
a funky sort of djembe. The women show off enormous afros, tiny t-shirts, gaps 
in teeth; the men those incredible torsos unique to and common on African 
coastlines. The whole scene speaks of the Cultural Hybrid: kente cloth worn 
over low-waisted jeans; “African Lady” over Ludacris bass lines; London meets 
Lagos meets Durban meets Dakar. Even the DJ is an ethnic fusion: Nigerian 
and romanian; fair, fearless leader; bobbing his head as the crowd reacts to a 
sample of “Sweet Mother”.5

Within that pulsating context of entertainment and enjoyment, beingness 
could only be the least of the problem. The ideas of authenticity and cultural 
belonging have obviously been swallowed by creative hybridization medi-
ated by bold and cosmopolitan fashionistas. Thus, any question of identity, 
or “African” identity for that matter, would be a strange matter. Philosophical 
musing does not blend well with loud merriment! Thus, Selasi is right to note 
that

Were you to ask any of these beautiful, brown-skinned people that basic ques-
tion—“where are you from?”—you’d get no single answer from a single smiling 
dancer. This one lives in London but was raised in Toronto and born in Accra; 
that one works in Lagos but grew up in Houston, Texas. “Home” for this lot 
is many things: where their parents are from; where they go for vacation; where 
they went to school; where they see old friends; where they live (or live this 
year). Like so many African young people working and living in cities around 
the globe, they belong to no single geography, but feel at home in many.6

“Home” is thus disconnected from geography. The “Afro” in Afropolitanism 
is a nod to the connection with Africa, but that is really not the main point 
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of the connection since these are “Africans” who consider the entire cosmos 
as their home. Their beingness is not tied to the old continent and its sense 
of suffering and postcolonial victimhood. Africa has thrown the Afropolitans 
into the world; and thus their debt of honor resides in rethinking the context 
of Africa. Their concept of self, unlike the seemingly deterritorialized cosmo-
politans, is multicentered, multicultural, and fragmented; and they celebrate 
global locations rather than local attachments. It is in this sense, for Selasi, 
that Afropolitans complicate “Africa.” They

engage with, critique, and celebrate the parts of Africa that mean most to them. 
Perhaps what most typifies the Afropolitan consciousness is the refusal to over-
simplify; the effort to understand what is ailing in Africa alongside the desire to 
honor what is wonderful, unique. rather than essentialising the geographical 
entity, we seek to comprehend the cultural complexity; to honor the intellectual 
and spiritual legacy; and to sustain our parents’ cultures.7

Afropolitans existentially attempt to forge a being, an identity, within a vor-
tex of many cultural dimensions, especially the national, cultural, and racial.8 
Their beingness is characterized by an ontological ambivalence; the self hangs 
in a cultural limbo of being Ghanaian and being American. An Afropolitan 
represents a self actively struggling to make a purchase in the global cultural 
supermarket filled with packages inscribed by multiple choices and locations. 
While the self of the Afropolitans is forged from many sources and impera-
tives, the final product is not distinctly African. For the exuberant Afro-
politans, “Africa” represents a postmodern text, an open space that permits 
entries and exits on multiple fronts and without the annoying limitations of 
geography and the historicity of colonialism.

It is in this sense that Afropolitanism is contrasted to pan-Africanism. At 
the first instance, both movements are separated at the juncture of geography 
and identity. While Afropolitans come to the identity issue from the perspec-
tive of the cosmos, pan-Africanists come to it from a more concrete under-
standing of “Africa.” Afropolitans lack the Africanness, the connection with 
the African experience, which defines pan-Africanism. For Afropolitans, the 
sense of authenticity is forever lost. Pan-Africanism still struggles with the 
idea of an African identity somehow connected to tradition and the African 
past. But then, Binyavanga Wainaina still asserts, “I am a Pan-Africanist, not 
an Afropolitan.” A reading of his “How to Write about Africa” confirms a 
serious and committed African sensibility.

Largely on the cybersphere and in a few journals, Afropolitanism has 
received rave reviews and mostly critical bashing. And the constant staple 
of the critique accuses Afropolitanism of “culture commodification funded 
by the West.” The initial excitement of Emma Dabiri about the promise of 
Afropolitanism in helping her explain her status as “an Irish/Nigerian woman 
who is deeply connected to her Nigerianness”9 was dashed. For her,
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I thought perhaps Afropolitan presented an alternative to this terminology and, 
interestingly, positioned me with others through a shared cultural and aesthetic 
leaning rather than a perceived racial classification. Further, the term identified 
that you could be black or African without having to subscribe to the depress-
ingly limited identities widely perceived as being authentic…. but the problem 
with Afropolitanism to me is that the insights on race, modernity and identity 
appear to be increasingly sidelined in sacrifice to the consumerism Mbembe also 
identifies as part of the Afropolitan assemblage. The dominance of fashion and 
lifestyle in Afropolitanism is worthy of note due to the relationship between 
these industries, consumption and consumerism.10

In his blog post titled “Afropolitanism: Africa without Africans (II),” Ogbe-
chie, while reacting to Holland Cotter’s assessment of Afropolitanism as 
“modish tag for new work made by young African artists both in and outside 
Africa” who are united in their view of Africa “less as a place than as a con-
cept,” screams his indignation against the attempt to de-historicize Africa:

The idea that Africa is less a place than as a concept is one of the conceits of 
recent postcolonial discourse, which to me is a supremely evasive response to 
the marginalization of Africa in global discourses. In all my work as a scholar, 
Africa is the ONLY continent I have ever heard discussed as “less than a place 
and more as a concept” which often serves as a basis for moving the discussion 
away from the continent entirely. Coming from an intellectual history in which 
philosophers like Hegel declared that Africa was no part of history, contempo-
rary discourses grudgingly concede Africa’s historicity but argue about its con-
crete geographical existence. The problem here of course is that contemporary 
curators and critics argue for the global identity of contemporary practice but 
I believe I have demonstrated clearly on this blog that such arguments are illu-
sory. Africans have almost absolute immobility in a contemporary global world 
that works very hard to keep Africans in their place on the African continent.11

However, beyond trenchant criticisms, what is really needed is the need to 
understand Afropolitanism within the context of what motivated it. By the 
time official colonialism came to an end in Africa, it had achieved an epochal 
transformation of the cultural and psychological architecture of Africans in a 
manner that engenders a serious identity dislocation, a brutal diminution of 
the content of “Africa.” Decolonization is meant to intervene in the tragic 
contact between Europe and Africa and, more importantly, to reconfigure 
Africa’s being and identity in a way that makes genuine liberation possible. 
For instance, in African philosophy, decolonization took the intellectual tra-
jectory of excavating the epistemic and cultural scope of reason and its instan-
tiation in the nature of philosophy. In precisely the same way that colonialism 
cast its terrible shadows on the development of African philosophy, African 
literature and African writing generally had to struggle for a recuperation of 
the “African.”
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In “African Literature and the Colonial Factor,” Simon Gikandi contends 
that

what is now considered to be the heart of literary scholarship on the continent 
could not have acquired its current identity or function if the traumatic encoun-
ter between Africa and Europe had not taken place. Not only were the founders 
of modern African literature colonial subjects, but colonialism was also to be 
the most important and enduring theme in their works. From the eighteenth 
century onwards, the colonial situation shaped what it meant to be an African 
writer, shaped the language of African writing, and overdetermined the culture 
of letters in Africa.12

This attempt at validating an African identity, to construct a viable matrix 
of self-definition, against a deeply entrenched colonial culture is responsible 
for the trajectory of postcolonial African philosophy;13 it was essentially the 
motivation for the 1962 Makerere Conference of African Writers. When the 
Conference took off, postcolonial Africa was already fully intimated with the 
exigencies of modernity, especially the global impacts and implications of the 
English language. As the language of colonialism, English had ontological 
suggestiveness which invaded philosophizing. For literature, the dilemma was 
that of how to stay close to the values of the indigenous culture while at the 
same time communicating with the rest of the world.

Thus, with both African literature and African philosophy, Africa stands at 
a critical juncture between self-definition and the imperative of development. 
And in both cases, the battles concern the recuperation of agency in terms of 
who we are and what we are capable of doing for ourselves without attempt-
ing to situate Africa properly within modernity. The question, therefore, is: 
What does “Africa” and African development mean in a highly globalized 
world? Afropolitanism is a significant answer to this question because it pro-
vides a model for situating Africa’s being in the world. And as such, mere 
dismissive criticism will not address its merits and shortcomings. Beyond the 
social media hoopla about the Afropolitan idea, Achille Mbembe has engaged 
Afropolitanism as a significant argument for refocusing Africa and African 
scholarship.

mbembe and afroPolitanism

One African philosopher that understands the Afropolitan imagination is 
Achille Mbembe. His contention against nativism is exactly the in-the-box 
ideological sensibility that contemporary African writers are presently rebel-
ling against. For Mbembe, the present predilection on the continent to cel-
ebrate nativist ideologies—pan-Africanism, negritude, African personality, 
and Afrocentrism—not only fails to acknowledge Africa’s plural and cosmo-
politan past but also Africa’s possible future in a global world. For Mbembe, 
a real history of Africa, contrasted to its ideological understanding within 
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pan-African nationalism, is a history of “worlds in movement”—a cultural 
history subsumed under the “paradigm of itinerancy, mobility and displace-
ment.”14 Africa, in other words, has always been a vortex of arrivals and 
departures; of dispersal and immersion:

In fact, [with dispersal] the pre-colonial history of African societies was a his-
tory of people in perpetual movement throughout the continent. It is a his-
tory of colliding cultures, caught in the maelstrom of war, invasion, migration, 
intermarriage, a history of various religions we make our own, of techniques we 
exchange, and of goods we trade…. [On the other hand, immersion] affected 
in various degrees the minorities, that coming from far, ended up settling and 
starting families on the continent. Over time, links with their countries of ori-
gin (whether European or Asian) became remarkably complex. Through con-
tact with new geography, climate and people, they became cultural hybrids even 
though, because of colonisation, Euro-Africans in particular continue to aspire 
to racial supremacy, and to mark their difference from and even their contempt 
for anything “African” or “indigenous.” This is very much the case with the 
Afrikaners, whose name even means “Africans.”15

This trajectory of “mixing, blending and superimposing” effectively confirms 
the nonexistence of tradition as we expect it to be. It also demonstrates the 
intrinsic obsolescence of nativism—and its manifestations in all forms of Afro-
nationalisms—as an ideological lens for rethinking “Africa.” This is because 
the nativist construction of identities on the distinction between the autoch-
thonous “Africans” and the “non-Africans,” by virtue of the real history of 
Africa, is inherently false.

In constructing a suitable model, therefore, for understanding Africa’s 
being in the world today, according to Mbembe, Afro-nationalisms should be 
rejected in favor of Afropolitanism. Thus,

Afropolitanism is not the same as Pan-Africanism or négritude. Afropolitanism 
is an aesthetic and a particular poetic of the world. It is a way of being in the 
world, refusing on principle any form of victim identity—which does not mean 
that it is not aware of the injustice and violence inflicted on the continent and 
its people by the law of the world. It is also a political and cultural stance in rela-
tion to the nation, to race and to the issue of difference in general. In so far as 
African states are pure (and, what is more, recent) inventions, there is, strictly 
speaking, nothing in their essence that can force us to worship them—which 
does not mean that we are indifferent to their fate.16

For Mbembe, Afropolitanism constitutes a viable and bold concept for think-
ing about Africa in terms of its past and its future. If it is true, according to 
him, that “there is no world without Africa and there is no Africa that is not 
part of it,” then we have a significant philosophical reason why Africa cannot 
be conceived as being apart from the world, or in Hegelian terms, as being 
outside of history.17 And precisely because Africa constitutes a significant 
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part of the history of the world means that Africa “has to become its own 
force,” but not in the same way that Afrocentrism or pan-Africanism intends 
it. Africa is necessarily entangled in such a way that a racial ideology of the 
like of Afrocentrism will not produce the kind of epistemological broadmind-
edness and positioning that Africa requires. Thus,

So my take in this is that these entanglements need to be the starting point 
of any epistemological proposition we want to make about this region of our 
planet. But I would go even further than that. I would argue that, in fact, what 
is important is, at this point in time, that there is a planetary turn of the African 
predicament. And that planetary turn of the African predicament should be the 
starting point of any epistemological project. If only because, to a large extent, 
the future of our planet might be played out on the African continent. So as you 
can see, Afropolitanism is a non-ethnocentric reading of all of this. It’s a plane-
tary reading of our predicament. And it is to be understood within that broader 
project, rather than from the perspective of Afrocentricity.18

In this sense, therefore, Afropolitanism calls for a radical epistemological 
transformation: geography giving way to flows and networks, context shifting 
way for text. The broad-mindedness of Afropolitanism and the Afropolitan 
culture separates the sets of African writers at the Makerere Conference of 
1962 from the aesthetic and cultural imperatives motivating the present sets 
of cosmopolitan “African” writers today, à la Alain Mabanckou, Teju Cole, 
Taiye Selasi, and even, surprisingly, Amadou Hampâté Bâ.19

african PhilosoPhy and afroPolitanism

How should African philosophy relate with Afropolitanism? Since its inaugura-
tion in the 70s, the intellectual mandate of African philosophy has been tied 
to what we can call “the philosophical enunciation of ‘Africa’” in all its episte-
mological, political, and ontological dimensions. African philosophers, in their 
own right, have been concerned with the conditions for the postcolonial possi-
bility of Africa as a continent. However, in Mbembe’s reckoning, this reflection 
on the possibility of Africa has been at best naïve, and at worst wrongheaded. 
The emancipation of the continent was tied to the intellectual effort of redis-
covering the essence of what it means to be African in a global world.20 Ulti-
mately, Afropolitanism pushes the issue of African identity right back in the 
face of African philosophy with a smug “Whatcha gon do about it?”

Beyond the multiple trenchant criticisms of the idea on the cybersphere, 
Afropolitanism deserves some serious reflective considerations that respect 
its ontological and epistemological attempts at locating a fragmented self 
within a locus of meaning. But that locus of meaning, unlike Afrocentrism 
and all other forms of Afro-nationalism and ideologies, has no center, no 
authenticity, no tradition, and no essence.21 More importantly, Afropolitan-
ism undermines the emancipatory politics that instigates Afrocentrism and 
pan-Africanism, especially in a world sold to neoliberal capitalism, and policed 
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by Empire.22 So, despite Afropolitanism’s challenge, is the idea of Africanity 
passé?23 Is nationalism a dead ideology?

There are certain specific conclusions we need to put in place before inter-
rogating the Afropolitan idea. In the first place, the concept of an “Afropol-
itan” is promising. Afropolitanism present a model of African identity in a 
globalized world. It offers a plausible conceptual framework within which the 
African self could be located between text and context. Thus, and second, 
Afropolitanism cannot be so easily dismissed. There have been so many criti-
cisms from so many quarters. But what is really required are sustained cri-
tiques that link the Afropolitan idea to the predicament on the continent. 
Afropolitanism is not an indication that the African identity issue has been 
settled…three happy cheers for the Afropolitans! On the contrary, the Afro-
politans project one possible way of being in the world for “Africans.”

Thus, the most significant challenge to African philosophy, as I see it, is: 
Since Afropolitanism poses a deep challenge to African philosophy’s belief in 
the emancipation of Africa, should it be rejected outright? If not, what critical 
intervention can give Afropolitanism emancipatory value? In what sense(s), 
for instance, does Afropolitanism, as a framework for “networked individual-
ism,” instantiate the ontological hopes of ubuntu at the level of the cosmos? 
How does Afropolitanism unravel or is unravelled by the idea of the African 
renaissance? In what sense does Afropolitanism complicate Africa’s histo-
ricity, à la Hegel? Identity is a terribly complicated matter. The celebration 
of postmodern fluidity, it seems to me, tells only one side of a very complex 
story. It would then seem that African philosophy has its task cut out already. 
What are the existential implications of identity for African in the world of 
omnipresent capital? What implications does Afropolitanism hold for postco-
lonial African philosophy? How, for instance, does the Afropolitan idea inflect 
debates in African philosophy? That is, how does it manoeuvre between eth-
nophilosophy and professional philosophy, between the culturalists and the 
universalists in African philosophy? How does professional philosophy inter-
sect with the universalism/cosmopolitanism of Achille Mbembe’s and Taiye 
Selasi’s Afropolitan idea? In what tangible sense does Afropolitanism enable 
Africa to engage with the dangers of Empire? If the need for Africanity—what 
Archie Mafeje calls “a combative ontology,” 24 a resistant identity that fic-
tionalizes the past in order to withstand the imperialistic dangers of global 
capital—is now superfluous, how can Africa prevent its own submersion in 
Empire? Does Afropolitanism possess the possibility of creating a new pan-
African ideology with the racial bottom removed?25

emanciPation and afroPolitanism

Africa has arrived at a juncture in her historical evolution where it needs 
real help, beyond aid and all forms of economic tokenism. Ideology must 
be matched by a clear-headed understanding of the place of Africa within a 
global matrix of development. The differential between the conception of 
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“Africa” as text (which resonates within a postmodern understanding unfold-
ing within Afropolitanism) and the idea of “Africa” as a context (that is the 
ideological centerpiece for pan-Africanism) is the stark suffering of Africans 
within the variables unleashed by internal and external socioeconomic 
harshness.

If the betterment of Africa features in both narratives about the conception 
of “Africa,” then there is the need to critically unpack the meaning of eman-
cipation. For Ernesto Laclau, “emancipation” is a concept that has become 
enshrined in our political imaginaries for ages, but it is also witnessing specific 
disintegration today.26 For instance, he identifies six distinctive dimensions 
around which the concept can be organized—the dichotomic, the holistic, 
transparency, the preexistence of what has to be emancipated, the dimension 
of ground, and the rationalistic dimension.27 Laclau asks:

To what extent do these six dimensions conform to a logically unified whole? 
Do they constitute a coherent theoretical structure? I shall try to show that 
they do not, and that the assertion of the classical notion of emancipation in its 
many variants has involved the advancement of incompatible logical claims. This 
should not lead us, however, to the simple abandonment of the logic of emanci-
pation. It is, on the contrary, by playing within the system of logical incompati-
bilities of the latter that we can open the way to new liberating discourses which 
are no longer hindered by the antinomies and blind alleys to which the classical 
notion of emancipation has led.28

What constitutes “real emancipation” within the contestation for “Africa”? 
True, it is not just straightforward to conceive emancipation in strictly dicho-
tomic terms, as the radical discontinuity that exists between an emancipatory 
moment and the social order that preceded the moment. Nor can it be sim-
ply conceived as the preexistence of what has to be emancipated. The criti-
cal question is what constitutes the radicalness of emancipation? How, that 
is, does emancipation differentiate between the social order which is rejected 
and that which is inaugurated? If emancipatory radicalism is conceived as 
totally excluding the past, the very act of emancipation becomes contingent 
and without any founding rationality. But then, if that founding rationality is 
established in the rational connections in the transition between the old order 
to the new, then emancipation loses its radical nature.29

In pan-African ideological terms, the fifth conception is the most suit-
able understanding of the emancipation of Africa. It is a conception that is 
grounded in victimhood. In other words, emancipation does not make sense 
except within the context of a preexisting oppression. And the very essence of 
oppression is the forceful hindrance to the free development of the oppressed. 
To emancipate, therefore, involves the liberation of that entity whose iden-
tity has been deeply compromised by the very act of oppression.30 Pan-Afri-
canists, it would seem, would refrain from falling into the broad chasm of 
radical emancipation from the level of ground, according to Laclau. One 
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good reason would be to concede Mbembe’s compelling argument for the 
“interweaving of worlds” within what we see as Africa. Africa is implicated 
in the trajectory of the world just as several worlds colluded in the making of 
“Africa.”

How far then ought we to take the concept of emancipation? What ought 
to constitute the emancipatory differential between “Africa” as text and con-
text? What is the most promising purchase of emancipation between univer-
salism and particularism? Does Marxism, for instance, still hold any promise 
within a cosmopolitan order? On the other hand, what is cosmopolitanism 
within the homogenous matrix of neoliberal Empire? How should African 
philosophers deal with the logical incompatibility at the core of the idea of 
emancipation itself? If, according to Laclau, “Emancipation means at one and 
the same time radical foundation and radical exclusion,”31 how can it be res-
cued as the foundation for rethinking Africa’s future?

conclusion

The Afropolitan idea, from Selasi to Mbembe, challenges Africa and her 
being in the world. It produces a decentered vision of “Africa” that seeks to 
undermine the intellectual foundations of decades of Afro-nationalism built 
around an African continental solidarity while allowing the “African” the 
chance of insinuating herself in the cosmos. This is the first and most robust, 
but still unfolding, challenge in decades. It provides African philosophy and 
African philosophers a research programme that enables them to outline plau-
sible means of engaging globalization. The Afropolitan idea is the most cur-
rent idea in global media discourse right now. The idea is not only revolving 
around the global mediascape, but has become fashionable amongst African 
writers attempting to fashion a unique identity for themselves. One of the 
responsibilities of African philosophy is to make Afropolitanism a worthy 
research subject regarding the emancipation of Africans in a world where an 
African identity is under siege.

notes

 1.  Apart from the numerous Africans writing in the African languages like, for 
instance, D.O. Fagunwa, the popular Yoruba writer, many were scandalized by 
the omission of Amos Tutuola and his “vernacular English.”

 2.  Wali (1963: 13).
 3.  Ibid.
 4.  Ibid., 14.
 5.  Selasi (2005).
 6.  Ibid.
 7.  Ibid.
 8.  Ibid.
 9.  Dabiri (2014).
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 10.  Ibid.
 11.  Ogbechie (2008).
 12.  Gikandi (2004: 379).
 13.  Wiredu (2004: 1).
 14.  Mbembe (2007: 27).
 15.  Ibid., 27, 28.
 16.  Ibid., 28–29.
 17.  Mbembe and Balakrishnan (2016: 29).
 18.  Ibid., 31.
 19.  Izzo (2015). Izzo argues that “Hampâté Bâ’s reimagining of the African mem-

oir as a cross-disciplinary palimpsest ultimately encourages us to identify the 
“afropolitan”…geographic history of ethnographic creative writing” (2015: 2).

 20.  Mbembe (2001: 12).
 21.  See Balakrishnan (2017) for a fascinating historical trajectory of the Afropolitan 

idea.
 22.  See Hardt and Negri (2000).
 23.  See Afolayan (2016).
 24.  See Mafeje (2008) and Mazrui (2000).
 25.  For an essay that hints at this possibility, see Mustapha (2012).
 26.  Laclau (2007: 1).
 27.  Laclau explains the six dimensions of emancipation:
  The first is what we could call the dichotomic dimension: between the eman-

cipatory moment and the social order which has preceded it there is an abso-
lute chasm, a radical discontinuity. The second can be considered a holistic 
dimension: emancipation affects all areas of social life and there is a relation of 
essential imbrication between its various contents in these different areas. The 
third dimension can be referred to as the transparency dimension: if aliena-
tion in its various aspects – religious, political, economic, etcetera – has been 
radically eradicated, there is only the absolute coincidence of human essence 
with itself and there is no room for any relation of either power or representa-
tion. Emancipation presupposes the elimination of power, the abolition of the 
subject/object distinction, and the management – without any opaqueness or 
mediation – of communitarian affairs by social agents identified with the view-
point of social totality. It is in this sense that in Marxism, for instance, commu-
nism and the withering away of the state logically entail each other. A fourth 
dimension is the pre-existence of what has to be emancipated vis-a-vis the act 
of emancipation. There is no emancipation without oppression, and there is 
no oppression without the presence of something which is impeded in its free 
development by oppressive forces. Emancipation is not, in this sense, an act of 
creation but instead of liberation of something which precedes the liberating 
act. In the fifth place, we can speak of a dimension of ground which is inher-
ent in the project of any radical emancipation. If the act of emancipation is 
truly radical, if it is really going to leave behind everything preceding it, it has 
to take place at the level of the ‘ground’ of the social. If there is no ground, if 
the revolutionary act leaves a residue which is beyond the transforming abili-
ties of the emancipatory praxis, the very idea of a radical emancipation would 
become contradictory. Finally, we can speak of a rationalistic dimension. This is 
the point where the emancipatory discourses of secularized eschatologies part 
company with the religious ones. (2007: 1–2).

 28.  Ibid., 2.
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 29.  Ibid., 4.
 30.  Ibid., 2. But this dimension of emancipation falls a bit short of the radical 

dimension of emancipation at the level of the ground. For Laclau, If the act 
of emancipation is truly radical, if it is really going to leave behind everything 
preceding it, it has to take place at the level of the “ground” of the social. If 
there is no ground, if the revolutionary act leaves a residue which is beyond 
the transforming abilities of the emancipatory praxis, the very idea of a radical 
emancipation would become contradictory (ibid.).

 31.  Ibid., 6. Emphasis in the original.
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CHAPTEr 26

Philosophy of Nationalism in Africa

Pieter Boele van Hensbroek

Nationalism is not a political philosophy comparable to Marxism or lib-
eralism. It concerns ideas that are a vehicle for direct political mobiliza-
tion and acts of resistance against foreign domination. As Ben Anderson 
observed, there are no Great Thinkers of nationalism. Nevertheless, there 
are great thinkers and leaders inspired by nationalist ideas. Thus, nationalism 
is not only an important theme in African political history, but also in Afri-
can intellectual history. The themes of nation, fatherland, nation-state, and 
for instance, notions such as “the people” and “self-determination” inspire 
much of African political thought in the past one-and-half centuries. Mapping 
this important thought involves much more than reporting on the ideas of 
prominent political leaders such as Kwame Nkrumah, Leopold Sédar Seng-
hor, or Julius Nyerere. African political thought includes many more riches to 
be found in sophisticated analyses and innovative rethinking where intellec-
tuals introduced new notions into public debate and conceptualized histori-
cal opportunities and threats that most people, including political leaders, did 
not have a sharp understanding of. Serious study of these political thinkers 
shows that they were not just copying European ideas, as is often contended.1 
Political thought in Africa, like in any part of the world, has to be understood 
in its context in concrete historical situations.

The study of nationalism attracted great historians and sociologists trying 
to grasp the phenomenon in all its forms. Studies usually concern national-
ist political movements rather than philosophies of nationalism on which we 
focus here. Nevertheless, a short excursion into studies of nationalism can 
help to clear away some preconceived ideas on what nationalism essentially 
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is and how it should be valued. We should make sure that our exploration of 
African philosophies is fully open-minded, not conceiving it as derivative of a 
European (or other) standard, nor as a special case of some assumed univer-
sal historic logic (be it a logic of modernization or of the history of modes 
of production). The famous analyses of nationalism by Anthony D. Smith, 
for instance, theorize nationalism firmly within a historicist frame of “mod-
ernization.” Nationalism is understood to be a necessary aspect of a universal 
process of modernization gradually affecting all parts of the globe. In such a 
view, Africans can only act out what universal history has planned for them 
and what other parts of the world already have achieved. Elie Kedourie’s anal-
yses of nationalism follow a different track. His impressive scholarly analyses 
of nationalism are highly critical, scholarly, and informative with respect to 
the dynamics of intellectual history the world over. Nevertheless, Kedourie 
places them all in one model, a dissemination model. He conceives national-
ism all over the world as the result of a fateful absorption of mistaken Euro-
pean ideas that have caused distortions of local traditions and grave political 
havoc. Benedict Anderson’s famous analyses of nationalism in terms of the 
rise of a specific form of “imagined community” draw attention to the cul-
tural and mental (imaginative) nature of the nation-state as a specific his-
torical form of community. However, this form is presented as a model of 
political community formation invented originally in Latin America and imi-
tated later all over the world, making it a world-historical invention.2 Using 
these approaches as a starting point for exploring African philosophies of 
nationalism proves disadvantageous because they assume to know already 
what African philosophies of nationalism are essentially about. We must dis-
cover the philosophies of African thinkers themselves and not from any gen-
eral theory of what nationalism essentially “is.” It may be that the African 
thinkers exemplify a universal modernization thesis, or disseminate fateful 
misconceptions of European origin, or repeat a nation-statist model of imag-
ining the core political community; however, it may also be different. Let 
them speak for themselves.

There is no doubt that as a political form nation-states did not exist in 
Africa or in any other part of the world some 250 years ago. We can say that 
they do exist today (although not in the stable condition many would like 
them to be), and we do not know for how long the nation-state will remain 
the globally leading model of political organization. Thus in some way, politi-
cal realities as well as imaginations of community changed in such a way as 
to widely establish the idea that being part of a “nation” or a “fatherland” 
(at least to some degree) is normal, natural, and desireable. Historical events 
like the independence struggles and the establishment of African states con-
tributed to this change, but it did not occur without thought and without 
imaginative and forceful intellectuals who actively shaped political imagina-
tions. Such intellectuals are discussed here.

Mapping philosophies of nationalism involves in the first place tracing 
how ideas like nation or fatherland emerged in political discourses and how 
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these were framed and reframed over time. Therefore the relevant intellectual 
history of nationalist thought reaches back further than political action for 
national independence, as is often assumed, and should start at least in the 
nineteenth century.

The nineteenth century was a particularly turbulent age for Africa (as it 
was for Asia, for instance). A great diversity of political communities consoli-
dated into larger units, empires were built and eclipsed, Islam and Christian-
ity were spread, and in its last decades there was massive colonial penetration. 
The struggle against colonial encroachment is the context in which people first 
started to perceive themselves as being part of a fatherland or nation, defin-
ing a collective “self” that could subsequently become the basis for demanding 
self-determination. We can trace that development clearly in one of its earli-
est forms in the Gold Coast from the 1890s onwards in the resistance against 
the protectorate governor trying to take away the right to allocate land from 
the traditional rulers (Omanhene). In order to resist these and other encroach-
ments‚ the kings of the Fanti region, business men, and educated elites formed 
a modern type of political association, the Aborigines rights Protection Soci-
ety (ArPS). The lively public debates in books, African newspapers, and 
speeches created a new discourse that defined the region as sharing one overall 
“national” identity. The word “land” started to be used not just for the plots 
the traditional rulers could allocate for cultivation, but also in the more general 
sense of “our land,” “fatherland,” thus constituting the idea of a single Gold 
Coast political community (including Fanti [Akan], Ga, and Twi local states). 
This emerging discourse used notions such as “native,” “son of the soil,” and 
“aboriginal,” notions that define a person not in relation to ancestry, language, 
tradition, or belief, but in relation to place of birth, and thus effectively demar-
cating those who belong to the homeland from those who encroach upon it.

In this way prominent African intellectuals of the time, like Attoh Ahuma, 
John Mensah Sarbah, and Joseph E. Casely Hayford, framed a new identity of 
the “Gold Coast Nation” which overarched existing identities of people beyond 
their belonging to a community or “native state.”3 Interestingly, this dis-
course aimed not at simply establishing a modern state in Africa following the 
European model, but it aimed at a “modernization-from-indigenous-roots.” 
reform and innovation of indigenous legal and political structures would be 
the basis for a strong and flourishing indigenous alternative nation. They 
looked at the Japanese Meiji revolution of 1867 as an example and aimed at a 
relatively independent status within the Commonwealth, comparable to that of 
Canada or Australia.

These early forms of imagining African nations were elaborated both in 
scholarly books of high quality and in newspaper pieces. Sarbah and Casely 
Hayford wrote extensive, high quality studies of Akan legal and political insti-
tutions.4 These were at the same time descriptive studies as they were framing 
a political philosophical argument, namely by theorizing indigenous systems 
in such a way that they revealed them as sophisticated and well balanced, they 
presented indigenous systems as vital political alternatives to colonial models.
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As an alternative in political thought, the idea of modernization-from-
indigenous-roots competed with two major views on Africa’s future. Already 
in 1868, at a time that Britain seriously considered retreating from West 
Africa, James Africanus Beale Horton from Sierra Leone had written his 
book, African Countries and Peoples, in which he presented a blueprint for 
a series of independent modern states in West Africa.5 He conceived these 
states to be, depending upon local political histories and structures, either 
monarchies or republics of a regular “European” type. Horton did not see 
any reason why Africans could not form and manage modern nation-states. 
He was a strong believer in the idea of a universal history of humanity, a his-
tory that progresses via the same stages everywhere and to which Africa could 
catch up within a matter of decades. However, actual history was not on the 
side of Horton’s idea of universal history. The British turned to a policy that 
left no room for African self-development from the 1870s onwards, making 
Horton’s optimistic and principled analysis a theoretical exercise.6

A second alternative view of African development is represented by the 
flamboyant Liberian of Caribbean descent, Edward Wilmot Blyden. He 
argued that Africa should not follow the European example but develop in 
its own way through its own institutions and traditions, acting out its divinely 
ordained mission and thus making its unique contribution to “the grand 
symphony” of God’s creation.7 Speaking in terms of “the Negro race,” he 
argued that the “African personality” was unique and defined its own forms 
of communal life. Somewhat anachronistically, Blyden’s thought could be 
called “cultural nationalism” at the level of the African continent as a whole, 
or even of the black “race” as a whole.

The establishment of full-fledged colonial rule in most of Africa by 1900 
eliminated the option of designing an African future by elaborating Afri-
can systems. Under these new conditions, political thought moved towards 
nationalist philosophies of a type that would inspire nationalist movements 
in the rest of the twentieth century. Such analyses involved for instance the 
use of the notion of “self-determination” and eventually of “independence,” 
where this “self” was automatically conceived of in terms of a “nation”—an 
overarching political unit, rather than a specific kingdom, people, or language 
community. During the first decades of the twentieth century colonial rule 
became gradually analyzed in terms of exploitation by foreigners and the dep-
rivation of African peoples of their national resources. Such deprivation justi-
fied nationalist movements such as developed in the 1940s and 1950s which 
adopted the Westphalian nation-statist model of a nation as a territorially 
defined unit and they eventually succeeded in liberation from colonial rule 
from 1956 onwards. However, we should not rush to these nationalist move-
ments without understanding first the key intellectual movements in the first 
half of the twentieth century.

After colonial rule was established in most of Africa around the turn of the 
century, African political opposition and trade unionism mounted following 
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World War I. It was animated, among other factors, by the experiences of 
African soldiers in that war and by U.S. president Wilson’s declaration of the 
right to self-determination for nations. In South Africa, the African National 
Congress and the ICU (Industrial and Commercial Union) of Clements 
Kadalie were estab-lished, in Kenya the East African Association, in West 
Africa the National Congress for British West Africa (NCBWA), and in the 
United States Marcus Garvey’s battle cry of “Africa for the Africans” was first 
heard.8

Important developments took place outside Africa. Beginning in 1900, 
a number of Pan-African Congresses were organized by American and Car-
ibbean leaders, such as Sylvester Williams and the prominent Pan-African 
organizer W.E.B. Du Bois.9 Exerting greater influence in Africa, Marcus 
Aurelius Garvey was the flamboyant and inspired agitator from Jamaica who 
brought together a massive but short-lived movement from New York for a 
return to Africa and for the establishment of the United States of Africa. In 
1914 he founded the Universal Negro Improvement Society (UNIA) with 
many branches, including some in Africa. Practical projects, such as an Afri-
can church, newspaper, armed forces, and a shipping company (the Black Star 
Line) were meant to be self-help enterprises for the black race. Garvey’s call 
of “Africa for the Africans” was more radical than the demands of African 
elites in Africa at that time. Garvey was therefore one of the few black Ameri-
can radicals who was honored by the colonial administrations with prohibi-
tions to travel to Africa.10

Another American influence on African political thought materialized 
through the university studies in the United States of a number of later 
prominent Africans, such as Sol Plaatje and John Dube from South Africa, 
John Chilembwe from Nyasaland, and J.E.K. Aggrey, Nnamdi Azikiwe, and 
Kwame Nkrumah from West Africa. These studies contributed to a “com-
merce of ideas” across the ocean (e.g., the ideas of the Tuskee Institute of 
the prominent activist Booker T. Washington), and the influx of Pan-African 
ideas into Africa.

radical ideas were also evolving among Africans in Paris and, to some 
degree, in London. In 1924 African soldiers who fought for the French in 
World War I, experiencing the limits of French assimilation politics and resist-
ing the conservative African délegués in the French Parliament, established the 
Ligue Universelle pour la Défense de la race Nègre (after 1926 CDrN and 
from 1927 to 1937 LDrN) and journals with Pan-Negroist and communist 
orientation.11 The Dahomeian Tovalou Houénou cooperated with Garvey’s 
UNIA, while the Senegalese Lamine Senghor and Malinese Tiémoho Garan 
Kouyaté were communist anti-imperialists (see below). They had good con-
tacts with the international League Against Imperialism and with George 
Padmore in England, as well as with Du Bois in the United States. In Brit-
ain, the West African Students Union, hosting generations of Africans in its 
hostel, propagated its mission of “self-help, unity, and cooperation,” whereas 
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George Padmore’s home in London, equally formative for the African intel-
ligentsia, fostered Pan-Africanism and anti-imperialist radicalism.

This political history of emerging nationalism was animated by inspiring 
ideas and works of African intellectuals. One strand consists of ethnographic 
works by Africans which were aimed at refuting the negative colonial image 
of Africa and Africans. These include some of the most outstanding works 
of this century, such as J.E. Casely Hayford’s Gold Coast Native Institu-
tions (1903), John Mensah Sarbah’s Fanti National Constitution (1906), 
A.K. Ajisafe’s Laws and Customs of the Yoruba People (1924), J.B. Danquah’s 
Gold Coast: Akan Laws and Customs (1928), Jomo Kenyatta’s Facing Mount 
Kenya (1938), and K.A. Busia’s The Position of the Chief in the Modern Politi-
cal System of Ashanti (1951). These works reaffirm the value of African tra-
ditions of governance without claiming, as was the case with the Aborigines 
rights Protection Society in the 1890s, that Africa should actually build upon 
these. It was rather an argument for Africans to take their destiny in their own 
hands, a destiny that was, meanwhile, formulated in terms of forging mod-
ern African nation-states. As Busia noted, these modern states differed from 
previous indigenous states in that modern states are necessarily multiethnic, 
multilingual, overarching various indigenous traditions, so that political and 
spiritual leadership cannot be combined. A federalist alternative to the nation-
statist model was proposed by the Nigerian nationalist leader Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo in his Path to Nigerian Freedom (1947).12

Another strand of inspiring “nationalist” works consists of spirited, vision-
ary, and mobilizing books like Ethiopia Unbound (by Casely Hayford in 
1911), Renascent Africa (by Azikiwe in 1937) and Without Bitterness (by 
Nwafor Orizu in 1944). These are among the most influential twentieth-
century writings, mixing styles of formal argument, anecdote, hymns for New 
Africa, and penetrating criticisms of colonial policies as well as of collaborat-
ing African chiefs and kings. The hero in Ethiopia Unbound, the erudite and 
politically active Kwamankra, alerts his readers to the dangers of “national 
and racial death,” and transmits in all parts the idea that African traditions 
are more humane, civilized, and resourceful than the colonial one. He criti-
cizes rudyard Kipling’s idea of The White Man’s Burden as “aggressive altru-
ism,” “a vindication of the philosophy of force.” The manifestos of the angry 
young men Nnamdi Azikiwe (Zik) and Akweke Abyssinia Nwafor Orizu in 
Nigeria 30 years later had more immediate political impact. Zik introduced 
combative “American Style” journalism as editor of the influential West 
African Pilot, contributing much to the rise of the Nigerian Youth Move-
ment (NYM) between 1938 and 1941. Renascent Africa has been called 
the Gospel of New Africa and contains harsh critiques of Uncle Toms and  
“hat-in-hand-me-too-boss political scavengers,” but also a kind of sermon 
such as the 23 stanzas “Blessed are the Youth,” which chants about the 
blessed “evangelists of the New Africa, who go from place to place, debating 
with the Scribes and Pharisees and Sadducees of the Old Africa.” Typical of 
the nationalism of Zik and Orizu is that they praise Africa’s glorious past, 
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but meanwhile argue for a totally renewed Africa: “if the New Africa must 
be realised, then the Old Africa must be destroyed….”13 Zik and Orizu are 
strongly modernist, like most leaders of nationalist movements in the decades 
after, in that they disqualify the traditional African leadership of chiefs and 
kings because of their role in servicing colonial rule.

A third type of nationalist literature is the explicitly political treatise, exem-
plified by Sol Plaatje’s Native Life in South Africa (1916), George Padmore’s 
Africa and World Peace (1937) and Pan-Africanism or Communism (1956), 
Kwame Nkrumah’s Towards Colonial Freedom (1948), Frantz Fanon’s The 
Wretched of the Earth (1967), and Amilcar Cabral’s The Weapon of Theory 
(1967). A radical anti-imperialist strand of nationalism and Pan-Africanism 
developed in the metropolitan centers of Paris and London. In Paris the 
LDrN stated: “The aim of our Ligue is the political, economic, moral and 
intellectual emancipation of the whole Negro race. It is a matter of winning 
back, by all honourable means, the national independence of the Negro peo-
ples of the colonial territories… and setting up in Black Africa a great Negro 
State.”14 Within a communist discourse, the spell of colonial speak about 
trusteeship, superior races, and a civilizing mission was broken: if imperialism 
is analyzed well, it makes no sense to argue with colonial ideologies; it is a 
matter of organizing to eliminate imperialism. As Kwame Nkrumah wrote in 
Towards Colonial Freedom (1945):

Such claims are merely a camouflage for their real purpose of exploitation to 
which they are driven by economic necessity…. Colonial powers cannot afford 
to expropriate themselves. And then to imagine that these colonial powers will 
hand freedom and independence to their colonies on a silver platter without 
compulsion is the height of folly.15

In London, George Padmore mentored African nationalists, mobilizing first 
against the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in 1935, and from 1944 working in 
the Pan-African Federation that organized the important Pan-African Con-
gress in Manchester in 1945 which brought together a host of activists and 
future African leaders, and formulated the right to self-government and the 
need for colonized peoples to unite in the Declaration of the Colonised Peo-
ples. Nationalism, at this stage, was not a matter of philosophy but of political 
organization, Nationalist action soon shifted from the metropoles to Africa; 
the discourses on Africa now had to show their value in Africa.

As in the case of Azikiwe’s New Africa, the New Africa discussed in Paris 
and London was a modernist Africa, an Africa of either nation-states or a larger 
Pan-Africa or Pan-West Africa. As exemplified by Nkrumah, who returned in 
1947 to the Gold Coast to lead the opposition, the ideological orientation 
of African nationalists up to the mid-1960s was modernist and nation-statist, 
and initially rather non-revolutionary liberal or social-democratic (Nkrumah 
even introduced anti-communist laws in 1954). The great marker of antico-
lonial and nationalist thought and politics was the Bandung Conference in 



412  P. BOELE van HENSBrOEK

1955, bringing together all major new leaders from Asia and Africa and giving 
a major inspiration for the Non-Aligned Movement as well as for the idea of a 
vigorous statist development agenda that guided nationalist leaders all over the 
globe for the next three decades.

In Africa, the Bandung inspiration translated into a turn towards African 
socialism, marked by, for instance, the Dakar Colloquium in (1962), the 
launching of Ujamaa in (1962) and the Arusha Declaration in (1967) by 
Tanzanian president Nyerere, Nkrumah’s Consciencism in (1964), Kaunda’s 
Zambian Humanism in (1968), and the Kenyan government paper on Afri-
can socialism in (1965). African socialism was an attempt to shift away from 
capitalism and towards state and state-party control over much of society; ide-
ologically it raised again the question about what the specifically “African” 
nature of the new nations in Africa would be. The answer was framed slightly 
differently by different leaders, from more developmental arguments such 
as of Mamadou Dia in Senegal, Tom Mboya in Kenya, Kwame Nkrumah in 
Ghana, and Julius Nyerere in Tanzania, to largely cultural arguments such as 
of Leopold Sédar Senghor in Senegal.16 State control over the economy and 
one-party political system, it was claimed, would express an African idea of 
society as communal and based upon consensus. “Nation Building” was an 
explicit policy in most new states that had to integrate different peoples, reli-
gious orientations, and language communities, resulting mostly in a massive 
concentration of power in the state.

Senghor’s analysis of the state, fatherland, and nation was philosophically 
more sophisticated than that of his peers. He distinguished between father-
land and nation: 

The fatherland is the heritage handed down to us by our ancestors: a land, a 
blood, a language or at least a dialect, mores, customs, folklore, art—in a word, 
a culture rooted in a native soil and expressed by a race…. The nation groups 
such fatherlands together in order to transcend them. Unlike them, it is…a con-
scious will to construct and reconstruct.

The nation-state should resist the temptation of “the uniformization of peo-
ple across fatherlands;”17 it should rather be pluralist, diversity should be 
maintained, and the tyranny of the state warded off through the decentraliza-
tion and the deconcentration of its economic and political institutions. Seng-
hor definitely saw an overall African identity—the famous idea of Négritude 
as developed from 1930 in Paris by himself, Aimé Césaire, and others. But 
this is anchored at a “deeper” human level, namely, in the Negro-African 
soul; it does not define a state but a way of being human.

Some of the most powerful African nationalist intellectuals did not philos-
ophize from a position in the State House, but rather from the battlefields 
of liberation struggles. Frantz Fanon developed his penetrating analyses of 
the colonial condition and the colonial mind-set from amidst the Algerian 
war of liberation. His visionary tract “The Pitfalls of National Conscious-
ness” sketches (before the first independent states were established!) how 
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elites under the banner of nationalism capture power and wealth. Although 
for Fanon nationalism has many pitfalls, he certainly understood “libera-
tion” primarily as a result of nationalist struggle. Amilcar Cabral, the leader 
of the national liberation war in Guinea Bissau and Cape Verde, and amongst 
the most penetrating and inspired African thinkers of the twentieth century, 
developed a more sophisticated analysis of culture, nation, and liberation in 
the actual context he worked in.

Here we study Fanon and Cabral insofar as they were philosophers of 
nationalism, which immediately brings forward an interesting aspect of their 
thought, namely that neither Fanon nor Cabral seem to have had any reser-
vation about speaking of African liberation in terms of national liberation. 
Even when referring to the roots of the struggle for liberation in the past, 
they spoke in terms of “nations” reclaiming autonomy. Central in Fanon’s 
analyses is the colonial condition itself, the degrading condition that creates 
master and slave, settler and “native.”18 Colonialism being a totally alienated 
condition for the colonized, reestablishing humanity can only be achieved 
via a complete annihilation of that system through violence: “decolonization 
is the veritable creation of new men… the ‘thing’ which has been colonized 
becomes man during the same process by which it frees itself.”19 Breaking 
colonialism is done through “national liberation struggles”; here the nation 
comes in. Interestingly Fanon does not discuss “the nation” being shaped in 
the struggle but rather takes it as simply being there, preexisting. Without fur-
ther historical or sociological analysis he speaks of “the people,” “the coun-
try” as “a coherent people who keep their moral standards and their devotion 
to the nation intact.”20 Liberation is depicted as a coming back to the coun-
try’s true self, a psychoanalytical model of first being oneself, then becoming 
alienated, and finally returning to the self. The people and the nation are not 
an empirical category here but rather “the subject of revolution” similar to the 
abstract notion of the proletariat in many Marxist writings.

In Amilcar Cabral’s thought the liberation struggle is central, and equally 
conceived of as a national liberation struggle.21 Cabral is much more concrete 
than his colleagues about what is involved in this struggle, about the difficul-
ties, contradictions, and diverse histories and cultural orientations involved. 
National liberation for him was not returning to a former true self but a pro-
cess of cultural and political reinvention; what counts is not reestablishing a 
preexisting national essence but regaining authorship; in his famous words, it 
is all about “mastering our own historicity.” Whereas most nationalist think-
ers stressed national uniformity, Cabral could speak of the “confluence” of 
diverse values “into the stream of the struggle,” and of the struggle itself as 
an “unfolding behaviour (development) of a phenomenon-in-motion.”22 At 
the same time Cabral often diverts from this constructivist view of the nation-
alist endeavor and shares Fanon’s abstract notion of the nation. He mostly 
uses his notions of “national culture,” “the people,” “our history,” “the 
nation” without historical analysis. Maybe there was a need for this given 
that he wrote in the framework of the national struggle itself; in a situation 
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of shaping an “imagined community” there is a need to project the nation of 
Guinea Bissau from the future into the present and even into the past. Tak-
ing note of this, Cabral can still be considered one of the most sophisticated 
nationalist thinkers by elaborating on the cultural dimension and on the con-
structivist aspect of national liberation.

With the successful liberation of the Portuguese colonies in the 1970s 
the political history of nationalist struggles did not come to an end. There 
were, for instance, the independence wars of Eritrea and South Sudan against 
African states. Also, since the 1990s, we see in many countries a politics of 
“autochthony” where some groups claim true nationhood and thus upset 
multicultural African nation-states. However, in these cases we can hardly 
speak of thorough or innovative theorizing. The great nationalist inspiration 
of the independence struggles and of the Bandung Conference in 1955 seems 
to have run out of steam half a century later. If philosophies of nationalism 
are on the agenda in the early twenty-first century, then these concern dealing 
with citizenship, class, and diversity within nation-states, or with conceiving 
units of political or cultural community that are overarching existing African 
nation-states.

notes

 1.  E.g., Shepperson (1960). For my critique of the “import thesis” see Boele van 
Hensbroek (1999). Superb reading on the subject is Langley (1973, 1979).

 2.  Smith (2001), Kedourie, ed. (1970), Anderson (1983).
 3.  Ahuma (1911 [1971]), Hayford (1969, 1970), Sarbah (1968a, 1968b).
 4.  Hayford, Gold Coast native institutions; Sarbah, Fanti customary law; Sarbah, 

Fanti national institutions.
 5.  Horton (1868 [1970]).
 6.  Kimble (1963), Langley (1973), Coleman (1958).
 7.  Blyden (1887 [1967]), Lynch, ed. (1971).
 8.  For South Africa, see Walshe (1971).
 9.  Conferences were organized in London (1900), in Paris (1919), in London, 

Brussels, and Paris (1921), in London and Lisbon (1923), and in New York 
(1927), bringing black people of various continents, backgrounds, and views 
together to demand an end to discrimination and colonial exploitation, and to 
advocate self-rule. Apart from the 1921 conference, representation from Africa 
was quite limited; see e.g., Langley (1973).

 10.  Garvey’s wife edited a collection of his writings in Ami Jacques Garvey, ed. 
(1923 [1977]).

 11.  See Dewitte (1985).
 12.  Awolowo (1947).
 13.  Azikiwe (1968: 37, 18).
 14.  Quoted in Langley (1973: 312).
 15.  Nkrumah (1962: 46–47). See for the radical critique also Ly (1956).
 16.  Dia (1960), Mboya (1963), Kaunda (1968), Nkrumah (1970), Nyerere (1968a, 

1968b), Senghor (1964). For an early spirited critique see Babu (1981).
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 17.  Senghor (1964: 11, 13). On p. 12 he quoted Hegel: “It is not the natural lim-
its of the nation that form its character, but rather its national spirit.”

 18.  Fanon (1967a). Fanon (1967b).
 19.  Fanon (1967b: 28).
 20.  Ibid., 101.
 21.  Cabral (1980). The English text contains about two-thirds of the French 

Unité et Lutte (1975); it includes his famous speech to the First Solidarity 
Conference of the Peoples of Africa, Asia, and Latin America (in Havana in 
1966) titled “The weapon of theory.”

 22.  Cabral (1980: 122).
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Sovereignty in Pre-colonial Mali and  
Northern Africa

Christopher Wise

In 2011, Muammar Gaddafi was toppled when a multinational coalition 
that was led by the United States and France and backed by NATO attacked 
Libya, culminating in Gaddafi’s torture and execution. Gaddafi’s murder 
was a calculated act of political violence that sent a chilling message to sov-
ereign states and their leaders across Northern Africa, including Mali where 
Gaddafi had long been respected for his efforts to develop Mali’s infrastruc-
ture. Before and after the invasion of Libya, US President Barak Obama 
and US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton appealed to UN Security Coun-
cil resolution 1973 to justify regime change in Libya, asserting that inter-
national law permitted Gaddafi to be deposed on “humanitarian” grounds.1 
In the weeks and months that followed, the US- and French-led invasion of 
Libya set off a disastrous chain of events, not only for Libya but also for the 
republic of Mali. Disenfranchised Arab and Tuareg Islamists of Malian ori-
gin, mostly Gaddafi affiliates who were now unwelcome in Libya, descended 
upon Northern Mali with weapons from Gaddafi’s looted stockpiles of arma-
ments and declared the apartheid state of Azawad. In the aftermath of the 
US-led invasion of Libya, both Mali and Libya were confronted with their 
worst political crises in modern history.

In Western-based media accounts of the debacle in Libya, the US and 
French assault upon Libya’s sovereignty is seldom referenced. When Libya 
is mentioned at all, attention is usually directed to the fiasco in Benghazi, 
the growing threat of ISIS’s expansion in Northern Africa, and what both 
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of these developments might mean for Hillary Clinton’s latest poll ratings. 
Some media accounts of what took place in Northern Africa suggest that the 
destabilization of Libya and Mali resulted from Wahhabi-inspired revolu-
tionary movements in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, and elsewhere. Few ask if the 
destabilization of Northern Africa might have been the predicable outcome 
of neoimperialist efforts to overthrow an independent North African state, 
rather than yet another case of Islamic resurgence. Since Libya was invaded 
on behalf of Gaddafi’s victims, the unintended consequences of what took 
place are instead attributed to Clinton’s poor judgment as Secretary of State, 
an argument that was often made during presidential debates in 2016.

However, no politician running for president of the United States sug-
gested that regime change on humanitarian grounds might be an unwise 
approach to conducting US foreign policy. Those running for office merely 
asserted that Clinton’s judgment regarding Libya was unsound, as was her 
judgment regarding the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003. Tacit in criticisms 
of Clinton’s actions as Secretary of State was the assumption that the United 
States may conduct similar invasions of sovereign states in Africa and the 
Middle East, both now and in the foreseeable future, if doing so serves US 
interests, and if interventions of a similar nature may be justified with refer-
ence to universal human rights. From this perspective, postcolonial states in 
Northern Africa and elsewhere are construed as little more than fragile enti-
ties populated with the helpless victims of ruthless dictators like Gaddafi, 
Compaoré, and so on. Such nations, in this view, lack the maturity of the 
more developed liberal democratic states like the United States, France, and 
Britain. For this reason, nascent postcolonial states in Northern Africa may 
require military intervention on their own behalf. The French intervention 
in Mali in 2013 that brought an end to the Islamist state of Azawad also con-
firmed the views of many that the postcolonial state in Northern Africa is 
both a fragile and recent invention that must be saved from itself.

Yet, it is undeniable that independent sovereign entities have existed in 
Northern Africa for centuries prior to the era of European imperialism, even 
prior to the rise of the republican nation-state system in the West. Precolo-
nial states in Northern Africa were not utopian paradises, but lawful sovereign 
entities that were instituted in opposition to the state of nature. My focus 
here is on Malian sovereignty in the precolonial era, though my argument 
also extends to sovereign states in Northern Africa in a more general sense. 
There is a complex history of sovereignty in Northern Africa that took place 
long before the early twentieth century when elites like Fanon, Senghor, 
Cabral, and others travelled to places like Paris, London, and Lisbon, where 
they were first educated in the works of European philosophers like Bodin, 
Hobbes, Locke, and rousseau. This history contradicts the racist Hegelian 
view that Africa lacked a history of its own prior to the era of European impe-
rialism. Because of its ancient history and vast literary archives (in indigenous 
scripts, Arabic, and Ajami), Mali offers a particularly compelling instance of 
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precolonial autonomy in Northern Africa, one that challenges neo-Hegelian 
views that postcolonial states like Mali and Libya existed outside history.

Mali certainly existed as a sovereign state for many centuries before the 
era of French colonization, but one might also argue that Malian sovereignty 
existed for centuries before the arrival of Arab Muslims in the Sahel over a 
1000 years ago. Cultural and textual documents from Mali like the Tarikh al 
fattash, the Tarikh al sudan, as well as Thomas Hale and Nouhou Malio’s The 
Epic of the Askia Mohammed, reveal that Malians themselves have long known 
how sovereign states are pragmatically instituted, and that precolonial North-
ern African states indeed possessed complex thinking about sovereignty and 
its institution for centuries prior to Europe’s Aufklarung.2

However, precolonial forms of sovereignty in Mali must be measured not 
only in relation to Eurocentric theories of sovereignty but also indigenous 
Egypto-African belief systems existing long before the rise of Hellenic meta-
physics, including the era of great thinkers like Heraclitus, Parmenides, and 
Anaximander. In fact, Egypto-African notions of sovereignty also inform the 
history of European philosophy, although they do so in ways that are typi-
cally elided, when they are not deliberately repressed. In both Europe and 
Northern African, the historical constitution of the sovereign state must be 
situated not only within the history of European philosophy, but also within 
the historical framework of hegemonic Egypto-African beliefs about sorcery, 
conjuration, and demonology. While such beliefs are explicitly referenced in 
the thought of Timbuktu scribes like Al Hajj Mahmud Kati and Al Sa’di, they 
are merely implicit in the thought of the most republican philosophers of the 
Enlightenment with the obvious exception of Jean Bodin.3

In Toward the African Revolution, Fanon militated for the creation of a 
Pan-African federation that he liked to call “The United States of Africa.”4 
For Fanon, this new and powerful “U.S.A.” would necessitate the construc-
tion of massive transportation systems across the Sahara Desert that might 
link north to south. Fanon believed that decolonization would lead to 
increased solidarity among Africa’s diverse ethnic populations, as well as the 
erosion of the neocolonial nation-state system across the continent, which 
Fanon hoped would 1 day be replaced by a more authentically African sov-
ereign state system.5 While anti-colonialist and neo-Fanonist theorists tend to 
criticize the rise of the republican nation-state system in the African context 
as a colonialist era fraud, they have had much less to say about the inher-
ently artificial nature of all republican states, including Euro-American ones. 
In other words, what is true of the postcolonial state in North Africa is also 
true of liberal democratic and republican sovereign states in the West: In both 
cases, the sovereign state first comes into being as a conjured double of those 
individuals it is supposed to represent.

In Rogues: Two Essays on Reason (2005), Jacques Derrida observed that 
Noam Chomsky’s otherwise praiseworthy criticisms of the US role in Iraq 
during the Ba’athist era lack a coherent and developed thinking of the 
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concept of sovereignty. Against US claims that Iraq under Saddam Hussein 
should be labeled a rogue state, Chomsky turned the tables on the Clin-
ton–Gore administration of the late 1990s and labeled the United States the 
most egregious rogue state in human history. In contrast to Chomsky, Der-
rida observed that all sovereign states should be construed as rogue states, or 
sovereign entities that are free to pursue their own interests and assume their 
own risks, without reference to international law.

Like Hobbes, Derrida compares the republican nation-state to a kind of 
prosthetic limb or “iron lung.”6 Anti-imperialistic critics of the republican 
nation-state system like Fanon, Chomsky, and others, in Derrida’s view, fail 
to consider how all sovereign states are first instituted as conspiratorial acts 
that summon wholly artificial political entities into existence. For Derrida, the 
sovereign republic is a “living-dead” beast that should never be mistaken for a 
natural entity. Sovereign states everywhere, not only in the industrial capitalist 
states of the West, must be conjured wherever and whenever human beings 
find it necessary to form lawful covenants to assure their personal security and 
their collective well-being. Fear for one’s life is the impetus that calls forth the 
sovereign state; or, in Carl Schmitt’s often cited formulation, “security is the 
cogito ergo sum of the state”.7

Still, the monstrous public thing that is brought into being via the social 
contract never ceases to be a man-made and wholly artificial representation of 
those who first conjure it in order to gain personal security. The beast that is 
the sovereign state is therefore a living-dead double of those who conjure it. 
In other words, there are no metaphysically “real” republican states in oppo-
sition to “fraudulent” ones like Libya and Mali. No republican state anywhere 
is a natural entity. All such states are “fraudulent” human creations, hardly 
divine ones, that emerge for historical reasons, including the sovereign states 
of Northern Africa. The Hegelian and racist view that Africa had no history 
prior to colonization is the historical counterpart of the metaphysical and sen-
timental view that it is possible to facilitate a happy return to an anarchis-
tic state of nature, rather than to assume one’s political responsibilities as a 
citizen in a nation of laws. romantic yearnings of this nature betray the all-
too-common human desire to escape into a utopian world where nothing is 
known of the enduring need for articulated laws and viable security from real 
external threats.

The case of Mali in particular complicates prevailing notions of the sov-
ereign state in Northern Africa due to the ancient history of Mali, or what 
scholars like Joseph Paré, Thomas Hale, Paul Stoller, and others have called 
its “sahelité” (or its “deep Sahelian culture”).8 Cultural documents from the 
region provide copious evidence that Malians have long created their own 
dynamic representations of the sovereign state, including its pragmatic insti-
tution in public oath-swearing rites and similar rituals. However, these rites 
tend to be stigmatized in the West because they are linked to the non-Abra-
hamic culture of occult sorcery and ultimately to ancient Nilo-Sahelian belief 
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systems that are reflexively demonized in the major Abrahamic traditions. As 
Egyptologist Jan Assman has observed, it is ironic that the very coherence of 
the Abrahamic traditions nonetheless depends upon the same belief systems 
that the Mosaic Law negates and suppresses.9

For more than 2000 years, Judaic, Christian, and Muslim theologians 
have viewed Egypto-African religious practices as dangerous forms of pagan 
idolatry and fetishism that were long ago superseded by the Mosaic Law, 
especially in the first two commandments. The Abrahamic prejudice against 
Egypto-African religious practices have worked hand-in-hand with Arab and 
European forms of racism to foreclose historical inquiry into the complex and 
dynamic beliefs of an ancient civilization that is reflexively rejected as immoral 
and demonic. However, what the Abrahamic traditions stigmatize as immoral 
pagan idolatry is often the residual cultural heritage of an ancient civiliza-
tion that existed for many centuries before Plato ever dreamed of writing 
The Republic—and, in doing so, relying upon writing technologies that Plato 
himself acknowledged came to Athens from Africa. Egypto-African civiliza-
tion obviously predates all three Abrahamic religions: It is far older than the 
establishment of the Abrahamic covenant, including the rite of circumcision, 
which originated in Africa, not in Palestine.

In other words, whoever the Prophet Abraham may have been, this univer-
sally venerated figure certainly did not invent the sacred rite of circumcision. 
This is a fact that is as obvious as it is under appreciated. Against Abrahamic 
characterizations of Egypto-African religion practices as “Satanic,” The Egyp-
tian Book of the Dead: The Book of Coming Forth By Day and many similar 
documents from the same era reveal the profoundly moral and even mono-
theistic nature of ancient Egyptian civilization.10 In this non-Abrahamic set-
ting, covenants that emphasize one’s sacred responsibilities and moral duties 
to others are massively significant. Circumcision was, of course, the sign of 
the covenant established with one’s other, including the ring of flesh that 
remained after the foreskin of the penis was severed.

In ancient Mali, the Egyptian tale of the fish with a ring in its belly, some-
times depicted as the intact phallus of the slain Egyptian god Osiris, is echoed 
in widely disseminated tales of an ancient Jinni that is said to rule even today 
as sovereign lord of the river Joliba. The rite that insures the memory of one’s 
promises to the other—the sacred rite inaugurated to insure that ancient man 
would always remember his promises to the other—did not begin when the 
Prophet Abraham circumcised himself and his sons, Ishmael and Isaac. Cred-
iting the origin of this rite to the Prophet Abraham may satisfy the deeply felt 
religious cravings of Jews, Christians, and Muslims across the world, but it 
also impedes the scholarly need to gain understanding of the role of Egypto-
African civilization in human history, both now and in the past, including 
humankind’s enormous debt to it.

Before the Bible and the Quran were written, Egypto-African culture was 
the culture of circumcision and the sacred vow. The performance of this rite is 
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inextricable from conjuration practices. In other words, to circumcise is swear 
together with one’s other in a religious and performative act. Through con-
juration, the republic is summoned into being as the “res publica” or “public 
thing.” The entity that is summoned is a representation of those who con-
jure it, or it is a prosthetic artifact that enables the oath-swearers assembled 
together to envision themselves as a single sovereign entity: this is the neces-
sary contradiction that is inherent in all articulations of republican ideology 
wherein a mass of individuals are paradoxically construed as One. In Spect-
ers of Marx, Derrida draws from Shakespeare’s Hamlet, which is essentially 
a retelling of the Osiris monomyth, or the ancient narrative referred to by 
Egyptologists as the “Hamlet constellation.” Derrida does so in order to 
demonstrate how republican states are necessarily constituted as conspirato-
rial acts that summon forth the living-dead prosthetic of the sovereign state. 
In the case of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, the ghostly figure of the slain king, who 
is Hamlet’s father, becomes the living-dead thing that is conjured by the con-
spirators, Hamlet, Marcellus, and Horatio.

Both the Tarikh al fattash and the Tarikh al sudan similarly offer compel-
ling instances of conjuration rites wherein a spectral double is ritually sum-
moned by the power of the human voice. The same is also true of conjuration 
rites among members of Sufi brotherhoods in West Africa, such as the Umar-
ian Tidjaniyya.11 The “yes-sayers” who swear together in occult gatherings 
that are described in such texts do not claim that their uttered words rep-
resent a transcendental or essential structure that exists on the human inte-
rior (in the Pauline sense, the word that is inscribed on the “fleshly tablets of 
the human heart” and, in the writings of Kant, the “thing-in-itself”), but an 
occult wind that is saturated with the dangerous and dynamic fluids of the 
human body. In Songhay, this wind is called “naxamala,” and in Mandé it is 
called “nyama.” It is no accident that the great Jinn who is believed to rule 
the Joliba from his underwater abode is literally a water sprite, or a wet wind 
that blows directly from the mouth of the griot into the ear of the other. The 
fish that presides from his kingdom deep in the Joliba is not only a collective 
representation of those who summon it with the power of their uttered vows, 
a figure enabling the many individuals who summon it to appear in the form 
of the One; it is also an autonomous entity and the manufactured product of 
the human spirit. The Joliba is the “river of the Griots,” and griots in this 
context are not “bards” but wordsmiths who traffic in nyama, the occult sub-
stance of the human breath.

In the Tarikh al fattash the figure of the water sprite named raura ibn 
Sara is allegedly killed by two Arab brothers, who journey to the Sahel from 
Medina in search of a lost kinsman. However, this same figure also appears in 
Hale and Malio’s The Epic of Askia Mohammed, a document that was tran-
scribed some 400 years after both Timbuktu Chronicles were written. In the 
version that is told by the Zarma griot Nouhou Malio, the jinn resurfaces 
as the father of Mamar Kassaye, or the Askiya Muhammad, who also gives 
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his ring of power to his son, enabling the boy to kill his wicked uncle Si (or 
Sunni Ali Ber). As a pious Muslim scribe, Al Hajj Mahmud Kati, the author 
of the Tarikh al fattash, identifies with the two Arab Muslim brothers, whom 
he claims kills the great fish in the name of Islam. For Kati, the killing of the 
jinn signals the demise of Malian autonomy in the region, or the end of pre-
Arab and pre-Islamic sovereignty in North Africa. Like any sovereign ruler, 
the King of the Joliba answers to no one and is viewed by those who summon 
it as an “image of god,” to cite Bodin.12 In other words, the jinn is responsi-
ble to absolutely no one. The rogue jinn called raura Ibn Sara in the Tarikh 
al fattash is free to pursue its own interests, answering to absolutely no one 
but itself. The great fish is literally irresponsible, a beast that is outside the law. 
As such, it constitutes a palpable threat to the two Arab brothers who decide 
to kill it in the name of Islam. Ironically, they themselves rely upon occult 
sorcery practices to do so. The upstart Arab brothers claim to kill the fish on 
behalf of its Malian subjects, whom they imagine to be steeped in error and in 
need of their benevolent intervention.

This does not mean, however, that the philosophical notion of the sov-
ereign beast, the figure of the beast as an image collectively summoned by 
the power of the human voice, first originated in Mali, or even in ancient 
Egypt. My point is not to show that republican thought in Northern Africa 
is more ancient than its European counterpart, or that European republican 
thought is indebted to African views of sovereignty and its pragmatic institu-
tion, although this may very well be the case. It is sufficient here to note that 
cultural documents from the region like the Tarikh al fattash and the Tarikh 
al Sudan, as well as The Epic of Askia Mohammed, provide ample evidence 
that the peoples of Northern Africa have long known how sovereign states 
are pragmatically instituted, and that Mali itself existed as a sovereign state 
for more than a 1000 years before its colonization at the hands of both Arab 
Muslims and European Christians. Moreover, this complex and indigenous 
history of Malian sovereignty parallels the European history of sovereignty, 
including its philosophical articulation and institution in the West.

European philosophical writing on the sovereign state and its institution 
also include reference to archaic and pre-Christian beliefs about occult magic, 
demonology, and conjuration. It is no accident, for instance, that Jean Bodin, 
one of Europe’s most influential philosophers of sovereignty, was also the 
author of De la démonomanie des sorciers (1580). In fact, Bodin’s work on 
demonology was written about a decade before the birth of Hobbes, whose 
influential views on the conjuring of the leviathan are certainly indebted 
to Bodin’s, as are rousseau’s views to both Bodin’s and Hobbes’. As Stu-
art Clark has observed, “the practice of reading [Bodin’s] [Les Six Livres de 
la] République and the Démonomanie largely in isolation from one another 
is actually a misreading [of both texts]—the product of a failure to acknowl-
edge the ethical and religious dimensions of the former work and the politi-
cal dimensions of the latter.”13 The Tarikh al fattash and the Tarikh al sudan 
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were composed at roughly the same time that Bodin wrote Les Six Livres de la 
république and De la démonomanie des sorciers. But this also means that Euro-
pean and African thinkers alike were unable to imagine the institution of the 
sovereign state apart from non-Abrahamic practices of occult sorcery, which 
they sometimes stigmatized while absolutely relying upon them.

In the aftermath of the United States’ inadvertent destabilization of 
the republican state system in Northern Africa, a troubling pattern may be 
observed that will be all too familiar to those with even a fleeting awareness 
of the ancient history of the region. Arab–Berber Islamists who fled Libya 
invaded the republic of Mali and, in doing so, claimed that they spoke in 
the name of “true” Islam, which they sought to establish in opposition to 
long-standing indigenous religious practices that they viewed as heretical. 
Such practices include the veneration of Muslim saints, oath-swearing upon 
the tombs of saints, amulet wearing, mystical belief in the power of fetishes, 
as well as musical practices that are linked to the dynamic world of the nyam-
akala. One does not need to be too deeply steeped in the subtleties of “deep 
Sahelian culture” to appreciate the racist absurdity of the Ansar Dine’s ban on 
the music of Ali Farka Touré in his hometown of Niafunké.

But, there is also a long history of military assaults upon Mali’s histori-
cal sovereignty emanating from the Arab world, some that are recorded in 
the Tarikh al fattash and the Tarikh al sudan. Both the slaying of the Great 
Fish and the Sa’adian invasion that culminated in the ultimate destruction of 
Songhay Dynasty of the Askiyas are extensively documented in the Timbuktu 
chronicles of both Kati and Al-Sa’di. This historical pattern, which can be ver-
ified in texts that were written by Malians themselves, has varied little over 
the last five centuries: The beast that signifies Malian sovereignty is slain in 
the name of Islam on behalf of “misguided” local peoples. Arab and Berber 
invaders who believe that they are the blood heirs of the Prophet Muhammad 
claim that they are entitled by divine right to destroy black African political 
autonomy on behalf of those men and women whom they seek to enslave and 
dominate. In Le devoir du violence, Yambo Ouologuem refers to these histori-
cal victims of Arab racism as the “négraille” or “black-rabble.”

Media accounts of what recently took place in Northern Mali have often 
evoked the frightening specters of Al Qaeda and ISIS to explain what hap-
pened after Libya’s fall, but it is important to remember that the Wahhabi 
movement that provided the ideological underpinnings of both Al Qaeda and 
ISIS dates only from the nineteenth century and is merely the latest chap-
ter in the long history of Arab racism, slavery, and imperialism that is well 
known in the region. It is also important to remember that the painful his-
tory of Arab Islamist imperialism in the Sahel has long been underwritten by 
occult beliefs in the blood nobility of Arab sharifs, including the claims of leg-
endary figures like the Askiya Muhammad, who was also said to be endowed 
with noble Arab blood. In other words, it is less significant that the sharifs are 
“white” men in any Aristotelian or essentialist sense, as it is that these men 
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imagine that they are the chosen blood descendants of the Prophet Muham-
mad. For this reason, Ouologuem refers to such men as the “black Jews” of 
the Sahel. The Ansar Dine and their cohorts who declared the independent 
state of Azawad are merely the latest avatars of the l’homme du nord who has 
long sought to destroy Malian sovereignty in order to enslave and dominate 
local blacks. What I am calling “Malian sovereignty” in this context is argua-
bly a figure for black African political autonomy throughout Northern Africa. 
Mali’s sovereignty, including the ancient figure of its sovereignty, is inextrica-
ble from its “sahelité.” I underscore here that it is not possible to understand 
what regional scholars like Paré, Hale, and Stoller call “deep Sahelian culture” 
apart from the region’s sovereign status throughout history.

Terrorist attacks in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Cote d’Ivoire in the aftermath 
of the demise of the apartheid state of Azawad should therefore be recognized 
as the will to destroy black African sovereignty in the region. For this reason, 
it is a mistake to conceptualize terrorist attacks in the Sahel with exclusive 
reference to radical Islam, which is too often the norm in US-based media 
accounts. references to Wahhabi ideology in shoddy journalism confuse what 
is really happening in the region and why it is happening, and what is likely to 
happen for many years to come. In the Sahel, “ISIS” is better construed as a 
code word for racist neoimperialism, not the poisonous ideology of Wahhabi 
extremism. At the risk of stating the obvious, I repeat again here that every-
thing that has happened in the Sahel in the aftermath of the fall of Gaddafi 
has happened for political and historical reasons, not for religious ones. The 
US- and French-led attack on Libyan sovereignty was the initial catalyst for 
the calamities that later took place in the region. The United States, France, 
and NATO attacked Libya in the name of “humanitarian” principles that pro-
vided ideological cover for a neoimperialist intervention that was every bit as 
fraudulent as the Ansar Dine’s efforts to bring “true” Islam to Northern Mali.

In both cases, neoimperial and racist agents claimed that they acted on 
behalf of the helpless citizens of the sovereign states that they ruthlessly 
attacked. Both parties claimed to do so on behalf of those whom they imag-
ined to be steeped in error and in need of their benevolent intervention. 
The notion that the republic of Mali is both a fragile and fraudulent sover-
eign entity must therefore be challenged. For decades, anti-colonial theorists 
have argued that national borders in the region were drawn to serve French 
interests rather than African interests. Politically motivated critics of neoim-
perialism understandably make this case, often to account for the long and 
embarrassing history of ethnic strife in the region. The Tuareg of the Sahara, 
for instance, lost their political autonomy due to creative French map-mak-
ing, or the will of French neoimperialists to divide and conquer an ancient 
and proud people who had a long history of successfully resisting them. 
While there remains the need to rethink obviously problematic and unjust 
national borders in the region, the sovereignty of the Northern African state 
and its long history must be affirmed.
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In other words, the deconstruction of the postcolonial state in Northern 
Africa may still play an important role in dismantling forms of Western neo-
imperialism in the region; but, it must not be forgotten that what Derrida, 
Heidegger, and many others have called “deconstruction” also implies affir-
mation. In this context, I mean the affirmation of indigenous articulations 
of the sovereign republican state in Northern Africa, or the long and com-
plex history of non-Arab and non-European forms of political sovereignty in 
the region. The deeper historical integrity of the sovereign state in Northern 
Africa should not be doubted but constantly reaffirmed, including its inculca-
tion in public schools. The Arab–Berber invader from the North will con-
tinue to pose serious threats to Malian sovereignty, as is also true of the US, 
French, and NATO alliance across North Africa. Both manifestations of neo-
imperialism are historically racist in character, although the racism of those 
who declared the Islamist state of Azawad arguably requires special censure 
because Arab–Berber jihadists (also some Peulh and other ethnic groups 
adhering to shariffan and Arabization ideology) explicitly reject the basic 
republican and egalitarian concept of the citizen, which is based in one’s resi-
dency in a particular town (or “cité), and promote instead the quasi-Zionist 
and fascist ideology of Arab blood nobility. Arab racism towards black Afri-
cans within this cultural setting is less about phenotype, or the color of one’s 
skin, than it is about the occult blood that is imagined to flow through one’s 
veins. In contrast, US, French, and NATO allies uphold egalitarian forms of 
republican ideology while disregarding them whenever it suits their politi-
cal and economic interests. For this reason, Northern African peoples rightly 
perceive AFrICOM and more recent French military interventions in the 
region as having little to do with the preservation of Northern African forms 
of political sovereignty. As has always been the case, the French act on behalf 
of the French, and it would be naïve to think otherwise.

It only remains to be said here that drawing attention to the role of occult 
sorcery practices in traditional African society does not amount to advocating 
that such practices should play any significant role in contemporary African 
politics today. The Arab sharifs’ beliefs about their bogus blood nobility origi-
nate from within the ancient world of occult sorcery, not from the religion 
of the Prophet Muhammad. Belief in blood nobility is partly what fueled the 
Ansar Dine’s jihad, whereas Islam merely provided ideological cover for the 
racist jihadists. I do not question here that economics too played a significant 
role in shaping the events that took place after the fall of Gaddafi, but merely 
draw attention to the wrongly neglected fact that the jihadists who declared 
the apartheid state of Azawad were motivated not only by economic consid-
erations but by regressive beliefs in their blood nobility.

Many writers, theorists, and scholars of North Africa have long spoken out 
about the dangers that occult sorcery poses to the political health of any mod-
ern African republic, including Fanon, Thomas Sankara, Norbert Zongo, and 
others. I concur with such assessments and underscore here that occult sorcery 
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should play no significant role in affairs of the postcolonial state. However, it 
is also true that occult sorcery practices have long contributed to the political 
philosophies of both Europe and Northern Africa, and it would be fatuous to 
deny that this is so. In The Social Contract, rousseau observed “that religion 
and politics [do not] have the same purpose among men: it is simply that at 
the birth of nations, the one serves as the instrument of the other.”14 That is, 
the religious for rousseau must be pressed into the service of the political as a 
matter of practical necessity at the founding of any republic.

Derrida similarly speaks of “the irreducibility of the religious model in the 
construction of the concept of ideology” in Specters of Marx.15 Derrida goes 
even further than this and claims that the secular state is always already an 
inherently religious state.16 But, if it is important to acknowledge the irreduc-
ibly religious nature of the sovereign republican state at the moment of its 
institution, or to conceptualize its historical basis in occult sorcery, it does 
not necessarily follow that one thereby militates to preserve the irrational reli-
gious state. I do not make the case here for any return to a world where reli-
ance upon sorcery and magic is ever tolerated in realm of the political; but, in 
a cultural setting like Northern Africa, where occult sorcery is certainly not a 
thing of the past, such practices must be taken into account if one hopes to 
forge a more stable republican nation-state system in the years ahead.

Suspicion towards the very idea of the postcolonial republican state system 
as a fraudulent neoimperialist construct of European powers must be tem-
pered with more careful reflection upon the complex history of the institu-
tion of sovereign states in Northern Africa and in Europe. Though Gaddafi 
was a living man and no mere allegorical figure, his torture and extrajudi-
cial execution aptly illustrate what happened to the sovereign nation of Libya 
when the United States, France, and NATO decided to invade it on humani-
tarian grounds. As Hillary Clinton laughingly put it, “We came, we saw, he 
died….”17 The efforts of the United States and France to justify the invasion 
of Libya on humanitarian grounds is no more compelling than the Ansar 
Dine’s bogus claims to establish a true Muslim state in Northern Mali on 
behalf of those whom they claim are misguided in their orientation to Islam; 
I mean, Malians who have lived in Timbuktu, Gao, and other nearby towns 
for centuries untold. In the aftermath of these most recent assaults upon sov-
ereignty in Northern Africa, the time has come to rethink anti-colonialist 
critiques of the nation-state system in the region as both fragile and/or some-
how unreal. What must be emphasized instead is the deeper historical integ-
rity and viability of the sovereign state in Northern Africa.

notes

 1.  See Boyle (2013); also see McKinney (2012). McKinney’s text also includes 
Gaddafi’s 2009 address to the U.N., “Muammar Qaddafi’s Speech to the UN 
General Assembly: September 23, 2009”: pp. 253–274.
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 2.  See Hunwick (1991), Wise ed. (2011), and Hale and Malio (1996).
 3.  Clark (1997) discusses in detail Bodin’s views regarding demonology. See espe-

cially Clark’s chapter “Bodin’s Political Demonology,” 668–682.
 4.  Fanon (1964).
 5.  Derrida (2005: 102).
 6.  See Derrida (2008: 39–40).
 7.  Schmitt (2007: 52) observes: “No form of order, no reasonable legitimacy or 

legality can exist without protection and obedience. The protego ergo obligo is 
the cogito ergo sum of the state. A political theory which does not systematically 
become aware of this sentence remains an inadequate fragment.”

 8.  Hale and Stoller (1985). Also see Wise and Paré (2001).
 9.  Assmann (1997: 7).
 10.  Egyptologists have debated monotheism in Ancient Egypt since the appearance 

of Wallace Budge’s defense of monotheism in his early translation of The Egyp-
tian Book of the Dead in 1899. The most important recent scholarship on this 
question is Hornung (1982) and Assmann (2001).

 11.  Wise (1999: 227–228).
 12.  Bodin (1992: 46).
 13.  Clark (1997: 670–671).
 14.  rousseau (1989: 88).
 15.  Derrida (1993: 148).
 16.  Derrida (2001: 116).
 17.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fgcd1ghag5Y.
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CHAPTEr 28

The repressive State in African  
Literature: A Philosophical reading

M.S.C. Okolo

introduction

Among the major agents of change—the state, the private sector, and civil 
society—the state, to paraphrase Marx, ultimately determines everything. The 
state has the responsibility for the regulation of public affairs and ensuring 
the right environment for the development of society and general well-being. 
What the state does and what it fails to do, what it says and what it leaves 
unsaid, have far-reaching consequences on the quality and even the quantity 
(life span) of its people’s existence. For instance, narrating the plight of writers 
under Idi Amin in Uganda, robert Serumaga told Soyinka that at the start

you more or less knew what to do and what to avoid if you wanted to stay alive. 
You knew when to speak, when to shut up and what to say or not say. Now 
there are no longer any rules. What saved you yesterday turns out to be your 
death-warrant today. I have no friends, no colleagues left. They are all dead, or 
escaped. But mostly dead.1

Aristotle notes that “the state came about as a means of securing life itself, it 
continues in being to secure the good life.”2 At the most essential level then, 
the character of the state defines the rate of development—both individual 
and national. For Africa to confront its numerous challenges and harness its 
various opportunities the state must stand before other things can be put in 
place.
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The evolution of the African state is complicated, and conventional political 
analyses are inadequate to understand it. The issue of the repressive character 
of the African state, for instance, lies outside mainstream socio-political ideo-
logical discourse. It is not an issue for only the capitalist or the socialist camp. 
A repressive state hurts both patterns of political arrangement. It clamps on 
the freedom of initiative of the individual and ties up the potential of its citi-
zens, which is the most critical asset in development and the central basis of 
the capitalist project. On the other hand, it fails to secure equal access to the 
means of self-fulfillment that is the cardinal attraction of the socialist engage-
ment. As such, understanding the emasculating tendencies of the state—their 
roots, growth, practice, and persistence—requires, above all, an imaginary 
account. Actions that manifest as deeds begin at an imaginary realm.

The chapter explores the nexus between African literature and African phi-
losophy and the possibilities they hold in promoting African self-understand-
ing. For the ideas contained in literature to be effectively harnessed, they need 
to be placed within broader analytical frameworks and properly interrogated. 
Philosophy with its methods of exposition, critical analysis, and reconstruc-
tion can lift the ideas contained in fiction to the arena of systematized knowl-
edge directed at giving a comprehensive knowledge of the African state in 
as far as this can be achieved. To this effect, the novels that help to capture 
current debates and deepen reflection on the theme of politics and its con-
structions in a repressive society in Africa are pertinent. It is important to 
acknowledge that the end of a repressive regime rarely signals the end of its 
effects on the society.

The socio-political realities in South Africa, perhaps, best captures the far-
reaching effect of a repressive regime. A post-conflict environment like South 
Africa cannot be characterized as one in which life automatically returns to 
normal. For this reason, the paper will center its discussion on Peter Abra-
hams’ Tell Freedom (1954). The choice of Tell Freedom is based on its con-
tinued relevance in any attempt at understanding the character of the 
socio-political realities in South Africa. Also, other literary works by African 
writers that convey significant portions of African experience and provide 
imaginative solutions to social issues facing the continent, with special interest 
on the repressive character of the African state, will act as supporting texts. In 
this regard, Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s Wizard of the Crow (2007), Nadine Gordi-
mer’s “Karma” (2004), J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace (2000), and Wole Soyinka’s 
A Play of Giants (1984) will be studied.

text summary

Tell Freedom is an autobiographical account of Peter Abrahams’ experiences 
growing up in South Africa during apartheid. It tells the story of the effect of 
the multiple faces of apartheid on the lives of those who are forced to live on 
the fringe of society. The state imposes separate existence and development in 
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all areas—social, cultural, economic, educational, and territorial—for Africans, 
people of color, and Europeans. The rigid hierarchal structure of apartheid 
places whites on top and every other race far below, and reserves everything 
good in life for “EUrOPEANS ONLY.”3

The novel is divided into three books (sections). Book one introduces the 
sharp divide between the life of non-Europeans and Europeans under apart-
heid. As a boy Abrahams learns that whites are the superior race, that every-
thing good in life is reserved for them, and that on no account should this 
status quo be challenged. He accepts that “slum” and “dark” existence are for 
his people and that only whites are entitled to live in houses with light and in 
a clean and healthy environment. He manages to go to school at the age of 
eleven through the intervention of a Jewish girl because no one cares whether 
he goes to school or not. Education is only compulsory for whites. Book two 
revolves around the effects of education on him. He becomes more aware of 
how greatly non-Europeans are shortchanged in this political arrangement. 
This awareness leads to further self-discovery which he begins to convey 
through poetry. Instead of bringing joy to his family and friends, this achieve-
ment becomes a source of anxiety because as a non-European it is dangerous 
to think, to touch “things that should not be mentioned.”4

Book three further highlights the impossibility of achieving social interac-
tion between Europeans and non-Europeans and the threat a writer presents 
to, and faces under, a repressive state. Abrahams’ love affair with Jane soon 
fizzles out under the burden of keeping it both secret and open. His attempt 
to secure a job “proved utterly hopeless”5 because there is no one interested 
in employing a writer. He has to face the fact that under a repressive state 
there are two options for him. One, to “be a performing monkey” and write 
what will make the state happy, or two, leave the country for a place where 
he will be free to write what he genuinely believes in. He chooses the latter 
alternative and against all odds manages to leave the country so as to be free 
to write, “to tell freedom.”6

the rePressive state in african literature

Tell Freedom highlights the dangers a repressive state poses for the creation of 
an inclusive society in Africa. At the core of an inclusive society is the need to 
create a society founded on justice where citizens irrespective of race, class, 
gender, innate ability, physical advantage, or economic and political power 
can freely participate actively in the affairs of society. Inclusion promotes and 
nurtures creative potentials and provides healthy space for people to actively 
engage in economic, social, and civic activities, and increases their chances of 
pursuing their goals and ambitions. Without inclusion society’s full potential 
is locked up and the achievement of comprehensive development is severely 
undermined. Creating an inclusive society is typically the responsibility of the 
state and its managers.
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In Tell Freedom justice is anchored on race: all rights and privileges are 
the exclusive preserve of the white.7 The protest that such arrangements 
evoke is, perhaps, best captured by Mandela’s anti-apartheid struggle. Man-
dela’s cherished ideal is that “of a democratic and free society in which all 
persons live together in harmony and with equal opportunities.”8 Those 
consigned to the fringe of society should not be expected to demonstrate 
allegiance and loyalty to the government. During his Treason Trial in 1962, 
Mandela opposed the right of the court to hear his case on two grounds: 
one, he would not be given fair and proper trial; two, he had no moral or 
legal duty to obey laws made by a Parliament in which his people had no 
representation.9

The implication is that a repressive state ultimately fuels resistance. Marx 
reminds us that the only workable means of bringing about social justice 
in a class exploitative society is through political revolution. For Abrahams, 
the assigning of every good thing to whites breeds in the poor and dispos-
sessed “a mood of sharp and painful inferiority, of violently angry tensions, 
of desperate and overwhelming longings.”10 Mandela notes that “the grave 
plight of the people compels them to resist to the death the stinking policies 
of the gangsters that rule our country.”11 In effect, the repressive apartheid 
regime, which was intended to subdue a united black response and produce 
compliant blacks, encountered a backlash. Elevating repression at the expense 
of an inclusive society predisposes victims to acts of violence and crime that 
are contrary to modern society. Equally, society is shortchanged in terms of 
harnessing the full potentials of the citizens without which the building and 
transformation of any society is impossible.

Unfortunately, the consequences of an unjust and repressive political sys-
tem do not melt away when the system has changed. They often have far-
reaching effects that continue to threaten the stability of the country. In 
post-apartheid South Africa deep seated prejudice continues to hamper race 
relations. Coetzee’s novel, Disgrace, reveals the many divides that threaten 
the establishment of an inclusive society in post-apartheid South Africa. 
Inherited inequalities persist, often resulting in social upheavals in the form 
of poverty, rape, violence, crime, brutality, and hatred. The attack on Lurie 
(locked up in the toilet and burnt) and Lucy (gang-raped by three black men) 
“happens every day, every hour, every minute…in every quarter of the coun-
try” because it is a “risk to own anything.”12 Pusch Commey is of the opin-
ion that “little has changed with respect to ownership of the economy and 
land. Whites with the power to leverage capital have prospered even better 
under liberation, as opportunities have opened up locally and internationally, 
where South Africa is no longer a pariah. So 95% of the economy remains in 
white hands, together with 83% of the land.”13

Establishing an inclusive and sustainable society amidst the hang-ups 
of apartheid will take time. Masking inequality under a veneer of equal-
ity invariably leads to explosive situations. Decades after the Nigeria-Biafra 
Civil War ended in 1970, new agitations for Biafra are often linked to the 
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way the war was badly settled. Nwakanma notes that to “understand Igbo 
anger, one must first comprehend that since 1970, the South-East of Nige-
ria has received the least infusion of federal capital, in fact in general, less 
than 11% of all capital expenditure.”14 He further insists that there “must be 
both reconstruction of the East and reparation for the years of discrimina-
tion. These facts will continue to drive the agitation for Biafra.”15 A repressive 
state breeds discontented individuals and a state that predisposes its citizens 
towards frustration cannot be immune from it. Without creating a level play-
ing field for citizens, creative potentials will remain locked and the benefits of 
an inclusive society thwarted.

Tell Freedom raises serious concerns about the viability of liberal democracy 
under a repressive state. In a situation where laws are made to favor only one 
race, compliance cannot be guaranteed from other races whose interests are 
not protected by the law. The 1938 monster demonstration by non-Europeans 
to oppose the South African Government attempt to deprive the Cape Col-
oureds of their right to vote convinced Abrahams that “a day would come 
when non-European anger will burst throughout the land, and angry black 
voices and angry black hands will be raised against the white citizens of our 
land.”16 For Mandela, to accept, as the liberal creed requires, “that democrats 
limit themselves to constitutional means of struggle is to ask the people to sub-
mit to laws enacted by a minority parliament whose composition is essentially a 
denial of democracy to the overwhelming majority of the population.”17

The only way to make democracy viable is to ensure that its content is not 
barren. In a situation where government “speaks of democracy” and yet sub-
jects non-Europeans to Pass Laws, Colour Bar Laws, Civilized Labour Policy, 
Taxation without representation, Starvation wages, miserable living condi-
tions, and makes it impossible for children to be educated, then democracy is 
bereft of content.18 Abrahams experience in the hotel he worked two weeks is 
a good instance. For a work that nearly killed him due to its harsh condition, 
he got no pay. When he reminded the white manager that “it’s against the 
law if you don’t pay me for my work,” the man’s face went red. “Against the 
law!” he spluttered and rushed at him. Fortunately, he was able to “dodge” 
him and “ran out.”19 Clearly the law was not meant to include the likes of 
him. Gordimer notes that “for every kind of work a white man wants to do, 
there are sanctions and job reservations to shut the black man out. In the 
building trade, and in industry, the Africans are the unskilled and semi-skilled 
workers, and they cannot, by law, become anything else.”20 In post-apartheid 
South Africa, Commey notes that the law backing nationalization is treated 
with scorn because “Blacks without capital to leverage cannot participate in 
a capitalist South Africa.”21 Achebe (2012: 235)  accuses Gowon’s govern-
ment of trying to financially emasculate former Biafrans by implementing 
the Enterprises Promotion Decree in 1974 when the people had no financial 
muscle to participate meaningfully in the scheme. Law can only be meaning-
ful in a situation where a beneficiary can both access and effectively utilize 
it. In a knowledge-driven economy how can people who have been excluded 
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from getting quality and higher education, who are debarred from possessing 
any skill, effectively contribute in the restructuring of the society?

Fukuyama cautions that the “mere fact that a country has democratic insti-
tution tells us very little about whether it is well or badly governed. This fail-
ure to deliver on the promise of democracy poses what is perhaps the greatest 
challenge to the legitimacy of such political systems.”22 One way this chal-
lenge is often expressed is through struggle by those bypassed by the gains of 
democracy. Abrahams notes that one day the whites will have to reckon with 
black anger and bitterness because the “two million whites cannot forever be 
overlords of the ten million non-whites. One day they may have to submit to 
the same judgment of force they have invoked in their dealings with us.”23 
The African National Congress (ANC), which started as a non-violent organi-
zation, had to incorporate a more militant arm—Umkhonto we Sizwe—
within its umbrella in order to fight the repressive tendencies of the apartheid 
regime. robert Isaak remarks that “militant non-violence is only effective as 
a political tactic in a civilized political relationship in which both parties pre-
fer to use the minimum amount of force and desire to preserve each oth-
er’s integrity.”24 Mandela insists that the only way a repressive society can be 
transformed is “through the uncompromising and determined mass strug-
gle”25 by the “oppressed people for overthrow of racial discrimination.”26 
Woodrow Wilson warns that only “a peace between equals can last.”27 Ezeani 
sums up this sentiment: “unity is dependent on equal relations.”28

Another important issue raised by Tell Freedom is the effect a repres-
sive state has on social relationships. Abrahams realizes that real friendship, 
“friendship that had the creative force of building up wider areas of under-
standing, was impossible between black and white in [South Africa]. The 
precondition, freedom of association, did not exist.”29 In fact, a white who 
associates openly with blacks needs courage, “on the level of near-martyrdom 
for even a communist white” because those who do “were foredoomed to 
social and economic disaster.”30 Zena has to pretend not to know Abrahams 
when they passed each other on the street because the white man she was 
with was very “prejudiced” and she needed a job from him.31 This encounter, 
however, hurts Zena and leaves her with a sick feeling. Sensitive whites are 
hurt to the point that they “walk a dangerous emotional tightrope.” Often 
they have to endure “shame and guilt that verged on self-hate.”32

In cases where a white person and a black person are able to achieve deep 
understanding such understanding cannot be employed to the betterment 
of the society because of the corroding influence of the laws that pit them 
apart.33 Abrahams and Zena knew that it was best not to explore the deep 
understanding between them which frequent meetings would destroy. In 
Abrahams’ Mine Boy, the protagonist, Xuma turns down the offer of friend-
ship from his white boss, Paddy, because

You do not carry a pass. You do not know how it feels to be stopped by a 
policeman in the street…. You do not know how it feels when they say “Get 
out! White people only.”… How can I be your friend when your people do this 
to me and my people?34
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It took a supreme sacrifice from Paddy—beaten up by the police and jailed 
for taking the side of the mine boys during a demonstration—for Xuma to 
appreciate that there may be a kinship between blacks and whites. Equally, 
Abrahams’ encounter with the white woman who saved him from police 
arrest in the market made him “confused” and “made it so much more diffi-
cult to know where one was with whites. It complicated the business of build-
ing up defences.”35 In Gordimer’s view, apartheid seeks to prevent men from 
discovering that they are brothers.36

Even a love affair has no chance of surviving. Abrahams romantic involve-
ment with a white girl, Jane, came to an abrupt end because of the differ-
ent conditions under which blacks and whites live. Indeed for Abrahams the 
‘end had been inevitable long before the beginning’.37 They could not go 
anywhere together, “not even on quiet walks.”38 On rare occasions when 
they went out together to visit other comrades, they had to “travel like 
strangers.”39 It got to a point where no “theoretic analysis, however sound” 
could save the relationship; they “grew irritable with each other, quarreled, 
grew desperate” and finally fell apart.40 Gordimer reminds us that friend-
ship between blacks and whites is fraught with tension because it “is hard to 
keep any relationship both clandestine and natural. No matter how warm the 
pleasure in each other’s company, how deep and comfortable the understand-
ing, there are moments of failure created by resentment of white privilege, 
on the one side, and guilt about white privilege on the other.”41 Even in the 
offices of the Institute of race relations where he worked during holidays 
while he was a student at St. Peter’s Secondary though the white people 
Abrahams met there seemed unprejudiced,  “there is still restraint: an unspo-
ken, unexpressed, concern lest they go too far in their intimacy or lest I forget 
that outside these offices the racial laws were still in full flower.”42 Indeed 
the racial laws can at times inadvertently frustrate relationships between 
two white persons. In Gordimer’s “Karma,” Denise Appolis, a white baby 
dumped in a church toilet and rescued and brought up by colored parents, 
could not marry her white fiancé because “her adoptive parents had regis-
tered her in their name and residence as Coloureds” and the “Mixed Mar-
riages Act forbade marriage between them.”43

Tell Freedom also portrays how a repressive state helps to entrench institu-
tionalized poverty. In the novel, “of the ten million non-whites of the coun-
try, no more than a dozen families knew the meaning of economic security 
and genuine freedom from want.”44 They are confined to the slum, to lands 
bare of trees, areas that reek of piddle, rooms filled by smoke, beds covered 
with pieces of rags, and environment that is submerged in “darkness.”45 The 
contrast between Fordsbury, a white area, and Vrededrop, a black area, is so 
great, it is like “stepping into another world, on another planet.”46 The eat-
ing house for black men, “The Burning Meat,” is so dirty “the place itself 
belonged to the flies.”47 Even a “clean and comfortable” non-European tea 
room is “drab and shoddy” when compared to “the standards of some of the 
white places.”48 Indeed where black people live is marked by darkness in the 
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night, where white people live by light. “Slum is darkness. Dark folk live in 
darkness. But “Light is white.”49 According to Gordimer, the

real life of any community—restaurants, bars, hotels, clubs, and coffee bars—has 
no place for the African man or woman. They serve in all these, but they cannot 
come in and sit down. Art galleries, cinemas, theatres, golf courses, and sports 
clubs, even libraries are closed to them. In the post offices and all other govern-
ment offices, they are served at segregated counters.50

She further informs that for Africans, life is a “slum,” a “make-do” life, and 
their living areas “are bleak rectangular patterns of glum municipal housing, 
or great smoky proliferations of crazy, chipped brick and tin huts, with a few 
street-lights and few shops.”51 The poet Mtshali, in “Nightfall in Soweto,” 
likens the abode of blacks living in Soweto to a “matchbox house.”52

In addition, education is only compulsory for whites. The state spent 
about ten million pounds on the education of two million European children 
and about one million on the education of eight million non-Europeans. For 
about eight million non-Europeans only about 500,000, about 6.5%, were in 
school. And of these, only 2.4% received post-primary education due to the 
assistance of missionaries.53 Even these often have to face the fact that there 
is “no future” for them. Abrahams’ education became a source of worry for 
his family and friends because “there is no future for him.”54 His attempt to 
get a job “proved utterly hopeless.” In the end, he realized that the only way 
to escape a life of failure and frustration was to leave the country. In Harry’s 
case, the situation turned him from “gay, spruce, clear-eyed and a man sure 
of himself” to a “dirty, unshaven, baffled, bitter, a father, seething with futile 
rage, yelling at the top of his voice in a filthy room.”55 Some are pushed to 
the point of looking “harshly, coldly, on a harsh, cold world.”56 Gordimer 
informs that whatever a black man “achieves as a man of learning, as a man 
he still has little say in the community as a child or a lunatic.”57

Without education and skills, non-Europeans can only earn low wages 
and are often consigned to work in the informal sector. The men work in 
the mines or in the white farms without any prospect of owning one. For the 
women, every day is for washing the dirty clothes of white people and nearly 
all afternoons and nights for ironing. In the case of an accident that nearly 
claimed a life, the victim can be dismissed with “I can’t help it if she’s care-
less enough to get hurt. She can’t ask for a penny from me.”58 There is no 
social protection and, as such, the poor are completely at the mercy of their 
employers. The cases of Abrahams and of his mother show that mercy is not 
there.59 Importantly, the far-reaching implications of institutionalized poverty 
continue for a long time, even after the political situation has been normal-
ized. Commey notes that South Africa is “still grappling with poverty and 
massive inequalities. A huge educational deficit means blacks will continue to 
struggle in the economic arena, because of lack of skills.”60
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The point is that illiteracy compresses the universe of its victims’ opera-
tions. Nutt reminds us that to hold a government to account “you need to be 
able to read, to understand and to challenge your representatives.”61 Kopoka 
links poverty to the inability to attain a minimum standard of living, “a lack of 
decision-making” and “acute exploitation and powerlessness of the individual, 
of groups within a country and of nations.”62 For Marx, man has to satisfy his 
economic needs before he can think. Poverty, above all, traps its victims and 
excludes them from power games. For instance, Uncle Sam is intimidated into 
flogging Abrahams in order to protect his job and home.63 Even though Aunt 
Liza is “fed up” with washing white peoples’ dirt—a drudgery that leaves her 
with “blood shot” eyes and “big hands that were pitted with being in water 
the whole day, white as a sheet and swollen to twice their size”—she contin-
ues because there are hardly any other better options.64 Césaire accused the 
colonizer of wiping out extraordinary “possibilities.”65 How does one account 
for the potentials blighted and many possibilities destroyed under a repressive 
state? But for the chance intervention of a Jewish girl, Abrahams could easily 
not have been able to tell about his “freedom.”66

The role of the police in entrenching repression in the society is also a subtext 
in Tell Freedom. To implement apartheid policies, the government relied heavily 
on the police. It is the police that ensure that the countless Passes that control 
a black person’s life are strictly adhered to. For defaulting on his Six-Day Spe-
cial Pass, Jim was picked up on the eighth day and “spent two weeks in jail as a 
vagrant.”67 To be a non-European, especially a black person, is to be continually 
haunted and hounded by the police. Once a police van is sighted, people run 
whether they have committed a crime or not. To be a non-European is therefore 
to be a criminal. In his introductory remarks in Mandela’s No Easy Walk to Free-
dom, Oliver Tambo observes that “South African apartheid laws turn innumer-
able innocent people into ‘criminals’”.68 Indeed any uprising is quelled by the 
police. During a large demonstration to protest the Hertzog Bill, named after 
the then Prime Minister, to deprive the Cape Coloureds of their right to vote,  
“Police and soldiers were brought out in force.” At the end of the demonstration 
those who were caught were attacked and jailed.69 In Mine Boy, the police were 
brought to beat up and jail miners who were demanding safer working condi-
tions.70 During the 1960 Sharpeville Pass Laws demonstration, police killed sixty-
nine people and wounded one hundred and eighty people (Mandela: 2006). 
Police thus act as the instrument of maintaining the subjugation of non-Europe-
ans. Africa Today (1991: 1715) reports that Steve Biko was the 45th black South 
African to die an unnatural death in police custody since 1962. Mandela spent 27 
years in prison for his role in opposing the apartheid regime. He was assigned cell 
466/64—the four hundred and sixty-sixth prisoner jailed on the Island in 1964.

In Ngugi’s Wizard, the ruler depends on armed forces to maintain his 
position and silence any dissenting voices. For him, “the only votes that mat-
tered were those cast for him by the armed forces.”71 Indeed, his first ink-
ling of his dwindling power came when “he issued an ultimatum followed 
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by an order for the armored division to clear the people’s Assembly,” but 
“instead of tanks running over the dissidents, there, on the television screen, 
were army boys and young civilians greeting one another with high fives for 
the entire world to see.”72 The implication is that the law enforcement forces 
play an active role in repressing or expanding socio-political space in Africa. 
Instances abound.

rajoelina’s hold on power in 2009 during the power crisis in Madagascar 
was due to the support of armed forces. robert Mugabe’s tenacious hold on 
power since Zimbabwe’s independence in 1980 is only possible due to the loy-
alty and support of the armed forces. In August 2016, the police in Zimbabwe 
fired tear gas to disperse several hundred protesters calling on Mugabe to step 
down. There appear to be no serious lessons learnt from the 2008 political crises 
in Zimbabwe, caused by Mugabe’s refusal to step down after losing the presi-
dential election. As a result many people lost their lives, several women were 
raped, countless thousands of people were displaced, the inflation rate rose to 
231 million percent, over 4000 lives were wiped out by a cholera epidemic, the 
unemployment rate reached nearly 90%, and most of Zimbabwe’s 12 million 
people were reduced to abject poverty. The most disquieting thing that Ngugi’s 
Wizard draws attention to regarding the repressive character of the state is that 
not much has changed. Violence and fear are still the essential character of the 
political space. The twenty-first century African state is not significantly differ-
ent from the pre- and post-independence period twentieth-century state.

The greater problem, however, is the far-reaching effect of police action 
under a repressive regime. The use of force by police force ends up predisposing 
people to force and routine violence such that average citizens become used to 
state violence as well as use violence themselves. This situation invariably  frus-
trates attempts to establish harmony and install true democracy. Post-apartheid 
South Africa continues to be a deeply divided state in which violence is often 
preferred as the correct response to political issues. The Truth and reconcilia-
tion Commission, launched by Mandela in 1996 to help achieve racial harmony, 
has not been able to bridge the gap. The murder of white supremacist Eugene 
Terreblanche in 2010 exposed the deep divide that still exists between black 
and white South Africans. Equally, Coetzee’ novel, Disgrace, reveals all the fault 
lines in the new post-apartheid society where the relationship between blacks 
and whites continues to be defined by rape, brutality, and hatred. In the novel, 
Lucy laments that the black men that gang raped her did it “with such personal 
hatred… But why did they hate me so? I had never set eyes on them.”73 Her 
father, David, provides a useful insight. He tells her: “It was history speaking 
through them…. A history of wrong…. It came down from the ancestors.”74 
Commenting on the killing of Steve Biko and its condoning by the apartheid 
regime and its proponents, Donald  Woods remarks that the apartheid regime

has forced black resistance to apartheid into dark and violent channels. They 
have rendered it almost impossible to ensure that when apartheid goes it will be 
removed in an atmosphere of political and social stability in which all citizens 
could look to the future with confidence.75



28 THE rEPrESSIVE STATE IN AFrICAN LITErATUrE …  441

According to Wikipedia (2016), the police in South Africa have contributed 
immensely to escalating repression, which often leads to a large number of fatal-
ities. The website documents more than 47 people killed between January 1999 
and May 2015 by police during protests. This figure excludes “The Marikana 
Massacre” involving 34 striking miners shot during the Marikana miner strike 
on 16 August 2012. Soyinka, in the introduction to A Play of Giants, contends 
that “the longer a people are subjected to the brutality of power, the longer, in 
geometric proportion, is the process of recovery and re-humanisation.”76

Tell Freedom also highlights the threat both the writer and a repressive 
state present to each other. The only way Abrahams could write and sur-
vive in South Africa was to turn himself into “a performing monkey” for the 
whites who were in control of the state. His efforts at getting a job proved 
futile because “facts say that black writers are not wanted.”77 The state can-
not accommodate a writer who is not ready to be a “propagandist,” who 
will “look at too many sides of a question” and end up speaking uncomfort-
able truth to the state. Indeed, Abrahams was allowed to leave the country 
because the chief of police “thinks it will be better to have one less of you on 
our hands.”78

In Wizard, the ruler, aware of the power of books and the threat the 
writer presents, attempts to bring both under his control. He passes a memo-
randum for a new national education program that requires “all institutions 
of learning, from primary schools to university colleges… to teach only those 
ideas that came from ‘the Supreme educator’ the ruler.” Also, “anybody who 
aspired to write and publish could do so only under the name of the ruler.”79 
Indeed, a professor of history who went against the rule and wrote a book 
entitled People make History, then a Ruler makes it His Story was imprisoned 
for 10 years without trial.80 The ruler’s biographer was eliminated because 
he “had no imagination to sugarcoat reality and make it more palatable.” He 
was replaced by a white writer from London to fabricate a biography of “the 
ruler through the ruler’s eyes, with material generously provided by the 
ruler and his handlers.”81

Equally in Soyinka’s A Play of Giants, the “political philosophy and so 
on”82 of Field Marshal Kamini, a fictional representation of late Idi Amin 
of Uganda, are studied at the university. And Professor Batey of the United 
States and Gudrum, a Scandinavian journalist, are each writing a book on 
him. Professor Batey’s book, The Black Giant at Work, is based on a single 
visit to Bugara in which he claimed to have travelled throughout the coun-
try and did not “see any single person being killed, not one person being 
tortured.”83 Yet in a conversation with a russian diplomat, he was reminded 
that “You have visited Bugara. An intellectual, you have met many Bugaran 
colleagues…. You have spoken with them. Sometimes, surely you speak to 
them one day, only to learn that they have disappeared the next? Their bodies 
devoured by hyenas or floating down the Nile.”84

Fiction aside, in the introduction to A Play Soyinka laments the fate of 
Byron Kadadwa, to whom he dedicated the play as a “representative of many 
thousands whose contribution to the nation of their birth was brutally cut 
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short by Idi Amin.”85 Kadadwa was arrested and murdered shortly after his 
return to Kampala from the Festival of Black and African Arts in Nigeria in 
1977. His successors, Dan Kintu and John Male, another playwright, were 
also killed. Following these warnings, the rest of the troupe fled into neigh-
boring countries. Ngugi (1986)  was imprisoned by the Kenyan regime in 
1977 and again in 1982 because of his attempt to decolonize the mind of his 
people through his plays. He was subsequently banned from teaching at the 
University of Nairobi, and driven into exile. Southhall and Henning, the edi-
tors of Legacies of Power, observe that Ken Good, one of the contributors to 
the book, was served with a deportation order by the president of Botswana 
“for being considered a threat to the country’s national security interests” 
due to “his involvement in the chapter on Botswana” presented in the book. 
Condemning the action they note: “We regret to experience once again that 
the pursuance of rigorous, committed, but at the same time intellectually 
honest scholarly work is met with repression even in environments widely 
regarded as being liberal democratic.”86

restricting academic freedom has adverse effect on knowledge production 
on the continent. If books that should provide a good resource base for infor-
mation are filled with misinformation in order to satisfy the state, research 
will be misdirected and even individual self-development and worldviews 
will be compromised. In the end, it will be a very costly price. For instance, 
it requires little sustained reflection to imagine what would have been lost 
if Abrahams did not have the opportunity to write. His immense contribu-
tion to literature, and especially to understanding the socio-political dynamics 
that shaped and continued to exact serious influence on the affairs in South 
Africa would have been lost. Also, handing knowledge production in Africa, 
on Africa, and for Africa to foreigners, as exemplified by Professor Batey, calls 
to mind Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and Joyce Cary’s Mister Johnson. 
One only need to place such accounts beside Achebe’s Things Fall Apart to 
understand the immense disadvantage involved when Africa cannot tell her 
story and claim her own knowledge production.

conclusion

The position of this chapter is that a repressive state constricts and stifles indi-
vidual self- development and productivity, and by extension that of the state. 
The subject of repression, however, is a difficult topic existing at the nexus of 
power and subjugation, two topics that require both imaginative and ultra-
critical probing. It is for this reason that literature and philosophy are used as 
investigative tools.

The ideas distilled from Abraham’s Tell Freedom and other literary works 
by African writers are interrogated in an attempt to understand the oppres-
sive tendencies of the state—their roots, growth, practice, and persistence. 
One reason for African states’ continuous struggle towards comprehensive 
development is the repressive nature of the state. A repressive state breeds 
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discontented individuals, and a state that predisposes its citizens towards frus-
tration cannot be immune from such discontent. Importantly, a state founded 
on repression takes a long time to eliminate social injustices, as is the case 
in South Africa. The huge advantage given to the whites under apartheid 
continues to hinder the achievement of total development for the country. 
Those formerly cut off from participating effectively in the economic life of 
the country and restricted to unskilled jobs due to an inferior and poorly 
resourced education system cannot contribute meaningfully to society’s pro-
gress due to potentials that are locked away. In effect, society loses capable 
human capital, productive benefits, and critical transformative agents.

The novels thus act as a validation of the negative and far-reaching effects 
of a repressive state on the lives of the citizens and the development of the 
nation. They also help to capture current debates and deepen reflection on 
the socio-political realities and their constructions in a repressive society. By 
subjecting the ideas distilled from the novels to critical analysis, their credibil-
ity and authenticity as reliable concepts are strengthened. This way, a philo-
sophical reading of African literature helps to further understanding of the 
categories of social order in the makeup of the African state, open up new 
regions for understanding the consequences of repression in Africa’s develop-
ment, and, consequently, help to provide a new direction for social change in 
Africa.
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CHAPTEr 29

re-imagining the Philosophy 
of Decolonization

Messay Kebede

The issue of African decolonization has inspired various and conflicting philo-
sophical approaches. The essential source of the controversy emanates from 
the attempt of negritude philosophers to counter the colonial discourse and 
rehabilitate the African self through racialization. In assessing arguments and 
counterarguments, the chapter reaches the conclusion that the right attitude 
is not so much to reject negritude as to achieve transcendence by integrating 
it. This transcending is achieved by temporalizing negritude along the path 
of Bergsonian duration, whose continuity enables us to chart the restoration 
of Africa’s centrality. Let us first unravel the dilemma posed by attempts to 
decolonize Africa.

the african dilemma

The charge that ethnophilosophy is an endorsement of the colonial discourse 
is a familiar theme in African philosophy. In attempting to refute the colo-
nial characterization of Africans as prelogical and primitive by the assertion of 
difference, ethnophilosophy only succeeds in ascribing a non-rational mode 
of thinking to the African self. Thus, Léopold Sédar Senghor’s advocacy of a 
racial distinction defines Africans in terms of the predominance of emotion, 
in contrast to the European specialty in rationality. The main reason for this 
racial definition is that the ascription of a different mental orientation to the 
black essence, and that alone, is liable to give a non-derogatory account of 
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the African technological lag. Presumably, the African lack in technological 
advancements ceases to be a failure if it is an outcome of a different mental 
orientation rooted in biological determinations.

This same reason compels negritude thinkers to refuse the subjective inter-
pretation of racial difference. For them, the reduction of the African differ-
ence to cultural attributes stemming from a reactive construct to slavery, 
colonial oppression, and marginalization is unable to remove the stigma of 
backwardness. By contrast, racial conditioning points to disinterest imparted 
by the idiosyncrasy of the African soul, the very one that posits a non-
technological,  non-conquering relation with the world, a relation “free of 
the desire to tame but familiar with the play of the world,” to quote Aimé 
Césaire.1 In the eyes of negritude thinkers, Africans cannot rise to the chal-
lenge of modernity unless they position themselves as inheritors of a legacy 
free from the degrading discourse of colonialism. Only the attribution of a 
sui generis mental orientation and civilization can rehabilitate the African past 
by showing that the goals and values of the West cannot be used to demean 
African  characteristics.

For the opponents of ethnophilosophy, otherwise known as professional 
professors, both racialization and the attribution of a non-rational mental 
orientation do not achieve any of the stated objectives. On the contrary, the 
alleged orientation seriously compromises the prospect of African moderniza-
tion, obvious as it is that a turn of mind dominated by emotional connections 
with the world is incompatible with an essential requirement of modernity, 
namely, scientific and technological ability. And the more Africans are racial-
ized, the less they are able to catch up with modernization since biologi-
cal determination ensures the fixity and non-historical status of the African 
essence. These detrimental consequences are little surprising in view of the 
fact that ethnophilosophers draw their idea of Africa from Western anthro-
pological studies. For instance, the conformity to Western stereotypes is illus-
trated by the similarity between the ethnophilosophical portrait of the African 
essence and Lucien Lévy-Bruhl’s notion of “primitive mentality.”

No less evident is the social project encompassed in the ethnophilosophi-
cal definition of the African essence: the ascription of non-rationality posits a 
form of thinking that is devoid of critical attribute. It asserts that Africans are 
only capable of collective thinking, of 

primitive unanimity, with its suggestion that in “primitive” societies—that is to 
say, non-Western societies—everybody always agrees with everybody else. It fol-
lows that in such societies there can never be individual beliefs or philosophies 
but only collective systems of belief.2

This defense of African unanimity does no more than support the vices of 
social conservatism, including dictatorship, the one-party system, and the idea 
of president for life, so characteristic of postcolonial Africa and often paraded 
as African socialism.
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Professional philosophers do not deny the need to rescue the African past 
from colonial disfigurements. But they warn that the restitution of the past 
must be conditional on its critical examination. Only those aspects of the tra-
ditional culture that stand the test of critical examination, because they are 
either progressist or useful for modernization, must be preserved. The crit-
icism of the past connects traditional African beliefs and practices with the 
then-prevailing conditions of life, thereby avoiding the reproduction of the 
colonial discourse. In conceiving traditional beliefs as products of given socio-
economic conditions, the critical approach goes beyond the static appearance 
of beliefs and thought structures. It reveals the historical, transient nature of 
these thoughts and, therefore, avoids changing them into eternal, racial Afri-
can categories. This way of disproving the colonial attribution of a different 
mind to Africans rehabilitates the African self; it also inculcates the resolution 
to catch up with the West, since the distinction is “merely in the evolution-
ary stage attained, with regard to particular types of achievement… merely in 
quantity or scale,” and not in racially innate terms.3

Is replacing racial distinction with an evolutionary gap really achieving the 
decolonization of the African mind? A close look reveals that the price for 
removing racial disparity is the acceptance of Western universalism, as implied 
in the admitted evolutionary gap. The West is assumed to be the driving force 
of the development of human potential in a process conceived as unilinear 
and unidirectional. Under this paradigm, to catch up with the West means 
nothing other than the progressive extinction of African characteristics in 
favor of Westernization. In addition to maintaining the African inferiority, the 
approach simply reproduces the universalist claims inherent in Eurocentrism. 
It is doubtful that acquiescence to the centrality of the West could inspire 
the modernization of Africa. Indeed, what else does the universalist scheme 
advocate but the servile imitation of the West? And, according to Senghor, by 
passively importing Western ideas, institutions, and social structure, “all that 
can happen is that we [Africans] become pale copies of Frenchmen, consum-
ers not producers of culture.”4

universality and contingency

The apparent deadlock between ethnophilosophers and their critics could not 
but inspire a third alternative, the very one that attempts a synthesis by ear-
marking a place for particularism while rejecting the racial overtone of eth-
nophilosophy. A good example is Kwasi Wiredu’s depiction of precolonial 
African culture as just a form of traditional thinking, and as not an expres-
sion of racial characteristics. Like any premodern thought, and this includes 
Western traditional culture, the African thinking did not comply with mod-
ern or scientific rationality, as it was fraught with irrational beliefs and cus-
toms. The malice implied in the racial reading is thus clear enough: “instead 
of seeing the basic non-scientific characteristics of African traditional thought 
as typifying traditional thought in general, Western anthropologists and 
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others besides have tended to take them as defining a peculiarly African way 
of thinking.”5 When Westerners claim the exclusive ownership of rational-
ity, they deliberately mask the extent to which their own traditional societies 
extensively exhibited irrational beliefs and customs. Accordingly, those Afri-
cans who want to unearth the African past must understand that what they 
celebrate is just an anachronistic culture that would simply perpetuate the 
marginality of Africa.

Wiredu admits that the African tendency to extol the past is encouraged by 
the mea culpa of postmodernism. The rejection of Western universalist claim 
and the presentation of the West as a civilization among others have a liberat-
ing effect that can develop into an excessive extolment of one’s particularity. 
The denunciation of universalism inspires Africans to “insist on particulars—
their own previously unrespected or neglected particularities—rather than 
universals.”6 Wiredu denounces the campaign against universality in favor of 
the cult of difference. Such a crusade is just a denial of the common humanity 
that we all share beyond our particularisms, and which is expressed by funda-
mental common values and modes of reasoning proper to the human race.

The common sense alternative is to correctly articulate universality and 
particularity instead of making them mutually exclusive. The two perfectly 
coexist if we say that, unlike the innate nature of universals, particular traits 
are the products of geography and history. As such, they are acquired and 
contingent and are simply added to the innate stock of universals. So pre-
sented, the relationship between particulars and universals ceases to be antag-
onistic. The development of the innate ability of rational thinking ensures 
that traditional features are properly assessed so that beliefs and practices 
detrimental to modernization are discarded. By contrast, those contingent 
features (language, customs, etc.) that do not hamper modernization are pre-
served because they makeup our particular identity.

This idea, that rationality being common to all human beings means that 
African cultures can modernize without losing their identity as long as they 
preserve their positive contingent features, seems to suggest a smart way out 
of the deadlock between ethnophilosophy and its opponents. Yet, the extent 
to which Wiredu’s proposal differs from the position of professional philos-
ophers is still not clear. For instance, Paulin J. (first time) admits the need 
to redefine African identity through an appropriation of its legacy after its 
submission to critical analysis. He called this critical reconstruction of Afri-
can legacy “learned ethnophilosophy.”7 To be sure, Wiredu’s suggestion that 
Africans should be selective in reevaluating their legacy is a valid proposal. 
But it is also true that his refusal to particularize the West on account of its 
rationality and scientific achievements does not facilitate the attempt to con-
struct an identity that Africans could consider worthwhile. Further, the bru-
tality of slavery and colonization hardly agrees with canonizing the West as 
the embodiment of rationality. The barbarism of colonial expansion exposes 
the partisan character of Western rationality and its instrumentality in serving 
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Western interests. These considerations loudly state that Africans ought to 
oppose the alleged universality of the West.

To sum up, Wiredu backs down from demystifying the West. Moreover, 
his reduction of African identity to contingent and accidental features does 
not exhort Africans to remain faithful to their legacy. Unless people feel a 
passionate attachment to the intrinsic values of their legacy, their reason for 
defending them cannot become compelling. And the more the attachment 
weakens, the less intense the desire is for decolonization. If indeed decolo-
nization comes first and conditions modernization, then a clash with West-
ern centrality takes priority over any other task. The confrontation cannot 
occur so long as the West is draped in universalist vestments because of its 
rationality and scientific achievements. In other words, criticizing Western 
mistreatment of Africa is not enough: decolonization requires the outright 
relativization of the West, by which alone Africa can secure a breathing space.

the need for deconstruction

One thing is sure: toppling the West from the universalist pedestal conditions 
the authenticity of the description of the African self. No analysis of African 
culture and identity can be authentic as long as the African mind remains 
entangled in Eurocentric distortions. And according to V.Y. Mudimbe, the 
leading thinker of the African deconstructionist school, what passes for Afri-
can culture and identity, including the views of the critical African scholars, is 
essentially a product of Western episteme.

Dependence on Western concepts is most obvious in ethnophilosophy’s 
conceptualization of the African difference. What is unacceptable in the negri-
tude movement is not so much the defense of difference as its formulation in 
terms of racial disparity that fully maintains “the binary opposition between 
European and African, civilized and primitive, rational and emotional, reli-
gious and idolatrous.”8 The opposition betrays its Western origin and, unsur-
prisingly, promotes a hierarchical grading of cultures and identities. The same 
ascendency of Western concepts explains the position of the opponents of 
negritude. The uncritical endorsement of the universalist claims of Western 
concepts is the reason why Hountondji and Wiredu are so dismissive of Afri-
can traditionality and hesitant to relativize Western rationality.

The non-conformity of African traditionality to Western norms should not 
be a reason for criticizing it. Instead, it should lead to the suspicion that the 
negative description is just a Western construct designed to uphold the goal 
of domination, so that Western scholarship “speak[s] about neither Africa 
nor Africans, but rather justif[ies] the process of inventing and conquering 
a continent and naming its ‘primitiveness’ or ‘disorder’ as well as the sub-
sequent means of its exploitation and methods for its ‘regeneration.’”9 The 
point is that both the school of ethnophilosophers and its opponents are vic-
tims of the universalist claims of the West and of the objectivity of its scientific 
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accounts when in reality rationality is how the West centers itself so as to 
peripheralize other cultures.

Mudimbe is not opposed to the idea of African difference, provided it is 
free of Western conceptual apparatus. Accordingly, reconstructing and restor-
ing traditionality in its own terms is the huge task of decolonization awaiting 
African scholars. If the African mind is so conditioned as to promote West-
ern domination even as Africans seem to oppose it, then decolonization is 
unthinkable without radically debunking Western categories through relativi-
zation. Only when the Western episteme is cleared of marginalizing intents 
can the dialogue and exchange with the West become fruitful and enriching. 
When what is borrowed ceases to be detrimental to African identity and inter-
ests, it can easily integrate into tradition “through dynamic continuation and 
possible conversion of tradita (legacies).”10

Granted that Mudimbe makes a strong case for the relativization of West-
ern rationality, it must also be admitted that relativization is bound to cross 
over and contaminate the African identity and decolonization effort. Indeed, 
Mudimbe cannot escape the vicious circle inherent in the relativization of 
knowledge. Once knowledge is equated with invention and construction, 
what valid reason would Mudimbe have to believe that his descriptions of 
Africa are not equally constructs? Noting that the project to recapture the 
authentic Africa by using proper African categories has not materialized, one 
critic says that Mudimbe “fails, in The Invention of Africa and elsewhere, to 
show clearly how the ‘usable past’ should be used by ‘experts’ to construct an 
‘authentic’ African episteme.”11 Moreover, the project of restoring the authen-
ticity of Africa through the deconstruction of the Western episteme implies 
that all is not relative in Western rationality. How else can one explain the 
emergence of postmodernism from Western rationality itself? This moment 
of radical self-criticism indicates the ability to rise above particularism. The 
fact that an African thinker uses postmodernist categories with the intent of 
discovering the true Africa testifies to the ability of Western rationality to 
transcend particularism, and hence to its universal usability. Some such rec-
ognition partially vindicates the position of Wiredu and that of professional 
philosophers.

On the other hand, when negritude is criticized for endorsing the colo-
nial idea of the African, the criticism misses the endorsement’s deconstruc-
tionist and relativizing significance. To reclaim and praise what the West 
ascribes to Africa to show its contempt and superiority is indeed disrespectful 
and subversive of Western norms. By contrast, the deconstruction that simply 
exposes invention and hegemonic goals is too respectful of the West in that 
it refuses emotion and non-rationality. Jean-Paul Sartre saw in the attitude of 
the negritude thinker an inversion of Western values: “insulted, enslaved, he 
[the Negro] redresses himself; he accepts the word ‘Negro’ which is hurled 
at him as an epithet, and re-vindicates himself, in pride, as black in the face of 
white.”12
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reassessing negritude

Sartre’s interpretation seems to significantly downplay the racial compo-
nent of negritude in favor of a subjective attitude of protest and defiance. As 
already indicated, the interpretation of negritude as a social construct misses 
its authentic message. However, a close reading of Senghor’s use of the con-
cept of race shows that he never endorsed the racist implication of people 
born with unequal attributes. He explicitly attributes the physical traits and 
the mental orientation of black people to the specific nature of the environ-
ment, which “causes those physical and psychic mutations which become 
hereditary.”13 He thus draws the high sensitivity of Africans from the warm 
and humid climate of Africa, and the analytic and aggressive mind of Euro-
peans from the rigor and extreme variability of Europe’s climate. My point 
here is not to discuss the scientific validity of Senghor’s explanation; rather, 
I want to understand the reason why he sees no contradiction between racial 
classification and his statement that “the reasoning faculty” is “the same in all 
men…. I am no believer in ‘prelogical’ mentality.”14

There is no contradiction if racial disparities between people occur as a 
result of emphases on a common stock of innate attributes. It follows that 
Westerners are not alien to emotion, any more than Africans are deprived of 
rationality. Simply, rationality has been accentuated among Westerners owing 
to the specific need to adapt to a difficult environment, whereas sensitivity 
has been upgraded among Africans subsequent to more favorable condi-
tions of existence. In both cases, we can speak of specialization or of “gift,” 
to use Senghor’s word, but not of inequality, since in both cases what is less 
accentuated can be upgraded if existential situation requires it.15 So inter-
preted, the idea of race should no longer be offensive to Africans, given that 
it amounts to saying that need and practice develop human faculties. Senghor 
remains committed to using the term in its modified version because he does 
not see “how one can account otherwise for our characteristics.”16 Unless we 
take into consideration the need to adapt to different conditions of life, there 
is no other explanation for the apparent indifference of Africans to technol-
ogy than their alleged congenital inferiority or primitiveness. The irony here 
is that those who refuse the different mental orientation deprive themselves of 
the only explanation liable to refute the colonial view of Africans. In effect, it 
is not clear how the interpretation of the African deficiency in technology as 
a lag counters the colonial view. By contrast, Senghor proposes the idea of an 
alternative civilization to the West on account of different values and pursuits, 
which civilization was brutally subjugated by an aggressive and expansionist 
culture.

Once we acknowledge Senghor’s non-racist use of the term “race,” the 
question arises as to why he did not use another word or simply replace it 
with “culture.” Only one possible answer comes to mind, namely, he kept 
the term to root African characteristics in something more permanent and 
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forceful than culture, all the more so as he was fully aware of the Western 
incomprehension of Africa’s unique values and, consequently, of the danger 
of their extinction. The fact that he saw Africanity as a “gift” of nature meant 
that it is a unique and irreplaceable occurrence that needs protection, much 
like an endangered species.

In addition to needing the concept of race to bolster the attachment of 
Africans to their unique attribute, Senghor longed to make Westerners under-
stand that what they despise as irrational and primitive is what complements 
them. For him, human races are not the products of an evolutionary process 
moving from the lower to the higher along a hierarchical path. In this regard, 
Senghor adopted Henri Bergson’s conception of evolution as a divergent pro-
cess resulting in modes of life that specialize in some functions while depend-
ing on other modes as complementary functions. This solidarity of modes of 
life through differentiation enables Senghor to point out the one-sided nature 
of particular civilizations, including the Western one, and to call for the for-
mation of a universal civilization through the contributions of each civiliza-
tion. radically relativizing Western civilization, Senghor writes:

The Europeans claimed that they were the only ones who had thought out a 
Civilization to the level and the dimension of Universality. From this to main-
taining that European civilization was to be identified with the Civilization of 
the Universal is only a step and one which was taken many years ago. It was not 
difficult for us to show that every “exotic civilization” had also thought on a 
universal scale and that the only merit of Europe on this point was that through 
its conquests and its technology, it had diffused its own civilization throughout 
the world.17

Needless to say, this denunciation of the Western claim to universality as a 
usurpation imposed by force refreshingly contrasts with the position of Afri-
can scholars who describe African traditions as lag or an obstacle to mod-
ernization subsequent to the imposition of Western values by virtue of their 
universality.

The notion of race provides Senghor with an elegant approach to thinking 
the connection between universal and particular cultures. Since races repre-
sent internal splits within an original oneness, they are complementary, and 
so call for reunification, as in the case of gender split and coupling. But reuni-
fication does not entail mutual dissolution in some higher synthesis, which 
would be the universal. Nor does it mean a mere possibility of exchange 
between self-sufficient cultures, for in this case the idea of complementa-
rity is lost and with it the project of universal civilization as reunification of 
what evolution has separated. What is needed is the recurrence of differences 
even as they make up the universal by their contributions. The connection 
must be such that together differences compose the universal, which in turn 
invites them to renew the originality of their contributions. The need both to 
compose the universal by the contributions of particularity and to retain the 
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integrity of the particular explains Senghor’s recourse to the notion of race 
despite its loaded racist connotation. Unlike culture, which is acquired and 
therefore modifiable, race cannot be dissolved; it remains a recurring distinc-
tion even as it borrows.

The rejection of negritude because of the use of the word “race” would be 
detrimental, given its undeniable effort to decenter the West and open some 
space to those cultures that did not engage in the path of taming nature. 
Moreover, its conceptualization of the universal as the contribution of all cul-
tures and the depiction of each culture as one-sided show a strong commit-
ment to pluralism and a rejection of unilateral universalism. As one author 
admits, despite Senghor’s essentialist language for race, there is “within 
Negritude itself a possibility of a self-surpassing out of particularism.”18 In 
light of these virtues of negritude, the right attitude to complete the decol-
onization of Africa is not so much the rejection of negritude as a renewed 
effort to surpass it.

temPoralization in lieu of racialization

The need to retain and surpass negritude becomes all the more compelling 
in view of globalization’s growing threat to pluralism. We are familiar with 
the debate between those scholars who argue that globalization supports plu-
ralism and those who maintain that it promotes uniformity. We also know 
that strong arguments back both positions, a state reflective of the ambiguity 
of globalization. For the defenders of pluralism, the availability of a global 
network of communication and exchange facilitates a sustained dialogue 
between different cultures, and so makes people more aware of their differ-
ences. Moreover, people are not passive: attachment to their identity propels 
them to selectively integrate foreign elements, and even to use the borrowing 
to bring out their differences. However misguided it may be, a proof of the 
attachment of people to their culture is the proliferation of fundamentalist 
movements in response to globalization. For scholars worried about uniform-
ity, the position of their opponents simply betrays an underestimation of the 
danger of globalization. The recourse to fundamentalism denotes the extent 
to which people feel threatened by global forces. Integration into a global 
world that links and compresses distant localities carries the serious danger 
of loss of identity for the reason that the forces of integration come from 
the developed countries, in particular the United States. In this encounter 
between highly unequal forces, local cultures are powerless against the mas-
sive invasion of Western consumer goods and cultural products. The fact that 
globalization operates under the hegemony of a specific culture and economic 
system promises a homogeneous world at the expense of pluralism.

Given that withdrawing from the global society to avoid its dangers is nei-
ther a feasible nor a beneficial alternative, and that the fundamentalist option 
is even more detrimental than the dangers of globalization, the future of 



456  M. KEBEDE

Africa lies in some sort of accommodation between local and global realities. 
In this regard, two leading African scholars, Mudimbe and Kwame Anthony 
Appiah, advocate the path of negotiation between local features and global 
demands. Granted that negotiation is the best policy, the fact remains that 
those who are supposed to negotiate are far from being on equal footing. 
While it is proper to reject the fundamentalist solution, one must also never 
underestimate the dissolving power of global forces.

Acknowledging “the need to negotiate universalization and particulariza-
tion” in a situation of unequal exchange, Mudimbe advocates a relationship 
in which the global and the local “reproduce each other without absorb-
ing each other.”19 For Appiah, too, the ideal relationship is “cosmopolitan-
ism,” which he defines as “universality plus difference.”20 Such an approach 
wants neither the preservation of African identity nor its dissolution. Instead, 
it advocates a relationship such that the absorption of exogenous elements 
results in the recurrence of African difference. In this dynamic process, bor-
rowings change African identity but in a manner that remains specifically Afri-
can. When two different substances interact, either one destroys the other or 
the two combine into a synthesis. The problem with a synthesis is that the 
outcome cancels the original distinction between the two elements, as in the 
case of the colors red and yellow combining to form orange.

As we saw, concern for the survival of difference was also the reason why 
Senghor appealed to the notion of race. Since the same concern is reflected in 
Mudimbe’s notion of reproduction without absorption and Appiah’s “cosmo-
politan contamination,” there is no denying that we touch on the crux of the 
whole issue of decolonization.21 Note that the term “glocalization,” designed 
to signify an outcome that it is both global and local, addresses the same con-
cern, provided it does not imply synthesis. What remains is, therefore, the 
provision of the ontological substratum allowing a combination that neither 
juxtaposes nor dissolves the terms.

To my knowledge, only one philosophy can provide the necessary catego-
ries to think a mutually reproductive connection between the global and the 
local, to wit, Henri Bergson’s conception of duration. In opposition to spa-
tialization, which is the tool par excellence for objectification, the Bergsonian 
notion of time thinks things in their absolute continuity, the latter resulting 
from the “prolongation of the past into the present.”22 This prolongation or 
fusion allows the constant differentiation of things through self-alteration. 
The prevailing conception of time, when it does not simply reduce time to a 
subjective category, either denies continuity in favor of discontinuity or con-
ceives continuity outside change, that is, as a formal, transcendental notion. 
In both cases, the connection between identity and change is misconceived: 
discontinuity cannot incorporate identity, any more than the transcendental 
can integrate change. However, if we think of time as duration, as a fusion 
of moments, we reconcile identity and change in the very sense that change 
reproduces identity. In other words, the prolongation of all moments into 
one another yields a changing persistence.23
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When we examine the disputes over African identity and decolonization in 
light of duration, the focus shifts on the issue of continuity. What else does 
colonization signify but a break in continuity of the African self with itself and 
its legacies? The violent towing of African societies by the Western engine is 
how Africans, thus pulled out of their historical continuity, were decentered 
and peripheralized. This deprivation of a centered course canceled the African 
ability to receive and digest influences, that is, to change borrowings into self-
assertion. Instead, Western influences were simply juxtaposed to traditional 
elements, thereby creating a confused, unassimilated gathering of elements 
that paralyzed the African ability to modernize. Further intensifying the reach 
of external borrowings, globalization worsens the loss of a centered perspec-
tive, alone able to indigenize external influences and borrowings by fusing 
them into Africa’s continuity.

That is why the nationalists and negritude and all those who speak of a 
return to the source are correct: Africa must get hold of itself, and it cannot 
do so unless it restores its continuity or centers itself. It seems to me that 
Mudimbe supports such a restoration when, as previously stated, he writes 
that nothing justifies “the static binary opposition between tradition and 
modernity, for tradition (traditio) means discontinuities through dynamic 
continuation and possible conversion of tradita (legacies).24 The integration 
of discontinuities into a dynamic continuity is how change enhances identity 
instead of dissolving it. What is missing in Mudimbe, as well as in Appiah, 
is the philosophical conception that makes this creative process thinkable, 
that is, a conception of time and historicity that does not simply juxtapose 
borrowings, but fuses them into a dynamic unity. Bergson’s conception of 
duration warrants the recurrence of the particular in its connection with the 
global. The latter is neither a sum of particulars nor a transcendent entity but 
exists as a concrete, differentiated particular. The particularization of the uni-
versal shows that the process is better defined by “glocalization” than globali-
zation. Just as life does not exist outside living beings, so too the universal 
exists only as particularized. This means that the trend of the world is not 
toward uniformity; rather, it is toward constant differentiation. The unity is 
behind, in the original impulse, whose splitting gives us different versions of 
the same.

In summary, Africa’s effective decolonization lies neither in racialization, in 
the manner of negritude, nor in the claim of universality that plays down par-
ticularity, as Hountondji suggests. Nor does it originate from the affirmation 
of cultural purity. Mudimbe and Appiah’s defense of contaminated outcome 
is the right path, on the condition that it operates under a restored continuity. 
As an act of self-centeredness and reappropriation of historicity, the tempo-
ralization of Africa through the restoration of continuity is how Africans take 
possession of their own self and project an African path to modernization. So 
conceived, modernity is no longer the universal norm to which Africa must 
comply, but a challenge carrying the injunction to particularize, and hence to 
be creative. In temporalizing their self, Africans condense their fragmented 
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and anemic being into an impetus (élan), a creative will, the very one able 
to imagine and project a future in Africa’s terms.25 In a word, temporaliza-
tion is the other term for self-empowerment, as opposed to spatialization, the 
method by which Africa was objectified and peripheralized. With the restora-
tion of continuity, there emerges the mindset that dares to define history as 
“sage and myth” instead of being its victim.26
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CHAPTEr 30

Community, Communism, Communitarianism: 
An African Intervention

Ifeanyi Menkiti

It should be a straightforward proposition, namely a proposition straightfor-
wardly non-controversial, to advance the thesis that the African conception of 
the human person is metaphysically communally situated. Some writers cap-
ture this aspect of personhood in Africa through the various articulations of 
the Ubuntu principle, some by the simple statement “I am because we are,”1 
and yet others by the observation “It takes a village to raise a child.” What-
ever one’s take on the matter, the underlying idea that comes through is one 
of parts straining towards a completion; it is an image of incomplete parts 
reaching towards a part-completing unity within the lived spaces defining a 
social world.

As Africa engages in a global discourse with other traditions of thought and 
of practice, especially where these traditions happen to also embrace a collec-
tive, or quasi collective, approach to life, it is important that we keep in mind 
the key question: what constitutes a genuine commonality and what does not? 
This is so because sometimes despite similarities in surface structure, there 
is not an underlying unity between two cultural practices. But, sometimes, 
despite an absence of surface similarities, an underlying unity may yet be found 
that would surprise the scholarly observer. What items relate to the core, and 
what items relate to the periphery, becomes then a key question as one adju-
dicates the perennial problem that what is community for someone, some-
thing considered enabling, may, for someone else, be considered oppressive, 
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something antithetical to the welfare of the individual. In philosophy as in life, 
these disagreements could get to be complicated, even quite nasty.

Very often, in our various deliberations, language which should help us 
proceed becomes instead a hindrance, as discussants fail to fix the same mean-
ing on the terms that they use, regularly using the same or similar-sounding 
words but meaning different things to each party. This being the case, I think 
it would be helpful to step back, momentarily, from the flow of the discussion 
so far and take up the general issue of the definition of the terms which we 
use in our various discourses (among them the current discourse on commu-
nity) so as to be able to get a better handle on things.

To begin with a current example, consider the religious warrior, the jihad-
ist, who justifies beheadings, who tells you when you complain that you don’t 
want your head cut off, that you do not have standing to complain because 
you are not of his religion. It is clear that, in this case, discursive speech is not 
going to get one very far. The meaning of words is so radically and obscenely 
inverted that a prompt disengagement of speech is called for. If you want to 
preserve the safety of your neck, something else would have to be done. In 
discourse, as in other things, it soon becomes clear whether one is embarked 
on a dead-end road. Whether reasonableness is possible, in regard to the 
other side, needs to be established in order for discursive speech to continue.

Which leads me to mention a current discussion within the field of dis-
ability studies in which there seems to be a genuine dilemma as to how to 
proceed, i.e., as to which declarations should be accorded priority, when dis-
cussants diverge, and reasonableness fails to yield a determinative standard. 
Currently, there seems to be emerging a view, at least in some quarters, that 
being blind is not being disabled; that it is just another way of being in the 
world. This way the blind person is not treated as incomplete, not treated 
with condescending pity. It is almost as if one were intent on making the 
sort of argument, quite appropriate, that being gay is not to be sexually disa-
bled, but is another way of being sexual in the world. The majority culture, 
which, after all, is just another culture any way, can then be advised to keep 
its judgment to itself, because the norm is what a particular activity defines 
as normal, i.e., the normal way of doing the done thing, within its own cir-
cumscribed situation. The norm, according to this view, cannot be cross- 
collateralized with other norms. Once equity is built in one sphere, it is not at 
all clear how equity in that one sphere is to be matched with equity in other 
spheres, so that a common currency might then emerge.

On a lighter note, consider also this example which has to do with lan-
guage itself. To hear a woman described as “a tall woman” and then to hear 
the interlocutor ask: “How tall is she? Is she taller than the Eiffel Tower, or 
is she a shade less tall?” is not grounds for concluding that the  interlocutor 
has misunderstood the concept of tallness, but rather that he or she is guilty 
of mangling categorical boundaries. For insofar as tallness, on its own, is con-
cerned, the woman is tall in the very same way that the tower is tall; they both 
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stand erect and both are susceptible to a certain kind of measurement. Hence, 
the issue at hand is one having to do with the conceptualization “tall woman,” 
which already restricts the range of things against whose background a meas-
urement may be deemed appropriate. Here, height comes into our delib-
eration, but so also does woman; and the one without the other turns our 
measuring upside down.

Now, despite the lighthearted nature of this example about the tall woman 
and the Eiffel Tower, it bears mentioning that the example has much in com-
mon with the other two examples relating to jihadism and the re-scripting 
of blindness. In all three examples, the common issue has been how to settle 
the question regarding our setting up the bounds of the relevant community 
of discourse, so that terms can have the meaning intended for them to have. 
Very often we are dealing with boundary questions in which things flow into 
other things and the connections, or disconnections, between them have to 
be constantly rearticulated.

And this may well be the reason why in the Catholic hymnal, the believ-
ers sing: “Taste and see, taste and see, the goodness of the Lord.” What is 
revealing about this song is that its sequence does not say: “See and taste,” as 
might be expected. It is as if the Church was reminding the believers of the 
crucial need for a community of faith, that it is only against the background 
of a realized community of faith, sealed by a Eucharistic feast, that believ-
ers can come to see appropriately. The tasting comes before the seeing, not 
the seeing before the tasting. There is an epistemic consequence to the gift 
of community. And should the reader be wondering here what exactly is the 
relationship between matters of faith and matters of philosophy, and should 
one draw any conclusion from the one field to the other, since theology and 
philosophy are two different disciplines, the answer to this question is that no 
one answer will satisfy the questioner. A crossover wind blows through the 
various disciplines, but practice, guided by common sense, will often help us 
decide what goes under which discipline. Although the use of familiar words 
can sometimes throw us off, this does not happen all the time, and, very 
often, there is a way for the various disciplinary practices to claim what is their 
own, and, moreover, remain confident as to the claims in question.

Thus, for example, ambiguities in surface expressions notwithstanding, 
what is called theoretical anthropology is still anthropology; it is not sub-
sumed under philosophy, just because the word “theoretical” appears in it. 
Likewise, what is called “descriptive metaphysics” remains metaphysics, which 
goes under philosophy, and is not assumed to belong to any of the descriptive 
social sciences, such as, for example, descriptive anthropology. Just because 
the word “descriptive” appears in it, it is not thereby rendered not philoso-
phy. Hence P.F. Strawson’s elegantly titled, Individuals: An Essay in Descrip-
tive Metaphysics.

A similar situation also arises in regard to the particular issue of the identity 
of African peoples. If the question is raised, for example, whether Ethiopians 
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are a Christian people who live in Africa, or an African people who are Chris-
tians, the answer could catch one by surprise, depending on where the one 
is coming from. Many Africans would obviously answer that Ethiopians are 
an African people who happen to be Christians. But if a Christian evangelical 
from Europe, or America, were to insist that Ethiopians are Christians who 
live in Africa, there is no way to dissuade him, or her, from this classification; 
and perhaps it is not necessary to do so. Even though, for the African, the 
evangelical’s take on things would be like a case of the tail wagging the dog, 
there may be nothing wrong with what is tail for the African becoming dog 
for the evangelical.

Similar remarks could be made regarding Somalia, and the question 
whether Somalians are to be described as an African people who happen to be 
Moslems, or a Moslem people who happen to be Africans. There is no doubt 
that the fighters of the al Shabaab terror group—swearing loyalty to al Qaeda 
and ISIS—will find themselves responding that Somalians are a Moslem peo-
ple who live in Africa, not an African people who happen to be Moslems. But 
culture and many other things are not necessarily on the side of al Shabaab. 
Somalia’s history is still unfolding.

It is tempting to dismiss these disagreements arising in the Ethiopian and 
Somalian examples by saying that this is what happens when religious sensi-
bilities enter the picture. But this will not do as an answer because even where 
religion is not directly involved in these interactions, by our very nature as 
human beings, we are all, even as bystanders, still constantly embroiled in acts 
of translation. I mean by this to say that even where one adopts a clinical 
reportorial stance to the disagreements in question, the reporter would still 
need to know what it is that he or she is clinically reporting, so as to be able 
to successfully pin down the terms of one’s reportage. Translation is heavy 
laden, even where one’s interests are not directly involved.

Thus to say for example that Adonai, Allah, and God are not three dif-
ferent entities, but different names for the same entity, so that, if there is 
translation to be made, what the translator needs to do is to be linguistically 
proficient, not metaphysically so, would not be adequate in the present con-
text. It would not be adequate because language itself soon slides into meta-
physics, and metaphysics has no way of delivering itself except by means of 
language. And so the problem continues despite all our supposedly clinical, 
reportorial, stances.

Now, if the foregoing example of Adonai, Allah, and God, which, on 
the face of things, appeared to involve a rather straightforward translation 
from one language to the other is not that simple, after all, then we are well 
advised to proceed with caution. What we see is that not even the usual deno-
tation/connotation divide, as an approach to reference, can be found always 
helpful. The devil, we are reminded, is in the details; and it could well turn 
out that the clothes the Deity wears are not so readily separable from the 
Deity wearing the clothes. In the heavily symbolic universe of religion, the 
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center and the periphery may be far too tightly joined for denotation and 
connotation to do the separate jobs they were supposed to do.

Translators of poetry are also familiar with these types of issue. Thus, if 
a poet were to write in a line of one of his, or her, poems: “the small bones 
of birds/wobble in the wind,” the line would present an identical translation 
challenge to a russian, Persian, French, or Zulu speaker, each one of these 
speakers working backwards from the English original, trying to capture both 
literal content and poetic mood. As in the case of religion, poetic translation 
has its own densities, the associations at the periphery being part of what 
defines central content, if centrality of content is what we seek.

Finally, consider this last example also having to do with language and its 
various referential burdens within the enterprise of philosophy. An elderly 
woman in the Irish countryside says: “My daughter died of a broken heart 
after her husband left her for another woman.” The woman’s son, a cardiolo-
gist says: “Mother, I understand. rory is now in heaven embraced by God 
who loves her.” But here’s the rub: what exactly does the cardiologist son 
understand? How are we to parse his statement regarding his dead sister? Is it 
through the ancient wisdom of the Irish village, one of many human villages 
around the world, that people can die of a disappointed heart, one broken 
by sadness? Or was the cardiologist son thinking of a ruptured blood vessel 
in the pectoral region, a rupture brought about by stress? The cardiologist’s 
mother, the elderly woman in the village, knows nothing of blood vessels 
rupturing, is not speaking the language of the biological sciences. The son 
knows both languages, but it is not clear which one he was speaking as he 
spoke as he commiserated with his mother. Add to this questioning the Cath-
olic faith of the family, and the “mystery” deepens.

At this point, having explored all of the foregoing implications regarding 
reference and identity, let me now go back to the question of community, 
within the African context, which was where we began. It was important to 
broaden the context of the African understanding of community so as to 
embrace comparable other things, and that was why I took the pains to dis-
cuss the issues which I have just been discussing. Analyzing the ins and outs 
of the uses of language could only help, not hinder, especially as we reflect on 
the problematic area of race and its identities. It is clear that racial divisions 
are an issue which continues to fracture global community. In the United 
States right now, people of African descent and their compatriots of European 
descent are engaged in a robust philosophical discussion on the nature of race 
and how this nature might get to be analyzed through certain linguistic prac-
tices. There is race, whether descriptively or prescriptively understood. And 
the issue of the ontology of race has serious practical consequences in the area 
of law and in the area of social practices.

A Cameroonian friend, an immigrant to the United States, who also hap-
pens to be a college professor, once remarked that the first time he knew he 
was black was when he came to the United States. This may sound odd, but 
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it is an interesting observation, philosophically speaking. The listener is per-
haps moved to say: “I see your point: in a racially segregated country, where 
there is white, and there is black, one is seen as black, or seen as white, and 
so comes to see one’s self as either black or white.” But the experience of the 
African immigrant also shows that there may be more to the situation than 
meets the eye. For the African immigrant, descriptively speaking, the term 
“black” was empty of content before he came to America. Here, just as if eve-
rything in the world was red, there would be no content to the color red, so, 
likewise, in a country where everyone was black, there would be no content to 
the color black used as a clinical non-prejudiced description of human persons.

However, in America black became not only a prescriptive term, but also 
a descriptive one. Even side-stepping the very real issue of racial prejudice on 
the part of assignable individuals, a descriptive, clinical coding of blackness 
saw itself emerging, side by side with a descriptive clinical coding of whiteness. 
In America “black” began to lead a double life, and so likewise did “white.” 
One gets the impression that concepts are born and die, just like natural per-
sons are born and die, and that there are noticeable circumstances to their 
being born and to their dying, if only we are willing to look into the matter 
carefully. Although this is not an essay on race as such, but an essay on com-
munity, race has been brought up because ultimately racial practices, especially 
of the invidious kind, constitute a fracturing of human community. Where one 
individual, or group of individuals, substitutes a part for the whole, then goes 
on to claim that the whole has secondary standing to the part, surely one is 
staking out a position that can only be called odd, a position which is morally 
but also epistemically obscene. But the story of race is a story on its own, a 
story for another day. Let us, therefore, back up once more and continue with 
our specific problematic of community. It seems as if the battle of commu-
nity today is mostly being waged between the communities that we have cho-
sen and the communities that have chosen us, with the former defined by our 
conscious activities as life moves us around, and the latter defined by blood, 
for the most part. There are inherited identities, a pass on from others to us, 
but identities okay with us, for the most part. And then there are identities 
which are forced on us by others, and against which we rebel.

It is noted of the African conception of the person, in its relationship to 
community, that the saying goes this way: “I am because we are.” The saying 
does not go, “you are because we are.” The contrast between the two is that, 
in the African situation, it is the individual who understands the sources of 
his or her own flourishing that is speaking. This individual understands that 
he or she flourishes because others flourish, and that absent others he or she 
is left stranded. Social connection makes or breaks, one says to oneself. This 
is quite different from the second saying where the attitude appears to be: we 
will give you the right socialist conscience, and if you don’t come along, we 
will break you, send you to the Gulag until you come along. The individual’s 
willingness to participate in the social game is ignored, with this or that set of 
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rules imposed from a higher place, so that social regimentation might then 
proceed. Obviously, if one is interested in the face of the human person, the 
moral status of citizens as they deal with each other, this second approach will 
be found lacking. But the answer here, in response, is not to go the route of 
possessive individualism, which itself lacks a moral center.

Communism we understand as a political ideology, stretching out the idea 
of the communal, with governance as its focus. Communitarianism is a word 
that is also often mentioned. Communitarianism, although it also plays with 
the idea of the communal, is not itself a political ideology. It could become a 
political movement if the right conditions arose, in which case communitari-
anism and communism become then one and the same thing. As to socialism, 
it is supposedly what communism pursues. Socialism lies a shade, or perhaps 
many shades, below communism insofar as visible structures are concerned. 
And the reason that socialism and communism are often spoken of in the 
same breath is that the idea of a collective usage binds them both. Since the 
idea of a collective usage also binds, whenever we use the word “community,” 
it behooves us to tread carefully. In the use of the adjective “communal,” 
following on the word “community,” or in the use of the word “socialism,” 
“communism,” or “communitarianism,” it is important to clarify what is 
being implied, or not being implied, in the use of these words.

Sometimes the history of use can help us in this pursuit of specific mean-
ing, but that is not always the case. It would, for instance, constitute a logical 
error to say that if there were no strawberry fields in England, the Beatles, 
who were all from Liverpool, would not have sung the song “Strawberry 
Fields Forever”; but since they did sing the song, there must be strawberry 
fields in England. Here, the actual use of a word, or string of words, can only 
prove so much.

I have argued elsewhere2 that animals cannot be members of the moral 
community of persons, despite the fact that persons constantly interact with 
them. This is so for the reason that animals are not able to assume reciprocal 
moral obligations; they cannot be adjudged moral legislators, however hard 
we might try to hold back speciesism. It is not that a diminishment of sta-
tus automatically falls on animals, but that we are talking of a different kind 
of status pertaining to animals. We cannot assign moral status to everything 
within sight for the very reason that the equality of moral rank, which we 
assume exists between persons, would then begin to lose its meaning. If moral 
standing is extended wholesale to the rest of biological nature, there is bound 
to be a moral loss somewhere. Why, we may also ask, do our dogs and cats 
always get prominent mention in this debate? Why not the amoeba in the par-
amecium pond? Does amoeba itself have moral worth, and if not, why not?

One of the fascinating things about human persons is that, possessing 
speech, they are able to correct each other by confronting one another with 
reciprocity claims. Persons are aware of injustice and so are able to com-
plain whenever there is a feeling that one is being excluded unjustly. Human 
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communities of course do create the distinctions of ours and theirs, and this 
often leads to conflict. But notice what also happens: there is as well this abil-
ity that persons possess to put themselves in the other person’s shoes. There 
is this morally relevant fact that our ouring, which creates for us their their-
ing, soon reverses itself and we become for them a their as they become for 
themselves an our, since they cannot be a their to themselves, an outsider as 
it were. We are all aware of this, and so are able to draw the right conclusion 
regarding reciprocity. These reciprocal adjustments tend to keep everyone 
morally grounded. And this is not something that is possible with the animal 
kingdom. Morality belongs at the center, not at the periphery.

It is important to bring up this issue of the significance of the reciprocal 
shifting of the moral imagination, at least as it happens on a collective level. 
Even where individuals commit bad acts, they often have a collective symbol-
ism behind what they do. Take the case of the young man named Dylann 
roof who cold-bloodedly murdered worshippers in a black church in South 
Carolina. The worshippers had welcomed him to their church, given him 
a Bible to join the prayers. But, after about an hour, he opened fire while 
mouthing racial invectives. He said he was fighting for white people, that 
blacks deserved to die. Now, philosophically speaking, the interesting thing 
about roof is that he had taken shelter in the structure of white racism. For, 
without a corroborating “whitism,” he could not have found assurance, and 
perhaps not even knowledge, to do what he did do. Were roof the lone sin-
gle white person remaining in the world, and the world was made up of black 
and brown people, it would not have been possible for him to code “white” 
the way he did; and his mind’s movement would have been in a completely 
different zone. roof’s case is a good example of the pernicious effects of the 
ongoing collective clashes between our kind and their kind, which cleavage 
is not necessarily bad, but is dangerously bad without a modal moral imagi-
nation. And modal moral imagination comes from practice; it is not just an 
abstract affair.

For European philosophy, it seems that the idea of the dignity of the 
human person continues to be an abstract idea, a sort of arithmetical affair, 
having to do with the individuated spaces which discreet individuals occupy. 
For African philosophy, on the other hand, it tends to be a lived dignity, an 
affair of experience, connected to the ongoing activities of a social whole. In 
the African situation, theory and practice coalesce, are not separated, but sig-
nificantly delimit and elevate each other, the realized moral timber of a soci-
ety being very much a part of the dignity story. One does not know what 
dignity is except by reference to observed social facts, by reference to the 
avowals and disavowals issuing from countable individuals already engaged 
in an established social game, a game we have chosen to call the “moral” 
game, in which the done thing is done, but from an understood perspective 
embracing all. But the reader might also now question if the African society 
here presented has much in common with societies observed on the African 
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continent today. The reader might want to say that what we have presented 
is nothing but an idealization of African village society, and that the village 
is now over, superseded by societies in secondary societal alignment. The vil-
lage’s primary intimacy cannot be brought back, and this is a fact that is not 
going to change, the reader adds.

I would like to respond to these concerns in what follows. First, if the 
complaint that has been brought up is an indirect way of saying, you anti-
quarian, get with it; why don’t you join the twenty first century?, then I do 
not wish to respond to the speaker. But if what is being said is this: there are 
legitimate problems with the idea of community in today’s Africa, problems 
which philosophers writing on Africa ought to acknowledge, then I am quite 
willing, even eager, to continue with the discussion.

As I see it the problem begins with the constitutionally incorporated half-
baked peoples brought together under Africa’s current geopolitical arrange-
ments. If you take, for example, the situation of a soldier sworn to defend his 
country, it will be found that, internally speaking, the current state-entities 
are not able to elicit much loyalty from the fighting man, and perhaps should 
not be expected to. The soldier needs to be able to identify with what he 
or she is fighting for; and it is possible that he feels that these state-entities, 
lacking grace, are not worth fighting for, even though Africa’s original peo-
ples, the so-called tribal peoples, were worth fighting for. The reason for this 
anomaly is that Africa’s ancestral peoples were nations in a real sense. They 
had earned their standing under God’s sun, and had an identity fashioned 
over time, over the slow movement of years. These ancestral identities did not 
come from a paper source called a Constitution. So for the soldier, the differ-
ence is that between someone who knows what he is fighting for and some-
one who has been given a uniform, but does not know what he is supposed 
to be defending, and therefore feels more like a hired gun, a mercenary, if 
you like.

But my interlocutor may here double back in by saying: well, what is the 
point of your talking about old Africa, if one is not going to be able to bring 
the ancestral villages back? My answer again is that I am not trying to bring 
the villages back, but rather trying to address the sources of loyalty within 
the national state, whether in Africa, Europe, or Asia. Talk is cheap and paper 
is able to generate itself endlessly. So, we have to continue looking for areas 
where affective sensibilities are stable. But there is also something else and it 
is this: although there may be no need reviving talk of ancestral village iden-
tities, yet there may be need reviving talk of a pan-African identity. Africa is 
stable enough, as a point of reference, even though African states are not. 
One says that a soldier’s risk would be worth taking for Africa as a whole, 
but not for Ivory Coast, Nigeria, Kenya, Tanzania, or the Congos. These are 
cobbled up arrangements. Kenya is not Africa, even though Africans live in 
Kenya. Likewise for the Ivory Coast, Tanzania, Nigeria, the Congos, and the 
rest—places which are not part of a State of Africa even though Africans live 
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in them. My point, again, is that all of these junior amalgamations that have 
been put together by Europe, they will always remain junior compared to the 
settled dignity of an ancient continent; or, if you like, the settled dignities 
of its so-called tribal peoples. The brain and the toenails are not equal, and 
moral grace is not won on the cheap.

I have dwelt on the issue of the force of language in much of this essay, 
how language guides us in our private and institutional interactions with one 
another. Let me try to drive home this matter once more. Consider a recent 
case of institutionalized law in the United States where citizens, because they 
were first persons before they became citizens, were able to retain an ounce of 
common sense, guided by a residual village sensibility. And so they demurred 
when the highest court of the land, the Supreme Court, ruled, in Citizens 
United, that corporations were persons. This it did using the technical lan-
guage, the technical reasoning, of a detached modernity. The Court knew 
that it could stand on sound technical grounds which may, or may not, have 
anything to do with real justice, judging from the street level where persons 
reside. If the people’s objections are based on the simple ground that cor-
porations are what they are, not persons, but rather corporations, that argu-
ment can perhaps fly in the African village, but not in the United States of 
America where law proceeds by definitions of a technical sort. In defense of 
itself the Court is allowed language with which to put forward the view that 
since natural persons run corporations anyway, there is no oddity in viewing a 
corporation as a body of natural persons squeezed down to one legally recog-
nized person, now given standing, so that adjudication might proceed. Surely, 
if there are many, there can be one, though, perhaps, if there be only one, it 
might take some doing to stretch the one into the many.

This brief comment pertaining to justice in the modern state shows us 
that, insofar as basic sentiments are concerned, the progress of modernity is 
not, perhaps, all that it has been cranked up to be. This is why some have 
increasingly sought comfort in their religious affiliation, turning to their 
Bibles or Korans instead of to the Constitution. There they will find in their 
Holy Books that the wheels of justice are said to turn slowly, so that when-
ever believers begin to wonder whether the wheels will ever turn, they should 
have hope that the Word works. And the population can be assured that the 
Word will not not work. That, at any rate, is the dream of the prophet, Hab-
akkuk.3 But it is a sad commentary on our age that the machineries of gov-
ernment cannot seem to get a proper handle on the things that matter, thus 
turning such a basic concept as justice into a paper affair.

Now, having made these remarks in regard to what is happening in the 
United States of America, which is viewed as the leader of the liberal Western 
world, let me hasten to add that turning East towards the Communist experi-
ments of the Soviet era is not the answer either. As one tries to confront the 
problem of rescuing the face of the human individual, the entity that was first 
a person before he or she became citizen, the embrace of abstract ideologies, 
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whether it be capitalistic free enterprise, or communistic ownership of the 
means of production, will not get the job done. It is not an accident that 
the Soviet Union eventually collapsed, exhausted from building structures 
aimed at supporting an abstract ideology which sounded good at the outset 
but soon declared war on the dignity of human persons, and all of this in the 
name of community. If the Nazis killed whom they killed at Babi Yar, the 
Soviets soon wiped out the cream of the Polish officer corps at Katyn Forest, 
all the while praising the rectitude of socialist man, for whom it was not just 
russia or Poland, but a transnational kingdom of workers well instructed in 
Marxist teaching.

There is a lesson for Africa in the Soviet experiment. There is the sense 
of community found in the African village, but also the declarations about 
community found in the communism of the Soviet era. In other words, there 
is community, and there is community. And one is well advised to tread gin-
gerly, the African scholar in particular, but also the African leader. A case 
in point is the phenomenon of those Marxist battles fought in the Horn of 
Africa in an earlier era, with Mengistu Haile Mariam’s soldiers marching in 
parade, as if they were goose-stepping troops in red Square. The nation was 
divided into camps; there were those who supported Marxism, following the 
leadership, and those who did not. Ethiopian families were split, as brother 
fought against brother on grounds of ideological purity. Even the music 
showed schism. On the one hand, one heard the canned military music pro-
pelling the new recruits as they marched in formation; on the other hand one 
also heard the flutes from the ancient hills of Ethiopia. Africa was at war with 
itself, with everyone trying to make things better, but possessed of conflicting 
views as to how to make things better.

These observations are worth putting down because Ethiopia at that time 
had much going for it by way of advancement of the national purpose. But 
then the siren song of communism continued to beckon, and since commu-
nism appeared to have something in common with African communalism, the 
leadership could not resist. But, as I have been trying to point out, African 
communalism should not be confused with communism which is a political 
practice possessed of a global agenda. Communalism binds societies which 
are generally in a primary societal posture; communism binds societies which 
are generally in a secondary societal posture. I have argued that the first type 
of society is intimate, while the second type is distended and often adversarial, 
because, being an amalgam which has to be maintained by regimentation and 
by force, it cannot but be distended and adversarial.

Persons seek community, not outside of society, but in society. Therefore 
the quality of mutual accommodation, of mutual respect, within any given 
society has to be a key issue in any discussion. Mutuality is key. It is very 
much like religion where, if one comes willingly, it is good and laudable; but 
if one is forced, it cannot possibly be a good thing. Here, conversion as con-
version must be understood as free. If I force you to do something against 
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your will, I cannot then say that what you have done is a case of your willing 
exercise of your will. What we are looking for, therefore, is a world in which 
persons can become community for each other; where one carries the burden 
for one’s neighbor, and one’s neighbor carries the burden for one; and in a 
process of mutual help each person gets a glimpse, once more, of the not yet 
completely vanished glory of a bygone village era. The commissars of Soviet 
russia, intent on producing a communist utopia for all of the world’s work-
ing classes, wound up poisoning, in the name of community, the very spirit of 
community. The managers of corporate capitalism in America, propelled by 
a spirit of possessive individualism, forgot along the way the real spirit of the 
human person, mindlessly bundling appetites as if appetites were the be-all 
and end-all of existence. But it is only in community that we, as persons, have 
our being, I have argued.

Writers, like Alain Badiou, who have struggled valiantly to explain the 
notion of “the Idea of Communism” and how the Idea is in easy flow with 
the task of emancipatory politics—these writers still have to grapple, and have 
not grappled, with the profound difficulties presented by what I will call “the 
problem of vehicular contamination.” The state, we are told, will wither away 
after communism has achieved its victory, but first by using the instrumentali-
ties of state power to get to where it was going. But it is profoundly problem-
atic to assume that the governing values which we are seeking to put in place 
are not going to be unrecognizably warped after having operated intimately 
within the embrace of a polluted state. It would be like dropping one’s fin-
gers in poisonous crude oil, but then insisting that poisonous crude oil never 
touched one’s fingers because everything is now alright with the working 
classes. What we bring out with us from a contaminated vehicle is bound to 
be different, i.e., deeply transformed from what we carried in with us when 
we entered. Alan Badiou writes:

In keeping with the Idea of communism, as I mentioned, the word’s function 
can no longer be that of an adjective as in “communist party,” or “communist 
regimes.” The party-form, like that of the Socialist State, is no longer suitable 
for providing real support for the Idea.”4

The above-quoted passage follows, Badiou reasons, because despite the pres-
entations of grammar, it is really “communism” that is the governing sub-
ject matter. As such, communism is noun, and Party adjective. Here, in other 
words, communism not being in the service of the Party, but rather the Party 
being in the service of communism, we have to put surface grammar aside 
and be clear in our own heads what is being qualified and what is doing the 
qualifying.

This is all the more reason why my point about vehicular contamination 
ought to be taken seriously. It is two nouns “communism” and “the state” 
that are rubbing shoulders against each other, with the one refusing to play 
qualifier to the other, but each demanding magisterial standing regardless of 
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what the other says. The one way for the Idea of Communism not to get 
disoriented from its roots is to refuse to play the state game. But then how 
can communism refuse to play the state game and still be able to dismantle 
the perfidy of the capitalistic ruling classes? So, is the choice, then, between 
being able to keep one’s values by suffering in silence, and being able to fight 
off suffering, but at the cost of sacrificing one’s values? This is a big one for 
the theologians to answer.

And talking of theologians, it now seems appropriate to bring this chapter 
to a close by citing a theologically inflected song to the effect that each of 
us is a “spirit seeking light and beauty.” The masters of modern commerce 
in the West, and the hard-fisted managers of communist systems in the East, 
ought to take note of this deep-seated desire in the human heart to lead an 
elevated life. Communities seek community. They seek community every-
where and when they succeed in this task, beauty abounds. But when they 
fail, ugliness is what follows. Africa seems to have taken note of this fact at 
some point, and my hope is that other regions of the world would also take 
note, so that, together, all of us could come to acknowledge that community 
is not an adornment, but a central defining feature of our existence as persons 
in the world.

notes

1.  See Mbiti (1970: 141).
2.  See Menkiti (1979).
3.  Habbakuk says: “For the vision still has its time, presses on to fulfillment, and 

will not disappoint; if it delays, wait for it, it will surely come” (Habbakuk 1: 
12–2, 4).

4.  Badiou (2010: 13).
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CHAPTEr 31

African Humanism and Ethics: The Cases 
of Ubuntu and Omolúwàbí

Bola Dauda

introduction

Given that political instability and economic decadence have been the undisput-
able reality of the postcolonial African nation-states, African nationalist leaders 
have searched in vain for an appropriate political system and a relevant constitu-
tional arrangement for socioeconomic development. Also inspired by the post-
World War II development in the Union of Soviet Socialist russia (USSr), 
African leaders have experimented to no avail with different socialist systems 
of government, but a breakdown of law and order, electoral riggings, and 
violent changes of government, political instability, economic and financial 
corruption, and a general breach of human rights remain prevalent through-
out the continent of Africa. However, the institutions of government have 
a monopoly of powers to make and enforce laws, to guarantee the safety of 
individuals and their property, to arbitrate any breach of individual person 
and property, to provide a safe and secure enabling environment for all citi-
zens to exercise all forms of freedoms, etc.

The tragedy of the African nation-states is that the presumed political 
institutions for governance and socioeconomic development have become the 
problem rather than the solution. The two twentieth century World Wars, 
the Great Depression of the 1930s, the Cold War, the breakdown of Keynes-
ian neoclassical economists’ deficit budgetary policies, the failure of the 
Marxist socialist/communist ideologies, the failure of the Bretton Woods’ 
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International Monetary Fund and World Bank structural adjustment inter-
vention policy for failing states, the rise of religious fundamentalist insurgen-
cies, the North-South divide, and increasing poverty, disease, and ignorance 
in the newly independent African and Asian countries have challenged, tested, 
and proven Western developmental orthodoxies, white-male dominated 
worldviews, and the liberal models of political, economic, and social philoso-
phies as flawed and outdated. While the old worldview is breaking down, per-
haps there is now a window of opportunity for African nations to seize the 
moment to review their cultural identity and to adapt their primordial ontolo-
gies and ethical principles to present-day realities.

It is with the background a brutish‚ inhumane‚ and violent state of the 
post-independent African nations, and the deplorable endemic individual and 
systemic institutional corruptions that are prevalent in almost all the African 
nations, that this chapter is revisiting and reviewing today’s relevance and 
potentialities of ubuntu and omolúwàbí.1 There are three strands of issues 
confronting African nation-states:

1.  African nation-states have gained the flag independence but have not 
weaned themselves off of years of enslavement identity and colonized 
mindsets. Hence, the old “them-and-us” attitudes and resentments of 
colonial police-state administration, authoritarianism, exploitation, taxa-
tion without consultation, conscription and forced labor, no respect for 
public goods and services, and impunity against illegitimate imperial 
proclamations and colonial orders are now enshrined in the postinde-
pendence relationships between the ordinary people and the new Afri-
can leaders.

2.  African nation-states have weak political institutions for socioeconomic 
development and transformation, hence there is institutional and sys-
temic corruption; and

3.  African national leaders have not only assumed the erstwhile positions 
and powers of the colonial masters, they have not cultivated the rele-
vant ethical values for governance, hence there is a prevalence of nepo-
tism and an abuse of public office for personal and clannish or ethnic 
aggrandizement and enrichment.

First, because ubuntu represents the African ontology of humanness and the 
essence of African humanity; and second, because omoluwabi presents the 
traditional African codes‚ the object of this chapter is to argue that the two 
concepts can together serve to fill in the philosophical gaps for governance in 
Africa. The ubuntu and omolúwàbí precepts remain evident in the everyday 
lives of the postcolonial Bantu and Yoruba communities in South and West 
Africa respectively. And they can be developed as a hybrid corpus of unwrit-
ten constitutions to redeem the years of slavery, colonization, and the con-
sequent bastardization of African self-image and identity. Thus, beyond the 
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ideological revisionism of the protagonists of negritude and also of the vari-
ous forms of African socialism, ubuntu and omolúwàbí, if developed, seem to 
represent enduring indigenous systems of African humanism and ethical gov-
ernance, that is, somehow democratic, equitable, morally responsive, and self-
regulating. Given the historical colonial heritage of the African nation-states, 
ubuntu and omolúwàbí are systems of a cohesive and harmonious social order 
as they both transcend the ideological preoccupation of both communism or 
capitalism with distribution and production respectively, and the Darwinism 
of the survival of the fittest either in the free enterprise market or the exploit-
ative struggle between the proletariat and bourgeoisie in the labor market.

the PhilosoPhical realities of african nation-states  
in a new world

Philosophical ideas, shared cultural values and beliefs, consensual socioeco-
nomic and political ideologies and systems, and well-established enduring 
and bureaucratically defined sets of constitutional rules and legally binding 
administrative principles and institutions drive, govern, and sustain the lives 
of nation-states. In shaping the lives of nation-states, written and unwritten 
systemic constitutional values, customs, and beliefs—such as democracy, sep-
aration of powers among the realms of government, respect for the rule of 
law, social or communal responsibility, or humanism—not only evolved and 
developed over many years, but they constitute the entirety of the ways of 
life of a people, and underline both the individuality and the group peculiari-
ties and identities of members of each nation. Such sets of values and beliefs 
differentiate the philosophy of life of each nation and their citizenry. It is 
this unifying coded way of life that leaders draw on to mobilize their people 
to action in times of crisis, such as was experienced in the United States of 
America on September 11, 2011. Now and then, each nation updates the 
shared values and beliefs to fit into the current worldview or acceptable social 
order.

For example, the concept of parliamentary democracy has many nuances 
among the nations in Europe, and the American presidential democratic sys-
tem and its notion of federalism is very different from both the French and 
German systems. While the British Westminster system has evolved since the 
twelve century and US’ federalism and its presidential system since 1776, 
the newly independent African colonies have neither the luxury of time nor 
the freewill and wherewithal to choose the course of their national affairs. In 
other words, the historical reality of the postcolonial African states is that over 
five hundred years of internalized mindsets of slavery, colonization, and the 
imposition of distorted imperial cultural and self-identity have continued to 
stunt and dissipate the efforts of the newly independent states to move away 
from what Wamba dia Wamba has called “a mimetic philosophy.”2 In order 
to dislodge the hegemony of the philosophy of domination, there is a need 
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for African nations to institute “an emancipative and authentic epistemologi-
cal paradigm,”3 or what roig has labeled “a philosophy of liberation.”4

Because, “[i]n philosophy, as in science, only [those] who [have] the key 
to theory can appropriate the advances and powers of civilization,”5 ramose 
has argued that

the philosophical character of the European colonization of Africa and other 
parts of the world was the urge to impose the European epistemological para-
digm upon Africa and other colonized peoples of the world. This means that 
the European colonization was intent upon establishing and maintaining in all 
the colonized parts of the world, the European conception of reality, knowl-
edge, and truth. The European enterprise then was a philosophical urge to 
impose and universalize sameness, [such that] in spite of decolonization, the 
philosophical practice remains unchanged in its relations with the erstwhile col-
onies. It is precisely this condition which calls for the need for the authentic 
liberation of Africa.6

Consequently, Wamba dia Wamba urges postcolonial African nations to 
design “a new philosophical paradigm capable of refuting and dislodging the 
social epistemology of domination.”7

However, in their search for appropriate and sustainable political and soci-
oeconomic systems for nation building, postcolonial African states are caught 
in a vortex consisting of the emerging complex social and global networks 
of a viral world of knowledge economies. We are in a new world of cyber-
space cultural dynamics that is beyond the simplicity of the feudal aristocracy 
of the preindustrial, and even the postindustrial warring nations of Europe 
and the Americas. On the one hand, we are in a new world that is more vola-
tile and indeed less comprehensible or explainable by the political-economic 
analysis of either Darwinist survival-of-the-fittest capitalist free markets, or the 
twentieth-century dialectics of Marxism with its presumed inherent bourgeoi-
sie–proletariat class struggles. On the other hand, we are in a new world that 
is beyond the simple communal relations of the primordial tribal communi-
ties of precolonial Africa and Asia. Together, the breakup of the USSr, the 
end of the Cold War, and the cybernetic technological revolution that ush-
ered in the new millennium created a new world order. russia and China had 
reformed and opened up their economies. It is a new world of convergence of 
the Western libertarian ideas of democracy and free enterprise. It is a skewed 
and non-neutral, but metamorphosed imperial philosophy of the aforemen-
tioned Eurocentric conception of “reality, knowledge, and truth” that is now 
masquerading as human rights, good governance, democracy, and best prac-
tices in conflict resolution among individuals and between nations. There is 
now a global war against corruption and abuse of privileged public positions.

But it is also an ever-changing, globalized, interdependent, and intercon-
nected world which could neither be made sense of, nor be run, with the exist-
ing Western philosophies of individuality, racial superiority, might-is-right, 
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survival-of-the-fittest, retributory justice, male chauvinism, etc. The twentieth-
century political, economic, and social operating systems are broken, and there 
is a need for either a new set of philosophies or an upgrade of the old systems. 
For instance, conservative Christian-white-male supremacists in Europe and 
North America are now faced with the reality that they can no longer win elec-
tions and legitimately gain the power to rule even their own nations or regions 
of the world, not to speak of the rest of the world, without due regard for 
the rights of women, different groups of minorities‚ Muslims, and of course 
the rights of the underclass, often unemployed and unemployable, who live in 
old, rundown industrial cities. Since the end of the WWII, the United Nations 
Organization (UNO) have continued to review and redefine the worldviews 
on human rights. Hence‚ the business of philosophy‚ it seems to me, has now 
become how best to make sense of the ever-changing societal values and beliefs 
in the emerging cyberspace. I think the new void also comes as an opportunity 
for African nation-states to rethink the old paradigms and be creative in adapt-
ing to the evolving cyberspace, global village, and knowledge economies.

african PhilosoPhies for governance and social 
resPonsibilities

Beginning with the inexplicable hypocrisy and ideological contradiction 
of a gold-bed scandal for Ghanaian President Kwame Nkrumah’s socialist 
government in the early 1960s to the 2016 South African President Jacob 
Zuma’s wrongful use of public funds for the building of his country house, 
the postindependent African nations have been bedeviled with a variation of 
the same old story of public service immorality and irresponsibility. Today, 
virtually all the postcolonial African states could be classified as failing states 
with systemic, individual, and institutional corruption, preventable diseases, 
high levels of illiteracy, and paralyzing degrees of violence, poverty, ignorance, 
and superstitious beliefs, and a low level of official probity and accountability. 
Military interventions have not resolved the postindependence governance 
and developmental needs of African nation states. But had precolonial African 
communities been that inhumane and corrupt? What would have been had 
the African communities developed their primordial humanistic ontology and 
their ethical and moral values?

Webster’s Unabridged New Universal Dictionary defines philosophy of life 
as “any philosophical view or vision of the nature or purpose of life or of the 
way that life should be lived.”8 Obviously, the peoples of Africa have had a 
“philosophical view or vision of the nature and purpose of life” before the era 
of slavery and trade in human beings, and the hegemony of European impe-
rial colonization. The dialectics of African philosophy, I presume, are located 
within the entrapped context of a loss of African identity and personhood. 
Consequently, the works and lives of people of African descent, starting with 
Marcus Garvey, W.E.B. Du Bois, Leopold Senghor, Nnamdi Azikiwe, and 
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Kwame Nkrumah through to Frantz Fanon, Jomo Kenyatta, Julius Nyerere, 
Steve Biko, and Nelson Mandela, have been a never-ending series of reflec-
tions and thought systems regarding the struggle for the reclamation of the 
African dignity and humanity, and the emancipation and decolonization of 
the African mind. Lucius Outlaw has warned that methodologically,

studies in Africana philosophy cannot appropriately proceed by dispensing 
with consideration of history and culture. In other words, it would be a mis-
take to focus on the evaluation of thought construct solely in terms of their 
logical cogency. Nor would it be any more sensible to be guided by uncritical 
adherence to those prevailing agendas and methods of academic philosophy that 
disregard the relevance of sociocultural histories. rather, these studies should 
be conditioned by a heuristic mindfulness of the likelihood, in many cases, of 
“philosophizing born of struggle.” That is, one must look at, listen to, feel, and 
experience what does matter most to black folks in their various life-worlds as 
conditioned by struggling against racial oppression.9

Outlaw concludes that “getting at the philosophical thought of African and 
African-descended thinkers in multiracial or multiethnic New world societies 
will require informed and critical understandings of quite complex cultural 
dynamics.”10

To advance African philosophy, Toyin Falola has called for a methodo-
logical reorientation founded on what he calls pluriversalism. He defines  
pluriversalism as

an African academic orientation and practices that create their own distinctive 
methodologies and epistemologies, both driven by Africa’s own clearly defined 
agenda to attain an intellectual autonomy in the service of economic and politi-
cal liberation. The final intellectual products of African scholars, even when they 
combine localism with globalism, will be a distinguishable autonomous hybrid 
that is African in its imprimatur. We become the center of knowledge, not its 
periphery.11

While I agree with Falola’s principle of autonomy for African epistemic 
thought systems and philosophy, I would like to warn against the reactionary 
danger implicit in the illogical reasoning of replacing the Eurocentric particu-
larism with African particularism. For example, the worldwide fight against 
corruption is neither Eurocentric nor peculiar to Africa. Corruption is a moral 
issue universal to all nations, and the solution to which the Yoruba philos-
ophy of omolúwàbí is universally apt and relevant. Also, Desmond Tutu, as 
the Chairman of the post-apartheid South African Truth and reconciliation 
Commission, has demonstrated the universality of the African philosophy of 
restorative justice both in South Africa and in Northern Ireland. As I write 
in 2016, the British government is considering the adoption of restorative 
justice that would involve a face-to-face meeting between criminals and their 
victims. On the other hand, the high regard for the position of women in the 
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West African Akan community has a lot to offer the rest of the world on gen-
der equality and empowerment.

However, to reinstate African humanism and moral probity for good gov-
ernance and socioeconomic responsibilities demands more than overcoming 
the Western self-righteous definition of “reality, knowledge, and truth”, and 
consequently the Western diagnosis and imposition of what should constitute 
good governance. It requires that African people as a whole, including the 
leaders and the general populace, begins to take responsibility for their affairs. 
African people must begin to formulate their reality, knowledge, and truth.

running the post-independent African nation-states requires a change in 
colonial mindsets and attitudes. Leaders can no longer continue to discon-
nect themselves from their people, or continue to exploit and govern with 
impunity as the old colonial and imperial masters they replaced had done. 
resentment to taxation and abuse of office in contemporary Africa are symp-
tomatic of the old grievances against imperialism and colonial exploitation. 
That corruption is much more prevalent in the public service than in the pri-
vate-owned businesses is one of the signs that Africans still view public goods 
and services as they did in the colonial days of imperial exploitation. A revival 
of the principles of ubuntu and omolúwàbí would rekindle the sense of social 
duties and responsibility.

african humanism and ethics in PersPective

The reader’s Digest Oxford Complete Wordfinder defines humanism in three 
ways. First as “an outlook or system of thought concerned with human 
rather than divine or supernatural matters.” Second, humanism is defined as 
“a belief or outlook emphasizing common human needs and seeking solely 
rational ways of solving human problems, and concerned with mankind as 
responsible and progressive intellectual beings.” Third, humanism (often 
with capital H) is defined as “literary culture, especially that of the renais-
sance humanists.”12 Given these three definitions, African humanism simply 
means the African philosophies of life: the African cultural values, outlooks, 
beliefs, and systems of thought in relation to common human needs and a set 
of moralities or acceptable social norms, mores, rules, and regulation for the 
running of African communities.

Generally, it could be said that the precolonial Bantu and Yoruba commu-
nities were clear examples of a complex mix of interdependent and interwo-
ven individual and communal socioeconomic polities. They are communal 
but not communist. Both the Bantu and the Yoruba have an architype of 
what Desmond Tutu has described as the African communal worldview of 
humanity. In his most controversial book, God Is Not a Christian, he talks 
about the nature of human community and the concept of ubuntu. Tutu says,

In our African weltanschauung, our worldview, we have something called 
ubuntu. In Xhosa, we say, “Umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu.” This expression is 
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very difficult to render in English, but we could translate it by saying, “A per-
son is a person through other person.” We need other human beings for us to 
learn how to be human, for none of us comes fully formed into the world. In 
other words, “we legitimize our own existence through our recognition of oth-
ers.” We would not know how to talk, to think, to eat as human beings unless 
we learn how to do these things from other human beings. Loosely expressed, 
it is the collective presence of all that validates the relevance of one. For us, 
the solitary human being is a contradiction in terms. Ubuntu is the essence 
of being human. It speaks of how my humanity is caught up and bound up 
inextricably with yours. It says, not as Descartes did, “I think, therefore I am” 
but rather, “I am because I belong.” I need other human beings in order to be 
human. The completely self-sufficient human being is subhuman.. .. In indig-
enous African society, ubuntu was coveted more than anything else, more than 
wealth as measured in cattle and the extent of one’s land. Without this quality 
a prosperous man, even though he might have been a chief, was regarded as 
someone deserving of pity and even contempt. It was seen as what ultimately 
distinguished people from animals—the quality of being human and so also 
humane.13

Mogobe ramose provides further philological and ontological clarifications 
of this significant concept:

Ubuntu is actually two words in one. It consists of the prefix ubu- and the stem 
ntu-. Ubu evokes the idea of being in general. It is enfolded being before it 
manifests itself in the concrete form or mode of existence of a particular entity. 
In this sense ubu- is always oriented towards -ntu. At the ontological level 
there is no strict separation between ubu- and -ntu. Ubu- and -ntu are mutu-
ally founding in the sense that they are two aspects of being as oneness and 
indivisible whole-ness. Ubu- as the generalized understanding of being maybe 
said to be distinctly ontological; -ntu as the nodal point at which being assumes 
concrete form or a mode of being in the process of continual unfoldment may 
be said to be distinctly epistemological. Accordingly, ubuntu is the fundamental 
ontological and epistemological category in the African thought of the Bantu-
speaking people.14

Thus, ubuntu represents the existence of a being that is whole in its formula-
tion and that being at the very least ought to be whole. The practical aspect 
of ubuntu derives from the interdependence of the individual on her commu-
nity. According to Bernard Matolino,

It can be deduced that a person attains her wholeness through other people. … 
The individual does not only rely on her standing and relations with her com-
munity when faced with questions of her identity. She also relies on her com-
munity when faced with problems that may appear insurmountable. When faced 
with difficulties she can count on her community availing the necessary help. 
The community readily helps her, even when at times she has not asked for that 
help or is even unaware that she is in need of that help.15
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The concrete expression of the ethic of ubuntu lies in the manner in which a 
person practically lives out her life. It is not sufficient for one to have bonds 
of oneness with her community. She ought to have a certain moral worth that 
is recognized by her fellows as befitting her social standing. It is in executing 
the duties that she becomes a person. Ifeanyi Menkiti renders this point very 
clear:

[t]he various societies found in traditional Africa routinely accept this fact that 
personhood is the sort of thing which has to be attained and is attained in direct 
proportion as one participates in communal life through the discharge of the 
various obligations defined by one’s stations. It is the carrying out of these obli-
gations that transforms one from the it-status of early childhood, marked by an 
absence of moral function, into the person status of later years, marked by a 
widened maturity of ethical sense—an ethical sense without which personhood 
is conceived as eluding one.16

Generally, the adult member of either the Bantu or Yoruba communities is 
expected to discharge certain duties and observe certain moral dictates to be 
considered a person.17

Among the Yoruba, the moral yardstick to measure who weighs up to a 
person is conceptually coded in Ìwà (or character). Ìwà as morality is the 
unwritten constitution for the everyday running of both the public and pri-
vate affairs of the Yorùbá nation. At home, in the workplace, and in any rela-
tionships, even in routine greetings, there are codes of behavior for everyone. 
Consider the following proverbs, for instance: Ọmọ tí ó bá mọ ọwọ́ wẹ̀, á bá 
àgbà jẹun—only the child that knows how to keep his/her hands clean would 
be allowed to eat with the elders. Ẹnì kan kì í kí ọba ní ìbẹ̀rẹ̀, a kì í kí ọba ní 
ìnàró, ìdọ̀bálẹ̀ ni à ń kí ọba No one bows or stands to greet the king; we pros-
trate to greet the king. Ẹni tó sọ òyìnbó nílé àna, ni yó túmọ̀ rẹ̀—A groom who 
is rude enough to speak English at his illiterate in-laws’ house would have to 
do the translation himself.

Consequently, to reinforce compliance to social norms and values, the Yorùbá 
have names for describing all ethical behaviors: Olóòótọ́ (the truthful); Olódodo 
(the upright or one with integrity); Onírẹ̀lẹ̀̀ (the humble or modest); Olófin 
tótó (the one who follows the rules to the letter); Ẹni tí ó mó àá-tií-gbọ́ (the 
one who would not do anything secretly that s/he would be ashamed if dis-
closed in public); and Ọmọlúwàbí (the one of high integrity and probity or the 
paragon of all ethical behavior). There are also names for all unethical behav-
iors: Onírọ́ or Òpùrọ́ (the liar); Jàǹdùkú or Ìpáǹle (the hoodlum); Olè (the 
thief); Aláìnítìjú or Kò mọ àá-tií-gbọ́ (the one who knows no shame); Ọmọ àlè 
(the bastard). Because ethical behaviors create harmony and peace, the Yorùbá 
would say, Ilé tí ó tòrò, a jẹ̀ pé ọmọ àlè ibẹ̀ ni kò tíì dàgbà (When there is peace 
in a home, it means the bastard child in the family is still young!).

Overall, today’s universal relevance and significance of the Bantu and Yoruba 
ubuntu and omolúwàbí has been encapsulated in Tutu’s asserted moral of 
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the African worldview of humanism: “Ubuntu teaches us that our worth is 
intrinsic to who we are…. In our African worldview, the greatest good is 
communal harmony.”18 Among the Yoruba, the equivalent word for ubuntu 
is omolúwàbí—a paragon of good character. A serious challenge in terms of 
governance would be to infuse the language and practice of politics with the 
underlying morality contained in these two concepts. For instance, in Nigeria, 
the southwestern Yorùbá state of Osun adopts “Ipinle Omolúwàbí” (i.e., the 
state of people with good character) as its motto. This is similar to Desmond 
Tutu’s advocacy that “ubuntu” principles be adopted for running the affairs 
of the post-apartheid South African communities. With the situation in those 
two contexts, we know morality is still seriously outstripped by realpolitik.

Overall, Yoruba believe that their pantheon gods are fair, swift, and nemesic in 
dispensation of retributive justice. However, there has been a decline in moral val-
ues not only because the older generations are longer passing the moral codes to 
the younger ones, but because colonial mindsets have denigrated the Yoruba gods 
and anything to do with them as fetish. For example, a Yorùbá Christian or Mus-
lim would be more comfortable to lie on oath with either the Holy Bible or the 
Holy Qur’an than to make a false declaration with the invocation of the retribu-
tory powers of Ṣàngó, Ògún, or any of other Yoruba pantheon gods. Perhaps the 
most powerful ethics enforcement practice in Yorùbá is ìbúra—taking an oath. 
Hardly would any Yorùbá take an oath with his/her orí—inner head/destiny—
unless s/he is absolutely truthful and honest. When a Yorùbá invokes his/her life, 
the life of his/her children, or the spirits of the ancestors or the gods, especially 
the god of iron (Ògún), the god of thunder and fire (Ṣàngó), or the god of small-
pox (Ṣànpọ̀nná), such a person is simply attempting to convince others that s/he 
is innocent or speaking the truth and nothing but the truth.

With references to the ubuntu ontology and the Yoruba omolúwàbí ethics 
respectively, I would like to illustrate the African thought systems with three 
contemporary philosophical fields: African moral codes of conduct, African 
philosophy and concept of good governance, and African philosophy or con-
cept of justice.

african oral and moral codes: Òwe  
as the yorùbá ePistemic corPus of morality

I would like to illustrate the African knowledge system and moral codes of 
conduct with òwe.19 Òwe is a virtual memory bank and search engine for 
the whole of the Yorùbá way of life and living, including philosophy, values, 
beliefs, and political economy. There is no equivalent word for òwe in Eng-
lish language. As truism, aphorism, or adage, òwe does everything a prov-
erb does as a condensed statement of truth or principle. But, òwe does more 
than being just a pithy dictum or maxim. Thus, before the invention of search 
engines, encyclopedias, Wikipedia, dictionaries, or thesauruses, òwe consti-
tutes what we can refer to as a cultural software for the storage, retrieval, pro-
cessing, and use of Yorùbá philosophy, literature, and oral history. The Yorùbá 
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will therefore say Òwe lẹṣin ọ̀rọ̀, bí ọ̀rọ̀ bá sọnù, Òwe la fi ń wá a (Òwe is the 
horse on which words ride; Òwe is the search engine for unraveling words).

While most proverbs have been reduced to cliché in the English language 
and have therefore lost their value, òwe continues to be cherished among the 
Yorùbá as a measure of perceptive intelligence and wisdom. The Yorùbá soci-
ety is a hierarchical one with special regard for the elders. Consequently, there 
are òwe (unwritten codes of behavior and, also, sanctions and rewards) for 
every one according to their place (status and age) in the hierarchy. But then, 
anyone who has a good knowledge, understanding, and ability to use and 
interpret òwe appropriately and effectively (in a certain way, at the right time, 
and for the right occasion) is equally highly regarded. As codes of ethics and 
civic responsibilities, there is an òwe for all aspects of Yorùbá public and pri-
vate affairs. For example, to rebuke an overdressed guest, the Yorùbá would 
say, Sìn mí relé àna, tó lọ gbé ẹ̀wù ẹ̀tù wọ̀. (How come the best man who 
accompanies the groom to the in-laws is garbed in better clothes?). And to 
demonstrate the significance of cooperation between the young and old, the 
Yorùbá would say Ọwọ́ ọmọdé kò tó pẹpẹ, bẹ́ẹ̀ ni t’àgbà ò wọ akèǹgbè (There 
is a role for everyone: just as a child’s hands could not reach the shelves, so 
an adult’s fist could not bring things out from a keg). To ensure an elder’s 
humility, Àgbà tó jẹ àjẹìwẹ̀hìn, ni yóò ru igbá rẹ̀ délé (The elder who ate with-
out being thoughtful of leaving anything for the young ones would have to 
carry his/her load home on his/her own). And to sanction a rude son-in-
law, the Yorùbá would say, “Báyòówù kí ó rí, ẹnìkan kì í bá àna rẹ̀ yan odì”  
(Whatever be the situation, no one refuses to greet his in-laws).

the yoruba Political system and PhilosoPhy of governance

In practice, just as individual rights and freedoms drive the practice of either 
parliamentary or presidential democracies in the Europe and America, so does 
the principle of omolúwàbí cut across the everyday material and spiritual lives 
of the rank and file of the Yorùbá. The precolonial Yorùbá political commu-
nity evolved seemingly simple cultural beliefs and values, but sophisticated 
and complex political systems and democratic institutions for governance. 
The Yoruba political culture and governance, especially their hierarchy of 
authorities, are derivatives of their beliefs in Olodumare/Eledumare or Olo-
run (the Supreme Diety/the owner of the universe). Power and authority 
flow from Olodumare through the irunmole/Òrìsà (deities) such as Ogun, 
Sango, Obatala, and Osun, to the Oba (the king), who is alase (the approved 
authority, and the true representative of the Olodumare on Earth, and ekeji 
orisa (the next to the deities). From the king, the chain of authority devolves 
finally to the ogboni/alagba (the elders).

As a hierarchy, the elders ruled within a seemingly simple but rather 
sophisticated framework of separation of powers among the ruling function-
aries: the Babalawo (Ifá priest); the Ogboni (elders); the kingmakers; the vil-
lage head (Baale); and the general populace. No one dared cross the line or 



486  B. DAUDA

break the hierarchy. Sanctions and penalties were swift and severe; even the 
king could be dethroned! Household members and groups defer to, and are 
responsible to, the household head. The heads of households are responsi-
ble to the baale, while the village heads are responsible to the oba, the town 
head. Household members and groups, village members, and the town mem-
bers have clearly defined functions and duties, just as is the case with modern 
bureaucratic organizations. There are also binding rules on all members of 
the community. The unwritten constitution also provides for due process for 
the succession of leadership positions.

As a way of life, omolúwàbí manifests in the holistic Yoruba worldview of 
cooperation between heaven and Earth, between the living and the ances-
tors; in the responsibilities of the deities in the public and private affairs of 
the people, especially in the dispensation of justice from Olodumare rather 
than from fallible and imperfect earthly rulers; in reincarnation and the con-
tinuity of life. This set of beliefs and values work together to make for the 
smooth running of the traditional Yoruba political systems. The Yoruba child 
is socialized into the system right from birth as parents consult the Babalawo 
to know which deity the child is obliged to worship, and from whom s/he 
is to seek protection and assistance from the evil machinations of the world. 
The Ifa’s choice of the god for the child sometimes determines not only the 
child’s personal god, but also his/her career occupation.

The political culture of the Yorùbá, consisting of the unwritten constitu-
tional monarchy, hierarchy, deference to age, (or the seniority principle), etc., 
is complex and deceptive. To a stranger, the system will seem autocratic and 
elitist. But in practice, it is democratic and more republican than aristocratic. 
The king operates solely as the “king-in-council” (consisting of chiefs and 
elders). Democratic institutions for the rule of law are built-in to check any 
abuse of power, and to reward compliance with mores. No member of the 
Yorùbá household, village, or town leadership has absolute power, even to 
veto without due regard to precedent and the will of the people. While the 
Ifá oracle may choose a slave to become king, the political systems also allow 
the kingmakers to dethrone the king. The king, too, has the powers to sanc-
tion the chiefs. No citizen is above the law or untouchable within the consti-
tutional authorities of the Yoruba political community. Within the context of 
today’s zero-sum politics, it is commonplace to make nostalgic reference to 
the good old days of a strict adherence to democratic value and due process 
for succession as a king would either voluntarily commit suicide or walk away 
from his kingdom once he had been disowned and had become unacceptable 
to his people.

african PhilosoPhy of justice

Unlike the Western retributory system of justice, the Yorùbá system of justice 
is not solely about punishment and deterrence but more importantly about 
redemption, restoration, and rehabilitation. Accordingly, this African justice 
system separates the act of commission or omission, however grave, from 
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the person who has committed the act, however heinous it is. responding 
to those who described those guilty of terrible crimes during the apartheid 
regime as “monsters or demons” and in discussing the seemingly forgiving 
levity of the ubuntu approach of the Truth and reconciliation Commission, 
Desmond Tutu said,

We had to point out that, yes indeed, these people were guilty of monstrous, 
even diabolical, deeds on their submissions, but—and this was an important 
but—that did not turn them into monsters or demons. To have done so would 
mean that they could not be held morally responsible for their deeds. Monsters 
have no moral responsibility. … Truth and reconciliation was based on the 
premise that people retained the capacity to change, that enemies could become 
friends. Ubuntu (and so restorative justice) gives up on no one. No one is a 
totally hopeless and irredeemable case.”20

In the exercise of the state monopoly of power to make and enforce law and 
order, we gain great insights in the way the Yorùbá have policed their com-
munities. Traditional policing systems, intelligence gathering, and mainte-
nance of the law and order are all interwoven and discretely enforced with 
Yorùbá beliefs, values, and the settlement pattern. In precolonial times and 
up until the beginning of self-government and the rapid growth of towns in 
the1950 s, the Yorùbá lived in households, villages, and small towns. Nothing 
better portrayed the state and sense of safety and security than the saying Iwo 
o ni aase (Iwo’s houses have no doors). Life was simple and trusting not only 
because everyone knew everyone else, but everyone was virtually related to 
everyone else.

There were five informal, unobtrusive, and self-regulatory but effective tra-
ditional Yorùbá police functionaries: First, the Yorùbá believed in the control-
ling power of personal conscience. A guilty conscience was enough to haunt 
any culprit to insanity and/or even to death, while a clear conscience gave the 
innocent the most cherished peace of mind. Thus, the ordinary oath (ibura) 
of innocence on one’s life, the lives of one’s children, or an invocation of the 
spirit of the gods was enough to set free anyone arraigned before the judicial 
courts of the household/village head or the king. Second, nemesis (Adabi) 
was the most powerful but unseen traditional Yorùbá police. The Yorùbá 
wholeheartedly trusted and believed (and still do regardless of being a Mus-
lim or Christian) that even if one was clever enough to escape the human 
justice system and the oversight of the earthly king, one couldn’t escape that 
of the god of retribution. No one ever joked with the swift retributive justice 
and fairness of the gods, especially the god of iron (Ogun), god of thunder 
and fire (Sango), and the god of smallpox (Sanponna).

Third, the presence of Aale, a piece of iron or palm frond (both symbols 
associated with Ogun), on one’s property was enough of a watchdog to keep 
off intruders or trespassers, or to get a suspect to surrender himself to relevant 
authorities. Fourth, community watch was very effective. The Yoruba would 
say, Eti oba n’ile, eti oba l’oko, eniyan ni jebe (The king has “ears” everywhere, 
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impling there are informants or secret agents all over the place). Fifth, the 
Yorùbá routinely solicited the help of the Babalawo to find lost property, to 
invoke a curse on culprit, or to solve any puzzling breach of the law.

Although modern policing had been part of governance dynamics since 
the turn of the twentieth century, the Yorùbá hardly use the police and the 
court system. First, many believe A ki iti kootu bo, kawa sore (We could not go 
to court and come back to be friends). They also believe there is no quarrel, 
dispute, or conflict that can’t be reconciled (Ko si aja tuka). Therefore, they 
avoid any recourse to litigation since most conflicts only involve members of 
the same household or community. Second, even before politicians deployed 
the local police against their opponents in the late 1950s and early 1960s, 
the public did not trust the police. They were simply perceived as agents of  
government rule and of oppression. The police are also known to be 
 mischievous and capable of roping one in and using one to get a promotion.

Contemporary Yorùbá leaders have a dilemma and conflicting issues with 
the colonial and postindependence political systems. On one hand, they cher-
ish the traditional political systems and would like to promote and create a 
place for them within the modern political system. On the other hand, how-
ever, the traditional systems were workable within the small communities 
of individuals of a common ancestry with shared cultural values and beliefs. 
While in principle most of these traditional political systems could be grafted 
onto the modern political economy and government practices, in reality they 
are anachronistic and problematic in today’s world for five main reasons:  
(1) most Yorùbá have embraced either Islam or Christianity (with the conse-
quent incongruities between these religions and the Yorùbá religious system); 
(2) the Yorùbá as a nation is now a part of the modern Nigerian federation 
of about 348 ethnic nationalities, all with different cultural values and beliefs; 
(3) the modern Yorùbá nation is also now a part of the global village with 
a new framework of best practices for governance; (4) the Yorùbá nation-
state is no longer a homogenous ethnic group with shared cultural values and 
beliefs—economic migration, interethnic and interreligious marriages, West-
ern education and Western mentalities, evangelical and fundamental ortho-
doxies, etc. have infiltrated the hitherto unified Yorùbá political culture; and 
(5) perhaps the greatest demonstration of encroaching anachronism of the 
traditional political systems is that the modern Yorùbá are acculturating and 
bringing up their children outside of the Yorùbá language, values, and beliefs.

conclusion: global outlook for ubuntu and omolúwàbí

African humanism recognizes the interdependency of the socioeconomic 
and political duties, obligations, and responsibilities of the individual and the 
community. Hence, ubuntu and omolúwàbí are rather more holistic than 
Western forms of democracy because they both look beyond the basic protec-
tion of the individuals’ rights and their property, but also guarantee equality 
of access to economic, social, and political resources of power. For example, 
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among the Yorùbá, properly socializing children is the responsibility of all 
adults in the community; lands belong to the community; career occupation 
is by apprenticeship from childhood; and decisions are often by consultation, 
negotiation, and consensus.

More importantly, however, there is hardly any cheaper and more effective 
means of ensuring social responsibility and the enforcement of law and order 
than the clearly defined ubuntu and omolúwàbí frameworks of moral duties 
and obligations for individuals and their communities. They both demand 
self-discipline, self-control, and a strict sense of responsibility and integrity 
in contrast to the ongoing global worldview based on corruption and graft. 
Thus, ubuntu and omolúwàbí recommend themselves as significant moral 
dynamics for rethinking national and global conflict resolution, as well as the 
urgent prospect of restoring probity and accountability in public affairs, and 
good governance on the African continent.

notes

 1.  For a background knowledge and understanding of the African cultural val-
ues and philosophy of life, and brief reviews of the concepts and principles 
of Ubuntu and Omoluwabi see Shutte (2001), Bock (1978–1979), Dasylva 
(2010), van Niekerk (2011), ramose (1999), Bewaji (2004), and the con-
tributions to Ogundeji and Akangbe (2009), Adegbindin (2014), Awolalu 
(1970), Bell (2002), Coetzee and roux, eds. (1998), Dauda (2011), Fadipe 
(1970), Gbadegesin (1991), Grosfoguel (2007), Gyekye (1997), Hountondji 
(1983), Mbiti (1969), Omobowale (2008), Temple (1959), and Wiredu 
(1980).

 2.  Wamba-dia-Wamba (1991: 12).
 3.  Bondy (1986: 243).
 4.  roig (1986).
 5.  Bondy (1986).
 6.  ramose (1999: 32–33).
 7.  Wamba dia Wamba (1992: 67).
 8.  Webster’s New Universal Unabridged Dictionary, 1455.
 9.  Outlaw, Jr. (2004).
 10.  Ibid., 94.
 11.  Falola (2013‚ 2016).
 12.  The reader’s Digest (1993: 727).
 13.  Tutu (2011: 21–24).
 14.  ramose (2002: 324).
 15.  Matolino (2011).
 16.  Menkiti (1984: 176).
 17.  For the African concept of a person, see Kaphagawani (2004).
 18.  Tutu (2011: 24).
 19.  See, for instance, Owomoyela (2005).
 20.  Tutu (2011: 43–44).
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CHAPTEr 32

Ubuntu and the Emancipation of Law

Leonhard Praeg

Great strength
is no protection, and neither is love. We are born,
and our births are lost. We can’t go back to them.

Each embrace ends with an ending. When we become,
what we once thought we’d be is lost. We keep becoming.

—From Lost Things, Paul Vermeersch

introduction

This chapter is a response to an invitation to engage the critical reception of 
A Report on Ubuntu,1 and to use the opportunity to revisit and expand on 
the argument presented there. I am grateful for the invitation and acknowl-
edge the perceptive and engaging responses of Molefe, Oduor, Graneß, and 
rossouw.2 A response to the observations made by these authors would cer-
tainly make for a stimulating continuation of the conversation on the nature 
and contemporary relevance of African Humanism (hereafter: Ubuntu) but it 
is exactly the question of its contemporary relevance, more precisely its eman-
cipatory potential, that compels me to engage these authors only obliquely 
and to use this opportunity to respond to the urgency of the question of 
emancipation by revisiting the nature of the relationship between Ubuntu 
and the law. Why this focus on jurisprudence as the locus of an emancipatory 
Ubuntu discourse?

One of the discursive themes that have emerged as part of the #MustFall 
student protests that swept through South Africa at the end of 2015 and 
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continued into 2016 has been an intense discontent with the lack of progress, 
after 21 years of democracy, with regard to the realization of socioeconomic 
rights, particularly affordable tertiary education. One of the expressions 
of this discontent has taken the form of a post-nationalist disillusionment 
with the political process of reconciliation and forgiveness that ushered 
in the liberal constitutional democracy. In this discourse the constitution is 
often targeted—scapegoated, noted February3—as the source of everything 
that has gone wrong since because it, particularly the Bill of rights, did lit-
tle more than entrench historical white privilege. A less sweeping condem-
nation would focus on the mechanism that the constitution contains for the 
realization of promissory, second generation, or socioeconomic rights. The 
idea of a rational means test according to which it is for the government to 
decide when it has the resources to spend on the realization of these rights 
has proven to be radically inadequate. Education, housing, health care, and 
security have consistently failed to impress the government with a sense of 
urgency as it continues to spend money on irrelevant arms deals, hosting the 
2010 FIFA World Cup, and the Commonwealth games in 2022.

In the Report,4 I noted that there are various ways in which we can deal with 
socioeconomic rights in a more substantive and less narrow, procedural man-
ner—one of which consists in articulating a maximal understanding of Ubuntu 
in relation to the law, and by maximal understanding I have in mind one that 
does more than either posit Ubuntu as the Law of laws5 or as extra-juridical 
norm that judges may, never must, appeal to. The argument in the Report, reit-
erated and refined here, is that a different conception of this relationship that 
derives wholly from within the structure of the constitutional order itself is pos-
sible. But first we have to engage the question of the meaning of Ubuntu.

the archive and its taxonomies

In Chap. 3 of the Report—“African Modes of Writing and Being”—I argue 
that the dominant political stances assumed by theorists who write on 
Ubuntu can be presented as follows:

1.  “Ubuntu is a uniquely African philosophy that can be recovered and 
deployed for emancipatory ends in the postcolony”;

2.  “Ubuntu is a uniquely African concept or philosophy and other soci-
eties in the world can learn much from it; it can be applied globally 
to curb the excesses of western-style individualism in both political and 
economic domains”;

3.  “Ubuntu, qua communitarian humanism, is intolerant of individual 
freedom; it forces individuals to conform to the collective and as such is 
incompatible with the norms and values of liberal democracy”;

4.  “Ubuntu is not unique to Africa and the nexus of values associated with 
it is typical of any societies with a pre-capitalist, i.e. pre-surplus, mode 
of production”;
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5.  “Ubuntu can be retrodicted for postcolonial ends but there is nothing 
particularly unique about it, in fact, it is indistinguishable from other 
contemporary forms of communitarianism, particularly a feminist ethics 
of care”;

6.  “The historical, western-dominated, written archive on Africa ren-
ders any attempt to re-present the original and authentic meaning of 
Ubuntu futile”.

From fatalism to revolutionary fervor, the plurivocity of the concept 
demands that we ask: How do we respond to such a confusing and contradic-
tory range of political stances in the contemporary archive on Ubuntu—and 
by “contemporary archive” I mean the modern archive, the collection of texts 
and writings on African Humanism that emerged as function of a twentieth-
century decolonization discourse in Africa in general and, as far as Ubuntu is 
concerned, it’s modulation from anthropological to political concept around 
the time of South Africa’s transition to democracy.6 If we are to posit Ubuntu 
as an emancipatory concept we first have to engage the question of how to go 
about locating its emancipatory potential in relation to other political stances 
that authors assume in relation to it. The way I want to do that here is to 
understand the range of political stances represented by the above list as con-
stituting a taxonomy of interpretations of Ubuntu as founding figure of demo-
cratic South Africa as invoked by the Truth and reconciliation process and 
the immediate series of constitutional court judgments in which the concept 
was invoked.

One may well argue that all six of the political stances listed above contain 
some element of truth; that the scientific Marxist’s rejection of African social-
ism on the grounds that the nexus of values associated with Ujamaa/Ubuntu 
is indeed typical of a certain historical stage of social development and that 
those values are therefore ill suited to the demands of postcolonial modernity; 
that this claim is as true as the exact contrary claim that there is something 
unique about Ubuntu and that this uniqueness is the source of its emanci-
patory relevance for the postcolony. That we consider such contradictory 
stances “problematic” or “contradictory” is function of a specific, perhaps 
pre-Foucauldian, understanding of the relationship between “taxonomy” and 
“Truth” according to which there is a Truth “to get at,” a final word on the 
topic that only needs to become visible, that can become visible if only we 
could create fissures large and meaningful enough between the various ele-
ments of the taxonomic table in order for the Truth to be revealed.

Is there such a Truth about Ubuntu that needs to find its way through the 
cracks in a taxonomy of the attempts to articulate its meaning, a truth that 
will reveal all elements as “mere” failures to grasp the phenomenon itself? I 
don’t think so. If we accept pluralism as the sine qua non of the political, then 
different interpretations of Ubuntu are to be expected. Behind or underneath 
the taxonomy of these interpretations there is no Truth that the various con-
stituent elements of the taxonomy fail to adequately address or represent. 
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The significance of the taxonomy consists not in what lies behind the table on 
which it is displayed, but rather in the relations that are generated as a series 
of tensions and resonances between the various elements in the taxonomy. 
Let us consider this issue in more detail.

The question of taxonomies: As with any taxonomy, what intrigues about 
a classification of Ubuntu-related texts is the meta-reflection it generates on 
the nature of the relations between the constituent elements of the taxonomy 
itself. We are left with the need to account, at meta-critical level, for a set of 
relations that, substantial in themselves, nonetheless could not have appeared 
in the taxonomy itself simply because they are only generated through the 
classification and emerge as a function of it. What stabilizes the taxonomy as 
a coherent whole—the fact that all interpretations in the taxonomy are legiti-
mized as “true” reflections of the “real meaning” of Ubuntu, or perhaps the 
relations between the various interpretations that call for a meta-reflective 
account of how those relations create a relatively coherent field of enquiry? 
Let me clarify with reference to a specific example of what I have in mind 
with the distinction between, on the one hand, the classified elements of a 
taxonomy and, on the other hand, the meta-critical refection on the relations 
between elements in that classification.

What fascinates about the Western notion of a Great Chain of Being is 
not its vertical structure nor the organizing principle that determines what 
goes where (perfection) but rather the answers to two questions generated 
by such a taxonomy: firstly, how does it account for the infinite gradations 
between elements in the system, and secondly, how is every element kept in 
its place in a manner that is consonant with the meaning of that place? For-
mulated concretely, what does it mean for a human being, allocated a specific 
place halfway between sentient and intellectual forms of being, to be driven 
by an eternal wish to “improve his station”—that is, to be elsewhere in the 
Chain? How does a divinely founded Chain of Being explain such ontological 
discontent, a discontent that could eternally threaten with collapse the care-
fully constructed order of things? Historically, the most plausible explanation 
had been an “ethic of prudent mediocrity”7 according to which all elements 
in the system were inferior relative to one another and that man’s desire to 
“improve his station” was simply constitutive of what it means to be human: 
an impotent desire, then, a castrated yearning typical of his station but not 
capable of liberating him from it.8 From this we can conclude that what really 
grounded or stabilized the Chain of Being qua taxonomy was not the tran-
scendental Will of God but the immanent, humanly conceived rational ethics 
that, taking the classification as its point of departure, explained the relations 
between every entity in the meta-ethical terms of a “ethic of mediocrity.” It was 
never the will of God, who allocated entities their places, that stabilized the 
Great Chain qua system of differences but the immanent ethic of medioc-
rity conceived by human rationality. What we end up with is an insight that 
invites generalization.
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In the Western age of religions it was never God who grounded and 
founded human society but rather talk-about-God-grounding-society that 
grounded society. Formulated more abstractly, human communality or soci-
ety was never a function of the power of an external founding Figure (God) 
but rather of the internal performances or praxes of talking about and disput-
ing the meaning of the founding Figure. A community is never so close to 
the very possibility of communality as it is in the moment when its members 
discuss, argue, and contest the conditions for the possibility of communality. 
In that meta-reflective moment we are as close to the source of communality 
as we can get given the fact that there is no Source outside of the conversa-
tion-about-the-Source. The moment a society believes that it has adequately 
and finally addressed the question of what grounds it, the moment it takes its 
own existence for granted, it is already on the precipice of dissolution.

Every society, in order to sustain and generate itself, will and must peri-
odically return to the question of what founded it, what gave it a sense of 
purpose, what is the condition of its own possibility. This often assumes the 
form of an appeal to what lies at the origin, and therefore in a sense “out-
side” the pluralism of the political domain, in order to justify moves made 
inside the political domain. For instance, individuals in a society where the 
master trope for conceiving communality is that of the “contract” will, on 
every occasion when unity (patriotism, true belonging, and so on) is ques-
tioned, return to the rhetoric of the “Founding Fathers” who first entered 
into a contract that founded society on the basis of that axiomatic. Similarly, a 
society founded—admittedly, “putatively,” “tentatively,” “arguably” as these 
things are in the case of the postcolony—on the promise or possibility of 
shared humanity (Ubuntu), will in similar moments always reinvoke Ubuntu 
(as meta-reflective signifier of the very possibility of belonging) so that the 
spectral “We” of the founding (which constantly threatens to reveal itself for 
the performative fiction it is) can yet again be given substance.

But the example of the Great Chain of Being clarifies the status of such 
appeals to the origin or archē of the political: it is never the founding Fig-
ure itself—the true intention of the Fathers or the true meaning of Ubuntu—
that accounts for communality but rather the political praxis of contesting 
interpretations that all legitimize themselves as “true” representations of the 
archē. Here’s the thing: the meaning of the founding Figure is not meant to 
be understood once and for all. On the contrary, it must ground the politi-
cal—society, communality—without ever being reduced to it. The moment 
the meaning of the founding Figure is reduced to the immanent domain of 
signification, human society will dissolve for a lack of grounding. We can call 
this the “constitutive ambivalence of the founding Figure.” To demonstrate 
the working of that ambivalence, consider the case of the United States of 
America.

That the Founding Fathers of the contract can be invoked to both legiti-
mize and delegitimize slavery, that they can be invoked to speak to both 
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republican and Democratic Political Agendas, is a sign of such constitu-
tive ambivalence in which any appeal to the founding Figure is only ever an 
immanent interpretation of what must remain outside of, or external to, the 
political, of what is foundational to the political, and all the interpretations 
of the “outside” generated by it. Every interpretation of the Figure pretends 
to reiterate the founding at the same time that it justifies its interpretation 
(qua iteration) of the Figure, with reference to the founding Figure itself: 
the “true intentions” of the Fathers, or in our case the “real meaning” of 
Ubuntu. In other words, the founding Figure, by virtue of the fact that it 
is at once necessarily external to the political domain and iterated inside the 
political domain, means that it is simply not the sort of thing that can and 
must be definitively defined. rather, its function is to constantly appear and 
disappear in political discourse, to give the impression that its meaning stabi-
lizes the political domain while, in fact, it is simply the act of appealing to it, 
the recognition of the need to justify political moves with reference to it, that 
stabilizes political discourse.

Here is a South African example. In 2013, Mamphela ramphele announced 
her intention to launch a new political party in South Africa to challenge the 
rule of the ANC (African National Congress) in a way that, so she claimed, 
would rekindle the dream of true liberation. She stated:

We are here to invite you all to rediscover and live the values that made us a 
great nation. We are here to make sure that Ubuntu becomes again a way of life 
and ensure that every South African feels valued because they are human. We 
are here to ensure that being human must again become the most important 
status.9

By stating this ramphele stepped into a tradition of founding rhetoric that 
stretches back to the interim constitution of 1993 and the first series of con-
stitutional court judgments that, in a prolonged foundational epiphany, our 
“highest moment”, dared to redefine the very parameters of human exist-
ence in humanist terms retrodicted through Ubuntu—most significantly in S 
v AZAPO (discussed below)—a jurisprudential retrodiction that soon faded 
into obscurity mainly because it was subsequently argued that in the absence 
of a substantive definition of Ubuntu, the concept cannot be invoked as 
extra-juridical norm.

Considered as founding Figure however, the “true meaning” of Ubuntu 
must remain as obscure as the real intention of the Founding Fathers if it is 
to function as guarantor for sustaining pluralism as archē of the political. In 
this precise sense the founding Figure must be considered a “border concept” 
or what Laclau calls an “empty signifier” that exists at the very limit of signi-
fication in a way that leaves it irreducible to the various interpretations of its 
meaning. In “Why do Empty Signifiers Matter to Politics?” he reminds us:

We can say, with Hegel, that to think of the limits of something is the same 
as thinking of what is beyond those limits. But if what we are talking about 
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are the limits of a signifying system, it is clear that those limits cannot be them-
selves signified, but have to show themselves as the interruption or breakdown of 
the process of signification. Thus, we are left with the paradoxical situation that 
what constitutes the condition of possibility of a signifying system—its limits—is 
also what constitutes its condition of impossibility—a blockage of the continu-
ous expansion of the process of signification.10

Considered a system of signification, the political domain is stabilized as a 
coherent whole—society, communality—not because any of the interpreta-
tions of the founding Figure represent its true and final meaning but because 
they all recognize the necessity of legitimizing immanent moves with ref-
erence to the founding Figure. As a result, stability or coherence is more a 
result of the various acts of referencing the Figure than of the Figure “itself,” 
and the taxonomy of interpretations of the Figure stabilized by the aporiae 
generated by the relationships between them rather than any a priori that pre-
cedes their classification.

By way of concluding this section, three points are raised: one, consid-
ered as founding Figure the true meaning of Ubuntu will, as it must, always 
remain contested; the way various interpretations of its meaning manifest in 
the political domain are analogous to the way in which the “true intention of 
the Founding Fathers” manifests in the political domain, with the significant 
difference that Ubuntu interpretations do not clearly solidify in party political 
fault lines. Secondly, that the importance of the Ubuntu debate derives from 
the fact that it is the locus classicus of the articulation of African communi-
tarian values in relation to a liberal democratic dispensation. Thirdly, that in 
order to present this debate as a coherent field of enquiry we need to be clear 
on two things: that the plurivocity of meanings is not a problem we need to 
be overcome but the very condition for the possibility of the political in relation 
to Ubuntu as founding Figure; secondly, that what is required is something 
analogous to an “ethic of mediocrity” that will, at meta-reflective level, artic-
ulate precisely what it is that stabilizes the debate as a field of enquiry. Here I 
can do no more than hint at what such a meta-reflective enquiry may entail.

In the Report I classify the six dominant interpretations of Ubuntu listed 
above by using the notion of “conceptual persona” developed by Deleuze 
and Guattari.11 Each of the dominant interpretations of Ubuntu combines 
a certain image of thought with certain suppositions about the meaning of 
being African in the contemporary world. In the order I listed them earlier, 
the first represents the conceptual persona of the revolutionary for whom 
thought is essentially a process of recollection and the mode of being is that 
of an autonomous historical agent capable of deploying the recollected mean-
ing of Ubuntu towards emancipatory ends. The second stance presents as the 
persona of the Savior for whom thinking is similarly a matter of recollection, 
but the mode of being is that of an historical agent with the salvific task of 
redeeming the West from the limitations of individualism. The third persona 
presents as the Conformist. Here, too, thinking is considered an act of recol-
lection but the mode of being is that of an local agent who sees in Ubuntu no 
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more than the well-documented problems of any communitarianism, namely 
that it compels the individual to conform to social norms for the sake of the 
common good.

The fourth stance is that of the Historical Cosmopolitan: the mode of 
thinking is that of comparison in the sense that the true meaning of Ubuntu 
can only be understood and appreciated through an act of comparison with 
other societies who were also “once upon a time” at the communalist stage 
of development. The fifth position presents as the Contemporary Cosmopoli-
tan for whom thinking is also first and foremost an act of comparison, but in 
this case, the meaning of Ubuntu derives from other contemporary forms of 
communitarianism with which it has much in common. The last persona is 
that of the Archivist for whom thinking about Africa is so overdetermined by 
the Western archive on Africa that thinking can amount to little more than an 
act of curation, of moving texts around to produce different meanings all the 
while lamenting the loss of the distinction between “original” and “copy”.

About these personae we can say at least three things: one, that they rep-
resent a taxonomy of political stances that theorists on Ubuntu assume in rela-
tion to big questions such as, What, if anything, can we know about Africa 
and how much, or what kind of, agency does such knowledge enable the Afri-
can subject to have in the world; secondly, that no adjudication with regard 
to the “truth” of any persona is possible that will not replicate one of the 
personae in the adjudication itself. In the third place, it would be the easiest 
thing to reduce this taxonomy to the laconic lament “behind the taxonomy 
lies the void” that we recognize in accusations of relativism. But relativism 
thrives on the possibility of certainty and absolutism, on thinking in terms 
of a table and what lies under the table, a canvas and what lies behind the 
canvas, a curtain and who/what stands behind the curtain which always rep-
licates a double-structure of being and Being, the nature and power of which 
cannot but yield and reiterate, in order constantly to reinscribe in our lives, so 
many forms of violence: of assumed authority (e.g., “tradition”), or privileged 
access (education, upbringing) of identity (blackness as privileged access to 
dignity, ubuntu, and the soul of the African), and so on.

Contrary to this I am arguing that moves in the political domain are often 
made in the name of the founding Figure of Ubuntu and that implicit in 
those moves and appeals there are always at work particular conceptions of 
what Ubuntu means. We cannot contest these moves by offering a “correct” 
interpretation of the Figure precisely because Ubuntu is a border concept or 
empty signifier that founds the political without ever being reducible to its 
interpretations. What we can do is recognize the constitutive ambivalence of 
the Figure and classify various appeals to it in a taxonomy of interpretations 
that represents the various political stances theorists assume in relation to the 
founding Figure. What I did not do in the Report was to devise a conceptual 
frame that would serve a function akin to the “ethic of mediocrity” in relation 
to the Great Chain of Being, an immanent, meta-critical reflection that, while 
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recognizing the overlaps and differences between the various personae, would 
nonetheless account for a stabilizing postcolonial subjectivity that can contain 
within itself the recognition that, despite their apparent contradictions and 
mutual exclusivities, “there is an element of truth in all of them.” I cannot 
explore that question any further here. Instead, I will proceed by invoking 
and mobilizing the revolutionary conceptual persona in order to pursue the 
question of emancipation in relation to South African constitutional jurispru-
dence, much of which will amount to presenting a more refined and accessi-
ble summary of the argument presented in Chaps. 5 and 6 of the Report.

modern revolutions and the Postcolonial aPoria-archē

What made the Haitian, American, and French revolutions modern revo-
lutions was the fact that they established, or attempted to establish, a new 
juridico-political order without any legitimation external to the founding act 
itself, the realization that the founding principle of the new order could not 
originate outside the new political order but had to reside in the very act of 
the beginning itself.12 The origin or archē of these revolutions was not exter-
nal to the act of founding itself but wholly immanent to the political order: a 
contractual and rational agreement between individuals to act in concert. To 
proceed in similar vein would be the challenge posed to any subsequent mod-
ern society, including the revolutionary founding of the postcolony. The term 
archē is used to denote this sense of origin or beginning in the double etymo-
logical sense of being both origin and rule, an original principle that contains 
within it the rules for its future application. For instance, the American War 
of Independence and its resulting constitution established the social contract 
as archē in this dual sense of being both that which founded the new order 
and the principle that constantly needs to be reiterated in order to sustain 
it. The archē Figure of the contract was posited as the beginning of the new 
order, both as principle to found the new order as well as rule to be iterated 
in/as future contract making. But in the postcolony this relationship between 
archē and it future iterations would become vastly more complicated, as is 
demonstrated by the case of South Africa.

Here, the a priori of rights-bearing individualism that informs the liberal 
democratic constitution was embraced by the armed struggle as that which 
had to be achieved in order to mark freedom from colonial oppression. But 
here’s the thing: the adoption of the liberal democratic constitution of 1996 
marks both the culmination of the struggle against colonialism and, if we 
interpret the grafting onto Africa of liberal democracy as a Western political 
form, the final culmination of colonialism. As I noted in the Report 2014: 
257, “the constitution is at once the most lasting trace of colonialism and the 
culmination of the struggle against colonialism. As such, its founding marks, 
not only the gain or the beloved ‘bridge’ of much constitutional jurispru-
dence of the late 1990s, but also the simultaneous loss of the very possibility 
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of ever restoring the original injustice”—and by “original injustice” I mean 
the eradication of African law or its careful containment in “customary law” 
subject to active and passive development in line with the spirit of the consti-
tution. In this case the new political order is founded, not on a singular archē 
such as the contractual agreement between individuals, but on the irredeem-
able, aporetic tension between loss and gain, the loss of an African conception 
of justice and the gain of a liberal democratic conception of justice. That is 
what it means to refer to the aporia-archē of the postcolonial order.

the founding aPoria-archē of south africa’s 
constitutionalism

The locus classicus of the aporia-archē in South African constitutional juris-
prudence is AZAPO v. President of the Republic of South Africa.13 This was a 
case brought to the constitutional court by, among others, Steve Biko’s wife, 
who challenged the constitutionality of the Act that established the Truth 
and reconciliation Commission that would become the vehicle for the pur-
suit of reconciliation instead of retributive justice. Section 27 of that Act, 
they argued, denied them the right to trial guaranteed by Section 22 of the 
Interim Constitution of 1993.

Legally the question was whether amnesty violated the constitutionally guaran-
teed right to justice. Mohamed DP ruled that this was not the case because the 
constitution itself “permitted or authorised such violation” (AZAPO, par. 10) 
in the form of an epilogue that should be interpreted as the kind of provision, 
allowed for in section 33(2), which may under certain circumstances be invoked 
to suspend fundamental rights.14

That epilogue famously declared prioritizing “understanding to vengeance, 
reparation over retaliation, ubuntu over victimisation.”

The profundity and importance of this judgment can be stated in both 
political and jurisprudential terms: politically, the judgment temporarily sus-
pended the constitutionally guaranteed individual right to justice in order to 
prioritize the communitarian imperative to foster a collective We as political 
condition for the possibility of the future exercise of the individual right to 
justice. Legally, or jurisprudentially, the importance of the judgment resides 
in the clarity with which it exposed the logic of constitutional exceptionalism: 
a liberal democratic order was established and inaugurated through a tem-
porary suspension of the liberal democratic order itself. This communitarian 
suspension of liberal democracy, the fact that the individualistic axiomatic of 
a liberal democratic order could only be founded on an appeal to its exact 
opposite namely Ubuntu as ontological commitment to our interdependence, 
reveals the aporia-archē of the constitutional order, the sine qua non of that 
order, the dual Figures that, combined, must be recognized as the principle 
that founded the democratic order as well as the rule that must be iterated in 
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every constitutional court judgment interpreted as reiteration of the found-
ing. As I noted in the Report:

The “agonising, balancing act between the need for justice to victims of past 
abuse and the need for reconciliation and rapid transition to a new future” 
(AZAPO, par. 21), that toss-up, was the articulation of the aporia-archē, the 
founding of a constitutional order that, because of its hypermodernity and its 
constitutive and future openness to the original injustice, will always remain 
unfounded, haunted by an origin it cannot forget or leave behind, a haunting 
that will always present itself as the question: Is the justice being dispensed here 
just?15

It is precisely this constitutive openness of constitutional rulings to its apo-
retic founding that should compel every constitutional court judgment to 
recognize that justice solely understood in terms of the liberal democratic 
notion of the “prudent balancing of conflicting rights” only recognizes one 
dimension of that founding, namely that which is implicit in its contractual 
individualism. If we agree with Woodrow Wilson that the constitutional court 
is “a kind of constitutional Assembly in continuous sessions,”16 the court has 
a constitutive obligation to interrogate the liberal democratic conception of 
justice by also recognizing in every judgment-as-iteration the complementary 
and founding importance of the other dimension of its aporetic founding, 
namely the conception of justice implicit in Ubuntu as co-foundational Fig-
ure. It is in the recognition of that vastly more expansive understanding of 
justice that the emancipatory potential of Ubuntu lies.

ubuntu, PerPetual revolt, and the emanciPation of law

Mohamed DP’s judgment briefly recognized the reality of a more expansive 
understanding of justice17 when he commented:

Those negotiators of the constitution … could have chosen to direct that the 
limited resources of the State be spent by giving preference to the formida-
ble delictual claims of those who had suffered from acts of murder, torture or 
assault perpetrated by servants of the State, diverting to that extent, desper-
ately needed funds in the crucial areas of education, housing and primary health 
care.18

That the negotiators of the constitution could have, but chose not to recognize 
the delictual claim of apartheid’s victims, that they instead chose to channel 
state resources in the direction of “the crucial areas of education, housing 
an primary care” amounts to the recognition that, in this founding moment, 
real or true justice consisted not only of its juridico-political dimension (the 
delictual claim of the individual) but in a combination of the political and 
material. At work in this judgment is a conception of justice that exceeded 
the conception of justice derived from a contractual axiomatic, a substantive 
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understanding of justice as the inseparable unity of dignity, community, and 
material conditions.

It is difficult, if not impossible, to understand, much less legitimize, such 
an excessive understanding of justice without some reference to the aporia-
archē of the constitutional order that was founded, in part, on the commu-
nitarian recognition of our interdependence, our shared humanity. From that 
recognition follows an understanding of justice in which the political is insep-
arable from the social and its material conditions of possibility. As stated in 
the Report: 2014: 263 “The founding openness to the original injustice that 
made the law possible opens it in principle to the need to account for itself, 
to give an account of itself, not only in terms of justice, but also in terms of 
the justice of justice. Formulated differently, every act of adjudication should 
be understood to be both constituted as and reconstituting of a response to 
the question, ‘Is the justice being dispensed a just justice?’—a question that 
always already suspends the idea that justice dispensed in terms of the con-
tractual axiomatic alone could be just.”

conclusion

The definitional problem that haunts the Ubuntu debate is a function of the 
plurivocity seen as problem when in fact, considered as founding Figure, that 
plurivocity is the condition for the possibility of the political. That any found-
ing Figure must comply with a dual mandate—to ground absolutely with-
out pretending to be Absolute—accounts for its necessary ambivalence and 
explains why it participates in politics, making it possible, while at the same 
time not belonging to politics and remaining irreducible to its agendas and 
definitions. Of course, politics is driven by nothing as much as the attempt to 
articulate this founding Figure, to articulate its intentions or definitions but—
even if doing so were conceivable—to succeed in this would signal the death 
of the political. The manifestation of the meta-figure in the political domain 
and in conversations about their true meaning, this spectral presence of the 
founding in the very politics conducted in its name, is the closest we will ever 
get to its realization in politics. To think and demand that we need consen-
sus on the meaning of Ubuntu is to misunderstand the foundational status 
of the Ubuntu Figure, its relation to the modern political, and the ambiva-
lence constitutive of this relationship. If it is indeed the case that we only ever 
get a glimpse, however brief, of true communality in those moments when 
we enter a meta-reflective engagement on the conditions of that possibility, 
then one thing is clear: it is the grappling with the Source or the contestation 
over its meaning that matters and not the posturing that accompanies claims 
to speak on its behalf or the much-rehearsed disappointment with not being 
able to do so.

There is nothing beyond the mystical foundation of the state, nothing 
beyond its “because I say so” that would ground it, justify its classification 
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and its future inscription in the political. All taxonomies amount to little more 
than arbitrary, highly politicized classifications, re-presentations of pluralism 
as the sine qua non of the political, fragmentations of reality that ultimately 
have no authority to stabilize it. If all this is true of taxonomies in general, it 
is even more poignantly true of a taxonomy that aspires to classify attempts 
that have been made to speak of the founding Figure itself. If the founding 
Figure grounds and legitimizes the political while remaining irreducible to 
all attempts at finally deciding and agreeing on what it means—an agreement 
that would annihilate its authority—then any taxonomy of that founding 
myth can aspire to no more than tracing its appearance and disappearance in 
discourse: the manner in which it appears to allow certain moves, by author-
izing or legitimizing them in the name of the spectral “We,” only to have 
this “permission,” this “authorization” contested and declared null and void 
or illegitimate in relation to another manifestation of the founding Figure in 
another discourse that asserts, either the illegitimacy of the founding Figure 
to act as such or by questioning its ability to do so effectively because it can-
not be named, domesticated in understanding, and executed in politics.

The founding Figure disappears the moment it appears and because no 
society can conceive of itself without such a figure, however contested and 
vague, the inverse is also true: it appears in the very moment when it seems to 
disappear. That is what it does. The moment Ubuntu is invoked to do politi-
cal work—as it was in ramphele’s speech—it disappears behind the question, 
What does it mean? But this disappearance doesn’t matter because by the 
time we ask the question, what does it mean?, it has already done its work by 
reinscribing in the political domain the nomos—Do you remember?—briefly 
glimpsed in 1994 but which has since receded, beyond recall we sometimes 
think, that nomos which marked the birth of South Africa’s constitutional 
order as both inception and exception (or inception as exception) in Moham-
med DP’s suspension of the new constitution qua regime of individual rights 
in the name of our shared humanity.

notes

 1.  Praeg (2014).
 2.  Molefe (2014), Oduor (2014), Graneß (2014), and rossouw (2014).
 3.  February (2014).
 4.  Praeg (2014: 256).
 5.  Cornell (2004).
 6.  See Gade (2011).
 7.  Lovejoy (1964: 200–207).
 8.  For a history of Africa in relation to the Great Chain of being, see Praeg 

(2010).
 9.  ramphele (2013).
 10.  Laclau (1996: 37).
 11.  Deleuze and Guattari (1994).
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 12.  Arendt (1963: 205).
 13.  AZAPO (1996).
 14.  Praeg (2014: 268).
 15.  Ibid., 268.
 16.  Wilson, cited in Arendt (1963: 201).
 17.  Here, see Shivji (2014).
 18.  AZAPO, par. 44. Emphasis added.
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CHAPTEr 33

Philosophy and Artistic Creativity in Africa

Oluwatoyin Vincent Adepoju

All forms of being, animate and inanimate, demonstrate creativity in their 
own unique ways. All forms of being manifest qualities that define them in 
distinction from other forms of being, even within the same ontological cat-
egories. The human creation of disciplinary classifications, as well as of rela-
tionships between them, is one such expressions of creativity. Within this 
context, what are the correlations between philosophy and artistic creativity, 
particularly in Africa? These summations are an interpretation of the central 
concept of the harmony of creative individuality and universality enabled by 
cosmic force in classical African thought, as described by John Mbiti,1 and 
particularly in its presentation of the concept of ase in Yoruba thought, as 
depicted by Henry John Drewal et al.,2 and in Igbo thought as ike, as 
expounded by Chinua Achebe.3

Do philosophical and artistic creativity express distinctive essences, quali-
ties that distinguish them from each other, and if so, are these qualities 
invariant across time and space? These are ideas on the nature of being as 
suggested by the understanding of natural phenomena in Yoruba and Igbo 
thought as demonstrating distinguishing identities, ori in Yoruba,4 chi, in 
Igbo.5 Is it possible to map the expressions of human creativity represented 
by philosophy and art and their interrelationships in a manner that indicates 
their character as strategies of exploring the scope of phenomena, concrete 
and abstract, natural and human made, in order to understand the unfold-
ing possibilities of existence, adapting Joseph Ohomina on the nature of the 
odu, the organizational categories and active agents of the Yoruba origin Ifa 
knowledge system?6
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PhilosoPhy as comParative rationalities

responses to questions on the nature and significance of philosophy often 
depend on who is answering the question. The “who” is bound up with 
the cultural frameworks with which the person answering identifies, and in 
relation to their agenda. Along those lines, it is vital to note that the term 
“philosophy” is derived from the Greek philosophia, meaning the “love of wis-
dom.” What does wisdom mean in this context, and is that meaning relevant 
for people and cultures not shaped by the Greek example or which might be 
influenced by it but not in the same way as Europe and its North American 
descendants who have been deeply groomed by the Greek achievement?

Philosophy in contemporary Western culture is concerned primarily 
with ideas about values and meaning that can be assessed in terms of linear 
rationality. Anthony Appiah sums up this style of philosophy in the expres-
sion “thinking it through”, in which philosophy is developed in the process 
of reflecting on issues, demonstrating the various stages in the reflective pro-
cess.7 This approach is priceless but it may be understood as one style of phi-
losophy. Along related but not identical lines, one could see the application 
of the term “philosophy” to various non-Western cultures as a term intro-
duced to map styles of thinking in those cultures. In this way of understand-
ing philosophy, it is taken as a heuristic device derived from its contemporary 
orientation in Western thought and used as a means of interpreting correla-
tive developments in non-Western cultures. The value of adapting the West-
ern paradigm may be seen as consisting primarily in discovering relationships 
between linear logic as central to Western philosophy and other forms of 
rationality. Linear logic may be understood as a lowest common denomina-
tor in human thought and other forms of rationality as demonstrating various 
degrees of connection with it.

The view that various levels of quality are realized in various conceptions of 
phenomena may be seen as universal across cultures. Within many, and most 
likely all, cultures, there exists the awareness of particular kinds of under-
standing that are perceived as deeper, more insightful than others. When 
such understanding penetrates to efforts to explain the meaning of existence 
and how it may be managed, we are within the style of thinking the Greeks 
understood as philosophia.

the intersection of art and PhilosoPhy

The transformation of forms in terms of changes that add significant quali-
tative value to these forms in a way that delights the respondent may be 
depicted as one way of understanding art. Descriptions of the nature of art 
may center on the artistic form itself, on the creator of the form, on the 
respondent to the form, or on all of these in tandem.8 The question of the 
relationship between art and philosophy achieves particular prominence in 
cultures in which imaginative forms are primary bearers of the human quest 
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for ultimate meaning. In such contexts the imagination may be seen as dem-
onstrating a primacy of value that questions or even surpasses linear logic, 
which is primarily associated in contemporary Western culture with philos-
ophy. Within social structures that privilege imaginative rationality, artistic 
forms become primary approaches to metaphysical and spiritual exploration, 
from pottery, to weaving, to blacksmithing, to painting and sculpture, among 
other artistic pursuits.

A thinker who unifies various expressive possibilities in terms of which 
people across time and space have examined the meaning of existence is the 
ancient Greek philosopher Plato. His work develops dramatic dialogues within 
vividly painted narrative contexts, parables, and myths, resonating with most 
forms of expression at various points in time and space. This expressive scope 
makes the study of Plato vital in an effort to gain a synoptic understanding of 
human thought, stimulating inspiring questions about how people, represented 
here by Plato, are able at a point far back in time to frame issues and respond 
to them in ways that prove resonant across the centuries, a testimony to the 
power of the human mind, the exploration of which is central to philosophy.

demonstrations of the PhilosoPhical significance  
of african arts

Hermeneutics of Nature

Some of the most creative answers on the order and meaning of existence 
offered by Africans and those inspired by African thought emerge in the 
arts. Central to classical African thought and its post-classical expressions is 
the hermeneutics of nature, the interpretation of the significance of nature 
within and beyond its material values. An aspect of this naturalistic thought 
is forest hermeneutics, inspired by the luxuriant vegetation of the tropical 
environment. My favorite African philosophical text inspired by this con-
text is the conversation between Densu and the healer Damfo in Ayi Kwei 
Armah’s novel The Healers, described by Armah in a personal communication 
as adapted from philosophies developed among the Akan of Ghana. Here is a 
representative selection of Damfo’s summations:

Men walk through the forest. They see leaves, trees, insects, sometimes a small 
animal, perhaps a snake. They see many things. But they see little. They hear 
many forest sounds. But they hear little. A healer sees differently. He hears dif-
ferently. He sees and hears more. It is as if the spirits of all the leaves of the for-
est were talking to the healer, telling him what it is they each contain, what it 
is each can do, and what they cannot do. The leaves, animals, even stones, say 
much, and they show much to any prepared to hear.

In the universe there are so many signs. A few we understand, the way farmers 
know what clouds mean, and fishermen understand the stars. But most signs 
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mean nothing to us because we aren’t prepared to understand them. The healer 
trains his eyes so he can read signs. His training is of the ears so he can listen to 
sounds and understand them. His preparation is also of the nostrils—life and 
death have their smells. It is of the tongue and the body’s ability to feel…

He who would be a healer must set great value on seeing truly, hearing truly, 
understanding truly, and acting truly…. The healer’s work concerns wholeness. 
Those who learn to read the signs around them and to hear the language of 
the universe reach a kind of knowledge healers call the shadow. The shadow, 
because that kind of knowledge follows you everywhere. When you find it, it 
is not difficult at all. It says there are two forces, unity and division. The first 
creates. The second destroys.9

This summation is remarkable in encapsulating a breadth of ideas about the 
meaning of life in terms of the image of moving through a forest. In doing 
this, it presents an understanding of the significance of sensitivity to one’s 
environment, facilitating interpretation of its meaning, ideas that may be 
adapted to contexts beyond the ecosystem represented by the forest. The 
forest is a central motif in human thought, a recurrent form encapsulating a 
center of meaning in imaginative thought in various cultures across the world, 
its ecosystemic density being one of humanity’s earliest and most impactful 
encounters with the diversity, challenges, and mystery of terrestrial existence.

The correlatively brief but poetically pregnant text, the Tao Te Ching by 
the Chinese thinker Lao Tzu, is enigmatic, tantalizing, depicting the lofti-
est metaphysical scope in relation to subtly intriguing ethical ideas. Armah’s 
dialogue, on the other hand, is quietly down to earth, grounded in concrete 
specificities of human encounter with nature. It depicts those specificities, 
however, in terms of a movement from basic visual, aural, and tactile appre-
hension of phenomena to a grasp of both their intrinsic significance and their 
relationship to human will in the context of social processes. This ideational 
progression opens up infinite possibilities of interpretation, from the meta-
physical to the ethical and even spiritual, possibilities mediated even more 
forcefully by the poetic but precise beauty of the text within the context of a 
story that contributes, to some degree, in dramatizing the ideas the conversa-
tion demonstrates.

Ahmadou Hampate Ba, on classical African civilizations of the savannah 
south of the Sahara, of which the Bambara and the Fulani recur prominently 
in his body of work, makes a related summation of a style of learning he 
understands as central to the cognitive cultures of those civilizations:

If an old teacher comes upon an ant-hill during a walk in the bush, this gives 
him an opportunity for dispensing various kinds of knowledge according to 
the kind of listeners he has at hand. Either he will speak of the creature itself, 
the laws governing its life and the class of being it belongs to, or he will give 
children a lesson in morality by showing them how community life depends on 
solidarity and forgetfulness of self, or again he may go on to higher things if he 
feels that his audience can attain to them.
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Thus any incident in life, any trivial happening, can always be developed in 
many ways, can lead to telling a myth, a tale, a legend.

Every phenomenon one encounters can be traced back to the forces from which 
it issued and suggest the mysteries of the unity of life, which is entirely animated 
by Se, the primordial sacred Force, itself an aspect of God the Creator.10

A correlative sublimity of vision in which the fluttering of the wings of the 
butterfly, as it were, becomes integrative of myriads of conjunctive under-
standings, is summed up by Kat N rob on the use of Ukara cloth as a cen-
tral symbolic form in the expression of the Nsibidi symbolism of the Ekpe 
esoteric order of South-South, South-Eastern Nigeria and South-West 
Cameroon:

To one who knows, any event or symbol reveals, through an elaborate web of 
association and connection, an interplay of patterns. The cry of a particular bird 
may be a source of profound and poignant meaning on many levels. Leopard 
and Spider are our teachers. Undulating Serpent and Coiled Serpent.

…

These are elucidated in a language, unintelligible to the profane, of the forces of 
nature as they are encountered in nature. Visionary images, articulated by the 
priest/kings of the Cross river and related regions, are created by immersing 
cotton fabric masked with temporary raffia stitches in indigo dye. These state-
ments of identity and office are worn as garments in life and later utilized in the 
definition of sacred spaces well attuned to the objectives of their creators.

…

These Holy images recall a proverb which speaks of realization that transcends 
all concepts. In these expressions of cosmological wisdom indigo is the color of 
the deep.

…scintillations [which] partake of sentience, manifesting as ongoing creation 
and destruction at all levels. [They] resonate with these two fundamental prin-
ciples and thereby beget reality through portents, gestures, rhythms, aphorisms, 
stories, customs, practices, rituals, ceremonies, history, and so on to the inclu-
sion of all possibilities.11

Those magnificent lines encapsulate the conjunction between the concrete 
and the abstract, the metaphysical and the everyday, the functional and the 
symbolic, that may be seen as characterizing classical African cognitive sys-
tems. The lines present an understanding ranging from the seemingly most 
humble of animals, the bird, the spider, and the snake, to the majestic, the 
leopard, as evoking the most profound perception of the forces underly-
ing existence, understanding then transposed to cloth worn on the body or 
used in marking sacred space, the colors of this cloth suggesting a range of 
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perceptual possibilities, from the corporeal to the transcendence of concepts, 
cognitive realizations expressed across a range of creative forms, from aph-
orisms to gestures, to rituals. The luminescent beauty of the installation in 
Fig. 33.1, of Nsibidi symbolism transposed from Ukara cloth, is an example 
of the aesthetic possibilities and expressive signature of Nsibidi, in its con-
junction of animal forms, abstract shapes, and a background evocative of 
stars.

The animal forms indicate the development of ideational values from 
observing animals. The abstractions also depict the expression of concepts 
in a manner evocative of the presence of human consciousness transposing 
natural forms into categories of its own apprehension. The play of these natu-
ralistic and abstract forms against a background suggestive of a field of stars 
evokes the cosmological orientation in terms of which Nsibidi in a compre-
hensive sense is best understood. It is actualised a semiotic projection of a 
vision of existential totality, from emblematizations of intra-human relation-
ships to evocations of the human journey within the “forest” of being, peo-
pled by animals, plants, and what they symbolize, as well as by non-human 
and non-animal forms of sentience also known as spirits, a journey under-
gone in relation to eternity, as suggested by the symbolism of the spiral, a 
central Nsibidi motif.12 The natural world as a template for the meaning of 

Fig. 33.1 Nsibidi Installation. Presented by the Turchin Center for the Visual Arts, 
Negotiation of the Secret Society Cloth was an exhibition exploring the history, variety of 
design patterns, process of creation, and the various uses based on research conducted 
by Dr. Eli Bentor over 22 years. Photo courtesy of the Turchin Center for the Visual 
Arts, Appalachian State University (2016)
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the cosmos also emerges with the bovine hermeneutics of the Peul Fulani in 
which the configurations created by the coats of cattle are interpreted as a 
platform for mapping the structure of space, the order of the elements, and 
the metaphysical permutations of the cosmos.13

Mazisi Kunene also presents a magnificent deployment of animal imagery 
as central to classical Zulu thought.14 The beauty of this effort emerges from 
the ideational scope he ascribes to the distinctive characteristics of particu-
lar animals, unfolding ideas about metaphysical structure and dynamism, in 
the context of the ultimate possibilities of human knowledge. In this context, 
the movements of the snake are imagined as multiplied into thousands, and 
therefore as evocative of cosmic motion,15 while the image of a half-forest 
and half-field is suggestive of the coexistence of matter and spirit in consti-
tuting the cosmos.16 The suggestion of the chameleon’s eyes as rotating in 
a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree motion becomes evocative of synoptic per-
ception of the possibilities of existence achieved through the integration of 
knowledge of the particulars of reality and the universal implications of those 
particulars, in a synthesis that unifies all contraries, the living and the dead, 
the physical and the non-physical, matter and spirit, past and present, time 
and eternity, space and infinity, in a perceptual synthesis.17 How may such a 
cognitive unity be achieved?

Cognitive Synthesis in Yoruba and Igbo Thought

Kunene does not provide an answer to this question, but the correlations 
between his presentation of classical Zulu thought and descriptions of clas-
sical Igbo philosophy by Anenechukwu Umeh and of classical Yoruba epis-
temology by Babatunde Lawal and rowland Abiodun provide possibilities 
of response to that question, possibilities that unify aesthetics, epistemology, 
and metaphysics. Central to these summations is the Yoruba expression aiku 
pari iwa, which may be translated as “deathlessness consummates existence or 
being.” Complementing this expression is another Yoruba expression iwa l’ 
ewa, which may be translated as “character or inward being is beauty.”18

How may this deathlessness be actualized? Could it be reached through an 
understanding of iwa, being? I am not aware of physical immortality as being 
an aspect of ideas presented by or on behalf of thinkers in the classical Yoruba 
tradition, so this conception of deathlessness is almost certainly something 
abstract, not physical. Could this deathlessness, aiku, be reached through an 
appreciation of iwa, essential or inward being or character, through a sensitiv-
ity to its beauty, perhaps as expressed in human and non-human forms? May 
iwa, essential or inward being, in non-human and even inanimate forms be 
understood in terms of the essential being of a phenomenon, however that 
being is perceived? May such an awareness of iwa eventuate in an apprecia-
tion of the deathless essence understood in Yoruba thought as ori, superbly 
described by Olabiyi Babalola Yai as “essence, attribute, and quintessence…
the uniqueness of persons, animals, and things, their inner eye and ear, their 
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sharpest point and most alert guide as they navigate through this world and 
the one beyond”?19

Can Babatunde Lawal’s presentation of classical Yoruba epistemology sug-
gests an approach to such a depth of understanding of beings, in their distinc-
tiveness, and of being in general? Lawal describes this epistemology in terms 
of a progression from oju òde, the external eye, also known as oju lasan, the 
ordinary or naked eye, to oju inú, the inward eye, also depicted as oju okan, 
the mind’s eye. Oju òde is quotidian vision centred in the perception of mate-
rial realities. Oju inú is inward perception which penetrates deeper into the 
nature of phenomena through a perceptual continuum. This continuum may 
be seen as ranging from conventional perception represented by visual cogni-
tion, thinking, imagination, intuition, memory, and critical analysis to entry 
into non-conventional forms of knowing demonstrated by dreams, trances, 
prophecy, divination and extrasensory perception, among others.20

Anenechukwu Umeh’s account of the epistemology of Afa, a classical Igbo 
spiritual and philosophical system, reinforces the account of Yoruba episte-
mology given by Lawal, consolidating the similarities between the geographi-
cally close civilizations within what has become Nigeria. Umeh describes Afa 
theory of perception as based on the relationship between ose naabo, the eyes 
with which the material world is perceived, and ose ora, the eye with which 
both the material world and the world of spirit are cognized in an integrative 
vision.21 The perceptual capacity of ose ora reaches a climax in insight into the 
unity of being within the ambit of eternity.

Correlating the similarities between these accounts of Igbo and Yoruba 
theories of perception, one may understand them as conjunctive in depict-
ing a perceptual sequence that may eventuate in the awareness of cosmic 
unity described by Umeh as the climatic point of knowledge. Is it possible to 
develop a form of perception that penetrates to the aesthetic configuration 
that constitutes the essence of phenomena, this being one way of respond-
ing to Abiodun’s description of Yoruba ethics in relation to metaphysics in 
terms of iwa l’ewa, “character or inward being is beauty”? May this essence 
be experienced as an entry into eternity, as suggested by the Yoruba associa-
tion of deathlessness with the consummation of being, a quality also central 
to Umeh’s description of the climax of vision in Igbo Afa thought? This idea 
is reinforced by Susanne Wenger’s aesthetics, grounded in Yoruba thought, 
on appreciation of nature as enabling a participation in a mode of being that 
is both primal and timeless:

Here I am, one with the water; I think and feel like the river, my blood flows 
like the river, to the rhythm of its waves, otherwise the trees and the animals 
wouldn’t be such allies.

I am here in the trees, in the river, in my creative phase not only when I am 
here physically, but Forever—even when I happen to be travelling-hidden, 
beyond time and suffering, in the Spiritual Entities which, because they are real 
in many ways, present ever new features.
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I feel sheltered with them—in them—because I am so very fond of trees and 
running water—and all the gods of the world are trees and animals long, long 
before they entrust their sacrosanct magnificence to a human figure.22

ePistemologies of visual symbols

Adinkra

“The use of symbols to connote ideas which defy simple verbalization is 
perhaps one of the oldest of human traditions. The Asante people of West 
Africa have long been accustomed to using simple yet elegant motifs known 
as Adinkra symbols, to serve just this purpose.” So state Sylvester James Gates 
and Michael Faux, on their adaptation of the name of the older system for 
their own mathematical symbolism which bears significant visual similarities 
to classical Adinkra. One of the most powerful of these ancient visual forms 
in terms of the conjunction of explicit conceptualization and conceptual tran-
scendence is Gye Nyame, shown from J.B. Danquah’s The Akan Doctrine of 
God.23 Gye Nyame means “Except Nyame,” Nyame being a name for the cre-
ator of the cosmos (Fig. 33.2).

In Adinkra Cosmos, a work in progress, I describe Gye Nyame this way:

Gye Nyame is enigmatic and abstract, its composite structure bearing no rela-
tionship to any form in nature, being at best a hybrid juxtaposition emerging 

Fig. 33.2 Gye Nyame
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from the depths of an unfettered imagination. It is both amoeboid in its plastic-
ity and muscular in its suggestion of the graceful but powerful thrusts of the 
horns of a rhino framing the liquid centre of the shape. The movement of lines 
within space that constitutes the visual form of the symbol could be seen as 
evocative of both inscrutability and cognitive dynamism. Inscrutability in that its 
abstract form could be understood as suggestive of the ontological conception 
represented by the notion of ultimate being embodied in the idea of Nyame. 
This abstraction could be perceived as being neither a distortion nor a contor-
tion of known forms but as representative of a unique formal universe, sugges-
tive of something outside the boundaries of human perception and fashioning; 
the gyrations of its thrusting forms enclosing liquid permutations, creating enig-
matic, abstract rhythms that evoke sonic resonance through visual space.

The difference between the visual abstraction represented by Gye Nyame and 
conventional shapes could suggest the distance of identity, the ontological 
remoteness, between the divine subject the abstractions evoke and the total 
field of existence. The subject evoked by the abstractions is neither This nor 
That definite form, conceptual or visual, but, in a sense, demonstrates a protean 
plasticity of expression that enables it to become whatever the conceiver or per-
ceiver wants It to be.

This notion of transcendence of being and cognitive possibility is correla-
tive with the suggestion of a cognitive dynamism evoked by the classical Akan 
understanding of the Creator as the eternal witness of existence Who subsumes 
the transformations of being into Themselves. Within this context the universe 
is conceived in terms of a transformative process perceived in its totality only 
from a central point of consciousness which constitutes its origin, as expressed 
in the proverb from Twi, the central language of the Akan, Abode santann yi firi 
tete;obi nte ase a onim ahyease, na obi ntena ae nkosi ne awie, Gye Nyame: “This 
great panorama of creation dates back to time immemorial; no one lives who 
saw its beginning and no one will live to see its end, except Nyame.”

The Adinkra symbol system subsumes what may be understood as the entire 
scope of human experience and its most exalted conceptions, from Owuo 
Atwedee, which represents human life as a ladder of milestones, culminating in 
the final transition of a lifetime into the unknown evoked by the empty space 
against which the ladder is visualized, to He Won Hye (“The Unburnable” or 
“That Which Cannot Be Burnt”), a form aerodynamic in its gracefulness, sym-
bolizing the flight of the essential self across various lifetimes, to Nyame Nwu 
Na M’awu (“Could Nyame [the Supreme Being] die, I would die”24), which 
bears a relationship to the Twi proverb Onyankopon nkuni wo na odasani 
kum wo a, wunwu da (“Unless you die of Nyankapon [another name for the 
Supreme Being], let living man kill you, and you will not perish”25). This calls 
attention to the paradoxical continuity between the apparent mutability of the 
self and its undying nature. A cognitive imperative as central to human being 
is thus evoked, in terms of the sequence from the Adinkra symbol Nea Onnim 
No Sua A, Ohu (“He who does not know can know from learning”), a “sym-
bol of knowledge, life-long education and continued quest for knowledge”26 
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to a another Adinkra symbol, Nyansapon, the wisdom knot, which could be 
seen in terms of the image of opening and closing, tying and untying, freedom 
and enclosure, lines and circular forms, associated with tying and untying a 
knot, suggesting the cosmos as a knot that needs to be untangled by reflection 
and diligent study. This symbol sequence reaches a consummation of cognitive 
possibility in the ultimate vantage point represented by the perception of the 
entire course of existence, from its source to its ultimate progression, a vantage 
point symbolized by Gye Nyame, to give a very brief selection from this cor-
pus, the images for which selection are shown in Fig. 33.3.

These symbols and the philosophic expressions with which they are related 
explicitly characterize a conception of the eternal nature of the self, a continu-
ity, however, not suggestive of mere repetition, but of the opportunity to grow 
into a range of knowledge and skill through experience, a wisdom and active 
capacity evoked by the range of ideas evoked by the symbolism of Adinkra.

From Adinkra to Owusu Ankomah’s Microcron

“The adinkra emblems suggest a natural body of hidden knowledge encoded 
in the environment, which although aesthetically pleasing still remain ambig-
uous and never completely decipherable,”27 states Owusu Ankomah, a phi-
losopher and artist who, beginning with his engagement with the evocative 
possibilities of Adinkra in relation to the diversity of human mathematical 
shaping, transposes the scope and complexity of terrestrial and cosmic nature 
into a forest of abstract symbols within which the human being navigates. 
This transposition culminates in a visualization unifying the totality of exist-
ence and possibility and how it may be perceived, a theoretical and visual 

Owuo Atwedee He Won Hye Nyame Nwu Na M’awu 

Nea Onnim No Sua A, Ohu Nyansapon Gye Nyame 

Fig. 33.3 Selection of Adinkra symbols
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form he names the Microcron, representing both the practically infinite scope 
of the cosmos and the infinite possibility of human development:

Imagine a microscopic ball of light being our universe, with a number of similar 
balls of light in a circle that is one constellation out of an infinity of constellations 
that again culminate in a ball of light … these systems of universes in universes 
in universes continues… into infinity. The balls of light in a circle also symbolize 
our collectiveness and oneness…. The prime radiant, that first primordial light, 
that energy that gave birth to all the other lights we call stars, is as simple as it 
can possibly be. Out of this simplicity comes all of that rich complexity.

But the rich complexity doesn’t mean that the infinite universes in the Microcron 
are complicated. It just means that the simpleness is interacting with itself in a 
very rich reflective manner. All of that complexity, all of that richness is stemming 
from that simple point of light. Explorations that lead to the treasure. We are the 
treasure boxes, full of profoundly precious items beyond our imagination.28

“The human and the prospect of its glorious future is my inspiration” Owusu-
Ankomah sums up, suggesting the centralization of the human form in his art, 
as demonstrated by the figure in Microcron-Kusum-No.4 (Fig. 33.4)29 who, 
within a field suggesting the symbolizing distillations of humanity, holds in his 
hand the sequence of colored circles symbolizing the Microcron:

Fig. 33.4 Microcron Kusum No. 4
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yoruba PhilosoPhy and sPirituality as develoPed by osi audu 
and wole soyinka

I conclude with an adaptation of Wole Soyinka’s splendid summation of the 
Yoruba origin Orisa philosophy and spirituality, in which he distils from the 
myths of the various Orisa or deities the philosophical values he understands 
these myths as dramatizing. Soyinka’s text is amplified by additions of mine 
in square brackets depicting what I perceive as central pillars in this system of 
knowledge, complementing his summation. I also add Osi Audu’s painterly 
evocations of one of these conceptual fields:

[At the intersection of orí inú and orí òde, the inner and outer head, sug-
gested by Osi Audu’s dynamic concavities in Fig. 33.5, the self as an immor-
tal core of potential and the self as the dramatization of that potential at the 
conjunction of time and space within the ambit of eternity consummated 
within the circular configuration of opon ifa, a central cosmological form of 
the Yoruba origin Ifa system]

Obatala fulfills. Purity, love, transparency of heart. Stoical strength. Luminous 
truth. Man is imperfect; man strives towards perfection. Yet even the imper-
fect may find interior harmony with Nature. Spirit overcomes blemish—be it of 
mind or body. Oh, peace that giveth understanding, possess our human heart.

Fig. 33.5 Emptiness and concrete form correlatively shaping space in Osi Audu’s 
visualization of the self as hidden depth and the self as expressed possibility, adapted 
from classical Yoruba metaphysics. Left Osi Audu, “Self Portrait XXXI, 2014, 
22.5″ × 30″, graphite & pastel on paper”. “Osi Audu On his “Self Portrait” Draw-
ings in Pastel and Graphite”. https://mortonfineart.wordpress.com/2016/02/11/
osi-audu-on-his-self-portrait-drawings-in-pastel-and-graphite/. Right “Self-Portrait 
No 1, 2016, graphite and pastel on paper mounted on canvas, 56 × 72 ins. Cour-
tesy Skoto Gallery”. “Exhibition of recent Drawings by Osi Audu Opens at Skoto 
Gallery”: http://artdaily.com/news/84344/Exhibition-of-recent-drawings-by-Osi-
Audu-opens-at-Skoto-Gallery#

https://mortonfineart.wordpress.com/2016/02/11/osi-audu-on-his-self-portrait-drawings-in-pastel-and-graphite/
https://mortonfineart.wordpress.com/2016/02/11/osi-audu-on-his-self-portrait-drawings-in-pastel-and-graphite/
http://artdaily.com/news/84344/Exhibition-of-recent-drawings-by-Osi-Audu-opens-at-Skoto-Gallery
http://artdaily.com/news/84344/Exhibition-of-recent-drawings-by-Osi-Audu-opens-at-Skoto-Gallery
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Seek understanding of the signposts of existence. Is knowledge not within and 
around us? If the Supreme Fount of Thought sought counsel of Orunmila 
in the hour of crisis, why will you by-pass the seer of signposts, O seeker of 
knowledge? Wisdom may slumber on the gums of infants; lucky that man who 
patiently awaits the loosening of infant tongues. Ifa maps the course through 
shrouded horizons.

Ogun sets the example: Virtue wears the strangest garb—comradeship in strife, 
meditation in solitude, the hardy route of self-sacrifice…. Life is multiple and 
strange. The death of fear liberates the Will that sets forth where no mind ever 
trod. Ogun liberates: rise beyond his shadow.

Justice is the mortar that kneads the dwelling-place of man. Can mere brick on 
brick withstand the bloodied cries of wrong from the aggrieved? No more than 
dark withstands the flare of lightning, roofs of straw the path of thunderbolts. 
Sango restores.

[Without change, can we grow? The day of birth points to the moment of 
death. Without pain, what is the value of pleasure? What is life without death to 
give it urgency? Position yourself with Esu at the intersections of change. Esu—
the flash that unites the cosmos, the gleam that illuminates being to being, the 
potential for transformation, the kaleidoscope of possibilities that is the totality].

Honour to the Ancestors. If blood flows in you, tears run, bile courses, if the 
soft planet of brain pulses with thought and sensing, and earth consumes you in 
the end, then you, with your ancestors, are one with the fluid elements. If the 
beast knows what herbs of the forest are his friends, what plea shall man make 
that boasts superior knowledge, yet knows no empathy with moisture of the air 
he breathes, the juice of leaves, the sap in his roots to earth, or the waters that 
nourish his being? Man may speak Oya, Osun, Orisa-Oko…yet mind and spirit 
encompass more than a mere litany of names. Knowledge is Orisa.

Orisa preaches Community: found it! This, no honest men will deny: man 
has failed the world or the world has failed mankind. Then question further: 
what faiths and realms of values have controlled our earth till now? And next: 
since their gods have failed, may ours not yield forgotten ways that remedy?

The Will of man is placed beyond surrender. Without the knowing of Divinity 
by man, can Deity survive? O hesitant one, Man’s conceiving is fathomless: his 
community will rise beyond the present reaches of the mind. Orisa reveals Des-
tiny as – Self-destination.30

notes

 1.  Mbiti (1969).
 2.  Drewal, Pemberton, Abiodun and Wardwell (1989).
 3.  Achebe (1988: 435).
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 4.  My preferred definition of ori, quoted later on in this essay, is by Yai (1992: 
22).

 5.  My preferred descriptions of chi are by Umeh (1998 and 2000).
 6.  Personal communication.
 7.  Appiah (2003).
 8.  Abrams provides a similar summation (1971).
 9.  Armah (1979).
 10.  Ba (1981: 179).
 11.  Kat, N rob, “Of Indigo and Light: Manifestations of the Immortals in Cross river 

Sacred Textiles.” Facebook Notes of Oluwatoyin Vincent Adepoju. https://www.
facebook.com/notes/oluwatoyin-vincent-adepoju/of-indigo-and-light-manifesta-
tions-of-the-immortals-in-cross-river-sacred-textil/10152992824229103.

 12.  As described of Victor Ekpuk’s adaptation of the Nsibidi spiral at the site of the 
Inscribing Meaning: Writing and Graphic Systems in African Art exhibition at 
the Smithsonian National Museum of African Art. http://africa.si.edu/exhib-
its/inscribing/nsibidi.html.

 13.  As described in Dieterlen (1965).
 14.  Kunene (1981).
 15.  Ibid., 28–29.
 16.  Ibid., 15.
 17.  Ibid., 23.
 18.  The discussion of these Yoruba expressions is a development of Abiodun’s 

treatment of the subject (1987).
 19.  Yai (1992: 22).
 20.  Lawal (2001: 516).
 21.  Umeh (1998, 2000).
 22.  Brockmann and Hötter (1994).
 23.  Danquah (1968).
 24.  Ibid.
 25.  Ibid.
 26.  Adinkra Symbols of West Africa. Accessed 21 March 2016. http://www.

adinkra.org/htmls/adinkra/neao.htm.
 27.  Owusu-Ankomah and Houghton (2011: 1).
 28.  Face2Facebook Art Talk, 29 April 2013 at the University of African Art 

Facebook group. Accessed 22 March 2016. https://www.facebook.com/
groups/298741450183968/permalink/524208760970568/.

 29.  October Gallery. Accessed 23 March 2016. http://www.octobergallery.co.uk/
artists/owusu-ankomah.

 30.  Soyinka (1991: 33–35).
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CHAPTEr 34

African Philosophy at the African Cinema

Adeshina Afolayan

Nollywood is a philosophy and not a physical entity. It is the totality of a people’s effort, 
their persuasion, ideology and creative spirit.

—Tunde Kelani1

introduction

The premise of this chapter is quite provocative: African philosophy, since 
its inauguration, has refused to engage the African cinema.2 Hence, there 
remained a huge intellectual and multidisciplinary gap that necessarily creates 
a conceptual absence in the collective attempt at making sense of the African 
predicament and pushing decolonization forward. In the opening epigraph, 
Tunde Kelani, the foremost Nigerian filmmaker and auteur, alluded to the 
intrinsic conceptual link between philosophy and Nollywood. For him, Nol-
lywood is essentially a philosophic framework, a cinematic configuration that 
embodies “the totality of a people’s effort, their persuasion, ideology and crea-
tive spirit.” If this is correct, why is African philosophy hesitant in confronting 
African cinema and engaging its world-making efforts? Why do the African 
philosophers find the dark interior of the Nollywood cinemas forbidden?

When narrating his experience of encountering the cinema, Deleuze con-
cludes by saying “I was able to write about cinema, not because of some right 
of consideration, but because philosophical problems compelled me to look 
for answers in the cinema, even at the risk that those answers would sug-
gest other problems.”3 I am also grounding my question on this Deleuzian 
experience: Can the compelling significance of the African predicament force 

© The Author(s) 2017 
A. Afolayan and T. Falola (eds.), The Palgrave Handbook of  
African Philosophy, DOI 10.1057/978-1-137-59291-0_34

525

A. Afolayan (*) 
University of Ibadan, Ibadan, Nigeria



526  A. AFOLAYAN

African philosophers to look for answers, and even questions, in Nollywood? 
The answer to this question requires breaking down the barrier that defines 
what is philosophical, and its incarnation in Africa.

the decolonization angst: african  
PhilosoPhy/african cinema

The year 1960 is often regarded as the Africa’s year of independence. It 
was the year that exactly seventeen African states gained independence from 
European colonial rule. Independence was to be the first step in a process of 
decolonization that was supposed to lead eventually to a full-fledged libera-
tion of the continent. Decolonization became broadly conceived as the insti-
tutional, legal, cultural, and mental abrogation of everything hegemonic and 
colonial. It was in this fundamental sense that Nkrumah crafted his famous 
exhortation: “Seek ye first the political kingdom, and all else shall be added 
unto you!” From independence onward, it was expected that the historical 
consciousness of the people on the continent would increasingly unfold to 
make Africa a fully emancipated continent.

But then, right from the commencement of anticolonialism, the entire 
decolonization process became rigged to fail. The arrested process of decolo-
nization failed to translate inevitably to an emancipated Africa. According to 
Hargreaves,

Even the most generous decolonizers were concerned to reproduce some of 
their own institutions and values in Africa: educational systems, market eco-
nomics, above all self-governing nation-states. To state this does not necessarily 
imply any hidden agenda on their part; many of their African interlocutors, con-
sciously if selectively, accepted the value of what was on offer. But in retrospect 
it is clear that the negotiations which brought the new nation-states into being 
were also creating an agenda for a second and more difficult programme of eco-
nomic and cultural decolonization.4

Thus, right from the formal end of colonialism in Africa, the continent imme-
diately commenced another ideological battle for the retrieval of the African 
subject and its agency. From African history and African literature to African 
philosophy and African cinema, there emerged a sustained attempt at redeem-
ing the grandiose promises of African liberation through a reinstigated decol-
onization. Beginning from the Ibadan School of History, the clear-cut agenda 
was an attempt to retrieve Africa’s historical agency and achievements. But 
the battle for the ideological control of the future of Africa is equally long 
drawn and no less fierce.

Both philosophy and the cinema played a unique role in Europe’s colo-
nial dominance, especially in Africa. But both also became very critical within 
the context of the urgent anticolonial need to respond to colonialism and the 
desire for independence. Colonialism by its nature was an attempt not only to 
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expropriate Africa’s economic resources, but essentially a cultural programme 
that was meant to create cultural and psychological dissonance between the 
colonized and their heritage. Colonialism was a deliberate attack by the colo-
nizers on the humanity of the colonized.

By its very nature, the motion picture became an instant curiosity in colo-
nial Africa. And that perfectly served the purpose of building a mystique 
around the Europeans and their enterprise of subjugation. And so, the fasci-
nation which came with the cinema enabled the colonialists to impress their 
messages, about health and hygiene, law and order, and the domination of 
the colonized minds and bodies. Paradoxically, however, it did not take long 
for the Africans themselves to take over the cinematic medium as a viable 
framework for instigating anticolonialism and the reclamation and redefini-
tion of the anthropos of the Africans. This struggle to define the cinematic 
language that suited independent Africa led to the emergence of what Sanogo 
calls “directorial cinephilia”5 with its distinctly auteurist dynamics that gave 
Africa such filmmakers as Oumadou Ganda, Ousmane Sembene, Idrissa 
Ouedraogo, Haile Ggerima, Med Hondo, Djibril Diop Mambéty, and Sou-
leymane Cissé. And these filmmakers had very strong anticolonial anteced-
ent currents in pan-Africanism and the negritude movement. With the help 
of African literary manifestations, the task became that of reimagining and re-
imaging the continent of Africa.

With African philosophy, the colonial struggle over the humanity of the 
Africans took on a more nuanced quality. Since colonialism began as an 
attempt to take over a dark continent of monstrosities and monstrous beings 
à la Conrad, it would be illogical within the colonial logic to ascribe any form 
of reflective activities to these “subhuman” entities. Philosophy constitutes 
the highest reflective activity of humans and not dark monsters. Hence, it was 
difficult to see the relationship between “philosophy” and “Africa.” Even Pla-
cide Tempels’s groundbreaking book, Bantu Philosophy (1945), the first book 
to ascribe some form of ratiocinative activities to the Africans, came in for a 
hard criticism as just a white Belgian missionary’s attempt to provide crucial 
insights for the colonial mission.6

Both African philosophy and African cinema are thus intrinsically involved 
in the ideological struggle for the reclamation of Africa. It would therefore 
seem a simple logical deduction that given the extremities of the postcolonial 
realities in Africa, there would be some sort of collaborative framework within 
which philosophy and cinema could work to pursue their joint mandate. We 
have a delightful example in the collaboration of African literature and African 
cinema and Nollywood. But there is none between African philosophers and 
African cinema.7 This lack of intellectual intercourse creates a terrible angst, 
and places its own stress on the arrested decolonization process. And this 
arrested liberatory framework manifests in two significant respects in post-
colonial Africa. The first is the entrenched colonial mentality around which 
many Africans live out their being. The second is the shaping of African 
modernity and the wobbly developmental basis around which it is evolving.
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At the heart of the African modernity discourse is the dilemma of how 
Africans can reclaim their self-esteem while simultaneously achieving inter-
nal development, which essentially involves engaging and adapting global 
developmental offerings. How does Africa retain its values and heritage while 
establishing a suitable modern identity for itself as a continent? Osha however 
argues that Africa is still at a loss about what to make of the modern: 

The point is that Africa has not yet quite decided what to do with modernity, 
has not discovered what version[s] of modernity best serves its interests, and 
has not resolved the contradictions of the continual tussle between its indige-
nous traditions and the wide ranging transformations proposed by the project of 
modernity. This is a crucial problem that faces projects geared towards the con-
struction of African modernities. African modernities have never been the same 
as Euro-modernity. Modernist expressions in Africa are instead a combination 
of aspects of Euro-modernity, secularism, Christian cosmology, Islamic beliefs, 
indigenous African systems of knowledge and other syncretic cultural forms that 
lie outside these categories. Indeed, African modernist expressions are an inven-
tion of post-coloniality and are as such suffused with a profound hybridity.8

Thus in their own different context, African philosophy and Nollywood 
are both combatting the effects of arrested decolonization. In other words, 
both are involved in the reconfiguration of the postcolonial African subject 
that has languished for a long time under colonial denigration and is fur-
ther depressed by postcolonial realities. As a successor to African cinema, and 
firmly grounded in the postcolonial realities, Nollywood seems to have suc-
cessfully captured the postcolonial sensitivity. For Okoye,

If the postcolonial condition is conceivable as the state of underdevelopment, 
especially of marginalized peoples of the postcolonies, and its contestations 
through every available medium in a struggle which is not performed simply 
from the comfort of academic institutions, on the pages of newspapers, or on 
the news reportage of western media; if postcolonialism is a strategy committed 
to the transformation of “the conditions of exploitation and poverty in which 
large sections of the world’s population live out their daily lives”, then, indeed, 
the Nigerian video industry is its epitome.9

On the other hand, African philosophy began its own journey in Africa with 
a long drawn out intellectual battle about the Africanness of philosophy. Afri-
can philosophy is therefore burdened at two fronts. First, it must continually 
unravel the cultural essence of philosophy as an enterprise. Second, it must 
attend to its social usefulness within the postcolonial realities of Africa. These 
two constitute just one and the same issue: What is the relevance of philoso-
phy in Africa?

However, while Nollywood has been steadily progressing with regard to 
its unraveling of the postcolonial realities of Africans, it would seem that Afri-
can philosophy is performing or contesting the postcolonial struggle from 
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the comfort of the academic institution. This is not really a critique yet if 
we remind ourselves that the university constitutes a significant platform for 
knowledge production that facilitates social transformation. But then, African 
philosophy, since the 70s, has been concerned with the analysis and conceptu-
alization of what I have called the “big abstracts” of African Studies—moder-
nity, colonialism, development, culture, decolonization, postcolonialism, 
feminism, etc. The fundamental question, however, is to what extent these 
abstract concepts and issues impact on specific postcolonial realities in Africa. 
Or to put the question in a comparative perspective: To what extent can we 
compare the pan-African success of Nollywood with the increasingly academic 
analyses of African philosophers?

African philosophy, like philosophy generally, seems sold on the “big 
abstracts” that seem to denote its vaunted credentials as a sublime discipline 
concerned with the most fundamental ideas that enable humans organize 
their existence.10 While this devotion to fundamental ideas is characteristic of 
philosophy, its origin ensures that the devotion becomes a limiting preoccu-
pation. And it derives essentially from what we can regard as Plato’s philo-
sophical legacy.

Plato’s legacy: deconstructing african PhilosoPhy

From the birth of Western philosophy, vision has been regarded as the arche-
typal epistemic guarantee. Plato’s Allegory of the Cave is meant precisely to 
place philosophy and the philosopher at the forefront of the emergence of 
the culture and discourses of vision. In the Allegory, the philosopher is found 
in a dark cave with some unknown others chained to a wall all their lives, 
and forced to watch shadows projected onto a blank wall. Unknown to them, 
the shadows were made by objects passing in front of a fire lit behind them. 
Thus, the shadows projected on the wall are the closest these people could 
get to the understanding of reality. Imagine, Plato asked us, that the philoso-
pher is freed from the pack and is forced to turn and look at the brightly 
burning fire behind them. The first reaction would be an instant pain that 
could compel the philosopher to turn back and return to her accustomed 
shadow. But further imagine that s/he is forced to take the rough ascent out 
of the cave to finally confront the light of the sun. According to Plato, the 
pain will grow steadily until the philosopher’s vision is forced not only to look 
upon reality as it is but also to reflect on it. With this epistemological enlight-
enment, the philosopher must now return to the cave with the intent of con-
victing the other prisoners about their counterfeit conception of reality.

The critiques of Plato’s Allegory, either from its patriarchal perspective or 
from its privileging of the imagery of vision, would still not undermine a sig-
nificant portrayal of the essence of what philosophy is. When the philosopher 
leaves the cave and its dark interior, s/he is escaping into the vision of light; 
s/he follows the light as a beacon in the dark. The light of the sun therefore 
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becomes a guide to self-understanding. When s/he perceives the sun, his/her 
view about who s/he was before and after encountering the sun was trans-
formed. The sun becomes the moment of literally blinding epiphany. It is this 
epiphany, or understanding, that translates, according to Blumenberg, the 
metaphorics of light into the metaphysics of light.11 And that metaphysics has 
ever since been regarded as one of the conceptions of philosophy’s essence. 
Modernity itself projects the vision of reason and Progress in human affairs 
that is analogous to Plato’s Allegory of the Cave. Modernity, in other words, 
accentuates the ocular framework to the status of an epistemic paradigm.12

The attitude of philosophy—and philosophers—to film has varied, espe-
cially from the evolution and active proliferation of the cinematic. The initial 
reaction is that of the rejection of the film form based on two arguments. The 
first derives from the vaunted status of philosophy as the highest intellectual 
achievement of humans and, hence, not possibly amenable to the superficial-
ity projected by popular culture. After all, it is the philosopher who escaped 
the dark cave and ascended out of the cave into enlightenment! The second 
argument follows the first, and it is the well-worn point about the impossibil-
ity of films as an art form.

When philosophy therefore confronts popular culture, and especially the 
cinema, it brings to that encounter the idea of popular culture as “low” cul-
ture. This disdain results from the incriminatory conceptual reputation of 
popular culture as the opium of the masses or as occupying the vulgar mar-
gins of high culture. Plato, for instance, would have considered Lady Gaga, 
Fuji music, Titanic, or Mills and Boons too gross for inclusion in the cur-
ricular framework of the republic. Since philosophy is considered appropriate 
for those who have achieved a certain height in mental development, then the 
realm of popular culture would be too mundane and trivial for philosophical 
engagement. Thus, philosophers—especially of the German aesthetic ideal-
ism, and in turn the Frankfurt School—would not count popular culture as 
being worthy of philosophical rumination because it privileges superficiality 
over depth.

And when, eventually, philosophers grudgingly conceded any significant 
space to films, philosophy is still often regarded as the dominant partner in 
the engagement. In other words, philosophy mediates the relationship from 
a position of intellectual superiority. For instance, the movie is significant 
because of what Colin McGinn calls the “mind-movie problem” (similar to 
the notorious mind-body problem)—the capacity the movies possesses to cre-
ate worlds/realities that engage our minds “so naturally, so smoothly, and 
overwhelmingly.”13 Yet, for McGinn, this “mind-movie problem” remains 
within the purview of philosophy to articulate. And this is essentially because

Movies have never been, with rare exceptions, a highbrow medium. They 
rejoice in the visceral, the gaudy, and the vulgar…. There is nothing better after 
a hard day of philosophical thinking and writing than a “mindless” movie; I 



34 AFrICAN PHILOSOPHY AT THE AFrICAN CINEMA  531

can almost feel my brain shifting its chemical balance, the neurons rearranging 
themselves.14

Put in other words, films do not possess the capacity to comprehend their 
own powers since they are, again essentially, a medium for sensation and feel-
ing, contrasted to the power of abstract thought inherent in philosophy. The 
most that philosophers can grant film is to consider it the handmaiden of phi-
losophy; in other words, philosophy enables film and art to say what they are 
unable to say.

However, over the years, and given the grudging recognition of what 
we have identified as the synthetic nature of film and its capacity to capture 
and project reality, philosophers have been forced to come to term with, and 
engage, film as a medium for thought or for the expression of mind. This 
grudging collaboration between philosophy and film, unfortunately, obtains 
in the West.15 There, the philosophic spirit is as comfortable in the Philoso-
phy departments at Harvard, Cambridge or Basel as it is in Hollywood.16 The 
intellectual situation on the African continent is still far from interdisciplinary, 
especially in the relationship between philosophy and cinema. Here, the phi-
losophers still wear a proud garment.17 The African predicament, it would 
seem for the African philosopher, is too serious to be left in the hands of the 
Nollywood filmmakers! Essentially, there is a very infinitesimal percentage of 
African philosophers who consider films worthwhile as vehicles for projecting 
visions.18

Unfortunately however, African philosophy’s arrogance with regard to the 
significance of African cinema does not square with its own unpopularity, and 
hence invisibility, in the intellectual conversation on the continent. Philoso-
phy in Africa is grossly unpopular, compared with the widespread visibility of 
popular culture. This derives from the unfortunate perception that philoso-
phy contributes little or nothing to the African predicament or national devel-
opment everywhere. Or, that the average African has nothing whatsoever to 
do with philosophy, which says nothing to or about his/her condition. If 
philosophy is, however, relevant in any sense, then African philosophers have 
not demonstrated its relevance, not even by tapping into the postcolonial suc-
cesses of Nollywood. What they are rather famous for is the usual pastime 
of philosophers—the characteristic infighting over abstruse and abstract ideas 
and issues hardly anyone could relate with. In the final analysis, philosophy’s 
non-appearance at the Nollywood cinema constitutes a significant part of the 
African predicament.

To recapitulate: There is nothing wrong with Nollywood and its several 
acts of postcolonial re-presentations. This is to say that in spite of its many 
atrocious renderings of African cultural situations, Nollywood is valiantly pro-
gressing in coming to term with the postcolonial in Africa. What is essential 
wrong arises from African philosophy’s inability to square its essential task of 
world-viewing and re-visioning with Nollywood’s cinematic world-making.
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a return to the cave: PhilosoPhy at nollywood

There is no doubt that the African predicament requires critical multidiscipli-
nary interventions. One of the urgent ones involves the intercourse between 
African philosophy and African cinema. resuscitating the stalled decoloniza-
tion process requires this collaboration, as we argued earlier. But then, we 
have argued that Nollywood is progressing steadily with its unique styles and 
methodologies of engaging the postcolonial, unencumbered with theories 
and abstracts. It is the African philosopher that must necessarily rethink the 
circumference of the philosophical. One straightforward means of doing that 
is to revisit Plato’s Cave and its epistemological implications.

The essence of the philosopher’s escape from the cave is to underscore 
the significance of an unmediated reality, reality as it is, not hampered by any 
epistemic partition. The history of Western philosophy is defined, in part, by 
the problematic of the subject-object epistemic relationship—how the subject 
can bridge the epistemic gap to know the object with certainty. The skep-
tic thinks it is not possible. Once the subject crosses the epistemic rubicon, 
there is the present possibility of mistaking the object. Plato’s solution to the 
challenge of the skeptic is to take knowledge out of the sensible world into 
the intelligible world of the Forms. The logic is simple: Since the senses are 
subject to perceptual illusion, then knowledge of the object cannot be found 
in the sensible world. What is real are the intelligible Forms perceivable by 
the superior vision of the philosopher outside of the cave. Those in the cave, 
unfortunately, are ignorantly locked into a permanent cycle of appearances.

But Plato is essentially wrong about the relationship between reality 
and appearance. Specifically, he is wrong in creating an epistemic boundary 
between what is real and what appears to be. This distinction assumes that 
what is real has only a single Parmenidean mode as distinct from the multi-
farious flux of appearance. In fact, this Platonic distinction was needed in the 
nineteenth century to consolidate on the growing stature of philosophy as 
a foundational discipline essentially different from the sciences. For instance, 
while epistemology as the “theory of knowledge” becomes superior to the 
sciences because it constitutes the inquiry into the foundation of whatever 
knowledge is claimed by the scientists, metaphysics became concerned with 
“what was most universal and least material,”19 between what was most real 
and hence foundational and what was only appearance. In richard rorty’s 
summary for instance:

Philosophy as a discipline thus sees itself as the attempt to underwrite or debunk 
claims to knowledge made by science, morality, art, or religion. It purports to 
do this on the basis of its special understanding of the nature of knowledge 
and of mind. Philosophy can be foundational in respect to the rest of culture 
because culture is the assemblage of claims to knowledge, and philosophy 
adjudicates such claims. It can do so because it understands the foundations 
of knowledge, and it finds these foundations in a study of man-as-knower, of 
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the “mental processes” or the “activity of representation” which make knowl-
edge possible. To know is to represent accurately what is outside the mind; so 
to understand the possibility and nature of knowledge is to understand the way 
in which the mind is able to construct such representations. Philosophy’s central 
concern is to be a general theory of representation, a theory which will divide cul-
ture up into the areas which represent reality well, those which represent it less well, 
and those which do not represent it at all (despite their pretense of doing so).20

This vision of the role and responsibility of philosophy in culture is projected 
mostly strongly by Plato, and it has become the template by which philoso-
phers, and in this case African philosophers, relate with popular culture and 
Nollywood as the dark cave of appearance, that area of culture which fails to 
represent culture at all.

Unfortunately for the African philosophers, a return to the cave transcends 
convincing the “cave dwellers” about the futility of staying locked into a false 
apprehension of reality. On the contrary, it has to be a humbling experience 
for the philosophers because the “cave dwellers” are already waiting for him 
or her. The first fact the philosopher in Africa has to learn in an open-minded 
dialogue with the Nollywood cave dwellers is that Nollywood, and the cin-
ema, constitutes a unique medium for generating knowledge and belief about 
reality. But more essential is the critical point that “[r]eality and appearance 
are the ying and yang of existence. Each is needed to complement the other 
within a meaningful whole. reality without appearance is cognitively ster-
ile; appearance without reality is mere illusion.”21 The argument is simple. If 
there is nothing meaningful that can be said about what reality is “in itself,” 
then the best we can hold on to is just our knowledge of that reality, or reality 
as it appears to us. Even the sun which Plato’s triumphant philosopher even-
tually beheld after escaping the cave is itself a mere appearance.

If Nollywood therefore presents a series of cinematic re-presentations 
of the reality of postcolonial existence in Africa, it is only pure philosophic 
arrogance that will keep the African philosophers away from sincere but sys-
tematic engagements with its portrayal of the appearances of the real on the 
cinema screens. If this understanding of reality is accepted as the manifold 
of existence already configured as appearances, then the Nollywood cinemas 
present a unique collaborative opportunity for African philosophers and film-
makers to facilitate not only the critical confrontation with this reality, but 
also ensure the re-presentation of some other series of appearances into the 
specific type of reality Africa requires in confronting the future. This myth-
making dynamics, according to Henri Bergson, is meant to produce the false 
idea that “counterfeits reality as actually perceived, to the point of making us 
act accordingly.”22 Myth-making, in this sense, involves the task of translating 
creative empowering representations to the level of actions that in turn trans-
forms Africa’s postcolonial condition.

When the African philosophers enter into the Nollywood cinemas—I 
mean, when the interdisciplinary intercourse really begins—then the real task 
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will be how to abdicate the discourse of authenticity which has framed Afro-
centrism, negritude, and pan-Africanism for too long. Nollywood already 
provides a starting point in this regard in its presentations of the postcolo-
nial trauma of the continent. In “The pan-Africanism we have: Nollywood’s 
invention of Africa,” McCall makes a vigorous argument defending Nol-
lywood’s pan-African status which is tied, in the final analysis, with the dis-
course about the representation and re-presentation of what “Africa” means. 
Thus, against those who argue that Nollywood is not sufficiently ideological 
to facilitate the transformation of the African continent, McCall admonishes 
caution. We must not impose an expectation of an intellectual formulation of 
what is ideological or political on Nollywood’s unique method of conveying 
its own ideas and dynamics about Africa’s present and future. Hence, accord-
ing to McCall, the fundamental issue is

not that Nollywood provides a coherent philosophy or world-view that might 
be called “pan-African”, but that Nollywood is a primary catalyst in an emer-
gent continent-wide popular discourse about what it means to be African.23

What it means to be “African” has become a contested issue in a glo-
balized world where identity seems to have lost its tangibility. For the 
postmodern cosmopolitans, à la Achille Mbembe, Africa is more mean-
ingful as text rather than context; it is an open space of deterritorialized 
flows. But it would seem to be a dangerous scholarly endeavor to dissolve 
the idea of Africa into a textual playfulness in a global world given to the 
omnipotence of Empire and its imperial sovereignty.24 The critical chal-
lenge therefore is how to conceive of Africa at the juncture of being and 
becoming. This self-definitional imperative is the first condition if Africa 
must confront its self-sustaining necessity of development as a modern 
exigency. African cinema’s world-making efforts and African philosophy’s 
world-viewing are bound by the necessity of mythmaking, a grand imagi-
nary that ranges over Africa’s past and Africa’s future. With the imperative 
of mythmaking in the dynamics of Africa’s identity crisis, Africa’s iden-
tity depends on a creative process of falsifying collective memory. This, 
according to Ali Mazrui, is the process of “how historical invention can be 
consolidated into false memory—placing something in the past which was 
never there before.”25

African cinema and African philosophy therefore have a marching 
order, a new objective aimed at setting in motion the stalled decoloniza-
tion process. And the task is to rethink pan-Africanism as a new African 
order. For Mazrui, and rightly too, “real Pan-Africanism must go beyond 
the twin stimuli of poetry and imperialism. Pan-Africanism is based on a 
positive false memory—that Africa was divided by colonialism and was 
previously one.”26 This false memory can then be translated into a per-
ceived reality around which an economic, political, and sociocultural con-
tinental identity can be built.
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notes

 1.  Tunde Kelani in an interview with Abiodun Obisesan, January 14, (2013).
 2.  By “African cinema,” I am playing on a deliberate ambiguity of the term. In 

ordinary discourse, people go to the cinema to watch a movie. But then, Afri-
can cinema as a specific cinematic practice is also implicated in this usage. 
Going to the cinema began with cinema proper.

 3.  Deleuze (2000: 367).
 4.  Hargreaves (1996: 3).
 5.  Sanogo (2009: 227).
 6.  Gordon (1997: 99, 100).
 7.  This is an empirical point worth investigating: I am not sure if, in any of Afri-

can universities, there is a philosophy course dedicated to the critical engage-
ment of African cinema. I am not yet aware of any major book by any African 
philosophers on philosophy and the African cinema.

 8.  Osha (2011: 170–171).
 9.  Okoye (2007: 25–26).
 10.  This is Staniland’s famous definition of philosophy: “the criticism of the ideas we live 

by”—destiny, God, justice, equality, person, reality, substance, universe, time, spir-
ituality, soul, meaning, property, self, knowledge, faith, being, truth, etc. See Stani-
land (1979). See also Kwasi Wiredu’s famous enumeration of these concepts which 
African philosophers ought to strive to conceptually decolonize in Wiredu (1995).

 11.  Blumenberg (1993: 33).
 12.  Levin (1993: 5).
 13.  Colin McGinn, cited in Mullarkey (2009: x).
 14.  Ibid., McGinn’s conclusion gives philosophy an essentially therapeutic func-

tion—as a medium for curing philosophic malady. Wittgenstein, for instance, 
is said to have abhorred the teaching of philosophy so much that immediately 
after a lecture he would rush off to a cinema and sit right in front to allow the 
screen fill his visual field. See Edmonds and Eidinow (2001: 197).

 15.  The relationship between philosophy and popular culture has been promoted espe-
cially by the Popular Culture and Philosophy series of both Open Court Publish-
ing Company and Blackwell Publishers. Between them the titles in the series stand 
currently at over 70 including: The Matrix and Philosophy (2002), The Lord of the 
Rings and Philosophy (2003), Harry Potter and Philosophy (2004), The Chronicle 
of Narnia and Philosophy (2005), James Bond and Philosophy (2006), The Beatles 
and Philosophy (2006), Doctor Who and Philosophy (2010), Inception and Philosophy 
(2011), and so on. Blackwell provides a good summary of what the relationship is:

A spoonful of sugar helps the medicine go down, and a healthy help-
ing of popular culture clears the cobwebs from Kant. Philosophy has 
had a bad public relations problem for a few centuries now. This series 
aims to change that, showing that philosophy is relevant to your life—
and not just for answering the big questions like “To be or not to be?” 
but for answering the little questions, “To watch or not to watch South 
Park?” Thinking deeply about TV, movies, and music doesn’t make you 
a “complete idiot.” In fact it might make you a philosopher, someone 
who believes the unexamined life is not worth living and the unexam-
ined cartoon is not worth watching.
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 16.  However, it seems to me that the kind of postmodern playfulness that charac-
terizes the relationship between philosophy and popular culture in the West is 
something the African philosopher cannot afford when s/he eventually gets 
round to seeing the utility of the world-making capacity of the Nollywood 
filmmakers.

 17.  One could only wonder if the Emperor has any clothes actually!
 18.  Several detailed searches failed to turn up any significant essay or book by any 

African philosopher on Nollywood or African cinema. This is the intellectual 
anomaly I attempted to correct in Afolayan (2014).

 19.  rorty (1979: 132).
 20.  Ibid., 3. Emphasis added.
 21.  rescher (2010: v).
 22.  Bergson (1986: 11).
 23.  McCall (2007: 94).
 24.  See Hardt and Negri (2000).
 25.  Mazrui (2000: 87).
 26.  Ibid., 90.

references

Afolayan, Adeshina. 2014. Auteuring Nollywood: Critical Perspectives on the Figurine. 
Ibadan: University Press PLC.

Bergson, Henri. 1986. The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, trans. r. Ashley Aura 
and Cloudesley Brereton. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame University 
Press.

Blumenberg, Hans. 1993. Light as a Metaphor for Truth: At the Preliminary Stage of 
Philosophical Concept Formation. In Modernity and the Hegemony of Vision, ed. 
David Michael Levin. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Deleuze, Gilles. 2000. The Brain is the Screen: An Interview with Gilles Deleuze. In 
The Brain is the Screen: Deleuze and the Philosophy of Cinema, ed. Gregory Flaxman, 
365–374. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Edmonds, David, and John Eidinow. 2001. Wittgenstein’s Poker. New York: Harper-
Collins.

Gordon, Lewis r. 1997. African Philosophy’s Search for Identity: Existential Considera-
tions of a Recent Effort, 98–117. Winter: The CLr James Journal.

Hardt, Michael, and Antonio Negri. 2000. Empire. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer-
sity Press.

Hargreaves, John D. 1996. Decolonization in Africa, 2nd ed. London: routledge.
Kelani, Tunde. 2013. An Interview with Abiodun Obisesan. http://www.brandiqng.

com/nollywood-is-a-philosophy-not-a-physical-entity/. Accessed 14 Jan 2013.
Levin, David Michael. 1993. Introduction. In Modernity and the Hegemony of Vision, 

ed. Michael David Levin. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Mazrui, Ali. 2000. Cultural Amnesia, Cultural Nostalgia and False Memory: Africa’s 

Identity Crisis revisited. African Philosophy 13 (2): 87–98.
McCall, John. 2007. The Pan-Africanism we have: Nollywood’s Invention of Africa. 

Film International 5 (4): 92–97.
Mullarkey, John. 2009. Refractions of Reality: Philosophy and the Moving Image. 

Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan.

http://www.brandiqng.com/nollywood-is-a-philosophy-not-a-physical-entity/
http://www.brandiqng.com/nollywood-is-a-philosophy-not-a-physical-entity/


34 AFrICAN PHILOSOPHY AT THE AFrICAN CINEMA  537

Okoye, Chukwuma. 2007. Looking at Ourselves in our Mirror: Agency, Counter-Dis-
course, and the Nigerian Video Film. Film International 5 (4): 20–29.

Osha, Sanya. 2011. Appraising Africa: Modernity, Decolonisation and Globalisation. 
In Philosophy and African Development, ed. Lansana Keita, 169–176. Codesria: 
Dakar.

rescher, Nicholas. 2010. Reality and its Appearance. London: Continuum.
rorty, richard. 1979. Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press.
Sanogo, Aboubakar. 2009. regarding Cinephilia and Africa. Framework: The Journal 

of Cinema and Media 50 (1/2), Spring and Fall: 226–228.
Staniland, H.S. 1979. What is Philosophy? Second Order: An African Journal of Phi-

losophy III (1&2), January/July.
Wiredu, Kwasi. 1995. Conceptual Decolonization in African Philosophy: 4 Essays, 

Selected and Introduced by Olusegun Oladipo. Ibadan: Hope Publications.



CHAPTEr 35

Philosophy of Science and Africa

Helen Lauer

It seems to be self-evident, almost truistic, that the driving force of technol-
ogy is the pursuit of science. The eminent Ghanaian, Kwame Gyekye, urges 
that substantive economic development requires Africans to cultivate a taste 
for science—the basic, fundamental kind. He explains that indigenous tech-
nologies1 have remained rudimentary because “traditional cultures” rein-
force a reluctance to pry into the secrets of nature, for reasons that are “not 
fully known or intelligible.”2 A vivid example of this reticence is depicted by 
Gyekye’s memorable vignette featuring a “traditional food technician” who 
is able to repair the split bottom of a heavy iron pot whilst cooking in it, 
by exploding salt crystals in the fire beneath to catalyze the hot metal sur-
face’s expansion, thus closing up and sealing the crack.3 But the cook reveals 
a superficial grasp of her ingenious maneuver since she is unable to explain 
the chemical reactions or the thermodynamics involved.

Notwithstanding the impatience that some Africanists have expressed con-
cerning Orientalist tendencies to portray a prototypically African mindset 
based upon arbitrarily selected informants,4 it is certainly true that the world 
is full of experts exhibiting technical skills without the capacity or inclination 
to reveal how they accomplish what they do. The manifest contrast between 
expertise of this half-baked kind and the sort which is generously transparent 
and heuristic runs throughout every working scientific community. So even if 
there were some way to identify where know-how leaves off and theoretical 
knowledge begins,5 demonstrating the distinction between performing a skill 
and explaining it provides no basis for demarcating cultures which feature a 
“scientific worldview” from cultures which purportedly do not.6
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Nowadays, given the complexity and hierarchical divisions of epistemic 
labor typical of every field of specialization, it is not an exaggeration to 
charge every empirical knowledge claim as merely partial.7 In this age of digi-
tal information, the new identity accorded to scientists is that of anonymous 
nodes in a vast cognitive network,8 each working out the details of a tiny facet 
on a single tile in a complex mosaic whose overall comprehensibility exceeds 
the range of any working group member’s expertise.9

In this chapter, it will emerge that modern empirical sciences are valued 
for bearing certain traits that are conventionally associated with indigenous 
African knowledge systems. Far from inhibiting the growth of scientific enter-
prise at its cutting edge, traditional African cultures foster epistemic values 
and norms that have come to be regarded as essential to modern scientific 
procedures for understanding the world. Some of these features are consti-
tutive of thought, or conceptual: for example, the African traditional non-
dualistic  vocabulary resonates with metaphysical implications emerging in 
debates over the last century concerned with results in modern field theory 
physics. To sketch this consonance, I rely upon philosophers of science who 
do not subscribe to radical relativism or to social deconstruction of science.10 
Yet some of them embrace pluralism; the others share a general sympathy 
with valuing a diversity of approaches to understanding the world.11 They 
generally regard as incomplete the extreme naturalist view that treats scientific 
inquiry as extensionally equivalent to testing speculations about causal inter-
actions among observable phenomena through laboratory experiments and 
field work studies.12 They recognize personhood or Ubuntu (i.e., personhood 
as presupposing individuals’ relatedness within community)13 as an irreduc-
ible element needed to ensure that the pursuit of knowledge is productive 
and fruitful.

The analysis of scientific discovery as essentially a collective endeavor has 
led to new ways of appreciating epistemic virtues and their contribution to 
scientific knowledge growth. Traditional African cultures’ pragmatic, non-
discursive  criteria for warranting conferral of expertise are consonant with 
recent definitions of epistemic virtue not in terms of an autonomous indi-
vidual pursuing knowledge “for its own sake” but through committed mem-
bership norms in a community working collectively to achieve “immediate 
practical results.”14

anonymity and communality in science

For instance, an epidemiologist who excels at interpreting the results of a 
polymerase chain reaction test (PCr) to diagnose a specific incident of viral 
infection cannot explain why exactly the PCr test works—because he doesn’t 
know.15 And indeed in order to sustain the value of his expert opinion and 
the stability of his status as a trusted authority,16 it is important that he not 
care to know. Or if he does care, he is certainly at risk of losing his career 
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prospects if he fails to remember never to press too hard on certain points 
concerning gold standards and authentication. responding to public pres-
sures to recommend precautionary measures at the cost of accuracy is peculiar 
to the demands that distinguish epidemiology from the stricter standards and 
different expectations applying to research in molecular biology, or micro-
biology, immunology, pharmacology—or upon practicing clinical physicians 
who are answerable to one patient, not whole populations. By conscientious 
restraint from pursuing deep etiological questions, the epidemiologist exhibits 
a core scientific value, that of respecting the boundaries of inquiry circum-
scribed by ritual conventions that preserve the integrity of his or her particu-
lar field. Thereby s/he retains her/his reputation as a trustworthy expert in 
PCr technology.17

This vignette demonstrates how much the significance of probing at the 
deep end of theoretical inquiry is guided by local concerns of an immediate 
knowledge community, and how these community concerns are shaped in 
turn by environmental pressures of the wider society.18 In this light, it seems 
consistent to reconsider that when the traditional African practitioner of 
herbal medicine observes the esoteric protocols that insulate his/her knowl-
edge community from scrutiny, he/she is exhibiting protective norms institu-
tionalized and followed by research specialists everywhere.19

Countenancing the essential anonymity and communality of modern sci-
entific agency is not just to register a sociological fact; it is central to a new 
understanding of the development of science itself as a living, evolving body 
of knowledge. I rely here on the philosophical vision of Eric Scerri, a profes-
sor of chemistry who is a specialist in the history of the periodic table of the 
elements. He suggests that reliable empirical knowledge is best modeled as 
“organically driven,” growing in accord with principles of natural selection, 
not as a battery of inert propositions linked together syntactically by rules 
of logic either inductively or deductively.20 On this view of theory change, 
semantic truth and falsity are similes for success and failure in adaptation to 
local pressures, registered as afterthoughts. The actual warrant of knowledge 
is effectiveness in response to contingent circumstances, not exhaustive assi-
duity in reconstructing and representing those circumstances. Scerri regards 
science as a jumble of ongoing successful trials and failed attempts at adap-
tion to environmental stressors. To account for these successes and failures 
of empirical sciences, theories need not be advancing towards, or receding 
from, any Archimedean point of truth in any ultimate or indubitable sense.21 
rather, for a scientific discipline to survive over generations, its current theo-
ries need only be successful in their local applications as effective components 
of the human community’s ceaseless occupation of problem-solving.

From a problem-solving perspective, having many alternative approaches 
outclasses having only one. And so Scerri’s evolutionary model of scientific 
progress is commensurate with a dominant theme in today’s philosophy of 
science: that of methodological and theoretical pluralism.22 Pluralist scientists 
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approve of a range of competing methods for measuring and ways of under-
standing a body of data under study. Pluralism is the approach adopted by 
philosophers of science who trace the progress of scientific understanding as 
a function of these diverse first-order perspectives. Scientific pluralism flags 
those philosophies which prize diversity and recognize the validity of con-
trary views about the structure or nature of empirical reality and about the 
meaning of “scientific truth.”23 Neither of these senses of pluralism should 
be mistaken for radical relativism, since they imply scientific knowledge and 
its methods as ever corrigible, requiring revision which would be impossible 
without constant interaction among contrasting axes and perspectives for 
growth and improvement.24

Therefore, contrary to interpretations that disparage traditional Afri-
can medical systems, Scerri’s model of scientific knowledge as an enduring 
and evolving organic process validates the scientific status of such a system 
on grounds of its enduring efficacy, supervening individual practitioners who 
play their fleeting part in manifesting the potency of a knowledge system for 
each successive generation. Esoterica and concealment protocols count as 
ancillary features of this adaptation. What counts as essential is the continuity 
exhibited by a set of techniques and practices, since this continuity attests to 
the system’s overall efficacy as the adaptive effect of environmental pressures 
on the communities it serves. In this respect, “scientific development is craft-
like” according to Scerri.25

Scientific growth is not propelled today—if it ever was—by solitary heroic 
geniuses committed to navigating the unknown depths of nature in isolation, 
motivated autonomously by the sole desire to know as a rational goal. This is 
not to say that rule-following conformity is regarded nowadays as the defin-
ing attitude of modern scientific corporate practice. Nor does this imply that 
scientific truth is seen as something established strictly by consensus.26 Dis-
covering a truth about the world may yield an efficacious theory which may 
in turn become widely supported. But the converse does not hold: a theory’s 
being popular cannot by itself count as a good reason to conclude it is true. 
recurrence of a new idea is certainly an indicator that the idea has value, but 
that is not to say that the value of an idea normally consists in the frequency 
of its occurrence, even if its frequency is measurable. Notwithstanding, this 
mistake is often made in scientifically oriented cultures, with the result that 
dogmatic slogans routinely masquerade in public as evidence-based claims.27

hegemonic discourse as environmental Pressure

On the contrary, the spirit of modern science is to value dissent, to champion 
resistance to a received view when there is reason to believe that the prevail-
ing consensus is wrong. But significant epistemic challenges are not posed 
effectively by one individual intent upon causing a scene. If Scerri’s depiction 
of the rhythm of knowledge growth is right, then the shift from the Ptole-
maic to the Copernican view of the solar system, for instance, was not the 
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one-off violent impact of a charismatic maverick responsible for overthrowing 
an old regime. It was rather a gradual, cumulative impact of recurrent dissent. 
The “multiplying effect,” whereby a new perspective is drawn and redrawn 
by many uncelebrated specialists working prosaically, without special notice 
or acclaim: this is what eventually turned the tide against Ptolemy’s picture 
of planetary motion. Theory change occurs when a dissenting view is ampli-
fied by multiple articulations, gradually evolving through reiteration and rep-
lication into a new normal.28 In contrast, the Kuhnian imaginary of scientific 
progress as a sequence of revolutionary disruptions of epistemic order and 
social stability emerges as an improbable fiction.29

Scientific intrepidity is understood as the courage to challenge falsehoods 
despite their amplification by established authority—and to do so armed only 
with counterevidence and good reasons. In this respect, the recollection of 
Galileo Galilei’s confrontation with the intellectual establishment of his day 
is evoked by the African traditional specialist in a postcolonial setting30 whose 
reticence about a technical innovation may be an expression of dissent against 
profit-driven initiatives which denigrate his work under the banner of pro-
gressive modernization, nowadays labeled Sustainable Millennium Develop-
ment Goals.31

Among the environmental pressures upon indigenous African specialists 
working in postmodernity is defamatory rhetoric, what Alex Tengan calls:

the language of “scientific colonialism” [which] has led to a distortion of Afri-
can indigenous knowledge generally, and which by extension corrupts the 
understanding of cultures, knowledge traditions that are the focus of African 
studies more generally as a discipline. The distortion is most prevalent in three 
knowledge areas, namely, indigenous medicine, religion and art.32

Understanding his responsibilities as a custodian of ancestral knowledge, the 
traditional herbalist who declines petitions to disclose his methodology may 
be protecting his knowledge legacy from exploitive initiatives or from cen-
sorious international scrutiny, for instance. He is responding to different but 
comparable environmental threats as those that faced the epidemiologist.33 
The traditional herbalist’s secrecy may not be an effort to covet an ancestral 
bequest as his personal intellectual property, but rather to safeguard what 
belongs to his whole community whom he has been trained to serve.34 Thus 
he fulfills his duty to preserve that legacy to his grave, trusting that the pro-
tocol will ensure future generations will receive its benefits through properly 
apprenticed practitioners who will succeed him.

the dagaaba35 medical system of northern ghana

At this point in the discussion it will help to refer to a specific traditional 
knowledge culture in order to see an example of the sort of indigenous 
knowledge practitioner who purportedly suffers from “the lack of appropriate 
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scientific attitude ….” We need to understand more precisely which “aspects 
of a received cultural tradition that, in the name of progress and success, 
ought to be expunged from the cultural life and thought of a people.”36

Through the perspective of recent philosophers of science, consider for 
example the effective practices of healing specialists in the Dagaare-speaking 
communities of northern Ghana.37 The arduous and lengthy period of train-
ing in the bagr sεbla tradition yields a command of cosmology, spirituality, 
physics, art, anatomy, medicine. The extraordinary practical value for mod-
ern scientific inquiry in this pluralistic, synoptic perspective was anticipated 
85 years ago by the prescient logical empiricist Otto Neurath who observed 
the limiting restrictions on the prevailing thought of his day, caused by 
“delimited terms such as ‘religion’, ‘art’, ‘science’, ‘law’.” Neurath recog-
nized that explanatory insight requires conceptual reform to penetrate “the 
total process of life” since the phenomena under scrutiny get obscured by 
those differentiating categories which have become habituated in our think-
ing and therefore are “interwoven into the total social process.”38

He argued with his colleagues in the Vienna Circle—especially with rudolf 
Carnap and Alfred Tarski—over their “absolutism” and the misplaced con-
creteness in their interpretation of the Unity of Science project, which 
yielded their obsession with syntactic regimentation of statements permitted 
in an ideal language for empirical science.39 In this respect Neurath antici-
pated Scerri’s view of empirical knowledge as a living agency adapting suc-
cessfully to environmental demands. The construction of an algorithmically 
regimented linguistic framework constitutes mere bookkeeping—however 
elegantly laid out it may be. An explanatory theory effectively constitutes a 
record of success, and as such it is wholly ancillary to scientific knowledge as 
a growth prospect. The essence of scientific knowledge is its effective applica-
tions and interventions, not the discursive refrain of such achievements. In 
other words, the ability to mend the broken pot is ultimately the evidence of 
having empirical scientific knowledge—not the discursive ability to provide a 
formulaic account of conditions in which pots generally should be able to be 
mended.40

Mainstream sciences have undergone considerable change in what they 
are expected to deliver since Neurath advocated pragmatic, inclusive plural-
ism as the way toward unity among the sciences—and, presumably, among 
nations. These major transformations in the view of science’s capacity to serve 
humankind have been due in large measure to discoveries and contributions 
that were made during Neurath’s lifetime (1882–1945). Theoretical results 
in the foundations of mathematics early in the twentieth century dissolved 
the ancient confidence that someday a single unifying axiomatic system could 
establish by deductive proof the contrast between true and false.41 At around 
the same time, correlatively significant insights in theoretical physics chal-
lenged other workaday dualisms such as space and time, matter and energy, 
observer and observed. Ever since, debates about the foundations of physics 
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have suggested that such seemingly self-evident dualities are not, after all, 
engraved in the pavement of the universe. With the gradual decline of expec-
tations that the most prestigious and expensive empirical investigations are 
destined to provide the public with new certainties about nature, there seems 
little point anymore in policing the divide between science versus everything 
which is not science.42 In the emerging atmosphere of pluralism, the Dagao 
medical specialist’s methodology is recognizable as a scientific system on the 
basis of his/her success in treating a major subset of his/her and neighbor-
ing Kumasi communities’ ailments and injuries with virtually no material 
resources whatsoever.

The Dagaaba’s epistemic framework has never been burdened with rigid 
dichotomies such as “material” versus “immaterial,” or “natural” versus “spir-
itual” entities.43 Since they don’t exist in the Dagaare lexicon, these concepts 
do not need to be disentangled for Dagaare-speaking people, nor are they 
at risk of being confused by traditional Dagaaba medical specialists engaged 
in crisis intervention and health management.44 As Kwasi Wiredu elaborates 
with respect to Akan semantics, the naturalism/non-naturalism dichotomy 
which has been “historically important in Western philosophy doesn’t arise in 
African traditional thinking.”45

If one is freed, even momentarily, from the limiting effect of dualist pre-
suppositions, one can appreciate that relegating events or circumstances to 
the dualist’s favored pole (“natural” or “material”) carries no stand-alone 
explanatory relief in itself. Not all concerns about the association of dis-
tinct phenomena can be resolved just by conferring the impression of nomi-
nal ordering upon data by designating bits of it with the labels “cause” and 
“effect” in compliance with some regimental program for couching experi-
ence in authorized categories.

In any case, the notion of cause is congenitally weak as scientific concepts 
go. Some quite conservative philosophers have argued the notion of causal-
ity is so vague and arbitrary that the term “cause” and its cognates should 
be regarded as fill-ins or placeholders used in informal talk until they can be 
eliminated and replaced by a precise description—which inevitably requires 
mathematical structures and relations, never the word “cause.” In prac-
tice when scientists know exactly what is going on in a physical process they 
drop talk of causes altogether and use mathematical functions and equations 
instead to represent the phenomena. That is to say, when a causal explanation 
is empirically adequate, the term “cause” does not appear in it.46 On a prag-
matist’s view, in contrast, a causal explanation is best understood as a strictly 
nominal device for issuing instructions about what to do, or to stop doing, to 
induce a certain effect.47 In medical sciences, “causal” hypotheses are quite 
often understood in this sense. Pragmatists believe that empirical adequacy 
is not established by the construction of a mathematical equation. rather, a 
causal explanation is adequate if it serves the purpose of directing what to do 
to affect the prevention, cure, or provocation of specified effects.
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Some critical questions require normative, not descriptive, answers.48 
These concern free will, responsibility, obligation, and priorities. Proposed 
alternative answers to these questions cannot be adjudicated by running 
experiments or questionnaires. This is why the absence of concepts bifurcat-
ing experience into opposing categories—material versus spiritual—provides 
an epistemic advantage for a Dagao healing specialist intervening in an indi-
vidual or community health crisis. He or she is able to engage with the several 
dimensions of human experience which manifestly contribute to causing and 
sustaining disease and distress.

the need for UbUntU in science

In a seminal paper still referenced in the canonical literature, Wilfrid Sellars49 
recognizes the incompleteness of the “scientific image.” He stresses the com-
plementarity—not just the opposition—between the scientific image and its 
irreducible dual, what Sellars labeled the “manifest image.” By this Sellars 
meant to encompass all those experiences which are inaccessible to dissection 
and causal regimentation; he is referring to those interactions and episodes in 
our lives which compel a different axis of questions about the human con-
dition. In light of such questions, the manifest image of reality is shaped by 
awareness which contrasts with those experiences that can be distilled, regi-
mented into measurable data, and described in mathematical or in causal 
terms.50 The manifest image is expressed instead using the normative and pre-
scriptive vocabulary reserved for thinking about free will, intention, responsi-
bility, obligation, entitlement; it is the discourse we use for vetting priorities, 
setting policies, recommending and dictating to ourselves and each other 
what we think ought to be done and what we deem shall be done.51 Obvi-
ously, deciding what shall be done constitutes an orientation toward the future 
which is distinct from, and irreducible to, predicting what will happen. Sellars’ 
reference to the manifest image as irreducible to scientific explanation reflects 
our concern to influence and to justify actions rather than merely to predict or 
explain them. Hence there would be no point to reducing behavior to its con-
stituent causes in answer to every question with import for the future.

The manifest image concerns how we envision bringing about quality in all 
dimensions of life, including the science we pursue. So although this norma-
tive aspect of being human cannot be captured in scientific description, nei-
ther can scientific inquiry be conducted responsibly without it. The manifest 
image is that aspect of experience which Sellars refers to as one’s personhood 
and Mogobe ramose explicates in his analysis of Ubuntu. Both recognize 
that being a “person” means “being bound up in a network of rights and 
duties” which presupposes one is in relation to community.

For formally organized knowledge to be successful in serving the human 
condition, clearly this prescriptive axis of our shared experience is a requisite 
component of the scientific endeavor. And it must be the ascendant component. 
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Scientific knowledge which will contribute to developing technologies that can 
promote human welfare and freedom tacitly presupposes a practical and norma-
tive agenda to drive its pursuit. So it is clear that by drawing a stark contrast 
which subordinates the discourse of purpose and willing as a derivative of the 
discourse of explaining, one has misconstrued the relation between the sort of 
thinking required in getting things done and the thinking required to repre-
sent and generalizing from what has already been done (inferring what possibly 
might be done). Taking this analysis at face value, it is not surprising that natu-
ralistic discourse and causal descriptions seem so truistic and incidental in light 
of what seems of vital importance to say concerning future generations.

conclusion

In this brief sketch of recent philosophical themes concerning the growth and 
the limits of modern scientific knowledge, we have found support for revis-
ing received derisive and castigating commentary about indigenous African 
medical specialists. There appears to exist more affinity and compatibility than 
is conventionally supposed, between characteristics associated with traditional 
African epistemic community norms and beliefs on the one hand, and those 
epistemic principles regarded as crucial to the progress of modern scientific 
processes and products. These points of convergence include: non-dualistic 
ways of viewing effective health intervention; the non-reducibility of person-
hood to causal sequences; the salience of knowledge production as a collec-
tive problem-solving collective activity; pragmatic, non-discursive criteria 
for warranting conferral of expertise; the measure of scientific knowledge as 
residing in practical successes at managing environmental stresses, rather than 
keeping accurate explanatory accounts and mathematical records.

The conditions necessary for significant technological development in 
Africa remain elusive; but the considerations assembled here suggest that this 
is not because traditional African cultures fail to promote behavior and values 
conducive to a sophisticated scientific grasp of the world. On the contrary, 
the core epistemic virtues and values regarded as key for getting things going 
in the right direction, and for building scientific knowledge that enhances 
human communities and future generations, apparently have been here in the 
ascendant, all along.

notes

 1.  Beyond agriculture and medicine, in Africa there is extensive evidence of long 
traditions of expertise in navigation, artisanal mining and fishing, ecology, for-
estry, animal husbandry, metallurgy and woodwork, pottery, textile produc-
tion, food preservation and processing, and widely established commercial 
systems of weights and measures.

 2.  Gyekye (1997: 246). Also see Gyekye (1995).
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 3.  Gyekye (1995: 133, 1997: 251).
 4.  Wiredu (1993: 193), also Wiredu (2011: esp. 33 n. 15), Sogolo (2002a, b: 247).
 5.  Craig (1990); Snowdon (2003).
 6.  On the “factive” vs. “objectual” knowledge contrast, see Brogaard (2016).
 7.  On the partiality of all knowledge claims see Kitcher (1990), Harding (1991), 

rolin (2006).
 8.  Braidotti (2013). This network has been construed as “tacit,” impersonal; its 

nodes may never be in communicative contact. See Scerri (2016: 171).
 9.  Hardwig (1985).
 10.  For a blockbuster overview of the deconstructive treatments that I do not rely 

upon, see Harding (1997). Hacking (1999) provides a useful antidote.
 11.  I turn for support especially to the views of Hasok Chang, L. Jonathan Cohen, 

Bas van Fraassen, Ian Hacking, Philip Kitcher, robert Kowalenko, Larry 
Laudan, Helen Longino, Hilary Putnam, Eric Scerri, Wilfrid Sellars, and Tim-
othy Williamson.

 12.  For instance Timothy Williamson is averse to the confusion of sociology with 
epistemology; yet he advises against “excessive scientism,” thus: Don’t take for 
granted that reality contains only the kinds of things science even in its broad-
est sense recognizes. My caution comes not from any sympathy for mysterious 
kinds of argument which are alien to science in the broad sense, but simply 
from the difficulty I have of establishing in any remotely scientific way that 
reality contains only the kind of thing that we are capable of recognizing at all 
(2016, Cf. 2011).

 13.  ramose (1999: 35–46).
 14.  Gyekye (1997: 247, 1995: 127).
 15.  PCr is a technique in molecular genetics to amplify a specified segment of 

DNA; its use in diagnosis is inconclusive if the pathogen thus identified can be 
only inferentially associated with the protein segment undergoing PCr mag-
nification, as is the case if the pathogen has never been isolated independently 
as existing in vivo. regarding the theoretical challenge to PCr diagnostics, see 
Kary Mullis, its Nobel-awarded creator, quoted by Lang (1988: 613–617, 619 
et passim). rodney richards, biochemist at Abbott Laboratory and Amgen 
who was part of the production of the first ELISA assay kits, explains why PCr 
in practice is inadequate as a diagnostic method. See his “On HIV Testing. 
responses to Dr. Peter J. Flegg and Tony Floyd,” Letters to the Editor, Brit-
ish Medical Journal http://bmj.com/cgi/eletters/326/7381/126/e#30151; 
and (2006).

 16.  Lehrer (1977).
 17.  The author is grateful to Kwadwo Koram, Director of the Noguchi Memorial 

Institute of Medical research, U. Ghana; and to William Kwabena Ampofo, 
Head of Virology Dept. NMIMr for generous discussion, August 2014, 
NMIMr, University of Ghana.

 18.  Kitcher (1993: Chapter Eight, 303–389).
 19.  For a graphically contrary interpretation that catalogues this treatment of medi-

cal skills as “secretive … esoteric and personal” among the “negative features 
of our African cultures,” see Gyekye (1997: 242–246).

 20.  Scerri (2016: 186).
 21.  Ibid., 212, 191.

http://bmj.com/cgi/eletters/326/7381/126/e#30151
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 22.  Pluralism is a broad church. In making this cut between pluralisms at the work-
bench and in the armchair, I am following Kellert et al. (2006).

 23.  Concerning the many benefits that flow from nourishing this diversity, see 
Hasok Chang’s Inaugural Lecture (2012a) and also the last chapter in Chang 
(2012b).

 24.  The problem with the claim of a radical relativist is that if his claim were true, it 
would be unintelligible; and since we can understand him, it must be false. rad-
ical relativism is found in the early work of Thomas Kuhn (see note 29), but in 
his later work he rescinded it. Paul Feyerabend (1975) demonstrates radical rel-
ativism in his account of theory change. Jean-Paul Lyotard (1984) presupposes 
radical relativism in his discourse analysis of knowledge traditions as cultural 
constructions. For an elementary explanation of why radical epistemic relativism 
is self-refuting, see Lauer (2003: 8–10). The argument follows Bernard Wil-
liams’ (1972: 34–39) complaint about moral relativism. For a coherent, con-
servative relativism designed to encourage quality research and development in 
Africa by illuminating the asymmetry of epistemic advantage that is inversely 
related to economic power in the global arena, see Lauer (2003: 16–18) in the 
same volume, inspired by Alasdair MacIntyre (1987: 385–411). A revival of vig-
orous anti-relativism in epistemology is demonstrated by Boghossian (2006).

 25.  Scerri (2016: 216).
 26.  Kitcher (1993: 87).
 27.  For instance Mark Navin commits this common error, in Navin (2007). See 

Bauer (2012).
 28.  Scerri (2016: 178–186).
 29.  Kuhn (1962). For an excellent summation of the retirement of political revolu-

tion as a metaphor for theory change, see Frederick Suppe, “The Waning of 
Weltenshauungen Views,” section of his “Afterword,” in Frederick Suppe ed. 
(1977), and Hacking ed. (1981).

 30.  For the postmodern moral significance of Galileo’s trial, see Oladipo (1999: 
107–110).

 31.  In contemporary Ghana, over 60% of the population relies upon locally sourced 
plant medicines and the attention of traditional herbalists. See former Director 
General of the Ghana Health Service, Akosa (2012). Examples of profit-driven 
aid for development are the commodification of GMO seeds in the “pro-poor 
Africa Green revolution” replacing smallholder farming by mono-agricultural 
consolidation of land use by multinational supermarket chains. See Amanor 
(2009).

 32.  Tengan (2013).
 33.  For a graphically contrary interpretation that catalogues this behavior among 

the “negative features of our African cultures,” and as an ignoble effort to per-
sonalize and thereby suppress knowledge from receiving public inspection, for 
private gain by rendering it “secretive … esoteric and personal” see Gyekye 
(1997: 242–246).

 34.  For the global arena’s illegal failure to recognize the contribution of indige-
nous African pharmacologists and systematic delegitimization through obfus-
cation of traditional African medical knowledge, see Addae-Mensah (2012). 
For evidence in Akan proverbs of Newtonian principles of thermodynamics 
and mechanistic relations in natural phenomena, see Hagan (2000). And in 
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the same volume, for a review of traditional understanding of modern technol-
ogy as conveyed in proverbs, see Kudadjie (2000).

 35.  The author is grateful for direction in the current orthography of Dagaare, 
from Helen Yitah, founding director of the Carnegie-University of Ghana 
Writing Center, Legon.

 36.  Gyekye (1997: 246, 263).
 37.  Tengan (2006) has illuminated this knowledge legacy after years of his own 

induction and training.
 38.  Neurath (1931 [1973]: 345, 352).
 39.  reisch (2005: 6).
 40.  Hacking (1983).
 41.  I refer here to Gödel’s groundbreaking paper (1986). For a classic populariza-

tion of this work and its significance, see Nagel and Newman (1959).
 42.  Laudan (1983).
 43.  For Minkus (1977: 163, n. 5), “spirit” has no counterpart in Akan which func-

tions as a referential term designating an entity.
 44.  Contra Gyekye (1997: 244). The thesis that African traditional religious beliefs 

are antithetical to the norms of scientific inquiry may have had its seminal 
expression in Horton (1993: 311). Sometimes it appears to be the analyst 
interpreting ethnographic data, rather than the ritual practitioners featured in 
such data, who are responsible for the confusion. E.g., Helaine Minkus (1977) 
conflates second-order theoretical statements about the nature of causation, 
with first-order religious beliefs which leave questions about the nature of cau-
sation entirely alone.

 45.  Wiredu (2009).
 46.  Toulmin (1953: 121).
 47.  Feigl (1953).
 48.  Wiredu (2009: 418) argues that a traditional African question about determin-

ism is not mechanistic; it is normative, and so it reflects a “commitment to 
lawlikeness in all spheres … animate, inanimate, mental and non-mental.”

 49.  Sellars (1962 [2012]); critiqued by van Fraassen (1999). Strangely, van Fraas-
sen complains about Sellars’ overlooking the essential complementarity 
between the scientific and manifest images, as if he did not read the last section 
of Sellars’ 1962 classic.

 50.  In this passage I refer to “experience” in the thick sense, as opposed to the 
superficial sense of sense data or visual impressions. Hilary Putnam stresses and 
packs the contrast, in Putnam (2005).

 51.  In this respect, Hector-Neri Castañeda contrasts descriptive propositions with 
prescriptive “practitions.” in Castañeda (1975: 131–41, 207–208, 240, 331–
332). To avoid ontological disputes, one can redraft “the irreducibility of the 
person” as a matter of the non-translatability of statements issued in the logic 
of “ought” into descriptive statements couched in the vocabulary of “is.” See 
Sellars (2012: 565–666).
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CHAPTEr 36

Supporting African renaissance: Afrocentric 
Leadership and the Imperative of Strong 

Institutions

Lesiba Teffo

introduction

The renewal, revitalization, transformation, and/or revival of Africa has pre-
occupied politicians and intellectuals for decades, especially since the 1950s. 
At the heart of the clarion call for a renaissance is a clear understanding and 
appreciation that Africa had a glorious past, contributed to human civiliza-
tion, as it still does, and that with a conscious and concerted effort it could 
be a master of her own destiny. However, African security and development 
appear condemned, never ably responding to orthodox economic policy 
options. The latest such attempt that failed to reignite the continent’s devel-
opment is the much touted, 15-year Millenium Development Goals (MDGs), 
launched with much fanfare in September 2001, complete with measur-
able indicators and targets aimed at “off-track” countries. By June 2015, an 
evaluation report by 28 UN Agencies as well as other International Agen-
cies admitted that, “sub-Saharan Africa continues to lag behind other regions 
… and inhabitants are still dealing with severe inequality.”1 The fact that the 
MDGs were presented as a global initiative masked what the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) had noted in relation 
to donor and aid fatigue and the need to come up with a new and innovative 
initiative aimed at exciting renewed support. At the time, the level of donor 
fatigue was revealed at an urgent African Union meeting held in Maputo, 
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Mozambique in 2003 where it was acknowledged that nearly 72% of funding 
towards agricultural assistance had failed to materialize.2

Aware of the sentiment of the donors who were abandoning the African 
ship, the OECD summarized what it called “International Development 
Goals” before seeking and securing the approval of the then UN Secretary-
General Kofi Annan, given the special focus on Africa.3 The OECD had dis-
covered that Africa needed to be prioritized towards taking its inhabitants out 
of grinding poverty, disease, and environmental insecurity. Just before the 
monumental failure of the MDGs, Africa had been subjected to the experi-
mental Washington Consensus, initially suggested by Professor John William-
son and enthusiatically embraced by the World Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund before it was disowned by its author. Meanwhile, in the short 
decade in which it had been implemented, the poorly thought out economic 
policy had wrecked havoc on African economies. When the then Deputy 
President of South Africa, Thabo Mbeki, declared on 8 May 1996, “I am an 
African,” it was effectively a call of affirmation and reaffirmation. A call to 
take up the intellectual gadgets, and political and economic skills necessary to 
restore Africa’s battered image and identity. Magubane asserts that the Afri-
can renaissance is really about

the ancient pride of peoples of the continent which through struggle against 
impossible odds reasserts itself and gave us hope. Thabo Mbeki has the African 
renaissance as the centrepiece of South Africa’s reconstruction and develop-
ment from depredations of white minority misrule and through his compatriots 
in the rest of the continent.4

Mbeki’s advocacy was therefore a call for self-affirmation and actualization, 
consistent with the Black Consciousness philosophy as espoused by Steve 
Biko, Du Bois, Cheikh Anta Diop, among others.

It is therefore against this background of a series of stop-starts and a search 
for credible alternatives towards African security and development that a 
researcher, A.H. Louw, in “The Concept of the African renaissance as a Force 
Multiplier to Enhance Lasting Peace and Stability in Sub-Saharan Africa,” 
reviews Mbeki’s recommendations and calls for Africa’s revival through 
“rebellion” against the sort of policies advanced by the global economic insti-
tutions.5 But what are the key recommendations gleaned from Cheikh Anta 
Diop by contemporaries such as Mbeki and others? According to some of the 
most recent reviewers, the first point to acknowledge about Diop’s work is 
that it has survived the most hostile treatment aimed at eradicating its con-
tributions. There are several other attributes worthy of acknowledgment, 
including Diop’s explicit emphasis on language as the main key towards devel-
oping an African Political Ideology that would result in unity. The latter then 
becomes a precondition for confronting failed African political leaders who 
had succumbed to an “unholy alliance” with capitalism against their citizens.6
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Magubane goes further to argue that historical epochs are shaped by the 
prevailing conditions of the time. For example, pan-Africanism, as espoused 
by Kwame Nkrumah and others, brought together intellectuals in the dias-
pora who were appalled at the manner that blacks were being treated and 
by “their experience of slavery and colonialism.”7 The reaction to agitate 
through an internationally organized structure of Pan-Africanism represented 
a protracted attempt to go beyond the episodic interlude defined by that 
experience. In providing a framework of moral repugnance and action, pan-
Africanism was Africa’s attempt to go beyond the “Dark Ages, to dig deep 
into its own past, so as to sculpt it—even mythologize it, but creatively—in 
order to turn it into a resource for a forward movement so decisive as finally 
to cut itself adrift from the Dark Ages to a brave new world.”8

A lot has been written on this subject, the good and the bad, the posi-
tives and the negatives. In this chapter, we seek to interrogate some of the 
challenges that often detract from initiatives towards the revival of the con-
tinent. In particular, the chapter examines how the obstacles on the road-
map towards establishing the African renaissance can be addressed through 
establishing strong institutions. This view is based on empirical evidence that 
suggests that if strong institutions, designed to enhance, protect, and deepen 
democracy, are established and respected, the trajectory towards development 
and human flourishing would be a guranteed outcome that is positive and 
inspiring. There can be no African renaissance without supporting institu-
tions and African-focused intelligentsia. It should be noted however that this 
building of public institutions constitutes a necessary but not sufficient condi-
tion for Africa’s long term development.9

A new phase is required in the African renaissance worldview in the devel-
opment of the continent. It has to be refined and repositioned if it is to have 
an impact on the lives of the wretched of the Earth, today and tomorrow. A 
roadmap that can take us to the Promised Land should be underpinned by 
the following, inter alia: (a) the nurturing of an active intelligentsia as the 
vanguard of the renaissance; (b) elimination of anti-intellectualism in the 
African political elite; (c) the early nurturing of African thought leaders (18–
35 years) in tertiary institutions and the corporate world; (d) the mainstream-
ing of African Indigenous Knowledge Systems (AIKS) and African Philosophy 
into the curricula; (e) the corollary establishment of dedicated institutions to 
manage AIKS-based programs; (f) the establishment of institutions for the 
training of election management officials and commissioners; (g) the estab-
lishment of a strong civil society as one of the prerequisites for a thriving 
democracy. The eight prerequisite for strengthening the African renaissance 
is an active advocacy for indigenous languages. This, for Magkoba et al., is

perhaps one of the greatest challenges to African people. Language is culture 
and in language we carry our identity and our culture. Through language 
we carry science and technology, education, political systems and economic 
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development. The majority of the people, about whom the rebirth or reawaken-
ing is about, live in their indigenous languages throughout their lives.10

The last prerequisite is the establishment and strengthening of state institu-
tions supporting constitutional democracy.

If we follow this roadmap, as one of the guides, we may avert Afro-pes-
simism (Afro-pessimists tend to suggest/believe that nothing good can 
come out of Africa) and the mistakes of yesteryear in order to create a bet-
ter tomorrow for African children. Leaders owe posterity nothing less. Take 
to heart the words of Nweke as he laments the poverty of leadership on the 
continent: “How can people so hungry for self-rule become so dispassionate 
about a future they had fought and lost so much to have? How can a people 
destroy everything they love so much with the same hands they used in build-
ing it? Why should it be that Africa keeps going round in circles instead of 
moving forward?”11 In education, we submit, lies the future of any country, 
and the success or failure of any nation is a reflection of its leadership.

knowledge Production in Pursuit of cognitive justice

The pursuit of cognitive justice led, to a greater extent, to a new wave of 
area studies and epistemic pluralism. Epistemic hegemony was rejected in 
favor of knowledge transformation. As Aristotle averred, a human being is 
a rational animal, regardless of creed, color, or race. Accordingly, therefore, 
all human beings are endowed with the cognitive capacities to produce and 
apply knowledge. Whilst we do not contest this view, we submit though that 
there are different modes of knowing and knowledge application peculiar to 
certain cultures. In this connection, for example, three popular strands in 
Western philosophical thought obtain, namely, empiricism, rationalism, and 
transcendentalism. These attest to preexisting epistemic borders prevailing 
within Eurocentric scholarship. Cognitive justice, on the other hand, argues 
for the decolonization of knowledge within the rubric of trans-area studies, 
that is, non-Eurocentric and borderless scholarship. This area of studies is not 
reactionary, exotic, non-critical, and unreflective. Though it has gained sig-
nificance and academic currency in the past three decades, it is as old as man-
kind. The docetic culture (the advent and the culture of writing), at times 
with political overtones and imperialist motives, tended to undermine and 
stunt other epistemologies, especially those anchored in oral traditions.

The argument against trans-area studies is that its theory and methodology 
do not meet European standards. For example, African philosophy and Afri-
can indigenous knowledge systems have been criticized for their limited effort 
to provide their own “clear definition and understanding of the concept of 
‘knowledge’ based on Africa’s own rich history of ideas and intellectual devel-
opment.”12 Similar sentiments were contested by Hountondji and Sylvester, 
among others. Hountondji argued that Africa has contributed immensely 
to the global corpus of knowledge, including science, engineering, and 
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technology.13 Epistemic, religious, and political hegemonies were promoted, at 
times with covert and overt strategies, and processes of coercion. As the native 
people sought the liberation of their own voices, driven by the quest to define 
and shape their own destiny, it became untenable to embark on processes of 
acculturation and enculturation without recognizing the inherent cognitive 
capabilities of all human beings. That era lapsed and a new one dawned.

I argue here against a hierarchy of knowledge systems and submit that all 
voices must be liberated and heard. Each voice must be given an equal right 
and opportunity to contribute to the generation and application of knowl-
edge for the advancement and development of humankind, in the univer-
sal order of things. African Indigenous Knowledge Systems (AIKS) will be 
my point of reference as they are rooted in, and reflective of, the existential 
experiences of the African people on the continent and the diaspora. For 
Mubangazi and Kaya, the AIKS

are holistic as they integrate theory and social practice, based on age and gen-
der. They are usually transmitted from one generation to the other in various 
ways—including participation in social practices such as farming, hunting, and 
arts and crafts, and through folk media such as folklore, proverbs, drama, myths, 
legends, and initiation ceremonies.14

This is just another mode of knowing and educating peculiar to certain cul-
tural groups. It could be argued that this is the epistemological trajectory most 
societies have followed in their evolution. It preceded the cultures of reading 
and writing. The word “education” is derived from the Latin words educare, 
which means to “rear,” “nurture,” or “foster,” and educere, meaning to “draw 
out” or “develop.” Thus, “‘education’, according to this original conceptu-
alisation, incorporates all the processes of raising young people to adulthood, 
and drawing out or developing their potential to contribute to society.”15

the vanguards of the african renaissance

In the course of history, Africans responded to slavery, colonialism, and 
apartheid through the logic and means oftentimes available and dedicated to 
them by material coalitions. When the time was ripe for political independ-
ence, Nkrumah and his peers conceded that much would not be achieved 
unless Africans, at home and the diaspora, were united. Hence, the advent 
of Pan-Africanism and its attendant benefits and challenges. In this connec-
tion Nkrumah wrote in the foreword to Not Yet Uhuru, by Oginga Odinga, 
“although political independence is a noble achievement in the struggle 
against colonialism, neo-colonialism, and imperialism, its effectiveness is 
superficial unless economic and cultural independence is also achieved.”16 
Fanon rallied the emergent political elite and made a clarion call: “Each 
generation must, out of relative obscurity, discover its mission, fulfil it, or 
betray it. In under-developed countries the preceding generations have both 
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revisited the work of the erosion carried on by colonialism and also helped on 
the maturing of the struggles of today.”17

In 1963, a handful of independent African states met to form an Organiza-
tion of African Unity (OAU) to ensure that the objectives of pan-Africanism 
were pursued. The OAU achieved a lot beyond political freedom, especially 
in the spheres of agriculture, economics, education, social and political struc-
tures, infrastructure development, and arts and culture. Many leaders, intel-
lectuals, and politicians acknowledged the material reality of their day that “as 
long as Africa’s economic wellbeing is dependent on the fortune of imperi-
alist countries, so long will African renaissance remain a myth.”18 In retro-
spect it might be argued that that was not enough. However, if one takes into 
account the perpetual interference by external forces that sought to under-
mine those initiatives, it could indeed be persuasively argued that what was 
attained in those circumstances was and still is a cause for celebration. The 
greatest achievement, we submit, was political consciousness, self-awareness, 
and self-reliance—effectively mental liberation. As Fanon puts it, “we only 
become what we are by the radical and deep-seated refusal of that which oth-
ers have made of us.”19 In a similar vein, Odinga writes about political con-
sciousness and resistance in Kenya by the Young Kikuyi Association after it 
was banned:

But the people were not cowed. On the surface they might have appeared to 
be quiet, but they were boiling underneath. They met secretly in the forests in 
groups of three and four to discuss how to raise money to pay lawyers, how 
to have Thuku released, how to make representations to reform their banned 
movement.20

A flurry of thoughts emerged in the 1960s that analyzed the material condi-
tions of Africa and proposed alternatives solutions and models for social, polit-
ical, and economic development. In his celebrated book, The Wretched of the 
Earth, Frantz Fanon reminds Africans that: “The colonised man who writes 
for his people ought to use the past with the intention of opening the futures, 
as an invitation to an action and basis of hope.”21 The European Enlighten-
ment succeeded precisely because civil society, among others, fought monar-
chists, merchants capitalists, and industrialists, and did so as champions who 
were critical of their immediate situation, appreciative of the past, and desir-
ous and willing to fashion a new world by themselves and for themselves. The 
past became their reservoir and source of inspiration. The same sentiments, 
clarity of thought, and conviction in the righteousness of their course were 
the motive force for the African renaissance and the formation of the OAU.

institutions to strengthen and Promote democracy

Schools and tertiary institutions are the obvious vehicles for the empower-
ment of people and socioeconomic development. Accordingly, investment in 
this area is imperative for any responsible government. We are therefore not 
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going to delve much into this as there is adequate literature on how best to 
use education to develop a nation. As the adage goes, in education lies the 
future of any country. We choose to look at the less conventional but perti-
nent institutions for democracy to flourish.

In the course of its evolution the OAU morphed into an African Union 
(AU) in 2002. In July 2002, South Africa officially became the birthplace 
and the host of the first AU Summit as well as being the headquarters of the 
AU Pan-African parliament. The main reason for the transformation was that 
the OAU was ineffective, and due to the policy of no interference in inter-
nal matters of a sovereign state, it could not intervene in instances of blatant 
human rights abuses and genocide. It was the Libyan leader, Muammar el 
Gaddafi, among others, who spearheaded the launch of the AU. In the main, 
the AU was entrusted with the rights to intervene, if and when circumstances 
warranted, in the affairs of member states. It was given the responsibility to 
protect and defend member states, hence the establishment of peacekeeping 
forces. It also had to establish a parliament and other institutions that would 
enable it achieve its objectives. These include, for example, economic regional 
blocs, the African Court of human and People’s rights, and the New Part-
nership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD). These institutions and structures 
were to provide the underlying Africa-centered philosophy to guide the Afri-
can renaissance, in particular the economic renaissance.

The Constitution of South Africa Act 108 of 1996 in Chap. 10 lists 
state institutions supporting democracy. It also provides for their establish-
ment and guiding principles in their operations. The following are the most 
pertinent:

• The Public Protector
• The Human rights Commission
• The Commission for the Promotion and Protection of the rights of 

Cultural, religious, and Linguistic Communities
• The Commission of Gender Equality
• The Auditor General
• The Electoral Commission.

These institutions are meant to be independent, impartial, subject only to the 
law, and must be seen to exercise their powers and perform their functions 
without fear, favor, or prejudice. Many African states have similar institutions, 
and they have contributed a great deal to a culture of democratic governance, 
participation, and relative stability and prosperity across the African continent. 
The Independent Electoral Bodies/Commissions are equally facilitating free, 
fair, and credible periodic elections. At times they perform their duties under 
trying circumstances.

It is precisely because of the critical roles these institutions are playing in 
nurturing democracy that they should be protected, defended, and properly 
resourced so that they can discharge their mandate without hindrance or sab-
otage by the ruling elite. Hence the absolute need to respect the rule of law 
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and the separation of powers. No person or organ of state may interfere with 
the functioning of these institutions. This is an ideal that is often flouted by 
self-serving and opportunistic politicians. But it is an ideal that the citizenry 
should guard jealously, by all means possible, if need be.

NEPAD was adopted in 2001 and was integrated into the AU in 2007, 
with its primary objectives being poverty eradication, sustainable develop-
ment, and integrating Africa into the global economy. NEPAD documents 
(2002, p. 35) implore the leadership to

give special attention to the protection and nurturing of indigenous knowledge, 
which includes tradition-based literacy, artistic and scientific works, invention, 
scientific discoveries, designs, marks, names and symbols, undisclosed informa-
tion and all other tradition-based innovations and creations resulting from intel-
lectual activity in industrial, scientific, literacy or artistic fields.22

However, for these ideals to be achieved a new cadre of leaders for the 
renewal will have to be trained and nurtured accordingly.

afrocentric and servant leadershiP

The philosophical and ideological rationale for an African renaissance has 
been canvased in the preceding sections. We intend in this section to inter-
rogate the values and traits that should characterize the champions of this 
renaissance for the revival of the continent. Without being reductionist and/
or parochial in our appeal for pan-Africanism, it goes without saying that the 
African intelligentsia should be its vanguard and thought leaders. This cadre 
is immediately confronted with the challenge of underpinning the develop-
ment frameworks and programs on the continent with the dynamism ani-
mating local cultures and indigenous knowledge systems. This will involve 
finding the means by which IKS can be effectively integrated into all spheres 
of education, commerce, governance, science, engineering, and technology. 
They are also saddled with the responsibility of devising a means to preserve, 
protect, promote and develop, and share this knowledge for the benefit of 
mankind. Accordingly, the African intelligentsia must effect a paradigm shift, 
a mental drycleaning, and undergo an exorcism. Belief in one’s history and its 
holistic contribution to human civilization is a precondition.

This ideological and philosophical worldview is what should undergird 
any programs that seek to produce a new champion and a new change agent 
imbued with self-pride, self-knowledge, and belief in oneself as the author of 
one’s own destiny, in the universal order of things. As Ngambi puts it, “Afri-
cans need to develop leaders who can embrace the rich and diverse heritage 
of our continent, who can learn from the past, accommodate the present, but 
determine our future.”23 The past and current leadership on the continent is, 
to a great extent, responsible for the sorry state Africa currently finds itself in. 
“Toxic leadership,” as Ngambi calls it, represents the dark side of leadership. 



36 SUPPOrTING AFrICAN rENAISSANCE: AFrOCENTrIC LEADErSHIP …  565

It is poisonous and it destroys the fabric of institutions, organizations, and 
states. The toxicity can also affect the overall performance of individuals. If 
it is uncurbed, it can become infectious and destroy the moral fibre of the 
political elite with disastrous consequences for nations.

Africa’s renewal is compromised by the sit-tight leaders who would illic-
itly amend and/or manipulate constitutions in order to extend their stay in 
power. A toxic leader behaves like monarch who rules the state as if it is his 
or her kingdom. All of its assets and human capital are available to him or 
her for personal use. A terrible list readily comes to mind: robert Mugabe of 
Zimbabwe, Paul Biya of the Cameroon, Yoweri Museveni of Uganda, Pierre 
Nkurunziza of Burundi, and Paul Kagame of rwanda, etc. For these toxic 
leaders, the end (of holding unto to power) justifies the means (of killing, 
maiming, torturing, and engaging in all forms of human rights abuse and 
criminality). Often times this type of leadership is either emotionally and/or 
intellectually illiterate, cognitively impaired, unethical, and generally unfit for 
political office.24

In the midst of it all, exemplary leadership also prevailed. For example, 
Mwalimu Julius Nyerere of Tanzania, Nelson Mandela of South Africa, Sir 
Seretse Khama of Botswana, and in a unique way F.W. de Klerk, who dem-
onstrated decisive and courageous leadership in ending apartheid in South 
Africa, also falls into this category. In recognition of his contribution to 
democracy in South Africa, F.W. de Klerk was awarded the Nobel Peace 
prize. Furthermore, “The former presidents of Namibia and Mozambique, 
Sam Nujoma and Joaquim Chissano respectively, not only built institutions 
of democratic law in their respective countries, but also ensured sustained 
economic growth. In addition, these leaders stepped down after their manda-
tory terms ended, and allowed their successors to be chosen in free and fair 
elections.”25

There is nothing inherently wrong with the Western or European mod-
els of leadership. The contention here is that Afrocentric leadership should 
be at the forefront of transforming the continent in the current century. The 
African existential experience should take precedence over any other experi-
ence in matters pertaining to the continent. Lessons learnt from previous ini-
tiatives, especially those that retarded and subverted development in Africa, 
should be uppermost in our minds as we craft a new trajectory. Whereas there 
are several leadership models and theories—behaviorist, situational, contin-
gency, transactional, trait, great man, among others—it is the Ubuntu/Botho 
value-based theory that is most relevant for our purpose.

Ubuntu/Botho is the human quality reflecting and at the same time underpin-
ning the dignity of the human person. It is a cohesive moral value inherent in all 
human persons. It is an expression of the “Supreme Goodness”…in all human 
persons. It is a modality of “being.” It is also a philosophy that is underscored 
by the maxim, “You are because I am, and since I am, therefore you are.” Thus 
the “being” of one person is contingent upon the “being” of another.26
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Pertinent traits of Ubuntu/Botho are compassion, solidarity, social justice, 
forgiveness, reconciliation, inclusivity, and public-spiritedness, among others.

It is important to accentuate the fact that Ubuntu/Botho is not peculiar 
to Africans, though it seems to be more manifest among them, especially in 
this coldhearted and materialist world. In religious terms, it is manifests as, 
“Thou shall love/treat your neighbor as thyself.” Immanuel Kant, the Ger-
man philosopher’s Categorical Imperative, in consonance with the philoso-
phy of Botho, states: “Act according to that maxim that you can at the same 
time will it to become a universal law, whether in your own favour or that of 
another, never treat the other as a means but always as an end.”27

Let us consider other qualities leaders should possess. Governance or 
leadership based on the collective will of the people is essential for success. 
Legitimacy conferred by elections or primogeniture bestows honor, author-
ity, and respect upon the individual. In turn the leader should be account-
able to the people. This symbiotic relationship sustains democracy and 
corporate management and administration. Therefore, in the service of the 
people, leaders must be public-spirited, compassionate and empathetic, and 
demonstrate commitment to social justice for the less privileged, the vulner-
able, and others in need. Leaders should be the embodiment of the values 
society espouses, underpinned by the African existential experiences, African 
philosophy, and indigenous knowledge systems. This calibre of leader could 
be better equipped to lead the continent’s renewal in this century. It must 
be anchored in society, and as St. Francis of Assisi averred, the seed of leader-
ship must bloom where it is planted. When a leader vacates office, he or she 
should leave a legacy rather than a vacancy.

Servant leadership should be hallmark of any public servant, including the 
first citizen in any democracy, arguably also in any monarchy or political sys-
tem. Put differently, let your light as a civil servant shine before humanity so 
that they may see your good works, celebrate you, and glorify your Ancestors 
and the Father who is in heaven. Leadership should be legitimate, and that 
legitimacy is dependent on the process that leads one to a particular position, 
be it through elections or primogeniture.

inclusive community ParticiPation

We are deliberately taking a historical perspective in this section in order to 
draw comparisons and to demonstrate how democratic tenets and humanis-
tic values obtained in different societies and at different times of their evo-
lution. Participation in decision-making structures is as old as the human 
race. Inclusive community participation is the hallmark of social organization 
in Africa. Aberrations abound but these must not detract from the fact that 
human beings are desirous by nature of being the authors of their destiny, 
jointly and severally. Human beings are gregarious by nature, and like all spe-
cies are driven by self-preservation. Citizen participation is not only a right 
but a responsibility.
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A lot can be learned from indigenous governance systems. Traditional gov-
ernance institutions like tribal courts (kgotla, kgoro, nkundla) are more rep-
resentative and democratic in their own way, especially if judged within their 
historical and cultural contexts. And like similar systems obtaining in other 
cultures, they are timeless, dynamic, and they evolve with time. The diversity 
of cultures should not only be respected but also celebrated. Cultural hegem-
ony is a source of monotony and conflict as it leads to cultural chauvinism.

Post-independence Africa has been subjected to Western cultural hegemony, 
and the West’s Human rights models were used as standard bearers as well 
as civilizing instruments. Therefore, African models of governance were over-
loaded, treated as inferior, and importantly, less worthy as organising principles 
in a modernising world.28

Consider the Kgoro system of governance, which can be referred to as a com-
muneocracy. In this system governance, administration, and management are 
carried out by the community. In operation, villagers, men and women, con-
verge at either the chief or the headman’s kraal to preside over the matters, 
any matter, of the community. The Kgoro has absolute jurisdiction in cases 
within its purview. After the meeting is duly constituted, the presiding officer, 
oftentimes a senior advisor, within the ambit of primogeniture or with knowl-
edge of tribal affairs, allows all participants to air their views. A complainant 
or an accused can be represented by one of the community members at no 
cost. The representative can be a relative or any other person well versed in 
the issue under discussion. The decision is arrived at collectively after it has 
been canvassed by all interested parties at the meeting. The chief does not 
decide but pronounces a judgement arrived at through consensus. Procedures 
are less stringent but can be time consuming. The precedent system applies 
though people rely in the main on memory. This is a deficiency in the system 
as human beings are fallable and memory fades with age.

Communalism is a system of collective ownership consistent with com-
muneocracy. Importantly, Walter rodney, in his timeless book, How Europe 
Underdeveloped Africa, defines communalism as a system where

property is collectively owned, work done in common and goods shared equally. 
In this context, the maxim, from each according to his ability, and to each 
according to his needs applied. Capitalism on the other hand came with colo-
nialism, resulted in concentration in a few hands of ownership of the means of 
producing wealth and an unequal distribution of the products of labour.29

Communalism is also underpinned by the principles of Ubuntu/Botho or 
African humanism which is based on, as alluded to earlier, “communal rela-
tionships and focuses on the betterment of human existence.… [I]t involves 
harmony between the individual and surroundings, right human relationships 
and harmony with the whole environment.”30
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conclusion

The leadership cadre that would successfully lead the next phase of Africa’s 
renewal should have a clear understanding and appreciation of Africa’s his-
tory, values, indigenous knowledge systems, African philosophy, African 
structures of governance, and its jurisprudence. This though is not a call for 
romanticism and an uncritical appraisal of her history and the current situa-
tion. Africa is part of the global village, part of the knowledge economy allied 
to information and communication technology. Specific skills and knowledge 
consonant with the time are imperatives for this phase. The champions of 
revival and renewal would, however, need strong political will, visionary lead-
ership, and unqualified commitment to the people of Africa and posterity.

The electorate and the institutions established to strengthen democracy 
should play their part, and special programs should be developed to enable 
them to put Africa on a respectable and sustainable development trajectory. 
These initiatives should be guided by and anchored in African philosophies, 
African jurisprudence, and African indigenous knowledge systems. Cur-
ricula in schools should reflect and teach these imperatives and aspirations, 
and tertiary institutions should dispense these as national and continental 
duties. These are, in my considered opinion, the necessary but not sufficient 
conditions for the realization of the African renaissance. As we deploy our 
resources to this end, let us keep the words of wisdom of Mahatma Ghandi in 
our hearts and minds:

The things that will destroy us, Politics without Principles, Pleasure without 
Conscience, Wealth without Work, Knowledge without Character, Business 
without Morality, Science without Humanity and Worship without Sacrifice.
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CHAPTEr 37

Africa and the Philosophy of  
Democratic Governance

Polycarp Ikuenobe

This chapter examines the philosophical basis of democracy and its normative 
implication for the practice of good democratic governance in Africa. The idea 
of democracy, which involves the consent of the governed, is based on the 
view that individuals are naturally free and self-legislating. Individuals have 
the freewill to make choices regarding what is good for them and how to lead 
their lives in pursuit of such good. Autonomy is seen as a defining moral fea-
ture of a person and a measure of one’s dignity; thus, it is morally sacrosanct, 
such that it cannot be unjustifiably violated. This implies that other people 
cannot impose their will or choice on a person which s/he does not choose 
for him/herself. But the state involves making laws and enforcing them. Indi-
viduals are supposed to obey these laws which, prima facie, are choices that 
they did not make for themselves. To enforce and expect someone to obey a 
law that is apparently made by another person is to violate her autonomy. The 
idea of the moral sanctity of individuals’ autonomy raises the philosophical 
issues of the legitimacy of a state’s authority, and the justification for political 
obligation, which indicates that one has a duty to obey the laws of the state 
that one may not have self-legislated.

The existence of laws, the state, and its monopoly of the use of force thus, 
ipso facto, violate individuals’ autonomy and this requires a moral justifica-
tion. It is commonplace in political philosophy that the idea of democracy, 
theoretically, provides a moral justification for the existence of the state 
and its apparent violation of individuals’ autonomy. Democracy involves a 
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government of the people and by the people. The people consent to laws in a 
state by participating in the law-making process either directly by themselves, 
or, indirectly by their autonomously chosen representatives. Democracy is 
also a government for the people, because representatives govern on behalf of, 
and for the interests of the people. representatives hold political positions in 
trust for the people; they are, in a sense, trustees or fiduciaries. This norma-
tive sense of democratic trusteeship implies that representatives are account-
able and have fiduciary duty to do what is in the best interests of the people.

The underlying justification of democratic governance is that citizens 
(either by themselves or their representatives) are the government and law-
makers. Whenever people obey laws, they are, in fact, obeying themselves: 
their own free choices. Because people only obey the laws they themselves 
make or freely consent to, their individual autonomy is preserved. However, 
a society cannot always rely on people to use their autonomous judgments to 
make the best decisions. Without governmental controls, individuals’ autono-
mous judgment and choices could create various conflicts, risks, and dangers. 
The possibility of such risks, and the skepticism about the moral adequacy 
of individual judgments and choices, thus provide the theoretical basis for 
justifying laws. We need a legitimate government to make laws that mediate 
among conflicts and protect people against the dangers of risky behaviors. 
Democracy is considered the best or most legitimate form of government, 
based on people’s consent, to properly mediate conflicts among individuals’ 
autonomous choices.

Normatively, a good government requires (1) the consent and participa-
tion of citizens, (2) the ability to meet citizens’ interests and welfare, (3) the 
ability to mediate among various conflicts, (4) the ability to protect rights, 
liberties, and citizens against violence and the consequences of individual bad 
choices, and (5) the ability to maintain equality and justice, and create the 
conditions for peace and harmony where people can freely choose and pursue 
their life plan. Democracy is considered a good form of government because, 
in theory, it meets these normative standards, which indicate that democracy 
involves reasonable procedures for decision making, or the achievement of cer-
tain desired outcomes.

The foundation of democracy raises the question of whether the moral 
sanctity of individual autonomy implies that the legitimacy of democratic 
authority and political obligation must be based solely on morality, or 
whether it could be based on prudential or pragmatic grounds. If it is based 
solely on morality, then it raises questions about the very nature of the moral 
justification of democratic political obligation: that is, whether such moral 
justification is based on consequentialist or deontological moral grounds.1 In 
other words, whether we ought to justify democratic governance based solely 
on the inherent moral duty to respect individual autonomy, or whether we 
ought to justify it based solely on its good outcomes. Those who take a deon-
tological moral view argue that the only moral justification for democratic 
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authority and political obligation is the autonomous consent of the governed 
and the procedures that ensure such. But those who take a moral consequen-
tialist view argue that the moral justification of democratic authority and obli-
gation must be based solely on good outcomes, such as protecting citizens’ 
rights, especially those of minorities, maintaining peace, and upholding the 
values of equality and justice.

For the consequentialist, preserving the moral sanctity of individual 
autonomy is irrelevant to the justification of political obligation.2 So, in a 
democracy, one may have a moral obligation to civilly disobey a law that one 
considers bad, in spite of the fact that political obligation is morally justifia-
ble deontologically. This is one basis for the classic distinction between moral 
and political (legal) obligation. Political obligation may derive from consent 
and democratic procedures, but due to human fallibility, such procedures or 
consent may lead to bad outcomes to engender moral disobedience. A good 
decision-making procedure regarding policies cannot guarantee the goodness 
of the outcome of such policies. Hence, the justification of a procedure per 
se is logically independent of the justification of the content or outcome of a 
policy that derives from such procedure.

However, a democracy can also be justified on both procedural (deonto-
logical) and outcome (consequentialist) grounds, in that some relevant dem-
ocratic procedures will make the requisite democratic outcomes more likely. 
This raises the question of whether a democratic procedure is logically prior 
to democratic outcomes, or whether the idea of achieving particular demo-
cratic outcomes should determine the choice of particular democratic proce-
dures that will best achieve such outcomes. Thus, it is pertinent to distinguish 
between the two essential ideas of democracy as a process of governance 
based on the consent of the governed, and majoritarianism as one (among 
many) procedure of making decisions in a democracy.

Democracy does not imply majoritarianism. Different democracies may 
have different decision-making procedures, and majoritarianism—which 
could be simple or “super” majority—is one such process. A democracy may 
also have a consensus or unanimous decision-making process.3 Unanimity 
involves agreement by all citizens or representatives, but consensus need not 
be unanimous. In a unanimous democracy, one person has a veto power to 
block a policy by a dissenting vote. But consensus democracy requires people 
to negotiate and compromise in their divergent positions in order to accept 
a policy as tolerable even though it is not what they would accept ideally. In 
that situation, they may abstain or grudgingly vote for the policy, but they do 
not strenuously or forcefully oppose it. They take the proverbial attitude of 
“not allowing the perfect to be the enemy of the good.”

The problem with consensus and unanimous democratic processes is that 
they are difficult to achieve practically in many large modern states with huge 
populations. Too many different divergent interests and values will be too 
unwieldy to allow for negotiation and compromise. However, consensus and 
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unanimity may be plausible and feasible only when people have similar values, 
beliefs, attitudes, or commonality of interests. But one significant problem 
with majority rule is that it may create discontent, in that minority voters may 
feel that their interests are not considered, and that the will of the major-
ity is imposed on them. To address this issue, the democratic process may 
make sure that the views of minorities are seriously examined and fairly con-
sidered for their merits before voting. Democratic procedures also make sure 
that certain fundamental rights of minorities are protected from the majority. 
Democracy also provides ample opportunity and fair mechanisms for redress, 
including civil disobedience. However, where there are no mechanisms for 
redress or efforts to provide corrective and palliative measures to protect the 
rights and meet the need of minorities, then majority rule may degenerate 
into the totalitarianism of the majority. This could create acrimony, and in 
extreme cases, escalate into chaos.

Theoretically and depending on the situation, majority rule may violate the 
consent and autonomy of the minorities. To address the theoretical problem 
of the totalitarianism of the majority, some have provided a meta-justification 
in terms of social contract theory.4 Citizens make a contract whereby they 
agree to accept majority rule as the most reasonable process of making deci-
sion within the democratic system. Based on this contract, citizens have an 
obligation to obey any policy that derives from the accepted decision-making 
process. But this meta-justification has been criticized on the ground that it 
is only a theoretical justification that cannot be used to address a real prob-
lem. Moreover, it appears the contract and its obligations are unfair because 
one is being asked to accept the result of a decision-making process with-
out knowing what its actual contents or consequences will be. But it may be 
argued that the idea of a social contract need not be a theoretical construct. 
For instance, a constitution that indicates the framework of a decision-making 
process, and its general adoption in modern African states, may represent an 
attempt to substantiate the idea of a social contract as a meta-justification for 
different forms of majority rule or democratic procedures.

The idea of using social contract theory as a meta-justification for any 
democratic decision-making process raises the issue of whether such a con-
tract implies an absolute obligation, or only a prima facie obligation to obey 
a law that derives from such decision-making process. If it implies an absolute 
obligation, this means that all citizens, especially minorities, have an obliga-
tion to obey any law irrespective of whether it is good or bad. Such obliga-
tion forecloses the idea of civil disobedience, which is a justificatory basis for 
liberal democracy, because it provides a process for rectifying outcome injus-
tices that derive from the fallibility in the human application of democratic 
procedures. One might argue that the idea of a social contract may be seen 
as a contract among political parties regarding how to share or acquire power 
in relation to how decisions are made. In which case, we must distinguish 
between democracy and the political party system. Political parties are only a 
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handy mechanism for providing electoral candidates from which citizens may 
choose.

Conceptually, democratic governance can exist and function without polit-
ical parties. For instance, democracies in Greek city-states did not have politi-
cal parties, and Wiredu (1996) has argued for the plausibility of a non-party 
democracy as the most reasonable mechanism for consensual decision making 
that will achieve the relevant democratic outcomes in Africa. Some democra-
cies have a one-party, two-party, multiparty, or plausibly, a non-party system. 
It is difficult a priori to say whether any political party system is better than 
another, or whether a democracy necessarily needs a political party system. 
These are practical issues that depend on a society, its sociopolitical structures, 
people’s attitudes, and values; it must be justified a posteriori. Having exam-
ined the philosophical issues of the nature and a priori justification of democ-
racy, the relevant question now is: what are the practical prospects of good, or 
simply, democratic governance in Africa?

Which systems or elements of democracy are best suited or plausible for 
African states? Is it liberal, communitarian, socialist, egalitarian, benevolent 
totalitarian, parliamentary, or presidential democracy? What is the best pro-
cedure: majority rule, consensus, or unanimous democracy? What is the best 
mechanism for organizing and slating candidates: one-party, two-party, multi-
party, or non-party democracy? Is it a blend of some of these? We might use 
the following statement by Sogolo as a backdrop for examining and preempt-
ing plausible answers to these question: “some of the social and political ide-
als, freedom, democracy, equality, justice, etc., which we [Africans] now seek 
to attain are intrinsically part of our traditional African social structures and 
that what we need are suitable institutions for realizing these virtues. This 
consideration seems to guide the minds of African thinkers in their search for 
viable social and political frameworks.”5 But what is the nature of these tra-
ditional African social and political structures? Are they still viable today to 
sustain the ideal or outcomes of democratic governance?

Many modern “postcolonial” African states seeking to adopt democracy 
are uniquely similar in one respect—they were colonized. These states are a 
patchwork of disharmonious groups of people artificially put together dur-
ing the Berlin Conference of 1884–1885. The consequence is that many 
incongruous linguistic or cultural ethnic groups were lumped together into 
an amorphous country under colonial governance. Prior to this partition and 
colonization, African peoples lived in smaller communities of homogeneous 
cultural groups. People identified with their respective native cultural ethnic 
groups. The ethnic, linguistic, religious, and cultural differences in modern 
African states have resulted in constant and sometimes irreconcilable diver-
gence in people’s interests—usually reflecting their ethnic allegiance or reli-
gious or cultural worldviews. This situation has made it difficult to have an 
effective central government which can make policies that will adequately 
meet the divergent interests of these incongruous groups.
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Usually, many people have allegiance or patriotic attitudes only towards their 
ethnic groups, but not “their” countries—Cameroon, Nigeria, or Kenya—
which they see as anomalous and artificially created colonial entities. It is in this 
context that Ekeh remarks: “Thomas Hodgkin was right when he reminded 
Biobaku: ‘Everyone recognizes that the notion of “being a Nigerian” is a new 
[colonial] kind of conception.’”6 So, one major problem confronting many 
African states is that of national integration. They have not been able to forge a 
normative basis and social structures to achieve national integration and com-
monality of interest or values for the purpose of maintaining democracy and 
good governance. This leads to the question of whether democracy is the best 
form of government to adequately address the problems of divergent interests 
that multicultural, ethnic, and religious groups pose in modern African states. 
In order to have good governance, it is pertinent to examine what the proper 
structures of, and normative basis for, good democratic governance ought to be 
in modern African states.

Since independence, many “postcolonial” African states have been making 
futile efforts to adopt democratic governance. While things are stabilizing in 
few countries, some have had a tumultuous circle of “attempted” democratic 
governance and military overthrow. So the history of democratic governance 
in Africa has been tenuous; democracy has not been able to take a firm hold 
for an extended period of time. Apart from the military interventions that 
have prevented this, many African states have not been able to articulate an 
adequate theory of democratic governance that best suits the African environ-
ment, values, and social-cultural structures. The current Western democratic 
theories and practices adopted in Africa have not engendered good demo-
cratic governance partly because of their nature and how they are adopted. 
Moreover, the social, moral, and political structures in Africa, on which 
African states have attempted to juxtapose these theories and practices, are 
ill equipped to accommodate and sustain them. This is partly because of the 
enduring and overwhelming social structures of colonialism, and what they 
did to African people’s moral attitudes and values, as well their traditional 
social and political structures. Colonialism compromised many traditional 
African social structures.

I highlight the inadequacy of the current colonial social and political struc-
tures in Africa in order to attempt to diagnose one cause of the lack of good 
democratic governance. According to Ekeh, colonialism brought three social 
structures: transformed, migrated, and emergent.7 The first two have, in part, 
created significant problems for good governance in Africa. The transformed 
social structures are the indigenous precolonial institutions and practices that 
were transformed to operate within the new colonial system. Such transfor-
mation resulted in the modification or destruction of the moral and social 
order within which these indigenous institutions operated. For instance, 
traditional rulers had new powers that were not anchored in the preexist-
ing traditional moral, social, and cultural strictures that hitherto engendered 
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accountability. As Wiredu indicates, the traditional communal systems of gov-
ernance in Africa involved, for the most part, consensus democracies with 
accountability.8 These institutions and their underlying social-cultural struc-
tures, communal moral values, and attitudes were destroyed or significantly 
modified, and stripped of their efficacy.

Migrated social structures are those structures that were brought whole-
sale in their original forms from Europe to the colonized African countries 
and juxtaposed on the new colonial system. Examples of such structures are 
majoritarian parliamentary democracy, the party system, statehood, rule of 
law, the press, and state bureaucracy, all with their peculiar European con-
notations, values, and characteristics. Because these structures were brought 
wholesale from Europe to a totally different African context without their 
moral and social foundations, they acquired unique forms of existence. For 
Ekeh, “the European organizational pieces that came to us were virtually dis-
embodied of their moral contents, of their substratum of implicating ethics. 
And yet the imported models were never engrafted onto any existing indige-
nous morality.”9 The indigenous African morality and social values are funda-
mentally communal, as opposed to the fundamentally Western individualistic 
morality or values that are based on the sanctity of individual autonomy. The 
imported Western models or practices of liberal democracy lack organiza-
tional flexibility, in that they cannot and, thus far, have not been adaptable to 
the African situation.

Liberal democracy was imported to Africa without the requisite West-
ern foundational values and structures, such as, individualism, an educated 
and patriotic citizenry, and a social and moral sense of accountability. As 
such, liberal democracy has taken on a new existence and created anomalies 
and problems that Africans have not been able to fully diagnose, appreci-
ate, understand, and address. The problem of not engrafting Western social 
structures to an existing indigenous African moral order was, in Ekeh’s view, 
“particularly pronounced in the various apparatuses of the state and in the 
conduct of those aspects of public life associated with the migrated social 
structures.”10 If the problem of lack of good democratic governance in Africa 
is partly attributable to the fact that Western liberal democracy, party system, 
and majoritarianism are unadaptable to Africa’s indigenous social and moral 
norms of good governance, then the fundamental issue is whether Western 
liberal democratic theories, practices, and their philosophical or normative 
justificatory basis are applicable to Africa.

Wiredu observes that the political and social structures for Western democ-
racy such as “those finely designed parliamentary palliatives, which in the 
United States or the United Kingdom, for instance do mollify the opposi-
tion to some extent, are in Africa often nonexistent, or equivalently, existent 
only on paper.”11 The European regulatory structures or norms of the rule of 
law, free press, and independent judiciary that ensure accountability are prac-
tically absent in many independent African states. These states do not have 
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the proper moral or social foundation, motivations, or attitudes to guide their 
formulation of the appropriate public policies that will match the normative 
and practical expectations of good governance. Politicians and citizens do not 
have a sense of what good democratic governance involves and why there is 
a need for it in what they still subconsciously see as an anomalous illegitimate 
colonial entity that they have no patriotic allegiance to. Citizens do not know 
what to require of their representatives in terms of accountability, or what 
their rights and responsibilities are as democratic citizens.

Usually, citizens do not know who they are voting for or what candidates 
stand for. People have no idea of what democratic representation or public 
service involves. As such, political leaders do not have the correct motivation 
for seeking office or an idea of what “service” means normatively in “public 
service.” They go into public service for their own interests, and they do not 
feel a sense of responsibility or accountability towards the state or citizens. 
Many politicians bribe their way to office or they completely hijack the voting 
system by rigging elections. Individual autonomy and consent are violated. 
And no systems exist to hold politicians accountable, and the citizens don’t 
know any better. As a government by, of, and for the people, most African 
citizens are democratically uninformed to consent. So, there is a foundational 
justificatory problem of democratic governance in Africa. How can there be 
autonomy and consent when the people consenting lack adequate knowl-
edge or information? Without knowledge, the ability to democratically make 
informed free choices, or demand and have informed expectations is vitiated. 
If there is no informed consent, then individual autonomy, which is the nor-
mative basis for democracy, is not preserved.

Besides ignorance, citizens sometimes acquiesce to bad governance in 
Africa, partly because of their traditional communal attitudes or inclination 
to achieve consensus and peace. In Metz’s view, the justification of democ-
racy based on the moral sanctity of individual autonomy, consent, and dignity 
appears to be suitable only for “atomized” societies or cultures, where indi-
viduals conceive of their own good and rational life plan as distinct from that 
of others in society, such that they are acutely conscious of their separateness 
from others.12 Autonomy and dignity in the African view is relational to one’s 
membership of a caring and mutually dependent community, which makes 
one happier and one’s quality of life better. One’s free choices are meaning-
ful and valuable only in relation to having solidarity, friendship, fraternity, and 
support in a group.13 It is this robust sense of togetherness and solidarity that 
makes one’s autonomy, consent, choices, and rights meaningful. This Afri-
can communal view is opposed to the Western atomistic individualistic sense 
of autonomy, which romanticizes individual free choices that are essentially 
exclusive of the community or other people’s interests.14

African communalism involves the following set of related values or ideas: 
(1) that common good and the welfare of all in the community are the overall 
goal of all practices and principles; (2) that the interests of the individual and 
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community are coextensive, in that the interest of the community is to help 
individuals to achieve their interests; (3) that everyone has a responsibility to 
contribute to the well-being of the community, which provides the environ-
ment, facilities, and structures that enable individuals to pursue their life plan; 
(4) that the communal environment, mutual dependence, and social respon-
sibility engender the attitudes and values of caring, sacrifice, compromise, 
sympathy, altruism, and consensus. By emphasizing these values, relationships 
with others, and individuals’ embeddedness in a community, communalism 
tends to prevent the attitudes of selfishness, greed, conflict, and lack of con-
cern for others. Communalism enhances the attitude of consensual decision 
making which, in Wiredu’s view, still has an unconscious hold on the minds 
of many Africans. In contrast, liberal democratic theories and practices—
because of their individualistic foundation—emphasize individual rights with-
out sufficient credence to one’s social responsibility to the community.

Usually, many African politicians see themselves as operating within the 
imported European colonial framework of the individualistic values of lib-
eral democracy. This colonial value system has created what Ekeh calls the 
phenomenon of the “two publics,” where people distinguish between “civic 
public” and “primordial public.”15 In people’s minds, the communal moral 
standards of behavior do not apply to the individualistic ethos of the civic 
public regarding affairs of state; they apply only in the primordial public of 
their local communal affairs. As such, people feel, expect, and demand a sense 
of moral accountability in the primordial public regarding (“our”) commu-
nity’s affairs, but not in (“their”: European) governmental affairs. The social 
structures of colonialism, such as the state and liberal democracy, created a 
dualism in people’s moral perspectives that seeks to institutionalize amoral-
ity or immorality in the affairs of state. This value system has legitimized and 
encouraged individual greed, selfishness, and bastardized people’s attitudes 
toward public service by making it a mode of personal enrichment. Thus, 
stealing from modern African states is acceptable because they are still uncon-
sciously perceived as “illegitimate colonial entities” of the “white man.”

This value system has culminated in massive corruption and embezzlement 
of public funds. This moral dualism is one reason why the prescriptions of 
free press, rule of law, and independent judiciary for good democratic gov-
ernance in Africa are ineffective as checks and balances in curbing these cor-
rupt excesses and engendering accountability. The people who operate within 
these structures exhibit the same values and attitude of moral dualism. How-
ever, one might argue that it is unreasonable to blame colonialism for the 
problem of bad democratic governance in Africa today because colonialism 
supposedly disappeared more than 50 years ago. Since independence, African 
states have had the opportunity to change the effects of colonialism. This crit-
icism fails to appreciate the real nature of colonialism. According to Ekeh, 
colonialism must be seen as “a situation” that came into existence by the 
conflicting relationships “between the elements of European culture and of 
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indigenous culture.” These relationships engendered social formations, con-
structs, and structures which have had enduring significance beyond the lifes-
pan of the actual colonial period.16

Thus, in Ekeh’s assessment, colonialism did not terminate abruptly in 
one year and its structures never disappeared. Colonialism has enduring struc-
tures and values that are still active today even many years after it was sup-
posed to have disappeared. Some of these social structures, which are the 
bases for current democratic governance in many African states, include pro-
cesses such as the multiparty system, majority rule, and the value of extreme 
individualism, which is based on the moral sanctity of autonomy. The colonial 
social structures of multicultural African states and the idea of good demo-
cratic governance raise the following issues: (1) who ought to rule or have 
power or authority; (2) how those who have authority and power ought to 
rule, (3) what policies those who have authority and power ought to make, 
and, (4) what procedures ought to be accepted for deciding who should rule 
and how to rule, make, or implement policies.

regarding these normative issues of good democratic governance in Afri-
can states, some African philosophers have argued that the outcomes that 
democratic leaders ought to pursue must include those that will: (1) preserve 
individual dignity and respect,17 (2) enhance general welfare by providing the 
basic needs of food, clean water, education, shelter, and healthcare for all, (3) 
enhance group identity, fraternity, and solidarity among people, and harmony 
in communal relationships, (4) provide technological, industrial, and eco-
nomic infrastructure for development, and (5) enhance, manifest, and instill 
relevant democratic values and patriotic attitudes. Some philosophers argue 
that African states cannot achieve these democratic outcomes based on West-
ern decision-making procedures of majority rule and multiparty systems.18 
They argue that consensual democracy is one plausible procedure for achiev-
ing these outcomes.

Wiredu argues that consensual democracy is possible only within a non-
party system. In his view, traditional African communal cultures had the 
relevant social structures and moral attitudes that supported the practice of 
consensual democracy. Communalism, for Wiredu, indicates that “ultimately 
all individuals share a common interest, and this constitutes that natural basis 
for the possibility of conflict resolution” and that such “resolution will usu-
ally be achieved through the mutual pruning down of interests for the sake 
of harmony.”19 He suggests that African states must adopt the proper dem-
ocratic decision-making procedure that draws from the African communal 
tradition which is able to prune down divergent interests and views in order 
to achieve the democratic outcome of social and political harmony. Because 
Western liberal democracy is based on individualism, the sanctity of auton-
omy, and consent, it engenders conflict and selfish attitudes. Wiredu indicates 
that the “divergent interests arising out of individualized thought and feeling 
will lead to conflict in society.”20
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The harmonious social and political context provided by communalism 
is essential for a non-acrimonious democratic sharing of political power and 
policy making. In ramose’s view, it is only the process of consensual democ-
racy that can engender the democratic outcome of harmonious communal 
relationships. And for Wiredu, such harmony that derives from molding con-
sensus can be achieved only if there are no political parties. Political parties 
are meant to be adversarial and divisive because they are based on different 
opposing political interests and ideologies on how power ought to be held or 
shared. Each party wants to convince citizens on why its interests and views 
ought to be adopted, and not those of the other party. Party system cre-
ates rancor, hostility, and acrimony between the winning and losing parties 
by alienating and excluding the losing party. In advocating a non-party sys-
tem for Africa, Wiredu criticizes the adversarial and divisive multiparty system 
as lacking the mechanism for pruning down divergent interests and pulling 
them into a harmonious consensus. When such mechanisms are lacking, we 
end up with a “system characterized by an organized and highly competitive 
struggle for power or in the interests of power.”21

Although Western systems of liberal, party, and majoritarian democracy are 
alien to Africa, democratic governance is not. According to some observers, 
democracy existed in some of the communities that now make up modern 
African states. Wiredu argues that many traditional African political systems 
were democratic because “the government was by the consent, and subject of 
the control, of the people as expressed through their representatives.”22 Thus, 
“in principle citizens had a say, first in the question of who would exercise 
power over them, and the second, in the issue of what specific policies were 
to be implemented in the town, and derivatively, in the state and nation.”23 
But some argue that traditional governance systems were authoritarian and 
theocratic. Despite the debate about the nature of traditional government, 
Sogolo insists that “the past of African politics was far more decent than what 
exists today.”24

On this honorific view, African traditional political system required rul-
ers to be accountable and to make policies that were sensitive to the peo-
ple’s interests. It also required people’s participation, directly or indirectly, in 
the process of decision making. In many societies, the king had a governing 
council that consisted of chiefs representing different communities. These 
chiefs were elected or selected by the villagers, and they usually sought the 
input of their communal kinfolks. In some societies, the kings’ or chiefs’ 
positions were hereditary. But in spite of the heredity, they were accountable 
because rulers believed that their positions were held in trust for the people. 
If they lost the trust or confidence of the people, some believed they could 
incur the wrath of the gods or ancestors. Some who betrayed such trust were 
exiled or voluntarily abdicated their positions; in extreme cases, some com-
mitted suicide to atone for their betrayal. Traditional African systems of gov-
ernance and the underlying moral structures have not been carried over to 
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modern African states. These systems met the normative standards of good 
democratic governance because they relied on consent, their policies were for 
the common good, and they had accountability or checks and balance.25

However, the pertinent question is whether these traditional African struc-
tures are (1) retrievable from the past, and (2) transferable to the modern 
state. Perhaps! Wiredu analyzes the nature of these traditional structures and 
argues that they could be retrieved, and then transferred to African modern 
states in the form of a non-party democratic system. The idea of retrieving 
the past structures and values, and then transferring them to modern states 
has also been criticized. For instance, Eze argues that this idea has been 
exploited by many African leaders as a basis for justifying their totalitarian 
rule. And that many dictatorial rulers did flourish under these traditional Afri-
can structures that sought unity and consensus.26 Wiredu also suggests that 
the “divisiveness, hostility, and acrimony that a multiparty competition is apt 
to generate is usually offered as its criticism, and thus the ground for advocat-
ing a one-party system of government in the sixties and seventies that engen-
dered autocratic rule.”27

But the question is whether this misappropriation of the traditional Afri-
can system has anything to do with the system itself or whether it was simply 
bastardized or abused and then used as an excuse for bad governance. Any 
system is susceptible to abuse. regarding the issue of adapting traditional 
structures into a non-party system in modern Africa, Metz asks sarcastically: 
“What would that look like?”28 One may respond to this critical jab by say-
ing that this idea of not voting for political parties is not new. The principle 
is similar to the idea of a single transferable vote or preferential voting. It has 
two relevant elements: (1) voting directly for individuals instead of political 
parties or their slate of candidates, thus avoiding the need for political parties, 
and (2) electing candidates for the purpose of adequate proportional repre-
sentation of all interests and constituencies. This idea is worth exploring for 
possible adaptation to the African situation because of the problems of cor-
rupt parties, an adversarial and acrimonious party system, and inadequate pro-
portional representations of interests.

Some of the ideas, procedures, values, and principles that have been 
 prescribed for good democratic governance in Africa may be summarized as 
follows:

1.  Instituting a decision-making process that allows all views to be consid-
ered and examined such that there is meaningful deliberation, negotia-
tion, compromise, and consensus.

2.  Pursuing substantive policies that will engender general welfare and cre-
ate opportunity for all by providing the necessary infrastructures for 
people to live a good life.

3.  Instilling the cultural, moral, and attitudinal basis for good democratic 
governance, including caring, selfless public service, and patriotism 
toward the country.
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4.  Providing various processes of checks and balances that will guard 
against selfish interests, misuse of power, and ensure transparency, 
accountability, and responsibility.

5.  Providing robust democratic education for people regarding the proper 
nature of democratic and participatory citizenship.

6.  Providing processes for recruiting the best candidates and enhanc-
ing efficient voting that will allow for comprehensive participation in 
choosing representatives that will adequately reflect the will (consent) 
of the people.
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CHAPTEr 38

Indigenous (African) Knowledge Systems, 
Science, and Technology

Kai Horsthemke

introduction

The motivation for a focus on indigenous (African) knowledge, science, and 
technology is fairly easy to explain, especially when one considers the deni-
gration, suppression, and exploitation of traditional knowledge systems dur-
ing and even after colonialism. The reclamation project that underlies this 
renewed focus is not only epistemological but also concerned with legislation 
and social justice. Like “indigenous” or “African knowledge,” the emphasis 
on “indigenous science and technology” is a recent phenomenon. There are 
several ventures that underlie this idea: publicization of the victimization and 
exploitation of the areas of practice and research constituting “ethnoscience,” 
acknowledgement of their autonomy, and their inclusion in educational cur-
ricula. A question that remains largely unaddressed is whether the ideas of 
indigenous knowledge, science, and technology make any sense.

A central problem appears to be the lack of clarity about the meaning or 
understanding of “knowledge.” Defenders of this idea commonly distin-
guish between “skills” and “knowledge,” which suggests, in the absence of 
any definition, that at least part of the understanding concerns theoretical (as 
contrasted with practical) knowledge. Insofar as “knowledge” in this sense 
includes reference to “truth” (a notion that also characterizes Yoruba think-
ing), this invites the perception of the latter also being “indigenous.” Bluntly 
asserting, on more than one occasion, that “truth is opinion,” Kwasi Wiredu 

© The Author(s) 2017 
A. Afolayan and T. Falola (eds.), The Palgrave Handbook of  
African Philosophy, DOI 10.1057/978-1-137-59291-0_38

585

K. Horsthemke (*) 
KU Eichstätt-Ingolstadt, Eichstätt, Germany



586  K. HOrSTHEMKE

has claimed that reference to “infallible” truth is not only a bar to dialogue 
but that “such a claim to knowledge is also a bar to education.”

As a challenge to advocates of indigenous knowledge (IK), a problem that 
would need to be addressed is that of relativism (about both knowledge and 
truth) and of the implications of taking epistemological relativism seriously. A 
further question concerns the basis, if there is one, for distinguishing between 
knowledge and superstition within indigenous African worldviews and belief 
systems. Similarly, for anything to be called “science,” it surely involves refer-
ence to laws or regularities, observation, description, explanation, prediction, 
and testable hypothesis. Practices, skills and beliefs (or opinions), and the 
ascription or attribution of scientific knowledge may vary according to per-
sonal, social, or cultural context; but do scientific knowledge and truth vary 
in similar ways?

Cosmic Africa

The film Cosmic Africa, by South African brothers Craig and Damon Foster 
and concept originator and key researcher Anne rogers, documents the jour-
ney of South African astrophysicist Thebe Medupe. His mission is to connect 
occidental science and astronomy to the cosmological models of some of the 
oldest civilizations on Earth. “Astronomy” survives in these ancient societies 
despite the eroding effects of colonialism and its modern heir, globalization. 
Medupe emphasizes that “astronomy” has never just been a science in these 
cultures. For them, it is an “intimate tapestry merging into their prayers, their 
lives, their dreams and their deaths.” Occidental culture, on the other hand, 
has separated astronomy from daily experience and turned it into “pure sci-
ence.” Medupe’s mission is stated at the very beginning of the film: “I need 
to discover whether my science has a place in Africa, and whether Africa has a 
place in my science.” His journey leads him to the Ju/’hoansi in north-east-
ern Namibia, the Dogon in Mali, and finally to Nabta Playa in the southern 
Egyptian Sahara, to what is conceivably the site of the first solar observatory.1

During his visit to Namibia, Medupe learns not only of Ju/’hoansi reliance 
on the stars as to when to plant and to harvest but many of the stories con-
nected to the sun, moon, and stars:

One memorable night, Kxau Tami and /Kunta Boo, two elderly shamans dem-
onstrated how they would throw burning sticks in the direction of a very bright 
meteor—as they threw the sticks into the air, they uttered swear and curse 
words which they said would help to divert the meteor’s path and thereby pre-
vent its dangerous potential. They believe that bright shooting stars with fiery 
tails are invested with very powerful !nom (extreme potency) and that they have 
the potential to cause sickness.2

Medupe’s visit to the Ju/’hoansi coincides with a total solar eclipse. He wor-
ries about whether he should tell the people about what is going to happen 
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but decides not to: they would want to know how he knows. Instead, he sets 
up his equipment. When the eclipse happens, people talk about the return of 
winter and blame the intruder and his equipment: “The telescope is eating up 
the sun.” After the eclipse and subsequent reconciliation, Medupe says, “For 
the first time I see how the stars affect the way people live. My science and 
my Africa are beginning to come together.”

This impression is deepened with the visit to the Dogon, whose knowl-
edge of the stars is legendary. Their daily and seasonal activities, routines, and 
customs are guided, for example, by the appearance of what we call Venus 
(for which the Dogon have “a number of different names … depending on 
its station in the sky”) and the Pleiades (which the Dogon refer to as “Toro 
Jugo”).3 One of the elders, spiritual leader Annayé Doumbo, claims, “In 
our Dogon way, the man who makes technology is the sorcerer of the sun.” 
Given the harsh conditions under which they live, to the Dogon knowing the 
stars can mean the difference between life and death. When asked whether he 
knows that human beings have walked on the moon, the elder replies, “There 
is no gate to the moon, it is not possible for anyone to go there, unless they 
are the little brother of God.”

The last leg of Medupe’s journey is what is presented as the origin of 
astronomy, Egypt. (There is no mention of the innovations and discoveries 
of the Maya and Aztecs.) In the southern Egyptian desert, near the border of 
Sudan, he discovers what is conceivably the oldest observatory, conceived and 
constructed by the Nabtans, nomadic pastoralists, now long dead. Predating 
Stonehenge in England by almost 1000 years, it consists of countless stones 
emanating from a center, in order to trace the rising and setting of the sun 
during the year, as well as the passage of the moon and stars: “The origin of 
astronomy, its measuring and predicting, is in Africa…. Stones took the place 
that my computer takes now.”4

It is unfortunate that, throughout the film, Medupe and the research team 
never explore any of the tensions between traditional, indigenous, and scien-
tific worldviews. They seem satisfied with just noting the different perceptions 
and appear to assume that there is no problem of reconciliation of myth or 
legend with scientific fact. At the end of the film, Medupe states that he has 
come “full circle,” that his journey has served to (re)unite his science and his 
Africa, without so much as an attempt to account for the contradictions he 
has encountered between spirituality and astronomy.

One of Medupe’s intentions is to create an African star chart. His long-
term goal is to develop a database and to set up a formal ethnoastronomy 
research group. The pertinent questions, for present purposes, are: Does the 
idea of “ethnoastronomy” make sense? What, if anything, distinguishes “eth-
noscience” and indigenous technology from mainstream, academic science 
and technology? Is it a spiritual, contextual element? How does one distin-
guish between indigenous science and mere superstition? These are a few of 
the questions with which the present chapter will engage.
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the idea of “indigenous science”
Indigenous science is usually taken to cover indigenous astronomy, indige-
nous physics, “ethnomedicine,” “ethnobotany,” “ethnozoology,” as well as 
“ethnopsychiatry,” while indigenous technology refers to the application of 
indigenous science, the whole body of methods and materials used in such 
application, that is, the body of knowledge available to a civilization that is of 
use in fashioning implements, practicing manual skills and arts, and extracting 
or collecting materials.

There are several ventures that appear to underlie the idea of indig-
enous science. First, publicization of the victimization, suppression, and 
exploitation of the areas of practice and research constituting “ethnosci-
ence”: indigenous science or “ethnoscience” has traditionally and histori-
cally been victimized, marginalized, or exploited for the sake of colonialist 
promotion of occidental science. Second, acknowledgement of the auton-
omy of indigenous knowledge systems (IKS): the fields grouped together 
under the term “indigenous science” constitute or describe culturally spe-
cific and independent areas of practice and research. Third, their inclusion 
in educational curricula: insofar as these fields constitute “valid” or “legit-
imate” knowledge, the debate around indigenous scientific knowledge 
production has direct bearing on and should enter education. Indeed, 
they should be granted equal time and space alongside mainstream or aca-
demic science in educational curricula. Emphasis of indigenous scientific 
knowledge systems and indigenous knowledge production, therefore, has 
as its central focus that of reclamation.

Fuelling the consideration that indigenous science has been, and con-
tinues to be, both suppressed and exploited in the process of coloniza-
tion5 are statements like the candid definition of the enterprise of colonial 
expansion provided by Bernhard Dernburg, the first German colonial 
minister: “Colonization is the harnessing of the soil, its natural resources, 
flora, fauna and especially of the people, all for the sake of the economy of 
the colonising nation, which in turn is obliged to make a return gift of its 
higher culture, its moral concepts and its superior methods.”6 One could 
also express this more harshly: subjugation, exploitation, and reeducation 
that, on the Africanist analysis, constitute violation of the “birth-giver,” if 
not a form of “matricide.”

As far as acknowledgement of the autonomy of IKS is concerned, 
Lesley le Grange mentions the “localness” of all knowledge systems: all 
knowledge is local, “located/situated and motley (messy situatedness).”7 
Catherine Odora Hoppers states that “the notion of … (IKS) has been 
defined as the sum total of all knowledge and skills which people in a 
particular geographic area possess, and which enables them to get the 
most out of their natural environment.”8 “Categories of these traditional 
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knowledges include agricultural, meteorological, ecological … medicinal 
and pharmaceutical … textile manufacture, metallurgy and food technol-
ogy.”9 Having provided Odora Hoppers with several of these categories, 
Ivan van Sertima and Sipho Seepe10 emphasize the autonomy and cultural 
specificity of indigenous science, as does Odora Hoppers herself.11 None-
theless, some knowledge systems appear to be more indigenous than oth-
ers.

If Africanist scholars are correct in their assertions that Africa is the cra-
dle of humankind and the locus of the first great civilizations from which 
all others derive (I return to this point below), as well as the birthplace of 
technology, metallurgy, astronomy, mathematics, agricultural science, and 
medicine,12 then all other “knowledges” emanate from Africa and are “indig-
enous” only in a derivative sense. I would suggest here that while it makes 
some sense to say that “all knowledge systems have localness in common,”13 
they also share objectivity and translocalness. Le Grange would probably con-
cur with C. Shiv Visvanathan: “Morality, like science, has to be invented indi-
vidually.”14 This view indicates a basic misconception. In fact, neither science 
nor morality is an individual invention. The individual is initiated into both 
and perhaps attains autonomy in one or both of these realms later. There is 
also a disconcerting relativism manifest in views like these, a problem I will 
elaborate on later.

The inclusion in educational curricula of indigenous scientific knowl-
edge systems and indigenous knowledge production and the ideas of 
reclamation and transformation are intimately linked. Thus Semali and 
Kincheloe write:

Our notion of an indigenously-informed transformative science is not one that 
simply admits more peoples … into the country club of science but challenges 
the epistemological foundations of the ethnoknowledge known simply as sci-
ence. … A transformative science of education, for example, takes these epis-
temological and cultural dynamics into account as it reconceptualizes the way 
students are traditionally assessed. rejecting the tendency of modernist educa-
tors to judge students on an arbitrary, allegedly neutral standard unconnected 
to them, the transformative educator develops personalized means of evaluating 
an individual’s performance. … [Transformative analysts] are rejecting the uni-
versalization tendency of modernist science, interrogating the power dynamics 
and cultural assumptions inscribed upon so-called universal propositions. In this 
manner they are valuing locality and the insights the process of “de-universaliza-
tion” can provide.15

Before I go on to interrogate the notions of ethnoscience, indigenous sci-
entific knowledge, and technology, I want to state that in principle I sympa-
thize greatly with the concerns that underlie advocacy of indigenous science 
projects. For one thing, occidental knowledge, science, technology, and 
“rationality” have led to, or have had as a significant goal, the subjugation  
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of nature, and so far have been devastatingly efficient. The pursuit of nuclear 
energy, wholesale deforestation, and the destruction of flora and fauna are 
arguably deplorable and, indeed, irrational. Similarly, apart from being ethi-
cally suspect, factory farming of nonhuman animals for human consumption 
and, especially, vivisection are also examples of bad science.16 For another, 
the disparagement and belittling of indigenous peoples’ practices, skills 
and insights has, to a large extent, been arrogant and of similarly question-
able rationality. Finally, current attempts by industrial, First World nations to 
(re)colonize or appropriate for commercial gain these practices, skills, and 
insights (all in the name of globalization) are exploitative and contemptible.

Having said this, however, I consider blanket, unquestioning evocation of 
the concept of indigenous science, and its “legitimization” or “validation,” 
as a remedy or countermeasure to hegemony to be problematic, if not alto-
gether misguided. Any such appeal is inadequate, not least because of a gen-
eral lack of appreciation of the semantic and logical problems involved in 
employing and applying the concept of “scientific knowledge” beyond the 
sense of practice or skill, while still referring to the knowledge in question as 
“indigenous” and, as such, “unique,” “distinct,” “equally valuable” or “legit-
imate,” and “on a par” with “mainstream” science. There is almost a com-
plete absence of definition, even of working definitions, of the crucial ideas of 
“knowledge” and “science” in the various accounts that have been presented 
over the years. Le Grange’s is no exception, appearances notwithstanding, like 
when he claims that “recognizing that all knowledges have localness in com-
mon decentres Western science and serves [as] a basis for comparing different 
knowledges equitably.”17

Shared “localness” and “messy situatedness,” I submit, are not enough to 
render possible comparison, let alone an indication as to how “Western sci-
ence” and “indigenous knowledge” can “work together.” In what follows, I 
will attempt to indicate what a requisite understanding essentially involves. 
This will serve not only as conceptual clarification but also as the basis for my 
misgivings about indigenous “science.”

some ePistemological considerations

I argue in this chapter that “ethnoscience” and “indigenous scientific knowl-
edge” have limited plausibility. As I see it, the dilemma for the “indigenous sci-
ence” apologist is the following. Insofar as the use of the term “indigenous” 
makes sense, it is not a matter of scientific knowledge, strictly speaking, but 
rather of indigenous scientific skills/practices or of indigenous beliefs. Insofar 
as the terms “science” and “knowledge” are plausible in this context, in the 
sense of involving reference to truth and scientific evidence, this is not a mat-
ter of being “indigenous,” “local,” and so forth. It is a matter of science and 
knowledge per se. Hence, there are grounds for reasonable doubt regarding 
the plausibility of the “ethnoscience” or “indigenous scientific knowledge” pro-
ject. If anything qualifies as science, there are certain criteria that must hold. 
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For anything to be called science, it necessarily involves reference to laws or 
 regularities, observation, description, explanation, prediction, and testable 
hypotheses. If it does not meet these criteria, it is not science, strictly speaking.

With regard to scientific knowledge, one generally distinguishes between 
two kinds: practical knowledge and propositional knowledge. The former 
denotes skill or ability, and, frequently also, a practice or custom taught or 
passed down from one generation to another. Apart from necessarily incorpo-
rating belief, the latter kind of knowledge involves commitment to truth and 
scientific evidence. The traditional understanding of propositional knowledge 
can be traced back to Socrates and Plato, whose dialogues Meno (99c–100a) 
and Theaetetus (200e–202d) contain the essence of this definition. Tradition-
ally, knowledge has been defined as comprising three individually necessary 
and jointly sufficient components: belief (or opinion; this is its subjective 
component), truth (its objective component), and appropriate or suitable 
justification (which serves a bridging function between the subjective and 
objective). In other words, a person knows that something is the case if she 
believes that it is; it is so (or it is true that it is the case); and she has adequate 
evidence for believing that it is. “Adequacy,” here, is determined by the kind, 
degree, as well as the context of evidence. Different kinds of evidence per-
tain to the different sciences, natural as well as social. They include obser-
vation, sense experience, oral and written testimony, deductive and inductive 
reasoning, and so on. As far as the requisite degree is concerned: minimal 
evidence is clearly not enough, while conclusive evidence is usually not avail-
able. Normally, that is, other than in mathematics and deductive logic, we 
accept evidence that is less than conclusive, that is, reasons that are nonethe-
less  compelling.

Yet, what makes evidential reasons compelling has partly, and impor-
tantly, to do with context—not only the particular scientific context but also, 
for example, the environment, the cultural and social biography, and/or the 
reasoning level of the person making a knowledge claim. Considerations of 
context determine leniency or stringency in ascription of scientific knowl-
edge. Thus, we are generally more lenient in attributing knowledge (and, 
therefore, sufficient evidence) to a younger person, as opposed to an older, 
more mature, and experienced person. Similarly, we are considerably stricter 
(that is, we demand more, better, or additional evidence) when assessing the 
knowledge claims of an educated urban, cosmopolitan citizen, than we are 
when dealing with a person from a remote, rural area. It is important to note 
that, in terms of this definition, while belief and what counts as evidence may 
vary from individual to individual, society to society, culture to culture, truth 
does not. Truth provides the objective anchor for knowledge, and paradig-
matically for scientific knowledge. I return to this point below.

The significant question now is whether the analysis of knowledge, and of 
scientific knowledge in particular, provided above is not irredeemably “West-
ern,” or occidental, and therefore necessarily prejudiced against subaltern 
understandings. Two responses might be made here, one more hypothetical, 
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the other considerably less so. If Martin Bernal18 and other scholars are cor-
rect in their claim that although Greek is by most accounts an Indo-European 
language, 60% of Greek terminology is not Indo-European but of Afro-
Asiatic origin, it stands to reason that the majority of the central concepts 
(including, perhaps, the idea of knowledge) that have been transmitted from 
Greek have their origin in, say, Egypt. Less hypothetically speaking, we also 
find a fascinating parallel to the Platonic definition of knowledge in Yoruba 
language and culture.

Mò and GbàGbó: the yoruba understanding of knowledge

In their book, Knowledge, Belief, and Witchcraft: Analytical Experiments in 
African Philosophy, Barry Hallen and John Olubi Sodipo explore the rela-
tion between “knowledge as justified true belief” and the Yoruba concept of 
knowledge. Dismas Masolo provides the following sketch of Hallen and Sodi-
po’s account:

When an ordinary Yoruba speaker—one who is not an onisegun [an indigenous 
cultural expert]—says that she can “gbàgbó” (believe) rather than “mò” (know) 
that [p, on the basis of a well-placed source’s testimony], it is probable (and 
indeed is often the case) that she says so only because that is how any Yoruba 
speaker would be expected to correctly deliver that kind of judgement. … [If] 
pressed on why she only “believes” that [p, despite the well-positioned source 
asserting so] the Yoruba speaker may, upon the demands of the Yoruba language 
alone, correctly respond that she has no firsthand knowledge of the situation 
herself and so can only believe but not claim to “know” the state of the matter.19

This appears to be perfectly in keeping with the traditional (Platonic) defi-
nition of knowledge: the source’s testimony offers some degree of justifica-
tion for the speaker’s belief, but it does not guarantee knowledge. But there 
is more to Hallen and Sodipo’s distinction: “According to the analysis, the 
Yoruba concept of mò (knowledge) exacts stringent conditions under which 
belief (gbàgbó) can qualify as or become knowledge (mò). It is not enough, 
as appears in the Anglo-American rendition of this epistemological problem, 
that one be justified in believing, for example, that p for one to know that  
p, even if p were to be true.”20

Hallen and Sodipo observe that in Yoruba

Gbàgbó that may be verified is gbàgbó that may become mò. Gbàgbó that is not 
open to verification and must therefore be evaluated on the basis of justification 
alone (àlàyé, papò, etc.) cannot become mò and consequently its òótó [truth] 
must remain indeterminate.

The point of difference between the two systems that we find of greatest signifi-
cance is the relative role of testimony or second-hand information. In the Yor-
uba system any information conveyed on the basis of testimony is, until verified, 
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ìgbàgbó. In the English system [by contrast] a vast amount of information con-
veyed on the basis of testimony is, without verification, classified as “knowledge 
that”.21

reliance on testimony and second-hand information arguably renders possi-
ble progress in the natural and social sciences.22 Yet usually, unverified claims 
are not classified as propositional knowledge. Take the case of Nongqawuse, 
the Xhosa prophetess, in South Africa. Historians entertain certain hypoth-
eses, but they claim knowledge only of certain aspects of the story. Thus, it 
is taken to be a historical fact that her account of having been spoken to by 
her ancestors, and in the process receiving pertinent instructions as to how to 
free her people from the colonial yoke, led to cattle killing and crop burning 
among the Gcaleka Xhosa in the middle of the nineteenth century. Yet, there 
is insufficient evidence that she was on the payroll of the Eastern Cape settlers 
at the time, that the Eastern Cape government deliberately deceived her, that 
she suffered from delusions and hallucinations, that she was waging a per-
sonal vendetta against her people, et cetera.

Furthermore, the “English system” is mindful of the problems surround-
ing verification. Either way, it is as yet unclear in what way/s the distinction 
between gbàgbó and mò is meant to contribute to establishing the plausibil-
ity of indigenous knowledge. Indeed, when Masolo lauds the Yoruba under-
standing of knowledge for requiring “first-person experiential (verifiable) 
testimony and not mere justification,”23 “direct, first-hand experience,”24 and 
when he acknowledges that the “mò-gbàgbó distinction does not privilege tra-
dition or any other form of received information,”25 the same question arises: 
Where does this leave “indigenous knowledge”? “In fact,” he contends, “it 
is so sceptical of untested claims that it even robs science of its predictive 
strength. Above all, it makes a mockery of the English language (analytical) 
definition of knowledge based on mere justification of belief.”26

This is surely a red herring: I am not aware of any card-carrying represent-
ative of the analytical tradition subscribing to this “definition.”27 In addition, 
most self-respecting scientists would claim at most a provisional truth status 
for their knowledge claims; but the difficulty of establishing something as 
final, ultimate, perennial truth does not hinder or prevent scientists’ ongoing 
quest for truth and their attempts to learn from and avoid errors, or diminish 
their ability to make predictions. More seriously, because the “Yoruba system 
draws a much smaller map for knowledge-claims,”28 the possibility of indig-
enous knowledge would be thereby reduced to (truthful reports of) direct, 
first-hand experience. In addition, such experience would have to be immedi-
ate, not remembered—since memory can and often does fail us, and falsify or 
exaggerate events.

Finally, even direct, first-hand experiential knowledge-claims are potentially 
problematic. A problem that pertains to observation, albeit not to sensation, 
is that of fallibility. Yes, I can be mistaken about the actual object of my sense 
experience, but I cannot be mistaken about my sensation as such. It just is the 
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way it appears to me. Unlike events of sensation, however, observations are 
frequently unreliable or deceptive (as in illusions or hallucinations), and also 
partial and subject to perceptual relativism. In other words, there is also the 
possibility of different interpretations of, or our vantage points affecting, what 
we observe. Indeed, we may focus on different aspects of a given observed 
event—which explains why the accounts of several eyewitnesses often diverge, 
if not contradict each other.

There are two additional points that need to be made about observations. 
First, we do claim to have knowledge about things that we might not be able 
to observe. The inside of a molecule cannot be seen with the naked eye, and 
yet we claim to know what is going on in there. Then there are places like 
the bottom of the ocean, deep toward the center of the earth, or deep space, 
which we cannot observe directly because we cannot go there. We do, how-
ever, build instruments like microscopes, telescopes, and cameras to do the 
work for us, and on this basis we claim to have “seen” places we normally 
are incapable of seeing. Second, much of what we observe occurs against the 
backdrop of some or other theory we have about what it is we are looking at. 
A geologist who goes underground to examine a vein of gold would not be 
able to distinguish the vein were it not for his prior training. His learned the-
ory enables him to see much better than if he did not have theory at all. Simi-
larly, an educator’s observations of her learners depend partly on her theories 
of, for example, learning and development.

Finally, the Yoruba rejection of received information as a source of knowl-
edge (second-person testimony) may not only be mistaken but also in con-
flict with a cherished African traditional principle in education. I think John 
Hardwig is correct when he says “Modern knowers cannot be independent 
and self-reliant, not even in their own fields of specialisation. In most disci-
plines, those who do not trust cannot know; those who do not trust cannot 
have the best evidence for their beliefs.”29 The role of trust in knowledge, on 
this account, indicates a noteworthy communalist orientation. To denigrate 
the epistemic significance of trust, and of epistemological division of labour 
through reliance on other people’s testimony, may well be in contradiction of 
African communalism.

I suggest, then, that a reduction of “indigenous knowledge” to first-hand, 
direct, experiential knowledge claims—that may, indeed, be mistaken!—strips 
the case for indigenous knowledge of much of its intended force. This leaves 
Masolo’s claim (echoing Thomas Kuhn, Sandra Harding, Bruno Latour, and 
Paulus Gerdes30) that all knowledge is local.31 On the subject of scientific 
knowledge in particular,

according to Sandra Harding, all sciences are local knowledge systems. … 
Because all sciences are locally grounded, they are ethnosciences. … all knowl-
edge claims are only points of view, some at the individual level (such as those 
who profess relativist32 stands) and others (such as those that incorporate stern 
and open modes of inquiry) more embedded in culture.33
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Again with Harding, Masolo argues that, “despite the fact that good sci-
ence is characterised by strong objectivity, inclusive rationality, and universal 
validity, the corpus of scientific knowledge remains an aspect of local knowl-
edge.”34 If that is so—which is very doubtful—then why insist on retaining 
the descriptor “local” (or “indigenous”)? This is as uninformative as to refer 
to the Catholic pope, or to human philosophers.

Where does all this leave the notion of “indigenous knowledge’? I want to 
claim the following: If the important term here is “indigenous,” then it refers 
either to indigenous practices or skills (“knowledge how”), or to indigenous 
belief(s). On the other hand, if it actually is meant to refer to “knowledge” 
in the factual or propositional sense (“knowledge that”), then the idea of 
“indigenous” knowledge simply fails to make sense. The term “indigenous” 
then becomes redundant35: what we are dealing with here is knowledge as 
such. My assumption (already stated earlier, and shared by the Yoruba def-
inition, it would appear) is that truth (òótó) is “a significant component of 
knowledge.”36 It acts as the objective anchor of our more or less adequately 
justified beliefs. Or does it?

“truth as oPinion”
In his book, Philosophy and an African culture, Wiredu notes that the cor-
respondence theory of truth37 cannot, without circularity, be expressed in the 
Akan language. He

suggests that truth is an unattainable ideal both in the sense that it is some-
thing worth aiming for and in the sense that it is something we are ultimately 
incapable of realizing. He argues that the solipsistic approach to the problem 
of truth as suggested in the significantly dominant aspect of the Western tradi-
tion, such as is encountered in the correspondence theory, makes it fundamen-
tally indistinguishable from opinion. Truth, he asserts “is opinion38 or point of 
view”, for someone always knows something from some point of view, regard-
less of the number of people who might find themselves sharing one point of 
view.39

It is difficult to see how Wiredu wants to avoid logical inconsistency when he 
advances these claims as having truth content. Masolo continues:

Every individual person has this special relationship to the world as an individ-
ual, on the one hand, and an essential relationship to others as the source of 
meaning-making, on the other. What we “know” of the world does not and 
cannot emerge from only one of these sides of our relation to the world. rather, 
what we “know” of the world is a constant striving to reconcile both sides of 
our relation to the world, namely, reconciling what we (empirically) experience 
as a stream of physical stimuli with what we have learned these stimuli to be or 
to mean. This … is the philosophical-anthropological condition of personhood 
that grounds the epistemological theory of “truth as opinion”.40
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No, I would argue, what this indicates, rather, is that the vast majority of our 
beliefs arises from our situation as related, relational beings in communities of 
inquiry, as well as the complexity of justification and the interaction of differ-
ent sources or kinds of justification: sense experience and observation, on the 
one hand, and memory, testimony, and deductive and non-deductive reason-
ing, on the other. Truth is not a convention, a matter of meaning-making 
between consenting adults. So, if Wiredu’s “position favours a dialogical 
sense of truth over the objectivist one,”41 I suspect he may be quite wrong.

Wiredu explicitly rejects relativism, which in his opinion is “an absurd doc-
trine”. He says:

It is the insistence on the need for belief to be in accordance with the can-
ons of rational investigation which distinguish my view from relativism. 
Truth is not relative to point of view. It is, in one sense, a point of view … 
born out of rational inquiry, and the canons of rational inquiry have a universal 
 application.42

Yet, I am not sure how Wiredu’s position—equating, as it does, truth and 
belief—can avoid relativism, however much he rejects the doctrine’s ten-
dency to make “truth arbitrary, whimsical, and ungrounded in serious gnostic 
endeavour.”43 “Truth is a point of view”—Is this truth (if it is that) also a 
point of view? If so, why should it impress others with a different point of 
view? If not, then there exists at least one truth that is not a point of view. “It 
may be true for you, but it is not true for me”—Is this my truth? Or is it also 
your truth? If the former, why should it impress those who are of a different 
opinion? If the latter, this indicates that reconciliation is possible—yet, again 
at the expense of a doxastic basis of truth and in favor of universalism. Either 
way, the “truth-is-opinion” theorist will be caught up in paradox, in a logical 
conundrum. At some point, he or she will want to claim that his or her state-
ments about the doxastic nature of truth are, in fact, non-doxastically, univer-
sally true (that is, independently of belief or opinion or point of view)—which 
he/she cannot do consistently, given his/her perspectivism. Wiredu’s position 
is all the more puzzling in that, elsewhere, he does appear to subscribe to an 
understanding of truth that avoids any reference to belief or opinion: nea ete 
saa, which is an Akan phrase for “that which is so.”44 Either way, it remains 
doubtful whether Wiredu’s theory can do the requisite work for a defence of 
“indigenous knowledge.”

the Problems of suPerstition and relativism

In some instances, “indigenous science” is taken to cover all kinds of beliefs, 
with little or no reference to truth or evidence. This elevates to the status of 
knowledge not only mere assumption and opinion, but also superstition (as in 
the case of belief in witchcraft, in the tokoloshe or mantindane, that sex with 
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a virgin prevents or cures HIV/AIDS, and the like), divination, soothsaying, 
and the like. In the absence of any explicit mention of truth, then, the appli-
cable idea would be that of “indigenous beliefs.” Given the Platonic as well as 
the Yoruba understanding of knowledge, belief—even belief that is based on 
evidence—does not amount to knowledge. The major problem here is that, 
in the absence of truth, emphasis on “indigenous science” does not appear to 
render possible a distinction between science and non-science.

Writers often also refer to the (need for) “validation” or “legitimization” 
of indigenous science, or to “warranted” and “valid” scientific knowledge,45 
especially in terms of its inclusion in tertiary educational curricula. All these 
references are tautologies. Considering the centrality of evidence, scientific 
knowledge is necessarily valid, legitimate, warranted. There simply could be 
no other knowledge. Knowledge that is invalid, illegitimate, or unwarranted 
would not be knowledge then. This is not to deny that knowledge can be and 
often is subjugated. A pertinent consideration here would concern the impact 
of the first significant astronomic discoveries on a flat-Earth, geocentric 
worldview, or of the theory of evolution on an orthodox, theocentric mind-
set, and the subsequent suppression of these views. But here the emphasis has 
changed, subtly, to incorporate truth. (It should be noted that reference to 
“true knowledge,” too, involves a tautology.)

In other instances, reference to truth is explicit, the underlying assumption 
being that there are multitudinous truths, that with a multiplicity of indig-
enous cultures and subcultures there exists a multiplicity of truths, none of 
which are superior to any other.46 This kind of view leads directly to episte-
mological relativism and to relativism about truth, with all their attendant dif-
ficulties. relativism in science, in particular, is problematic in that one would 
not be able to compare and evaluate competing knowledge claims, theories, 
and/or hypotheses. Of course, many theorists would welcome this implica-
tion. Gilbert Onwu and Mogege Mosimege, for example, are worried about 
the “gate-keeping” mechanisms set up by “Western” science to determine 
“what is to be included or excluded as science.”47 If relativism were true, for 
the sake of the present argument, then there would be no epistemic or verit-
istic grounds for choosing between the claim that “rain is the result of evapo-
ration and so on and so forth” and the belief that “rain can arise at will as a 
result of human action,” that “the rain by-passes the farm/field of the per-
son who stands while drinking during the ploughing season.”48 Second, one 
would not be able to speak of scientific “progress,” even within a particular 
society or culture. Most disturbingly, this kind of approach would thwart all 
scientific inquiry into, or curiosity about, phenomena for which there already 
exists a traditional, folkloric account or explanation.

On the present analysis, either “indigenous science” refers to indigenous 
practices, skills, or beliefs, whether or not these are “scientific,” or it is not 
characteristically or essentially “indigenous.” Without doubt, scientific prac-
tices, skills and beliefs vary across history and across cultures and societies.  
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It also makes sense to say that human values and expectations have an impor-
tant bearing on scientific practice or procedure. However, the consideration 
that science is not “value-free” or “value-neutral” has nothing to do with 
whether or not science is universal. Scientific knowledge and truth are not 
culturally specific, or relative to particular social circumstances or cultural 
contexts. While the ascription or attribution of scientific knowledge may vary 
according to personal, social, or cultural context, scientific knowledge and 
truth as such do not so vary. It is this insight, and not adherence to a ques-
tionable idea, that also has profound implications for education and educa-
tional curricula.

If something is referred to as “indigenous scientific knowledge” in the 
sense of theoretical, factual, or declarative knowledge, it must meet the req-
uisite criteria: belief, evidential adequacy, and truth. If it does, it is relevantly 
similar and, indeed, equal to “non-indigenous” knowledge in a particular area 
or field. Thus, the traditional healer’s knowledge would be as significant, epis-
temologically, as that of a general medical practitioner, and the knowledge 
of a naturopath or homoeopath. The insights into climate change, animal 
behaviour, and plant life cycles of a San, Inuit, or South American Indian 
would be no less important than those of occidental analysts, climatologists, 
and biologists. In fact, both could arguably learn from each other. Malegap-
uru William Makgoba points out, in this regard, that

We have not brought traditional healers into the system. … If our Western doc-
tors were to interact more with traditional healers, we might learn a lot, and we 
might be able to teach them too. The point is that without the participation of 
these people, we’ll never be able to institute the primary health care system we 
need.49

It is important to bear in mind that there is no question here of different 
truths (different kinds and appraisals of evidence perhaps, different beliefs 
almost certainly), no question of (radically) different knowledges. Truth and 
reality are essentially not in the eye of the beholder.

Livingstone Mqotsi succinctly explains the distinctions between fact and 
myth, science and superstition. He contends that “beliefs in witchcraft and 
sorcery” have “social and psychological functions … [T]hey regulate human 
relationships” and also “buttress the power of those in authority.” However, 
as “a manner of adapting to the environment,” these beliefs constitute “an 
ineffectual technique, for it arises from a failure to understand the true rela-
tionship between cause and effect, and assumes an understanding of that rela-
tionship based on magic.”50 The kind of schism addressed by Mqotsi exists 
even in scientists like Makgoba who claims that his “paternal uncles and aunt-
ies are experts in the art of fortune-telling and assessing outcome. They are in 
the old profession of traditional doctoring, popularly referred to as witch doc-
tors.”51 Makgoba nonetheless recognizes that
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The laws of nature or science or for that matter scientific discoveries are not 
written in any particular language or culture, but transcend these. These discov-
eries are written in the minds of men and women across these artificial divides, 
hence scientific principles are in general universal.52

concluding remarks

What are the implications for education? Which aspects of so-called “indige-
nous,” “local,” “alternative,” “informal,” and, in our case, “African” scientific 
knowledge should be taught or included in the curriculum? Which should be 
left out? And on what grounds? The question as to what should be left out 
is fairly easily answered. Not included in the curriculum, that is to say, not 
under the guise of “science,” should be mere beliefs or opinions unanchored 
by evidence and reason/s, bald assertions, superstitions, prejudice, bias—in 
fact anything that involves myth, fabrication, and constitutes an infringement 
on the epistemic rights of students. For example, there is no place in biology 
classes for teaching ideas like creationism. However, it may be pedagogically 
and epistemically useful to teach these qua beliefs, opinions, assertions, super-
stitions, prejudice, and bias.

The question as to which aspects of, say, “African science and technology” 
should be included probably requires a more comprehensive response than I 
am able to provide here. Briefly, indigenous skills and practical knowledge are 
worthy of inclusion. Moreover, it follows from the account provided above 
that anything that meets the essential requirements for theoretical knowledge 
could in principle be included, like traditional African knowledge of agricul-
ture and environment. A sangoma’s53 insight into the palliative and curative 
properties of plants and herbs constitutes an insight that may not be shared 
by many, but it has translocal value and application. There is a staggering 
amount of common ground between cultures, not only in terms of factual 
knowledge but also in terms of values.54 A reconciliation of so-called “indig-
enous” with “non-indigenous” insights is not only possible but also desira-
ble—on educational, political, as well as scientific grounds.

I consider the present analysis of science and scientific knowledge to be not 
only plausible but also indispensable for clearing up some of the confusions in 
debates around indigenous science. In other words, this account of the char-
acter of science and scientific knowledge may be used as a yardstick. Thus, 
the onus will be on anyone who is opposed to the analysis presented here to 
furnish an alternative and more feasible understanding, one that is sufficiently 
unambiguous and comprehensive to address the issues and problems raised 
here, including what constitutes science and distinguishes it from non-science.
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not observe because the event is historically or geographically remote. Again, 
accepting written testimony is, generally, the rational thing to do. The medium 
of both oral and written testimony is language. This also relates to education. 
Both the teaching and the learning of a language depend for their success cru-
cially on truthfulness and trust. If young children did or could not believe that 
certain words uttered by their parents and educators referred or corresponded 
to objects in the world, they would be unable to acquire linguistic skills. Per-
haps one could go so far as to say that truthfulness and trust are essential for 
making basic sense of the world.

 23.  Masolo (2010: 46). Emphasis added.
 24.  Ibid., 47, 48.
 25.  Ibid., 48.
 26.  Ibid., Emphasis added.
 27.  It might be contended that Masolo’s reference to “mere justification of belief” 

is just shorthand for the “justified true belief” account, especially in the light 
of his awareness of the truth condition (Masolo 2010: 30, 45). Yet, the 
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inclusion of the word “mere” certainly gives the impression that he is setting 
up a straw person here for easy demolition.

 28.  Masolo (2010: 46).
 29.  Hardwig (1991: 693–694).
 30.  Doubts about the credibility of these sources have been expressed in Hor-

sthemke (2004), Benson and Stangroom (2006): 50–55 and 55–59, and Hor-
sthemke and Schäfer (2007), respectively.

 31.  Masolo (2010: 22, 23, 60). See also Le Grange and Odora Hoppers, whose 
views I referred to earlier.

 32.  The preferable and more accurate term here would be “subjectivist,” rather 
than “relativist.”

 33.  This would be a (cultural) relativist stand. Masolo (2010: 22, 23).
 34.  Ibid., 60.
 35.  One might point out, of course, that “indigenous” ought to be understood 

as referring to geographical origin, or source, rather than the scope of valid-
ity. Thus, knowledge about the thirst- and appetite-suppressing properties of 
the !khoba cactus (Hoodia gordinii) originated with the San, before it became 
global (and commercially exploited) knowledge. This is uncontroversial and, 
indeed, plausible. My problem arises with the demarcation of “indigenous” 
knowledge as “unique” and “distinct” (see Masolo 2010: 51) and with its pur-
ported viability as a “tool for transforming the world” (p. 18).

 36.  Masolo (2010: 47).
 37.  Without being able to elaborate on the matter, or to critique rival concep-

tions of truth (coherence, consensus, pragmatism, redundancy, etc.), I am 
suggesting here that the commonsense account of truth assumes that there 
is at least some correspondence between the statements I utter and the world 
as it exists, i.e., independently of me. The central element of correspondence 
theories of truth is that, other things being equal, the truth/falsity of what is 
said has something to do with a reality that is independent of the statements 
made about it. I might legitimately for different purposes describe the world 
in many different ways. But for those descriptions and distinctions to stick, 
there must be features of the world that enable them to be made. One cannot 
get away from reality—and from the truth/falsity of statements that give an 
account of it.

 38.  This is a point Wiredu made on more than one occasion during the ISAPS 
(International Society of African Philosophy and Studies) 15th Annual Confer-
ence, hosted in April 2007 by the rhodes University Philosophy Department 
in Grahamstown, South Africa.

 39.  Masolo (2010: 140).
 40.  Ibid., 160; see also 175ff.
 41.  Ibid., 161. Didier Kaphagawani commits a related error. When he explains 

that, in his home language Chewa, “(w)hat is true is what is seen … or per-
ceived by either an individual or a collection of individuals” (Kaphagawani 
1998: 241), he clearly confuses truth and justification. As I have indicated 
above, observation and perception are sources of justification and knowledge. 
Given the possibility of observational error and perceptual relativity, they are 
not identical with truth as such. Even consensus among all individuals about 
what they perceive does not amount to truth, the way things really are.
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 42.  Wiredu (1980: 176–177), quoted in Masolo (2010: 177).
 43.  Masolo (2010: 177).
 44.  Wiredu (1998: 235).
 45.  See Semali and Kincheloe (1999: 35), Odora Hoppers (2002b: 7, 2005: 24).
 46.  See Semali and Kincheloe (1999: 27, 28), Odora Hoppers (2002b: 14, 2005).
 47.  Onwu and Mosimege (2004: 4, 6, 11).
 48.  Ibid., 7.
 49.  Makgoba (1997: 194, 195).
 50.  Mqotsi (2002: 168, 169).
 51.  Makgoba (1997: 1)
 52.  Ibid., 15.
 53.  Sangoma (also izangoma) is a term in Nguni-based languages for traditional 

health practitioner.
 54.  This is contra the implication in Le Grange (2004a).
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CHAPTEr 39

African Philosophy and the Challenge 
of Science and Technology

Helen Lauer

The challenge to be addressed here is not science and technology as such, 
but science and technology as profit-driven enterprises. Granted, nowadays 
there may be no way to meet the expenses of doing research at the global 
level other than to keep a strict eye on cost-effective applications and mass-
marketing opportunities that will secure the dividends sufficient to retain 
shareholders’ investments. For example, global health science is purported to 
generate annual research losses in the billions,1 resulting in a very lucrative 
practical arrangement2: shelved experimental drugs are repurposed and 
declared “essential” for Africa at the discretion of manufacturing innovators 
themselves, who then produce widely marketable one-step, quick-fix silver 
bullets for bulk export to developing countries, with no binding requirement 
to demonstrate the product’s unilateral efficacy or safety.3 This practice was 
endorsed in 2008 by the sixtieth World Health Assembly as one of several 
measures comprising the Global Strategy and Plan of Action to ensure that 
the bottom-line priorities of pharmaceutical companies retain parity in public 
discourse with the tentative and awkward increase of moral obligation, 
sensed by the UN Security Council, to at least avoid exacerbating the rate 
of maternal and infant mortality “of remote peoples … elsewhere.”4 The 
concerns raised here reach beyond the global health arena to other domains 
of international research that help shape the agenda for funding partnerships 
and programs to aid African development, including agricultural economics 
and extraction industries.
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Despite the billions of dollars invested annually to attain the post-2015 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs),5 it is profit-driven science and 
technology that give rise to the dual crises of the twenty-first century—these 
being the “tragedy of the global commons,”6 and the collapse of confidence 
in central state leadership—threatening the survival not only of Africans but 
of the entire human family. Clearly it is not the fact that so much money is 
spent, but that so much of it is spent under false pretences, which perpetuates 
the entrenched poverty and short life expectancy of people in economically 
disadvantaged regions of the world.

Foreign expertise often unwittingly reflects the historic enmity which 
polarizes African and non-African knowledge traditions, reinforcing myths 
which retard the synthesis of scientific advances in postcolonial societies.7 
These myths include the stereotype of African specialists as methodical 
mimics of folkloric, derivative rituals associated with the global South’s 
impoverishment, indifferent to intellectual rigor and shy of technical 
innovation—in contrast with the superior intrepid ingenuity of knowledge 
producers associated with wealthy technocracies. The self-promotional 
rhetoric generated by Western scientific research cartels sustains the pretence 
that Africans require foreign technical wherewithal and initiative to meet their 
development goals. This, despite the disproportionate measure of avoidable 
harm done to people living in economically dislocated economies which 
can be traced to the excess of error tolerated in theory and practice when 
the focus is on Africans’ chronic impoverishment and avoidable fatalities.8 
Misimpressions about African ineptitude continue to proliferate in the global 
arena because those best placed to provide corrections are discredited by 
virtue of their location in the poorly endowed periphery of the knowledge 
network. Systemic and routine failures to honor basic codes of medical 
conduct and scientific rigor manifest most often, and most predictably go 
unchecked, under severely compromising conditions of extreme uncertainty 
in regions where logistics and infrastructure are at their worst. Since these 
conditions prevail in the world’s poorest economies, it is assumed in the 
upper echelons of global health management that people living in those 
regions will be disproportionately disadvantaged as a norm.9

Correlatively, the raw wealth of Africa continues to be extracted and 
exploited by foreigners to the detriment of Africans’ livelihoods and 
environments; market value is added to these primary goods and consumable 
items are processed overseas to be shipped back to Africans at unaffordable 
prices.10 Macro agribusiness consolidates control over food-chain governance 
worldwide, undermining indigenous agronomy and crop systems, in the 
name of the pro-poor Green Africa revolution.11 When evaluating the ethical 
dimensions of these international atrocities in regions where local populations 
suffer poverty in extremis, political moralists domesticate the source of 
abuse, and thereby unwittingly reflect a legacy of disdain for Africans’ 
presumed political immaturity and incapacity for self-rule, ratifying the 
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antiquated imbalance between local governance and multinational corporate 
investors’ extraction power, currently under the aegis of the World Trade 
Organization.12

Nowadays, sciences applied to Millennium Development Goal objectives 
are so interdependent with the modus operandi of profit-motivated 
institutions for their very existence that commodification of results and 
creation of product demand have become constitutive factors determining 
research goals and criteria for theory adjudication.13 The professionals who 
staff Africa’s leading research and academic institutions are successful because 
they wisely avoid any openly critical, explicitly non-complicit stance which 
does not square with rationalizing the top-down centralized management of 
multibillion-dollar aid partnerships directed from overseas. Those who are 
able to attract substantial funding for their research and applications deftly 
answer to market demands, and for that reason they are recognized as reliable 
international partners in development. Professional voices that do not comply 
with principles of sound marketing and product development, or who waiver 
from their assigned roles in promoting lucrative “aid for development” 
initiatives, are sidelined and silenced as irresponsible, attention seeking, or 
“insufficiently committed to truth-oriented inquiry.”14 Large scale, ongoing 
research programs and collaborations maintain their fiscal viability in part 
by sustaining the global impression of a stable consensus, through the 
hierarchical structure of institutionalized science and the regimentation of 
digital information management systems.

Free market enthusiasts will insist that cultural biases and doctrinaire 
power blocs are precisely what the new knowledge economy’s unregulated 
marketplace rule out. The purported advantage of the free trade of ideas is 
that the worst results of intellectual monopolies are weeded out and the best 
knowledge offerings thrive. Momentarily we will consider why it is a mistake 
to calculate the value of knowledge and the relative value of one knowledge 
product over another, using the economic terms of Adam Smith’s perfectly 
free marketplace.15

The purpose of this chapter is not to assemble evidence to make the 
case that silencing of autonomous experts exists.16 A rich literature already 
addresses this phenomenon more generally.17 rather, here I treat this 
silencing as a given part of the data, addressing those specialists for whom its 
occurrence is commonplace, in order to explore what to do about it.

Without endangering their day job by attracting disrepute, professionals 
cannot raise significant challenges and corrections to a received view of Africa 
which risks upsetting the rationale for foreign investments resting upon a 
tightly orchestrated doctrine of local need. To remain professionals trusted 
in their fields of expertise, they cannot propose answers that may challenge 
a dominant albeit misleading picture of African needs promulgated in the 
global arena, or suggest explanations which involve awkward historical 
facts or highlight cultural contexts which bump against brittle, dogmatic 
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convictions of foreign experts about what is wrong in Africa and how to fix 
it. So in order for these influential intellectuals to ask uninvited questions that 
are not scripted, or to introduce relevant conceptual insights, they should 
follow in the greatest gadfly tradition and don a philosophical cap in speaking 
Two-Thirds World18 truth to First World corporate power.

the ePistemic advantage of africans in Postcolonial 
“frontier or boundary” Positions19

The standpoint of an academic in the global South is not just different 
from that of the elite class dominating global economic markets; it is 
also advantageous from the perspective of knowledge production. Here 
I follow Alison Jaggar’s observation of the epistemic asymmetry built 
into the economic stratification within a modern capitalist society.20 That 
asymmetry is reified in the global arena. Intellectuals representing sectors 
of the global economic order with the greatest investment in progressive 
change are better suited to facilitate solutions to anticipated global crises.21 
Knowledge producers in the global South, particularly when cosmopolitan 
academics collaborate with indigenous experts, are more impartial (in the 
sense of being less biased) than their counterparts working in cyberspace, 
because their perspectives come closer to representing the interests of the 
global community overall, demographically speaking. Theorists and policy 
advisors familiar only with the perspective of multinational marketers reflect 
the priorities and needs of only a fraction of the global family. But African 
intelligentsia based “at home” are able to assess current events from a wider, 
richer repertoire of political experience than do their counterparts who are 
encased in the intellectual monoliths created and maintained by the same 
network of global elites who control which topics get addressed in the top 
ranking international journals.

Knowledge producers in the global South are at an epistemic advantage 
because they are sitting proximate to precious mines of hidden and sidelined 
disciplines crossing the boundaries of art, religion, medicine, physics, ecology, 
history, sociology, dance, song—porous borders as yet to be explored. The 
global arena may one day benefit from new knowledge perspectives that 
have yet to be enunciated in internationally accessible vocabularies, waiting 
to be coined by African intellectuals whose cultural heritages and access to 
the experts of indigenous knowledge facilitate their venturing beyond the 
established boundary taboos and disciplinary divides that currently dominate 
our understanding of the human condition.22 Pioneering examples include 
the anthropological work of the independent scholar Alexis Tengan23 who 
is building an explicitly renovated lexicon that can reunite metaphysics, 
art, medicine, and spirituality to explain the science of Dagaaba healing 
specialists. Fluency in the local language and trustworthiness recognized 
in the local culture are required for this nuanced hermeneutic work; not 
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anyone can do it. The ingeniously innovative biochemist Sam Sackey, at 
the University of Ghana, has illuminated the importance of foregrounding 
axioms of indigenous Ga religion, metaphysics, earth science, and 
environmental protection which have governed artisanal uses of wetlands 
over past centuries.24 Through Sackey’s facilitation, central state technocrats 
of Ghana’s national Environmental Protection Agency now work with elder 
conservationists, artisanal salt producers, and local canoe fishermen to merge 
their customary religious observances with formal regulations, to modernize 
district level policy. Without such hermeneutic brokering this advance in 
environmental legislation would not be feasible.

The methods of analytic and linguistic philosophy, hermeneutics and 
critical social theory belong in every researcher’s, engineer’s, and scholar’s 
toolkit. These are essential devices for expanding the impact of Africa’s 
intangible living heritage, which includes as the pole star an inherently 
humane standpoint, one which needs to be voiced in response to today’s 
crisis of confidence in global leadership and the normalized gang rape of 
Earth.

PhilosoPhie sans frontières

For the purpose of facing these crises, African philosophy must open its 
borders. Philosophy is understood here as an activity, not as a doctrine or a 
creed, nor as a fixed system of beliefs, but as something which is interactive, 
inherently social, dialogical, at times dialectical, requiring divergent 
viewpoints—although often enough one’s fiercest opponent may be one’s 
former or future or ideal self.25 As to whether there exists such an activity 
as African philosophy, with or without borders, this is an insoluble dispute 
in which no African can participate without begging the question, which 
is predicated upon a suspicion that having Africa as its source or content 
precludes any answer’s being philosophically original or substantive.26

Philosophy without borders is philosophy with a mission to interact for 
the greater good—but on the condition that the definition of summum 
bonum undergoes periodic reassessment. In this respect philosophy without 
borders is importantly distinct from applied philosophy. To demonstrate the 
difference, consider the widely acclaimed proposal of Leif Wenar designed 
to break Africa’s resource curse.27 He has ingeniously applied principles of 
Western political philosophy in the classic liberal tradition to unravel the 
paradox of why African nations endowed with the world’s best deposits 
of natural riches are also beset with the world’s worst levels of entrenched 
poverty. Wenar fails to consider that essentially contestable moral concepts 
carry significant implications in Africa that stand at variance with the 
meanings tacitly assigned by his analysis. So Wenar’s blue ribbon assessment 
and solution to Africa’s resource curse appears at best woefully outdated; 
at worst, it suggests a program for reparation which, if followed, could 
exacerbate the problem it proposes to solve.
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On the most superficial level, it is not obvious what the basis is for 
treating societies and geographical areas as divergent as Sudan and Equatorial 
Guinea, since the 1990s, to the same causal thesis about the source of severe 
distortions in growth of primary export economies. Apart from their location 
on the same continent, the demographic differences of the two regions, their 
employment styles, their histories, and current statistics alone reveal starkly 
different budget profiles, social service expenditures, investments in human 
capital, and economic diversification over the period—suggesting two regions 
that could hardly be more distinct.28

curse uPon curse

The shortfalls in Wenar’s account and recommendations could be readily 
corrected by consulting and deliberating with African philosophers familiar 
with the relevant history, the collective memory, and cultural orientations 
towards key notions in his analysis. According to Wenar, ultimately the 
resource curse boils down to a failure of the international community, and 
of impoverished citizens in fragile export economies, to resist complicity 
with tyrannical despots and violent marauders responsible for the wilful 
mismanagement and malfeasance chiefly responsible for entrenched poverty.29 
But to trace the root of natural resource theft in former colonized nations to 
dysfunctional idiosyncrasies of individual leadership is to confuse symptoms 
with the cause of the curse.

More germane from an African philosophical perspective is that Wenar 
disregards the various ways there are to understand and evaluate phenomena 
reflecting different concepts of ownership, property value, and legitimacy of 
authority over the disbursal and control of natural goods—be these access 
to grazing pasture and farmland, rights to mine precious minerals and 
metals, fishing territory, hunting groves, and forest resources. In agrarian 
and nomadic economies, such properties are so intrinsic to an individual’s 
integrity and security, and so central to a community’s perpetuation over 
generations that the value of natural resources of a region is too precious to 
quantify in terms of market exchange.

In these same political cultures, the land and natural resources associated 
with it stand in symbiosis with the social groups who in turn are economically 
dependent upon each other. So whichever of the many farming and herding 
tribes that might lay claim to a portion of the Darfur in Western Sudan as 
belonging to themselves, for instance, would thereby also see themselves as 
belonging to that land—as they also belong to their ancestors and to their 
successors in future generations. Such a symbiosis is prima facie obvious 
among the many agrarian cultures of Ghana; belonging to the land of 
one’s birth, rather than owning it, as a spiritual, economic, cultural, and 
political entitlement is central to one’s sense of personhood as understood 
by a Tibetan, to take a very different traditional example. Other ways of 
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putting this point: to say that assessing the value of land or timber or gold 
or minerals in terms of its potential for profit in commercial transactions 
involving strangers is a category mistake, an aberration of history, a cultural 
abomination, a defiance of the natural order of things. Hence you cannot 
sell land or its precious reserves any more than you can sell your mother; of 
course in congress with foreigners this sort of thing has been done under the 
aegis of the logic of capital; it is no less an abomination.

Wenar overlooks entirely these moral considerations just as he disregards 
historical facts, e.g., that the European scramble for Africa’s primary 
commodities and the colonial land grab has left in its wake entrenched 
conflicts about the criteria appropriate for establishing bona fide national 
boundaries, and for determining entitlement to inherited and communal 
assets within those boundaries, and for granting legitimate custodial 
trusteeship of ancestral lands and their allocation to present and future 
generations, and for garnering loyalty and respect for political authority, in 
places where human as well as natural resource assets have been siphoned 
away for centuries, in the midst of entrenched poverty. The Sudan and 
Equatorial Guinea are both examples of this legacy, but they are so very 
different from each other that it is hard to fathom offering their economies as 
instances of the same causal account of negative growth.

Wenar suggests clever strategies for accumulating an equitable portion 
of proceeds from the global movement of stolen resources and channelling 
them back to the communities settled at the original extraction sites of those 
resources.30 From an African perspective, this scheme makes about as much 
sense as chopping off a person’s legs and then fundraising so he can purchase 
prosthetic limbs. Of course, given the assumptions shared in the milieu where 
Wenar’s humanitarian program is widely acclaimed as a bold and practical 
strike against injustice, this analogy would fall flat since the question of how 
to legitimize the resources being stolen in the first place must never arise.

The advantage Wenar finds particularly noteworthy in promising rollbacks 
to very poor people abandoned by national economic growth when it is 
narrowly dependent upon raw exports is remarkable: He thinks that his 
global tariff and trust mechanism will incentivize a disorganized majority such 
as the Sudanese “to unify and replace the regime in Khartoum that is looting 
their resources, with a minimally decent, unified government … if only they 
knew there is a great deal of money waiting to be handed over to them” if 
they do so.31 In this remark Wenar appears oblivious to the (quite accessible) 
postcolonial view of economic engagements between central state authorities 
and foreigners as morally culpable collaborations; their transactions render 
them jointly responsible for perpetuating a legacy of ceaseless commercial 
atrocities over generations, commissions beyond imagination or expression 
since the days of feudal mercantilism. These deep-seated, inchoate collective 
impressions are not meant to be available for international scrutiny; they may 
even be closed off completely from public discussion.32
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To be sure, countenancing all the various enigmatic and muted moral 
standpoints concerning culpability for collusion with foreigners in the 
international arena complicates the analysis of global injustice immeasurably. 
But in this neocolonial era, confronting such complications is essential to 
devising strategies that can actually correct, rather than perpetuate, the 
grotesque inequity that persists by continuing invasive and isolated extraction 
activities on mass industrial scale.33

falsafa mrefu ulioPita hakuwa na miPaka34

Maintaining African philosophy as a gateless community means the freedom 
of intellectual movement is not restricted to emigration; everyone across the 
disciplines is welcome inside as well. To succeed in any professional venture—
epidemiology, civil engineering, corporate law, oil rig manufacturing—one 
must meet some crossroads which compel taking stock of one’s work, to 
reflect upon how it may be impacting others, and one’s own conscience—
how does work square with the basic priorities and core values of one’s 
upbringing? In this respect, quality assurance involves considerations far 
beyond a checklist testing efficiency against a fixed standard of optimality for 
a given task or service.

Philosophizing in this respect has been recommended to every professional 
for millennia, since Plato’s Socrates in Greek antiquity advised his peers to 
shun the impoverishment of an unexamined life, no matter how much wealth 
and public recognition they were able to attract through their expertise as 
judges, lawyers, merchants, priests. In the 1600s, the Englishman John Locke 
described his philosophical efforts as that of an “under-labourer” clear-
ing up the conceptual confusion surrounding Isaac Newton’s physics in his 
own day.35 The German Immanuel Kant described himself as preparing the 
groundwork for the deductive unity of the empirical studies together with 
aesthetics and morals.36 Kant was not novel in this conviction either; he was 
simply following the framework of philosophical contributions through the 
Middle Ages in Europe, even as far back as the Abbasid empire in the ninth 
century (not considering ancient Asian intellectual history).37 It wasn’t until 
very late in the history of ideas, in Europe and in Africa, that philosophy 
as a discipline took a place in its own right among other academic fields of 
study, with no compunction to refer outside its own set of concerns and lit-
eratures. Social epistemologist Steve Fuller reckons philosophy took a wrong 
step when it moved away from functioning in concert with the empirical sci-
ences.38

In Europe, between the World Wars, Edmund Husserl diagnosed the 
crisis of the European sciences to be the pursuit of technical achievement 
without the tempering influence of moral authority. As the antidote, he 
prescribed tutelage in systematic reflection upon the human family’s shared 
experiences of vulnerability, suffering, and aspiration.39 Husserl was following 
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the concerns voiced in the mid-nineteenth century by African intellectuals 
Edward Blyden and J.E. Casely-Hayford, who viewed the purpose of African 
universities as reinforcing those norms and enduring cultural commitments 
peculiar to Africa, which they found upheld nowhere in Europe with the 
same tenacity.40 In 1852, the Englishman who established the first university 
in Ireland, Cardinal John Henry Newman, famously lamented the ascendancy 
of science and engineering coupled with a dismissal of free critical thinking, 
contemplation of beauty, and the practice of moral conscience as subjects 
required in university syllabi.41

This humanist perspective was enhanced and embodied later by 
Kwame Nkrumah, the first president of the first African nation to vanquish 
colonialism, when he famously laid down the foundations of academic 
Afrocentrism in his newly liberated University of Ghana, by establishing 
the Institute of African Studies with his vision of “The African Genius,” a 
commissioning that marked the first of its kind anywhere in the twentieth 
century.42 Ironically, Nkrumah’s example is rooted in a regard for intellectual 
autonomyin the same Enlightenment spirit as enables Wenar’s liberal 
convictions about justice, fairness, and individualist entitlement.

why scientific and technical knowledge cannot be bought 
and sold

Despite its ancient roots, practicing philosophy without borders is risky 
because it involves maverick moves. It may offend. To urge inquiry which 
is unsafe and unprotected implies going beyond the security provided by 
competitive market indicators of what is likely to have exchange value. The 
market framework provides the technician, scholar, and scientific researcher 
a level of security in very practical terms by suggesting a calculated risk of 
return for one’s intellectual efforts and resource consumption. If one stays 
within the borders circumscribed by one’s area of expertise, the result will at 
least bring a publication or a contract; what you say or do will attract approval 
and recognition if only because it is familiar; it will validate your professional 
existence; it will pay the rent. Why forego a normal business sense in what is, 
after all, our professional lives?

The problem is that business as usual may not address an unprecedented 
catastrophe. responding to market forces does not result in adaptations 
that resolve the tragedy of the global commons, nor does it face the crisis of 
political disaffection. These problems require initiatives that corporate elites 
are least inclined to pay for. The global knowledge markets are currently 
structured to serve business elites’ interests; so they do not recognize and 
cannot cater for basic needs of protection, security, environmental integrity, 
quality of life, and gainful livelihood, of which the majority of people on the 
planet remain in want. The knowledge monopolies and research cartels that 
now dominate the global markets rather exacerbate these needs. For modern 
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humans to survive as a species, professionals have to do more than adapt to a 
deteriorating status quo.

Even if corporate elites take on such matters in philanthropic projects 
(as is the trend now among the ICT multi-billionaire personalities Bill and 
Melinda Gates, Mark and Priscilla Zuckerberg), the commercial market 
is no place to evaluate the worth of a new explanation or innovation. Alvin 
Goldman and James Cox43 recall that completely unregulated markets 
operate at optimal efficiency only when all consumers are fully informed 
about the products on offer before they choose to purchase. As uncertainties 
are introduced by degrees, the market’s efficiency drops proportionately. For 
this very reason, knowledge itself cannot be among the kinds of goods that 
get distributed most efficiently under optimal free market conditions. If the 
relevant knowledge we need to be ideal consumers can be acquired reliably 
only by buying it in the unregulated market, then necessarily we cannot fulfil 
the condition of bringing to the market all the relevant knowledge required 
to make cost-effective choices. We will be unprepared to differentiate true 
packages of belief from the false ones on offer.

There is another reason why perfect market competition fails to ensure 
maximal epistemic value for money: this reason follows from the laissez 
faire economist’s notion of knowledge as a public good, whereby the 
value of a public good cannot be restricted to its original consumer. Once 
acquired, the essence of knowledge is to get passed along and spread 
around, at no extra cost to the producer or the original consumer. So it is 
that medical knowledge, along with theories and data in the earth sciences 
which unveil threats to the biosphere, seems integrally to belong to one 
and all. Widespread protests and years of litigation have followed from 
the wrongheaded effort to restrict access to one lifesaving drug or to hide 
information about the debilitating side effects of another.44 But the free 
market accords greater value to a consumable only insofar as its use can 
be restricted, meaning that the fewer the number of people can enjoy an 
item’s utility—i.e., the more exclusive it is—the greater its market value. 
Thus, even if their inner mechanisms were exactly the same, the rolex 
brand of wristwatch would still command more prestige and higher market 
value than a Casio brand because fewer people on a given day can afford 
a rolex and must opt for a Casio. And by the same token, the town clock 
tower carries no prestige or market value at all since everybody can use it. 
Like the clock tower, the inherent utility of knowledge as a public good is 
completely inclusive. Unlike the rolex, the value of knowledge increases with 
the number of people who enjoy using it. Moreover, its value increases at no 
added cost to the producer.

Thus the logic of capital rules out calculating the optimal allocation of 
resources for the production of knowledge that can be applied to expanding 
projects that can transform society such as the sustainable MDGs intend to 
articulate. You cannot use a competitive marketplace to value knowledge 
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applied to national development, not if it is to be of use in reaching the goals 
to which a civic majority might subscribe.

Similar to science and technology, the end product of philosophizing 
in and about Africa is not something you can put a price tag on; but that 
doesn’t make it worthless; it just means it can’t readily be bought and sold. In 
other words, it’s invaluable—very different from having no value.

notes

 1.  Taylor (2016).
 2.  A widely influential enthusiast for creating parity between health care demand 

and supply on lucrative terms is Pogge (2005, 2011).
 3.  The excessive focus on essential drugs and technical innovations to relieve 

the disease burden of the global South has been addressed by Shah (2000). 
repurposed anticarcinogenic drugs applied to AIDS treatment are irreversibly 
damaging, as published in The Lancet (November 19, 1988); see Shenton 
(2015). Although lucrative, it is detrimental to Africans’ health to sustain the 
fallacy that one uniformly replicating virus worldwide is uniformly responsive 
to treatment regimes. But recombinant strains of viral replication are very 
unstable; so antiretroviral drugs showing some effectiveness in South Africa 
or in North America may prove completely useless or counterproductive in 
Ghana. See J.A.M. Brandful, Virology Department, NMIMr, University of 
Ghana, in Lauer (2006: 99).

 4.  On the UN Global Plan of Action, see Velasquez (2014: 67). The quoted 
phrase, reflecting the norm in philosophical literature on global justice, is from 
Friedman (2000). See Wenar (2008).

 5.  Centre for International Governance Innovation (CIGI) Ontario, and 
International Federation of red Cross and red Crescent Societies (2011).

 6.  Cox (1986). The transforming noosphere suffers the dual threats of cybernet 
crime and surveillance. de Chardin (1959).

 7.  Lauer (2002).
 8.  Lauer (2016: in press).
 9.  A standard articulation is The Netherlands Code of Conduct for Good 

Scientific Practice. Association of Universities of the Netherlands (2012). 
The standard rationale excusing the routinized violation of these professional 
standards is published in World Health Organization (2004). In 2015, local 
due process was evaded by the GlaxoSmithKline and US National Institutes 
of Health, prior to launching their Phase II Ebola vaccine trial involving mass 
human experimentation in Ghana. See rull, Kickbusch, and Lauer (2016). But 
I focus on recent events in West Africa only as a case in point. Comparably 
dubious scenarios have occurred in Haiti and currently transpire in Brazil, see 
Bernish (2016).

 10.  Awoonor (1990: 59, 2012: 202).
 11.  Kojo Sebastian Amanor details how these damaging power relations are 

obfuscated by cosmetic semantics produced for global consumption in 
technical and ideological reports about the positive impacts of the IMF’s 
African agenda; see (2011, 2009).

 12.  Cutler (1999).
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 13.  Bauer (2012). Violation of the Bradford Hill criteria (and the older Koch’s 
postulates) for identifying the causative agent of a disease are subjects of 
widespread (but suppressed, and fiercely derided) controversy. See Evans 
(1978). Concerning the inadequacy of both etiological identification and 
diagnostics for the declared Ebola viral disease (EVD)-defining symptoms in 
West Africa (2014–2015), see rull et al. (2016).

 14.  Navin (2013: 243).
 15.  Smith (1773 [2007]).
 16.  Lauer (2007, 2011).
 17.  Dotson (2011, 2014).
 18.  This improvement upon the label “Third World” is due to its lighthearted 

coinage by David Bussau, co-founder of Opportunity International and author 
of Don’t Look Back (Australia, 2004), interviewed on BBC Worldservice by 
Peter Day, “Global Business,” broadcast August 27, 2004. Another tag loosely 
referring to this maximally diverse and geographically inchoate community is 
“global South.”

 19.  The phrase is from MacIntyre (1987: 385).
 20.  Jaggar (1983: 371).
 21.  One example is the immanent dangers of poorly managed coastal cities in the 

tropics where the mass influx of climate refugees fleeing droughts and floods 
poses a graver threat in future than terrorist cells. Kilcullen (2013).

 22.  Otto Neurath noted the loss of insight due to the traditional delineation of 
knowledge that isolates theories into “political economics, history, sociology 
… religious, science law and so on …” whereby, without “delimiting” 
differently, we will never be able to penetrate “the total process of life,” in 
(1931 [1973]: 345, 352).

 23.  See the chapter “Philosophy of Science and Africa,” in this volume.
 24.  Sackey (2013).
 25.  Gilbert ryle, Frederick Waismann, Max Black, and Jack Goody all regarded 

both the critical thinking process itself and the act of introspection as 
derivatives of early conversations we learn to have with others as we develop 
language use.

 26.  As ramose sternly pointed out (1999: 29).
 27.  The “resource curse” is a tag for describing economies narrowly dependent 

upon raw exports—i.e., unprocessed minerals, crude oil, unrefined precious 
metals, unprocessed timber, and primary cash crops—rubber, cotton, coffee, 
cocoa.

 28.  Mane (2012) and Elhiraika (2012).
 29.  See Wenar (2016). references here are to the forerunner, his seminal paper 

(2008: 9–10). I am grateful to Peter Deutsch for soliciting this analysis for 
presentation at the Summer School on Global Economic Justice, Centre de 
recherche en éthique (CrÉ), University of Montreal, Quebec, June 1–5, 
2015.

 30.  Wenar (2008: 29).
 31.  Ibid.
 32.  There are many communities today in Northern Ghana where it is taboo, 

highly offensive, to call someone the descendant of a slave. I am grateful to 
this disclosure by Kofi Anyidoho, International Society for African Philosophy 
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and Studies (ISAPS) 2010 Culture and Justice in the Contemporary World con-
ference panel discussion University of Ghana, Legon, April 2–4, 2015.

 33.  Not only natural resources are at stake, but intellectual property as well. See 
Addae-Mensah (2012).

 34.  kiSwahili (transl: Philosophy long ago never had borders).
 35.  Locke (1689 [1915]: 13).
 36.  Kant (1790 [1915]: 9).
 37.  Ib’n al Haytham, the philosopher of science and physicist, spelled out the 

reasoning entailed by conjecturing hypotheses and subjecting to experiment, 
anticipating Galileo Galilei and Francis Bacon by eight centuries. See 
Hogendijk (1994).

 38.  Fuller (2012).
 39.  Moran (2011).
 40.  Ngugi wa Thiong’o (1981).
 41.  Newman (1852 [1907]).
 42.  Nkrumah (1963 [2012]).
 43.  Goldman and Cox (1996).
 44.  Healy (2012).
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CHAPTEr 40

Humanitatis-Eco (Eco-Humanism):  
An African Environmental Theory

Michael Onyebuchi Eze

Ethics is branch of moral philosophy concerned with questions of right or 
wrong actions, moral codes and behavior, values and systematization of 
morality in general. Environmental ethics emerges as a subcategory of applied 
ethics. It is concerned with specific issues of moral judgment, focusing par-
ticularly on moral questions about the right or wrong course of action con-
cerning the environment or ecosystems. Studies in environmental ethics 
reveal intensely differentiated features in the field in terms of its substantive 
content, constitutive structure, systematization, and depth of study. Yet, far 
from being monolithic, environmental ethics is embedded with different 
strands of moral persuasions and emphasis that, according to Tongjin Yang, 
mediate distinctions in terms of “anthropocentrism, animal liberation/rights 
theory, biocentrism and ecocentrism.”1 While these approaches substantively 
differ concerning the right or wrong approach to the environment, consti-
tutively, they provide unique and yet “reasonable ethical justifications for 
environmental protection.”2 But if these approaches share similar incentives 
towards the environment, to what extent does a specifically African view of 
the environment enrich the debate? Are environmental concerns in Africa 
different from other parts of the world? How does an Africanist worldview 
change the conversation?

My arguments develop in multiple successive stages. The first section is 
a brief discussion of dominant environmental discourses, focusing specifi-
cally on anthropocentrism, biocentrism/ecocentrism, and animal liberation/
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rights theory. I will examine the limitations of these approaches with particu-
lar emphasis on the dangers of ethical generalizations. The second section 
draws upon an African cosmology to articulate a historicized view of an eco-
community that is more inclusive and adaptive than previous approaches. The 
term humanitatis eco (eco humanism) characterizes this Africanist perspective.

As the term suggests, anthropocentrism locates the human person at the 
center of the environment. Human needs determine environmental dis-
courses and persuasions. Significantly influenced by the Enlightenment ideals 
and social Darwinism, this view suggests that only rational thinking beings 
have access to humanity. Those beings that cannot think, à la the Western 
episteme, do not have the privilege of moral status. This view of humanity 
has devastating consequences for non-Western cultures and the environment. 
It provided the impetus for the logic of colonialism as an act of civilization 
with the aim of giving humanity to non-Western peoples. Thus, to civilize is 
to humanize, an act that would give moral status to the (non-rational) non-
Western Other. Beyond the argument regarding moral status is the impact 
on the environment. Anthropocentrists argue that the environment is at the 
service of humans. Our duty to the environment is only necessary insofar as it 
maximizes human benefits. Maximizing such benefits becomes a moral duty.

According to this view, we have an obligation to preserve the environment 
since it is for human good. This moral duty does not extend to non-human 
species; in fact, “there is no ethical implication in the relationship between 
humans and nature.”3 Only humans have moral rights, and any responsibility 
to the environment is primarily for our benefit. Environment is valued insofar 
as we endow it with value. As Kant argued, we are noumenal selves, that is, 
objects of intrinsic moral value, ends in ourselves. As a kingdom of ends, we 
are the ones who give value to things. A work of art is appreciated because 
we give it value—a conditional value. Things lose value when we withdraw 
approbation. Environment is valued insofar as it is for the good of man. This 
view is well articulated by William Baxter:

I reject the proposition that we ought to respect the “balance of nature” or to 
“preserve the environment” unless the reason for doing so, express or implied, 
is the benefit of man. I reject the idea that there is a “right” or “morally cor-
rect” state of nature to which we should return. The word “nature” has no nor-
mative connotation.4

Since plants and animals do not have moral status, they can be appropri-
ated, abused, and exploited at our will, writes Baxter: “Penguins are impor-
tant because people enjoy seeing them walk about rocks.”5 How then do 
we deal with emergent environmental catastrophes? Baxter responds, “My 
observations about environmental problems will be people-oriented … I 
have no interest in preserving penguins for their own sake.”6 Cruelty to 
non-“rational” beings like animals is of no consequence since their reception 
and appreciation is weighed by the benefit they give to us. Since we are the 
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measure of all things, the environment and all it contains is subject to our 
needs.7

Biocentrism/eco-centrism states that every living thing has embedded 
value in itself. Biocentrists hold that value in animate elements is inherent and 
does not depend on conditional causality of humans. All living things have 
moral rights in themselves, an end ascribed to them by the very fact that they 
are alive. Thus, the term is abstracted from “bios,” or life, in which biology is 
central to any discussion about the environment. Humans are not the center 
of the universe but a part of a larger ecosystem. Biocentrism has been pop-
ularized by Paul Taylor’s groundbreaking assertion that every life form has 
its own purpose, an end in itself, what he terms a “teleological center of life 
pursuing its own good in its own way.”8 What this means is that every living 
organism exists for a reason, which can only be found in the purpose of its 
existence. It is this that determines its inherent worth, that is, an embedded 
good that deserves moral consideration. Some scholars distinguish between 
biocentrism and ecocentrism. The former, it is argued, is individualistic since 
it focuses on the individual ends of a particular living organism, while the lat-
ter is more inclusive since its focus is on nature as a whole. The latter under-
standing is well articulated by Aldo Leopold in his proposal for a new land 
ethic: “The land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of the community to 
include soils, waters, plants, and animals, or collectively…. A thing is right 
when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic com-
munity. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.”9

Animal liberation/rights theory argues for moral consideration of all ani-
mals. rationality as a measure for moral consideration is evacuated in favor 
or sentience. Any animal that can perceive feelings such as pleasure or pain 
deserves moral consideration. Since animals feel pain, cruelty to animals is 
immoral: “Pleasure and pain that animals experience are morally relevant … 
sentience is the necessary and sufficient condition for a creature to receive 
moral consideration.”10

Thus far, my brief excursion on the current debate on environmental eth-
ics has largely focused on those theories that emerged from Western academic 
discourses. These debates have also influenced some African academics who 
have adapted Western epistemic models in their attempt to make sense of the 
African experience. Baird Callicott for example infuses a utilitarian approach 
to environmental ethics in his study of the African experience. African envi-
ronmental ethics is nothing more than an “ecologically enlightened utilitari-
anism, focused on long-range human welfare.”11 Polycarp Ikuenobe arrived 
at a similar utilitarian conclusion, arguing that nature is necessary solely for 
the benefit of humans: “this moral attitude involves an appreciation of the 
bad consequences of not having such moral attitude. It is in our interest to 
use natural resources to our benefit.”12 Beyond utilitarianism, Ikuenobe finds 
evidence for teleological/deontological principles: “The moral views and 
attitude of traditional Africans are a hybrid of moral teleology … and moral 
deontology.”13 One finds similar tendencies in Workineh Kelbessa’s analysis 
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of the Oromo cosmology,14 and in the writings of Segun Ogungbemi,15 Bel-
larmine Nneji,16 and others.

The challenge, however, is that the evolving “Africanist theories” are dis-
courses fabricated in the Western intellectual furnace. A systematized West-
ern outlook on the environment is imposed upon the African worldview and 
articulated as African in theory and premise. But, what do teleology and 
deontology mean within the African value system? Considering that this para-
digm of knowledge is alien, what kind of moral question can we ask? Would 
we recognize such theory as African even if what we tag “African Environ-
mental Ethics” is seen through a Western intellectual lens? What then consti-
tutes for us a right or wrong course of action in matters of environment? Is 
an act right or wrong because of a generalized universal principle or because 
our community says so? Do we measure our ethical actions (in relation to 
the environment) on the basis of these imported ethical principles or from 
the ethical goods embedded in the practice of our society? Are there other 
ways of knowing with which to articulate a theory of African environmental 
ethics that does not use the Western intellectual framework as point of depar-
ture? While the advanced ethical outlooks on the environment are meaning-
ful within the Western context, they have no meaning or correspondence of 
value within the African worldview. Where such examples are applied, they 
are very often tortuously imposed without consideration of the people’s hab-
itations of knowledge. In the section that follows, I will articulate an Afri-
canist view of the environment that is widely differentiated from dominant 
discourses. My view is both materialistic and practical for the very fact that it 
is grounded in African historical culture and experiences.

environmental ethics and the african cosmology

Uhere and Api are two sacred rivers in Opi, a town of about 200,000 people in 
southeastern Nigeria. The two rivers are revered by the local people as guard-
ian deities of the land. Although Christian zealots have destroyed their shrines 
in an attempt to redeem Opi from so-called spirits of backwardness and occult, 
it was not so at the height of the Nigerian-Biafra civil war (1966–1970). Popu-
larly known as the “Opi-Junction Sector” of Nsukka Division during the civil 
war, the town becomes strategic due to its geographical location. Positioned at 
the frontiers of the conflict and being a Biafran town, Opi was overrun several 
times. A local legend however has it that at the peak of the conflict, the indig-
enous people always retreated to their farm settlement located across the two 
rivers. When enemy soldiers arrive at the riverbanks and want to cross, the rivers 
would rise, washing off bridges and making it impossible to cross. When enemy 
soldiers retreated, the rivers would subside to their normal levels. This was how 
the rivers protected Opi people from enemy invasion throughout duration of 
the war.

It does not matter whether the exploits of Api or Uhere during the Nigerian 
civil war is true or false. As a myth or legend however, what it does convey are 
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certain philosophical truths (λóyOς) of the people’s cosmology and under-
standing of their environment. Their understanding of nature and their rela-
tionship to it is adapted through this sociocultural mindset. The narrative, as 
told, functions as a subjective address to the people’s cosmological worldview. 
It is on this intellectual formation that I articulate a theory of African envi-
ronmental ethics derivative of the worldview of African cosmology.

The worldview of the African community is made up of the living 
(umuntu), that is, those who are present, and the living-dead (abaphansi), 
that is, those who have passed but are still present in the memory of the 
community as ancestors. It includes the unborn, or otherwise, the yet-to-be 
born future generations, and the nonliving, that is, objects and inanimate 
things.17 According to ramose, this idea of community includes “the greater 
environing wholeness in the sense of both the encompassing physical and 
metaphysical universe, together with the human universe in the sense of the 
community.”18 This community is not just a collective of humans; it is a fluid 
habitation of interactive forces, beings, elements, and animate and inanimate 
matters of the environment. Abiola Irele spells it out more clearly:

This ontology, which… underlies Bantu consciousness and action, finds expres-
sion in the social institutions and the moral and religious life of the people. The 
interrelation of forces is ordained in a felt hierarchy running down from God, 
the supreme incarnation of vital force, through man (the dead ancestors, the 
living community of humans), to the animal and the inanimate world. We have 
thus in this philosophy something like an African version of what Lovejoy has 
called the “great chain of being”, characterized in this case by a pulsating life of 
interacting essences, of forces—in short, a universal vitalism.19

Similarly, Alexis Kagame differentiates the Bantu ontology into four catego-
ries, viz.: muntu, which refers to intelligent beings, that is, the living and the 
living-dead; Kintu, by which he means beings without intelligence or inani-
mate things and objects; Hantu, which refers to spatiality of time and space; 
and Kuntu, which refers to quality/quantity.20 For my purposes, I am con-
cerned with the dynamics of the relationship between the muntu (beings with 
intelligence) and Kintu (beings without intelligence). These beings (includ-
ing the inanimate ones) are all endowed with active forces, that is, they have 
some form of life in them. As ramose notes, it is the active forces that make 
it “possible and real to communicate with dead, departed, desensitized and 
formless invisible beings. If we do not hold such beings to exist, then it is 
nonsense to claim that we can communicate with non-existent beings.”21 
That this is the case was aptly observed by the Franciscan missionary Placide 
Tempels during his sojourn among the Luba people:

I believe that we should most faithfully render Bantu thought in the Euro-
pean language by saying that the Bantu speak, act, live as if, for them, beings 
were forces. Force is not for them an adventitious accidental reality. Force is 
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even more than a necessary attribute of beings: Force is nature of being, force is 
being, being is force.22

Within this ontological scheme, every element that exists has a vital force. 
Nothing can exist or become conceived without force. The nature of the 
relationship between the living, the living-dead, not-yet-born, and other non 
“beings” is not abstract, they influence one another:

This concept of separate beings, of substances which find themselves side by 
side, entirely independent of one another, is foreign to Bantu thought. Bantu 
hold that created beings preserve a bond one with another, an intimate onto-
logical relationship … all creatures are found in relationship … nothing moves 
in this universe of forces without influencing other forces by its movement.23

The evolving relationship between these beings and forces is holistic; no one 
being is superior in importance or prior in necessity. Tempels uses a spider-
web imagery to describe the terms of such relationship: “The world of forces 
is held like a spider’s web of which no single thread can be caused to vibrate 
without sinking the whole network.”24

In addition to vital forces, these beings also possess spirits which animate 
their spiritual/sacred essence. J.S. Mbiti affirms, “The majority of the people 
hold that spirits dwell in the woods, bush, forest, rivers, mountains or just 
around the villages.”25 Nature is material, religious, and sacred. reverence to 
nature is best typified by the African attitude to illness. In many African socie-
ties, illness is understood as a disturbance in the cosmic world. According to 
ramose, there is “a correlation between the bodily illness and the disturbance 
of harmony and balance in the relationship between the living and the liv-
ing-dead (ancestors).”26 A restoration of harmony is linked to physical well-
being. Treatment is on the basis of harmonious balance in which the dibia 
(traditional doctor) offers “prescription of specific herbs for the healing of the 
body.”27 Nature provides both the spiritual and material nourishment for the 
human person. Trees could be a medium of intercession with the ancestors, 
but they are also imbibed with certain medicinal powers. Thus, healing occurs 
at the metaphysical confluence between nature, intelligent beings, and the liv-
ing-dead (ancestors). Leopold Senghor captures this sentiment:

As far as African ontology is concerned, too, there is no such thing as dead mat-
ter: every being, everything—be it only a grain of sand—radiates a life force, a 
sort of wave-particle; and sages, priests, kings, doctors, and artists all use it to 
help bring the universe to its fulfillment. … Man is therefore a composition of 
mobile forces which interlock: a world of solidarities that seek to knit themselves 
together.28

These insights from Bantu cosmology define for us the ontological premise 
of what may constitute an African environmental ethics. The sacredness of 
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nature is because all elements have vital force. The sacredness of nature entails 
that it should not be violated. What this means is that everything on Earth—
rivers, mountains, trees, plants, seas, the sun, moon, stars, et cetera—has 
embedded force and spirit. The environment is not just inconsequential, it is 
part of life and constitutive of humanity. This ontological holism with nature 
defines the terms of the relationship between the human person and his/her 
environment, and goes further to set the parameters for a harmonious bal-
ance and coexistence in this universe of separate but interrelated beings. The 
human person is not superior to nature but one with nature by way of dialec-
tical subjectivism. That is, the human person is only one of the many beings 
that are in constant symbiotic dialogue and interaction. One’s subjectivity is 
fully expressed only in dialogue with other beings within the eco-commu-
nity. The environment thus becomes a critical part of human society and vice 
versa. The earth, seas, rivers, forests, trees, animals, humans, spirits, forces, 
animate and inanimate things, everything together constitutes this eco-com-
munity. It is no wonder that in many African societies animate and inanimate 
beings are very often anthropomorphized. Among the Igbo for example, ala 
(earth/land) is a goddess, and one’s overall life experience is tied to avoiding 
those things that might constitute an anathema to the earth goddess. Indeed, 
the earth is not only sacred, it acts as a force of deterrence to immoral pro-
clivities. In the event that such events occur, the individual is ostracized, and 
if one dies, he or she is not buried.

As a young child growing up in southeastern Nigeria, I remember my great-
grand uncle telling me that a small piece of wood I was about to burn in the 
village square was in fact my great grand ancestor who is the father-founder of 
our village. Noticing my puzzlement, he took me to his Obi29 and explained to 
me how important it is that we as children should revere and not play with the 
sacred wood. Back to the village square, he showed us a particular tree, which 
according to him was responsible for the protection of our village. He went on 
to narrate magical escapades in which the tree enabled our warriors to become 
invisible during clashes with neighboring villages. This particular tree is the 
totem for our village and must be treated with reverence in whatever part of the 
world we find it. Many years later, I found the tree in a Jesuit retreat house in 
Zimbabwe being used as ornamental tree. I remembered my late uncle’s exhorta-
tion and smiled with nostalgia. I felt a great affection for it as if I was seeing a 
long lost relative …

As in any parts of Africa, the idea of totemism is a cultural attribute through 
which a people define themselves. If a particular tree is a totem for my vil-
lage, in the next village the totem may be a snail, and it would be forbid-
den to hurt or eat snails in that village. For other surrounding villages, the 
totem is creatively adapted to suit local needs and conditions, representing a 
variety of animals, plants, hills, rivers, and other elements. These totems are 
deified. This view of African cosmology created huge misunderstandings for 
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missionaries in their first encounters with Africans. They construed reverence 
to nature as idol worship and would vilify these societies as pagan, primitive, 
and backward. The Africans were condemned for expressing their humanity 
through religious rituals in which nature is recognized as material, holy, and 
sacred. Within this Africanist viewpoint, Africans do not have a far-removed 
relationship with a transcendental God that is both invisible and indifferent. 
Instead, God is animated with nature, that is, one that is present and expe-
rienced in terms of everyday life activities. Since the human person is one 
with nature, he/she is naturally inclined to live in like manner. Nature is one 
with humanity and humanity is one with nature. In the section that follows, I 
will briefly examine the current environmental challenges confronting Africa, 
focusing especially on how the African worldview of the environment could 
help us adopt a new attitude that is materialistic and practical, yet virtuous 
and responsible in implication.

humanitatis eco: towards an african environmental ethics

The advent of modernity and industrialization has a double-edge impact on 
the African environment. On the one hand, industrialization brought rapid 
development and human progress. It has raised living standards, while open-
ing spaces for sociopolitical and economic growth as evident in increased 
production of food, goods, and services. On the other hand, this phenom-
enon has had massive impacts on indigenous cultures and societies. rapid 
development and industrial growth also means that local communities have 
become destabilized, with concomitant destruction of cultural ways of life, 
living traditions, and the natural environment. This shift from human 
resources to material resources has become the ideological platform for envi-
ronmental policies in Africa with untold hardships, diseases, and rapid decline 
in human progress. Indigenous communities would constantly be uprooted 
from their ancestral homes to make room for big corporations like Shell, 
AGIP, et cetera. Expanding industry has meant large-scale deforestation 
without contemporaneous effort at reforestation. Many natural resources 
have been privatized or commercialized, reproduced for large-scale industrial 
complexes. The bourgeoning industrial capital emphasizes state control of 
resources in which national governments are only interested in making deals 
for exploration, mining, and fracking without considering the environmental 
impact on local communities. In an attempt to deal with the resultant envi-
ronmental devastation and gain adequate compensation, indigenous peo-
ple have sought to wrestle control of resources from national governments. 
This strategy has ushered in enduring political conflicts as we have seen in 
the examples of the Niger Delta in Nigeria and other mineral wars in Congo, 
Sierra Leone, Liberia, et cetera. This is the extent to which environmental 
crises have become the cause and consequence of strife and conflicts in con-
temporary Africa.
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My claim is neither to dismiss the relevance of materialistic civilization for 
overall African sociopolitical and economic progress nor to argue that it is 
arcane or anachronistic to the African experience. I am only arguing for a bal-
ance between the eco-community and materialistic civilization. The sacrifice 
of the environment at the altar of material acquisition has been the most dev-
astating impetus in environmental degradation. Materialism here also extends 
to identity commoditization in which access to resources or material things 
have become a measure of human subjectivity. The emergent implication is 
that humanity’s relationship to nature is no longer defined by way of mutual 
sustainability and coexistence but is instead dependent on the maximum 
domination of nature for a practical necessity. Community social networks of 
relations are evacuated in favor of an individualistic mode of being. This is the 
essence of my proposal for an environmental renaissance with lessons from 
African cosmology.

The African view on the environment is different from other intellectual 
traditions in that it seeks for a balance between the individual and the envi-
ronment. respect for the environment is not a slavish or impractical submis-
sion; it is a view grounded in metaphysical realism and ontological holism. 
Notice also that this view of human community is strongly differentiated 
from the Westernized understanding in which the community is merely an 
assemblage of human persons who live together for shared utility. While 
anthropocentrism focuses on the needs of humans, biocentrism sees biol-
ogy as key to the universe, and animal liberationists champion sentience, 
the African worldview is different. To be human, it is not sufficient be a liv-
ing rational or intelligent being; the criteria include a recognition that one’s 
humanity is dependent on harmonious balance and positive relationships 
with human beings, animals, biological life, non-biological life, spirits, forces, 
and other inanimate elements that make up our environment. It is not just 
about living things; it includes inanimate elements. The Xhosa/Zulu apho-
rism “umuntu nugumuntu ngabantu” (a person is a person through other 
people) best defines what constitutes this African humanity. Humanity is not 
embodied solely in the individual but is a quality derived through interrelat-
edness with other beings, creatures, and elements. The community is consti-
tutive of both rational and non-rational beings, animate and inanimate, living 
and nonliving elements that constitute the environment. As Mangena puts it, 
the African subjectivity finds its expression in its “association with non-human 
animals”30 as well as the overall ecosystem.

I use the term humanitatis eco (eco-humanism) to qualify this Africanist 
view of the environment. What this means is that in the relationship between 
the human person and nature, neither the human person nor the environ-
ment is prior or superior in moral status and recognition. This relationship 
is holistic. Eco-humanism suggests a dialogic relationship with nature in its 
particular differences and uniqueness. We are intricately bound with nature, 
and what affects nature or ecosystems also affects us. Godfrey Tangwa shares 
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a similar view in what he terms “eco-bio-communitarianism,” which he uses 
to denote “recognition and acceptance of interdependence and peaceful 
coexistence between earth, plants, animals, and humans.”31 Eco-humanitatis 
nourishes our new understanding of the eco-community. It is no longer a col-
lection or aggregate of persons who remain indifferent to the environment, 
concerned only with the needs of their own kind. Eco-humanism speaks of 
a living community in which the difference between “plants, animals, and 
inanimate things, between the sacred and the profane, matter and spirit, the 
communal and the individual, is a slim and flexible one.”32 On this view, one 
is located within nature as part of nature. Notice however that this idea of 
living within nature as part of nature is not something unique to Africa. In 
fact, among the indigenous people in the Pacific and North America, there 
is a noticeable pantheistic attitude towards nature. Moral consideration is 
given to plants, animals, and other non-intelligent beings. Their worldview 
and reality of life is measured by their relationship with nature. Among some 
Native Americans for example, one needs permission from the animal spirits 
to hunt or kill an animal. In cases where hunting becomes inevitable, it is 
merely for food, an activity done with reverence as one writer puts it: “You 
say that I use the land, and I reply, ‘yes, it is true’ but it is not the first truth. 
The first truth is that I love the land; I see that it is beautiful; I delight in it; 
I am alive in it.”33 David Barnhill offers a cryptic summation of this world-
view: “Nature is something we live within and as a part of it. No essential 
separation: no transcendental dualism, no Enlightenment search for objectiv-
ity, no Puritan fear of dangerous, chaotic nature, no distant observation in 
romanticism.”34

Most critically, the African view changes the basic question we need to ask 
about environmental ethics. The focus here is not on duty, that is, what must 
I do as an ethical agent? The emphasis herein is on the human individual, that 
is, Who am I? The question of what duty is right or wrong is substantively 
different from how do I become a good or responsible virtuous agent?35 The 
former question is at the heart of the deontological and utilitarian approaches 
in anthropocentrism, animal rights, and biocentrism. The emphasis has been 
on what right of action we could adopt concerning environmental ethics. 
What laws or principles should we adopt so that we could have a universal 
policy about environment? They are all questions about duty and principles 
that can be universally applicable at all times and at all places. Yet, the chal-
lenges of the environment, while universal, are also localized. Our societies 
are very often differentiated in terms of history, narrative, and culture. Thus, 
it is impractical to devise one rule and generalize it. The practical approach 
in dealing with emergent crises of the environment in society X is widely dif-
ferentiated from the challenges in society Y. Adopting a particular approach 
to issues in one context and imposing it on another is nothing less than 
environmental imperialism, an epistemic dictatorship that ignores personal 
histories and context. But since challenges to the environment are universal 
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phenomena, how then do we tackle the issues with practical solutions? An 
Africanist worldview changes our attitude in that instead of asking, what must 
I do to get it right all the time, an Africanist makes us ask: how do I become 
a responsible (good, virtuous) individual who is right all the time? Instead of 
focusing on particular instances, situations, or dilemmas, we are now focusing 
on the whole individual as a responsible member of the eco-community. It 
does not matter where or what context I find myself; my attitude to the envi-
ronment does not hinge on duty, rather, it is for me a way of life, a culture, a 
religious experience, a way of being as part of the eco-community. My relation-
ship with this community is both material and spiritual—a subjective conflu-
ence of my identity formation. Humanitatis-eco suggests a radical shift from 
“isms,” that is, ethics as an ideology to ethics as a way of life.
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CHAPTEr 41

Ubuntu and the Environment

Edwin Etieyibo

introduction

Issues of environmental sustainability or the environment (particularly those 
concerning its protection, sustenance, and maintenance) and our ethical 
obligations to foster a habitable and viable world not only for us but also for 
future generations have occupied environmentalists and applied ethicists for 
some time.1 More recently, greater attention has been given to these issues 
partly due to our living in a period that many have called the time of “eco-
logical crisis.”2 The ecological crisis, which is not localized but global, refers 
to issues such as pollution, depletion of resources, loss of natural habitats, 
climate change, and global warming in the context of growing world popu-
lation. This crisis has not only raised concerns about the extent of the dam-
age humans and human activities are causing to the natural environment but 
has also ignited discussions about the urgent necessity for a change in human 
behavior and our obligations towards a sustainable environment.

Given this crisis and the pressing need to tackle it, environmentalists 
and applied ethicists have called on the need to develop the right sort of 
ecological/moral consciousness that will be suitable to addressing it. Devel-
oping such consciousness will require a critical engagement with both our 
moral framework and our ethical relationship with the environment, as part 
of cultivating the appropriate moral/ethical convictions, beliefs, and theo-
ries that can be applied to issues of the environment. This chapter is partly 
in response to this call. My primary interest is to make a case that Ubuntu 
promotes a much better attitude towards the environment or environmental 
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sustainability than the current dominant ethical orientation that is welded to 
capitalism. In realization of this motivation I hope to defend two claims: The 
first is that that there is a sense in which Ubuntu can be taken to espouse a 
non-anthropocentric ethic and worldview, and the second is that even if one 
assumes that Ubuntu is soldered to anthropocentricism, the values that flow 
from it foster a better attitude towards the environment and protect it much 
more robustly than those that flow from the present dominant “Western” 
individualistic system of capitalism.

why ubuntu?
One may ask what is so great about Ubuntu that it should be discussed in 
connection with the environment or environmental sustainability.3 I think 
there are two reasons. The first has to do with the present unsustainable state 
of our world, and the second, the recent and maybe not too recent interest 
and buzz about Ubuntu.4 That our present lifestyle is unsustainable is hardly 
a debatable issue today. And the view that Ubuntu can be deployed to deal 
with various social and political issues has been gaining currency, particularly 
among scholars and thinkers in sub-Saharan Africa.5 If our present way of life 
is unsustainable, and if Ubuntu can be called upon to say something mean-
ingful to this issue, then the project that examines Ubuntu in connection 
with the environment is, in my view, an apposite and important one.6

As late arrivals to planet Earth, humans are and have been exploiting it 
beyond its capacity to sustain life and regenerate itself. In fact, since the 
1970s the human global ecological footprint has consistently exceeded the 
Earth’s biocapacity. But acknowledging the unsustainable state of the the nat-
ural environment is one thing and finding solutions to the problem of such 
a lifestyle is another thing. Without debate, the Earth is the only planet that 
we know of today that is capable of sustaining life. Thus given the threat that 
human activities pose for it from the point of view of sustainability, it is clear 
that we have to do something about it, and quickly at that. Since the problem 
of environmental sustainability is global, it will be important that the differ-
ent worldviews or cultures of the world are acknowledged, particularly when 
these contribute to solutions to the problem. This is where Ubuntu and my 
motivation to examine it in connection with the environment comes in—as 
part of demonstrating what Ubuntu contributes to the development of the 
global ecological consciousness that can be deployed to address the ecological 
crisis.

At a deep level, Ubuntu is concerned with humanity; it endorses the prin-
ciple or value of humanness and takes the ontological essence of beings as the 
prime mover within the universe or “community of beings.” This essence is 
both what defines humans or humanity and connects them together not only 
with humans but also every other being in the universe. I take the idea of the 
ontological essence as that which captures Ubuntu’s metaphysics or ontology. 
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There is also the ethical aspect of Ubuntu. In this chapter I will examine both 
aspects and try to show the connection between them. Whereas the meta-
physical aspect focuses on the ontology of Ubuntu, the ethical aspect is about 
adopting a certain moral outlook or developing a particular sort of moral 
consciousness and acting in line with such consciousness.

ubuntu: towards a definition

Ubuntu reflects the life experiences and histories of people in sub-Saharan 
Africa. It is generically about “humanness,” according to which the individual 
or person is understood in terms of humanity or interdependence with oth-
ers. That is, within the Ubuntu framework, an individual is a human or per-
son, or exists as a human through other persons. The Kenyan philosopher 
and theologian John Mbiti very beautifully summarizes what Ubuntu is in 
this aphorism: “I am because we are, and since we are, therefore, I am.”7 This 
aphorism has other culture-specific renditions, which include umuntu ngu-
muntu ngabantu and motho ke motho ka batho Babang.8 These versions could 
be translated as “a person is a person through other persons,” which implies 
that one is a human through others. To articulate any other sense and way of 
beingness, namely, a beingness that is understood as separate and independ-
ent of or outside the humanity of others implies being inhuman both in the 
sense of not being human and being disrespectful of the humanity of others.9 
That is to say, one’s humanity only comes through the humanity of others or 
that our humanity is bound or inextricably linked together.10

The idea that a human or person is a person though others suggest that 
selfhood or personhood is formed interdependently through community. 
Thus, the “I am what I am because of who we all are” simply expresses the 
idea that without community, one’s personhood or humanity is groundless. 
Notice that this concept of a personhood which emphasizes the communal is 
significantly distinct from the Western concept of personhood, in particular 
the one that has come down to us through rené Descartes, which emphasizes 
not the communal but the individual—the “cogito” (the “I” that does the 
thinking). That is, the view which understands persons not as interdepend-
ent but as individual and desperate. The Cartesian cogito ergo sum (“I think, 
therefore I am”) is not just a thinking self but a self that is because of its indi-
viduality, its capacity to think (or go it alone thought-wise). This is contra 
Ubuntu where the self is because others are. Desmond Tutu, the Nobel Peace 
Prize winner, puts the idea of the communal dimension of Ubuntu this way:

A person with Ubuntu is available and open to others, affirming of others, does 
not feel threatened that others are able or good, for he or she has a proper self-
assurance that comes from knowing that he or she belongs in a greater whole 
and is diminished when others are humiliated or diminished, when others are 
tortured or oppressed.11
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the metaPhysics of ubuntu

I mentioned earlier that there are two aspects to Ubuntu: the metaphysi-
cal and the ethical. The metaphysical concerns the ontological essence of 
beings as the prime mover within the universe or “community of beings.” 
This essence not only defines humans or humanity, it also connects them 
with other humans and with every other being in the universe. Indeed, it 
is this essence that helps us to understand Ubuntu’s idea of humanity being 
bound together or of your humanity being interwoven with my humanity. 
To understand this, let us look at the African ontology that has been artic-
ulated across many societies in sub-Sahara Africa. This ontology is holistic 
and communitarian and has been described variously by scholars in African 
 philosophy.

Harvey Sindima talks about an African worldview according to which the 
“the bondedness, the interconnectedness, of all living beings” is stressed.12 Iji-
omah describes African ontology in terms of “harmonious monism.”13 This is 
the same ontology that Godfrey Tangwa calls “African eco-bio-communitarian 
outlook,” who claims that the indigenous14 or precolonial traditional African 
metaphysical worldview indicates “recognition and acceptance of interdepend-
ence and peaceful coexistence between earth, plants, animals and humans.”15 
The African ontology has also been described as “psychophysical harmony,”16 
and “existence-in-relation, being-for-self-and-others” by Onyewuenyi.17 For 
Munyaradzi Murove, the African ontology is “…an ethical outlook that sug-
gests that human well-being is indispensable from our dependence on and 
interdependence with all that exists, and particularly with the immediate envi-
ronment on which all humanity depends.”18 There are other notable and 
earlier descriptions of the holistic and communitarian ontology. Kofi Opoku 
claims that “There is community with nature since man is part of nature and 
is expected to cooperate with it; and this sense of community with nature is 
often expressed in terms of identity and kinship, friendliness and respect.”19 
And Benezet Bujo remarks that “The African is convinced that all things in the 
cosmos are interconnected. All natural forces depend on each other, so that 
human beings can live in harmony only in and with the whole of nature.”20

This holistic and communitarian ontology has been summarized by Teffo 
and roux in terms of the community of beings existing in some form of hier-
archy:

African metaphysics is holistic in nature. reality is seen as a closed system so 
that everything hangs together and is affected by any change in the system … 
African metaphysics is organised around a number of principles and laws which 
control the so called vital forces. There is a principle concerning the interac-
tion of forces, that is between God and humankind, and material things. These 
forces are hierarchically placed, they form a chain of beings. In this hierarchy, 
God, the creator and source of all vital forces, is at the apex. Then follow the 
ancestors, then humankind, and the lower forces, animals, plants, and matter.21
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The summary of Teffo and roux provides a common and central theme of 
the above quotes and passages, and this is the view of the interconnectedness 
or interdependence between humans and the nonhuman world (other natural 
entities or beings). As I will show in the next section, this view underlies and 
circumscribes a particular moral view and commitment, and this is the view 
and commitment to treat nature with respect.

Just to recap. On the African ontology or metaphysics, reality is seen as a 
closed system so that everything hangs together and is affected by any change 
in the system.22 That is, it is a metaphysics that makes it possible for the spir-
itual and the physical or human worlds to overlap.23 The beings that make up 
this reality, what may be called the “community of beings,” include humans, 
God, spirits (nameless dead and ancestors), animals, and inanimate beings. 
This metaphysics that presents reality as a closed system is connected to an 
ontological essence.

The ontological essence has been described variously by different scholars. 
Placide Tempels calls the essence force or vitality in the context of his dis-
cussion of the African hierarchy of beings. His view is called the force the-
sis, according to which entities or beings are essential energies or vital forces. 
This is what Horsthemke seems to also describe as kinship and pan-vitalism,24 
and Metz refers to as “liveliness” or “creative power” in his naturalist read-
ing of vitality.25 From this one might say that the ontological essence is an 
“energy-oriented” conception of vitality. It is because of this ontological 
essence of “liveliness,” “energy,” or vitality that one can say that the Afri-
can ontology or metaphysics is holistic or communitarian whereby reality is a 
closed system, according to which everything hangs together and is affected 
by any change in the system. How does this conception of African ontology 
underlie the ethical dimension of Ubuntu or of African ethics generally?

african ontology and ubuntu’s ethical asPect

Mulumba Obiajulu has argued that Africa ethics is communocentric and 
mirrors African communitarian ontology since ontology does circumscribe 
other areas of philosophy. In other words, African ethics is communalistic or 
communitarian or communocentric because it flows from an African ontol-
ogy that is communalistic.26 Dismas Masolo has made a similar point, but 
in the area of African axiology or theory of values more broadly. According 
to him, African axiology is “built around an ontology that accepted diver-
sity or otherness without hierarchical judgments of human worth.”27 We 
can interpret Masolo as saying here that the African axiology or value sys-
tem takes all kinds of beings to belong to one community, what I have called 
above the “community of beings.” What Masolo says about African axiology 
and the relationship to ontology, and Obiajulu’s point about Africa ethics 
being communocentric and mirroring African communitarian ontology, can 
only be taken to mean that whatever we take to be the substance of African 
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metaphysics will generally be expected to inform African ethics or axiology. 
In fact, one will not only expect the ontology to circumscribe African ethics 
(such as Ubuntu) or axiology but also every other area of African philosophy, 
namely, socio-political, aesthetics, epistemology, etc.28

If this connection is correct, then since Ubuntu is a communitarian ethics 
one will expect such ethics to flow from the African communitarian ontol-
ogy. The point is that the ontology qua the conception of beings as having 
the ontological essence of “liveliness,” “vitality,” or being “energy oriented” 
colors African moral values and the way Africans relate with one another as 
well as nature and the world. This interrelatedness of beings, as I have indi-
cated, is one according to which no being exists in isolation. Once we grasp 
this ontology, we are then able to understand Ubuntu’s idea of humanity 
being bound together, its ethical aspect and values, which I now turn to.

the ethics and values of ubuntu

In examining Ubuntu’s ethical aspect and its values, especially in terms of inter-
dependent relationships, Mogobe ramose says this about forming humane 
relations:

[For Ubuntu, to] be a human be-ing is to affirm one’s humanity by recognis-
ing the humanity of others and, on that basis, establish humane relations with 
them…. One is enjoined, yes, commanded as it were, to actually become a 
human being.29

I take ramose’s point that by affirming the humanity of others one is on this 
basis required to form humane relations with these others. Thus, this con-
stitutes an acknowledgment that our beingness commands us to behave in 
certain ethical ways. The idea of humane relations that one is encouraged to 
establish is very important for understanding the sorts of value that Ubuntu 
promotes. Of course‚ one establishes humane relations with others when one 
not only supports them in what they do but also sees oneself in their projects 
or simply takes their projects as one’s projects. This is similar in some way to 
Kant’s idea of supporting the rational ends of persons. For Kant, the categori-
cal imperative, or more precisely the principle of autonomy which requires 
that we treat humanity or persons as rational ends, enjoins us to rationally 
make the ends of others our ends. Kant puts it this way: “For the ends of any 
person who is an end in himself must, if this idea is to have its full effect in 
me, be also, as far as possible, my ends.”30

The ethics of Ubuntu fosters both prescriptions and values. Since this eth-
ics focuses on the interconnectedness among humans, solidarity and the for-
mation of human allegiances become very significant to ethical conduct. The 
idea of the connectedness of persons also implies the interdependent devel-
opment and fulfilment of the potential of both individuals and community. 
Thus, the “I am what I am because of who we all are” simply expresses the 
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idea that one’s development and fulfillment are linked with those of others, 
and without the development and fulfillment of the community, ours would 
be non-existent. Thus, the essence of establishing humane relations with oth-
ers means to see and think of ourselves through them and them through us, 
or simply when they become part of us and we part of them or when we 
consider the other as “us” or like us. Thus, humane relations, according to 
Ubuntu, simply imply embracing the values of caring and sharing. These are 
important values with regards to environmental sustainability as I will discuss 
later in the chapter.

Notice as well that the understanding of the person or self in Ubuntu, and 
the values that it encourages, is different from the Cartesian understanding of 
the self and the values that it engenders. As I have explained, Ubuntu’s idea 
of persons is communal but the Cartesian understanding is individualistic. 
Whereas Ubuntu encourages the values of caring and sharing, the Cartesian 
idea encourages the idea of the self as being over and against others. It could 
be said then that although Ubuntu is communally oriented, it deeply esteems 
humanity and thus places a high premium on humane relations.

The values of caring and sharing that one embraces when one forms 
humane relations lead to the development of certain attitudes integral to the 
flourishing of both the individual and the community. These attitudes include 
being civil, thinking communally, building collaboration and solidarity, 
embracing tolerance and reconciliation. Thus, in the context of Ubuntu, any-
one who understands these values and has developed these attitudes will act 
well. He or she will move away from confrontation to mediation and concili-
ation; shift from competition to collaboration and solidarity; develop a shared 
concern; favor reconciliation rather than estrangement; and foster civility and 
civilized dialogue premised on mutual understanding and tolerance.

The integral connection between values of caring and sharing has been 
expressed by Tutu as follows:

When we want to give high praise to someone we say, “Yu, u nobuntu”; “Hey, 
so-and-so has ubuntu.” Then you are generous, you are hospitable, you are 
friendly and caring and compassionate. You share what you have. It is to say, 
“My humanity is caught up, is inextricably bound up in yours”.31

Tutu is here making the point that a person with Ubuntu is expected to 
behave in certain ways and these ways are expressed by the values or virtues of 
hospitality, compassion and generosity, friendliness, caring and sharing, sym-
pathy and empathy, and openness or accessibility to others.

environment and environmental sustainability

Broadly, the environment refers to the natural world, where the natural world 
describes the totality of all surroundings of a living organism, including natu-
ral forces and other living things. On this understanding, the environment 
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is used to designate the complex interaction among certain factors:  physical, 
chemical, and biotic, and entities in the ecological community. That is, the 
concept denotes the way in which climate, soil, and living and inanimate 
things act upon the ecological community, on the one hand, and determine 
both its form and survival or flourishing, on the other.

Environmental sustainability is one of the few buzzwords that have 
emerged in recent discussions on the environment. Others are environmental 
or green stewardship and environmental or green citizenship. Environmental 
sustainability is a catchword that is used in reference to policies and actions 
that have to do with the maintenance of natural resources such as wildlife and 
habitat or ecosystems. It is generally distinguished from ecological sustainabil-
ity where the latter is concerned with activities directed at meeting human 
needs without compromising the health of ecosystems and the former is con-
cerned with activities directed at meeting the resource and services needs of 
current and future generations without compromising the health of the eco-
systems that provide them.

The definition of environmental sustainability in terms of resource and ser-
vices required in meeting the needs of humans, both present and future, is 
very important and useful for the project at hand. This is because if the goal 
of environmental sustainability is concerned with human interactions with the 
environment in order to meet the resource and services needs of current and 
future generations in ways that do not compromise the health of the ecosys-
tems that provide them, then I want to argue that the norms circumscribing 
such interactions must be driven by an idea of the common good. This is 
because if we understand environmental sustainability as a global issue, then 
solutions to the problem would have to be sensitive to the idea of a shared 
concern, whereby an individual’s flourishing is enhanced simply when the 
interests of all are enhanced. And, as I will demonstrate later, because Ubun-
tu’s values of caring and sharing and their associative attitudes are about 
the common good, it contributes positively to solutions for environmental 
 sustainability.

Environmental sustainability aims at activities that will help maintain and 
sustain the capacity of the Earth in meeting the needs of humans. robert 
Goodland points out that environmental sustainability constitutes “a set of 
constraints on the four major activities regulating the scale of the human 
economic subsystem: the use of renewable and non-renewable resources on 
the source side, and pollution and waste assimilation on the sink side.”32 
These constraints are necessary given the precarious nature of the natu-
ral environment, mostly due to the extent that humans have been exploit-
ing it. Of course, human interaction with the environment could either be 
environmentally sustainable or environmentally unsustainable. It is considered 
unsustainable just in case the exploitation of resources leads to the depletion 
of natural resources, measured in terms of global ecological footprint. The 
global ecological footprint is a measure of the demand or extent of human 
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activity placed on the biosphere or ecosystems. According to an estimate by 
the World Wildlife Fund, the human ecological footprint33 exceeds the plan-
et’s regenerative capacity by about 30%.34 This means in simple terms that 
humans are exploiting the environment more rapidly than it can renew itself.

The estimate by the World Wildlife Fund provides us with one reason for 
thinking of environmental sustainability as a global problem. There is another 
reason for this, and this is from the point of view of the present state of bio-
diversity. We get a glimpse of the present state of biodiversity from the data 
provided by the International Union for Conservation of Nature. According 
to these statistics, the loss of diversity in the last three decades is pretty alarm-
ing. It says that 70% of coral reefs are threatened or destroyed; 17,291 species 
out of 47,677 are threatened with extinction; of the world’s 5490 mammals, 
79 are extinct, with 188 critically endangered, 449 endangered, and 505 vul-
nerable; 1895 of the planet’s 6285 amphibians are in danger of extinction; 
since 2000, six million hectares of primary forest have been lost each year; 
in the Caribbean, hard coral cover has declined from 50% to 10% in the last 
three decades; 35% of mangroves have been lost in just 20 years.35 If we 
take biodiversity as a common resource since it supports ecosystem services, 
including regulating the climate (e.g., CO2 sequestration), the chemistry of 
our atmosphere, water supply and purification, insect pollination, and preven-
tion of soil erosion,36 then it is clear that insofar as biodiversity is critical to 
sustainability, then environmental sustainability is a global problem.

Previously the problem of the human ecological footprint exceeding the 
planet’s regenerative capacity was not an issue. That is partly due to the fact 
that the human economic subsystem was small. At that scale, the regenera-
tive and assimilative capacities of the environment appeared infinite. But this 
has changed in the last three decades or so, especially since 1975 when for 
the first time the ecological footprint exceeded biocapacity by 0.1.37 This has 
been exacerbated by exponential growth in human population, which con-
tinue to pile more pressure on natural resources. So, for example, in 1850 
there were about one billion people on Earth, but today (within about a little 
more than a century and half) there are now more than seven billion.38 Also, 
“Between 1900 and 2000 the increase in world population was three times 
greater than the entire previous history of humanity—an increase from 1.5 to 
6.1 billion in just 100 years.”39 This rapid increase would worsen given the 
estimated population of 11 billion by 2100.40

Furthermore, it is now clear to us that even though sources and sinks 
are large, these capacities are finite and the scale of the human economy has 
exceeded them. Thus, to say that it is urgent for us take environmental sus-
tainability seriously is to state the obvious. In addition, it is estimated that 
we are losing vertebrate species 22 times the natural background rate.41 If 
we add these to the threat of climate change, which is caused by anthropo-
genic global warming, the science of which has been endorsed by many rep-
utable scientist, then we get a sense of the calamitous nature of the threat 
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that we are faced with.42 In respect of climate change and global warming, 
 emissions rates have increased astronomically and this is resulting in cata-
clysmic changes in the Earth’s weather patterns, which in turn is leading to 
increasing occurrences of more hazardous weather patterns and events as well 
as other related crises: from massive migrations to famines and food crises, 
from disease epidemics to flooding of coastal habitations.43 In the context of 
climate change and global warming, we have witnessed increased occurence 
of extreme weather patterns and related events like floods, melting of polar 
ice, droughts, wildfires, storms and hurricanes, heat waves, diminishing and 
disappearing coral reefs, receding and disappearance of glaciers, and increased 
frequency and intensity of cold winters; in some cases, record numbers have 
been reached.44

Goodland illustrates the precariousness of the natural environment and the 
necessity of taking environmental sustainability seriously:

Consider that if release were halted today if all substances that damage the 
ozone shield, the ozone shield may need as much as one century to return 
to pre-CFC effectiveness. Every passing year means sustainability has to be 
achieved for an additional 100 million people.45

In light of this and given the precarious and unsustainable state in which the 
world finds itself today, and given that urgent action is required on our part, 
it is imperative then that more than ever before we acknowledge potential 
solutions, perspectives, and worldviews from different cultures of the world 
that can help us to address this global ecological crisis and work our way 
towards environmental sustainability. One of these worldviews is Ubuntu.

ubuntu and anthroPocentrism

Some have argued that Ubuntu in particular and African ethics more gener-
ally are anthropocentric, and that given this worldview it is unable to promote 
the ethics of environmental sustainability.46 Horsthemke is one of those that 
defend this position and his argument is not simply in terms of Ubuntu but 
more broadly in terms of African value system, thought, metaphysical, religious, 
and ethical positions and perspectives on animals.47 Callicott has also argued 
something similar but in the context of animal rights and traditional African 
thought. Callicott’s argument is that African traditional thought and values are 
focused on human interests alone (i.e., anthropocentric) and as such are incapa-
ble of grounding animal rights, and that any valuing of the natural world would 
only be for its instrumental value for humans.48 I have argued though that this 
view is mistaken.49 Kevin Behrens has also argued that Callicott is wrong in 
his interpretation of traditional African thought and values as being anthro-
pocentric, and incorrect in his conclusion that African thought and values are 
 incapable of contributing to eco-philosophy or issues of the environment.50
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So what plausible and independent reasons can one offer to debunk the claim 
that Ubuntu is anthropocentric and as such cannot promote the ethics of envi-
ronmental sustainability? One way would be to argue that anthropocentrism 
does not apply to the ethics of Ubuntu in the same way it applies to other ethical 
theories. The second way is argue that one cannot understand Ubuntu by simply 
focusing on some of its ethical aspects and neglecting its metaphysical dimen-
sion. Before I expatiate on these arguments, let me say something briefly about 
anthropocentricism and why it is generally claimed that an anthropocentric view 
or ethics is unable to promote the ethics of environmental sustainability.

Generally, anthropocentricism is taken to be a “human-centred” world-
view. It assigns “special value or worth to human beings.”51 On an anthro-
pocentric worldview or ethics, one begins by identifying what the human 
essence is or what the essential human characteristics or values are—such as 
rationality or human welfare—and then proceed by measuring or defining the 
worth of nonhumans in terms of such essence or essential human character-
istics or values. Some of the most important features of anthropocentricism 
are that (i) human beings occupy the most coveted place in a hierarchically 
ordered nature; (ii) there is an ontological and existential divide between 
human and nonhuman nature; and (iii) only humans are intrinsically valuable; 
or only humans make up the moral community. These features lead to the 
conclusion, according to Horsthemke, that nature or the nonhuman world or 
nonhuman entities are valuable and morally worthy “insofar as they possess 
characteristics that resemble those of human beings” and insofar as recogni-
tion of their value is beneficial to humans, namely, instrumental to the pro-
motion of the value and interest of humans.52

But why is it held that an anthropocentric view is unable to promote the 
ethics of environmental sustainability? The reason is simple: since anthropo-
centricism is human-centric or is a human-centered ethic that places humans 
at the center of the universe, other beings are not judged intrinsically valu-
able or, if they are judged to have any moral status at all, their moral status is 
determined by the values, interests, and well-being of humans. So if we are 
confronted with the choice regarding whether to undermine the interests of 
other beings or that of humans (and if we assume that both sets of interests 
are non-trivial), an anthropocentric ethics will recommend undermining the 
interests of other beings in order to further and sustain human interests. So, 
for example, if we are confronted with the interests of humans, say in respect 
of space, and the interests of other beings, say with regard to a flourishing 
ecosystem or the existence of beings in a particular ecosystem or natural habi-
tat, an anthropocentric ethics will allow the interests of humans to trump the 
interests of the ecosystem or those of the other beings. Stated differently, if 
we adjudge it morally wrong to clear out a large tract of land, such judgment 
is made only because the action will lead to ecological problems which will 
affect or harm humans or undermine their interests, and not for the sake of 
the intrinsic value of the ecosystem or because it will harm other beings.
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The point is that insofar as anthropocentricism assumes a deep divide 
between humans and the non-human world and focuses on the promotion 
of the intrinsic value and interests of humans, the value and interests of other 
beings or of nonhuman nature are promoted only because doing so benefits 
humans or promotes their value and interests. That is, other beings or nonhu-
man nature are valuable instrumentally—as a means to extending and pro-
moting the value and interests of humans. The conclusion that follows from 
this is simple: Ubuntu as an anthropocentric theory is inadequate insofar as 
anthropocentricism does not intrinsically promote the interests, values, and 
well-being of non-human nature. An anthropocentric view such as Ubuntu 
is therefore incapable of promoting the ethics of environmental sustainability. 
Enslin and Horsthemke argue, for instance:

[S]ome of the values and principles claimed to be emphasized by ubuntu are 
dubious. For example, the assertion that it fosters “respect for the environment” 
is questionable. A concern for the environment could be fostered only on the 
basis of human benefits and would therefore not amount to an acknowledge-
ment of the intrinsic value of nature or the environment, let alone “respect.” 
In fact, in focusing exclusively on human beings, ubuntu is by definition 
 speciesist.53

If we focus on the ethical aspect of Ubuntu with the emphasis on humanity, 
humane relations, and its prescriptions as well as values of caring and shar-
ing, then Horsthemke’s conclusion will seem right with regard to the anthro-
pocentric credentials of Ubuntu. This is so because it can be argued that 
these values are concerned with human beings and not the nonhuman world. 
Ubuntu holds that a person is a person through other persons, and that one’s 
humanity is linked together with the humanity of others. It encourages us to 
establish humane relations. The idea is that since the ethical aspect of Ubuntu 
focuses on the interconnectedness among humans and sees solidarity as signif-
icant to ethical conduct, as well as the formation of human allegiances, then 
all that matters for it are human values and interests. It is, the argument goes, 
a human-centered ethic. And if it is a human-centered ethic, and since anthro-
pocentric or human-centered views are generally not considered to place 
intrinsic value on nonhuman life, Ubuntu would therefore be inadequate as 
an approach to environmental sustainability.

However, one might argue that I have conceded too much to Horsthemke 
and that I am wrong to do so. In particular, it could be argued that Ubuntu 
or its ethical aspect is not really anthropocentric in the way that is generally 
described, and that there is a sense in which Ubuntu can be taken to espouse 
a non–anthropocentric ethic and worldview. If this is right, then the criticism 
that Ubuntu does not promote environmental sustainability can be consid-
ered misguided. I now consider two ways in which this thought and argu-
ment may be fleshed out and developed.
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The first stems from Thaddeus Metz’s response to the criticism by Hor-
sthemke that his (Metz’s) “African modal relationalism” is both anthropo-
centric and speciesist. African modal relationalism here is understood as an 
account of moral status, which concerns what objects are owed moral treat-
ment for their own sake; the account takes a being to have a “greater moral 
status the more it is by its nature capable of relating communally with char-
acteristic human beings.”54 It should be noted that African modal relational-
ism is Metz’s version of Ubuntu ethics. Metz’s argument that African modal 
relationalism is neither anthropocentric nor speciesist is predicated on what 
he takes to be salient differences between it and an anthropocentric moral 
view. In Metz’s view, African modal relationalism is not an anthropocentric 
view “in the usual sense of viewing all non-human beings as lacking a moral 
status and having a merely instrumental value for human benefit.” That is, 
this account of moral status does accord “many animals a moral status and 
entails that it would be wrong to mistreat them in [the] myriad ways they are 
wronged in modern, industrialized societies.”55 African modal relationalism 
is also not speciesist because, according to Metz, “the reason for favouring 
human beings, in cases where their urgent interests are at stake, is not the 
mere fact that they are human.”56

Furthermore, as Metz argues, there is a difference between this account of 
moral status and the anthropocentric claim that other beings or the nonhu-
man world morally matter only in respect of essential human characteristics 
or humanity. This is because on the account of African modal relationalism, 
moral status is understood in terms of “the fact that typical human beings 
have certain abilities to commune as subjects.” That capacity, he argues, is 
not “grounded on the property of humanness, and the capacity could well 
be shared by other beings” and entities. And as Metz notes, “beings such 
as chimps, elephants, and dolphins do share this capacity” more or less to 
some degree.57

The second argument for outlining Ubuntu as a non–anthropocentric ethic 
and worldview is to take both Metz’s African modal relationalism and Hor-
sthemke’s argument as having an incomplete perspective on Ubuntu in vir-
tue of by merely focusing on its ethical dimension alone. Thus, we strengthen 
the case for Ubuntu as being non-anthropocentric if we shift the focus from 
the ethical to the metaphysical aspect. The nub of the metaphysical aspect of 
Ubuntu is that we should not take humans as the only beings there are, or 
the only beings that have moral worth. Furthermore, what characteristically 
defines human beings is what characteristically defines other beings, namely, 
the ontological essence of “liveliness” or “vitality” or being “energy oriented,” 
and this is not an essentially human characteristic or value. Horsthemke seems 
to point to this metaphysical aspect when he notes the connection and interde-
pendence between beings and acknowledges the overlap between the spiritual 
and the human worlds. Since nothing exists in isolation, what we have is a 
“community of beings.” Since beings are interconnected to all beings, then 
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one would have expected Horsthemke to immediately see how the African 
value system, metaphysics, or worldview is essentially non-anthropocentric.

Having made this point, I now focus on Ubuntu ethics and its connection 
to environmental sustainability. I will be arguing that even if we grant what 
Horsthemke says and assume that Ubuntu is anthropocentric, the values that 
flow from it foster a better attitude towards the environment and protect it 
much more robustly than those that flow from the present dominant “West-
ern” individualistic system of capitalism.

ubuntu ethics and environmental sustainability

Barbara Nussbaum asks us to imagine the state of the world if the full poten-
tial of Ubuntu were to be embraced as a vital part of the African renaissance 
or even as Africa’s contribution to help a divided and fragmented world.58 
I take Nussbaum’s remark here as pointing to the values that Ubuntu pro-
motes and the traits and attitudes that these engender. The imaginative exper-
iment she asked for is not far-fetched since the values that Ubuntu promotes 
encourage certain attitudes such as reconciliation rather than estrangement; 
the fostering of civility and civilized dialogue premised on mutual under-
standing and tolerance; a movement away from confrontation to mediation 
and conciliation, from competition to collaboration and solidarity; and the 
development of a shared concern.

To see what Ubuntu can contribute to the world in general and to the 
environment in particular we need to consider two things: first, the present 
dominant, Western value system and how this contrasts with the ones that 
Ubuntu promotes; second, how the values that Ubuntu fosters are bet-
ter suited for us in our dealing with environmental issues.59 Presently, the 
 dominant value which capitalism underscores is greed. This value in turn 
fosters competition and conflicts driven primary by self-interest. Capitalism 
creates more wealth because it promotes self-interest or the maximization of 
individual well-being. It promotes the maximization of the individual well-
being because it simply allows the individual to pursue her own economic 
interests, which invariably is said to promote the economic interests of others. 
Thus clearly we see that the ontology of capitalism is individualistic.60 Indi-
vidualism has a cluster of theses, among which are that individuals are the pri-
mary locus of discourse, that individual interests circumscribes relationships 
and obligations, and that individual interests take precedence over those of 
the community or others.

Now, the problem with these theses, or the maximization of individual 
well-being that capitalism promotes, is that they have led to greed, which has 
fostered competition and conflicts to the detriment of collaboration. Collabo-
ration seems to matter only insofar as it leads to the further maximization of 
an individual’s interests. The unsustainable state of the natural environment 
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is thus not surprising given that self-interest and greed drive human activities, 
including those that lead to the overexploitation of the natural environment.

To see how capitalism and the individualism that underlies it promote val-
ues such as greed and a lifestyle that is exploitative of the natural world, con-
sider this argument:

Our enormously productive economy demands that we make consumption 
our way of life, that we convert the buying and use of goods into rituals, that 
we seek our spiritual satisfactions, our ego satisfactions, in consumption. The 
measure of social status, of social acceptance, of prestige, is now to be found in 
or consumptive patterns. The very meaning and significance of our lives today 
expressed in consumptive terms. We need things consumed, burned up, worn 
out, replaced and discarded at an ever-increasing pace. We need to have people 
eat, drink, dress, ride, live, with ever more complicated and, therefore constantly 
more expensive consumption.61

Environmental devastation is intensified when the economic growth required 
by…increasing populations includes a consumerist lifestyle.62

Furthermore, as greed pushes individuals to seek their economic interests, 
they become more competitive with others and they become increasingly 
alienated from one another. The worry is not just that humans regularly 
compete with other humans for intrinsic and extrinsic goods and resources 
or that they do so aggressively, but that the basis for the building of strong 
and healthy relationships that are integral to dealing with common prob-
lems is gradually being eroded. The competition for intrinsic and extrinsic 
goods and resources is reflective of capitalism, which has produced its own 
culture—a consumerist one. Bowers describes this culture as emboldened by 
economism.63 This culture is all about the commodification and monetization 
of everything, the environment, and every aspect of social and cultural life. 
Clearly this culture is problematic when viewed from the standpoint of envi-
ronmental sustainability. The more and more it encourages the commodifica-
tion and monetization of the natural environment, the more humans exploit 
it beyond its capacity to regenerate itself.64

If the consumerist attitude is exploitative of the natural environment it is 
so because it tends to reduce everything to its market value. The commoditi-
zation of actions, relationships, products, and services, which has become the 
mainstay of economism, has little or no regard for the natural environment. 
And if the exploitation of the environment is unsustainable, it is so because of 
the consumerist attitude and the associative value of greed. However, because 
Ubuntu promotes a different culture and values, it can provide a much better 
attitude towards the environment and consequently contribute to solutions to 
environmental sustainability.

I said above that if environmental sustainability is a global issue, then 
solutions to the problem would have to be sensitive to the idea of a shared 
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concern, and that Ubuntu gives us such an outlook. I now want to show 
how this is so. For if the commodification and monetization of economism is 
problematic for environmental sustainability, it is so partly because it reflects 
what Kenrick calls the processes of enclosure, according to which one takes 
one’s wellbeing to depend on controlling and exploiting both other people 
and the environment.65 If this is so, then a shift away from thinking in terms 
of enclosure to the common is necessary and appropriate, and Ubuntu pro-
vides us with this. Enclosure here means the process by which everything 
that is commodified and monetized is driven not just by self-interest but also 
by the thought that the well-being of the individual being is the appropriate 
standpoint of decision. rather than the process of enclosure which, accord-
ing to Kenrick, is characterized by “dominance thinking,” he says we should 
embrace an alternative thinking that reflects the belief that people can achieve 
“their well-being by collectively caring about those around them” rather than 
improving “their own lives at the expense of their neighbours.”66

This is where the Ubuntu values of caring and sharing become signifi-
cant. Firstly, it does not promote a greed-filled attitude and exploitative out-
look towards the environment. It doesn’t forbid people from using natural 
resources, but rather it requires that they use them responsibly and non-
exploitatively. This seems similar to the point that Workineh Kelbessa has 
made about the moral norm or code of the Oromo people (the largest ethnic 
group in Ethiopia).67 According to Kelbessa, the moral code forbids irrespon-
sible use of resources, for it does not allow reckless and “unlimited exploita-
tion of resources and human beings…. It reflects deep respect and balance 
between various things. The Oromo do not simply consider justice, integrity 
and respect as human virtues applicable to human beings but they extend 
them to nonhuman species and mother Earth.”68

Beyond forbidding irresponsible exploitation of the environment or natu-
ral resources, Ubuntu commands humans to take their fellow humans into 
account in the way they relate to the environment and use resources. This is 
reflected in ramose’s argument about Ubuntu’s dynamics of humane rela-
tions and from the values of caring and sharing. Thus, to care and share is to 
take the projects of others as one’s projects. This is often captured as “Your 
pain is my pain, my wealth is your wealth, and your salvation is my salvation.” 
This implies that a human being cares deeply about others. It means that I 
take your problems as mine and you as part of my success. I take you along 
in the efforts I expend to attain salvation. Because Ubuntu has these values, 
it therefore fosters, among other things, the attitudes of a shared concern as 
well as collaboration and solidarity. These attitudes are different from that of 
competition which comes from the dominant value of greed that is promoted 
by capitalism. From the discussion so far we can isolate at least two ways in 
which Ubuntu, and the values and attitudes that it promotes, contributes to 
solutions of environment sustainability.
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First, given that the ethical aspect of Ubuntu is concerned with collective 
well-being it does not commodify and monetize the natural environment. 
Since Ubuntu encourages developing a shared concern, individuals basically 
think about communal well-being rather than individual well-being. The 
appropriate question for the individual to be asking is not how my act harms 
or benefits me, but how it benefits or harms others or the community. The 
“I” is only an “I” through others. The development of a shared concern sim-
ply means then that Ubuntu does not take the well-being of the individual as 
the appropriate standpoint of decision making but rather the common good or 
well-being of everyone or every being as the appropriate standpoint of decision 
making. If the well in my backyard has dried up, my neighbor will open up 
their own well for me to use. If the grazing field in your area cannot support 
your sheep and goats, I’m obliged to invite you to use the one in my area.

Moreover, Ubuntu does not endorse the view that one can improve their 
own lives at the expense of others; thus it eschews attitudes that will exploit 
the natural environment for personal benefit. Since our projects are linked 
together, because your pain is my pain, my wealth your wealth, and my salva-
tion your salvation, then whatever I do to the environment affects you and 
whatever you do to the environment affects me. Thus, with Ubuntu there is 
no need to be greedy or to out consume your neighbor because you want to 
always be at the top. Even if we agree that human interests are vital within 
the framework of Ubuntu ethics, it is important to emphasize that this view 
does not imply that such interests are the most significant since Ubuntu takes 
humans to be an essential part of the natural world. This allows us to say that 
human interests are inseparably bound together with the interests of other 
natural entities.

Second, because Ubuntu fosters collaboration and solidarity it does not set 
up one person against another. In encouraging everyone to communally care 
about others, it encourages that we all work out solutions to our problems, 
whether social, economic, or environmental. Those imbued with Ubuntu val-
ues do not try to outsmart others since it is recognized that the journey of 
life is a shared one. Because our humanity is bound together our salvation 
is equally bound together. We get to the end of the journey by collaborat-
ing and working together. Thus, I would not work at destroying the envi-
ronment or overexploit it or use it simply because it benefits me. In simple 
terms, Ubuntu encourages that everyone uses the environment in ways that 
will benefit all of us.

conclusion

Is Ubuntu anthropocentric, and does it promote the ethics of environmental 
sustainability? This is one of the questions that I have sought to answer in 
this chapter. I highlighted reasons why the unsustainable state of our world 
today calls for urgent action and why it is good to look at what Ubuntu 
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has to offer in this area. Ubuntu is about beingness and the interconnected-
ness of  humanity and the environment. It provides an alternative framework 
of looking at the issue of ethical conduct and values, which is principally 
derived from the experiences of people in sub-Saharan Africa. From Ubuntu 
 metaphysics, we derive an ontology that is communitarian and an ontological 
essence of “liveliness” or vitality. And in Ubuntu ethics, we encounter a par-
ticular sort of moral consciousness and acting in line with such consciousness. 
Such consciousness is embedded in the values of caring and sharing which, as 
I have argued, promote environmental sustainability.

Of course the values of caring and sharing that Ubuntu espouses are inte-
gral to the flourishing of the individual and community. However, some have 
argued that Ubuntu is anthropocentric. But I have pointed out that this is a 
misreading, partly because it does not take into account Ubuntu ontology 
or the metaphysics that underpins the Ubuntu worldview whereby all beings, 
including humans, nonhuman animals, and nature belong together in the 
“community of beings” and share the same ontological essence of “liveliness” 
or vitality. In any case, even if we assume that Ubuntu is anthropocentric on 
the consideration of its ethical framework alone, and hence speciesist, I have 
argued that it still provides us with a better approach than other anthropo-
centric views, on the one hand, and the values that flow from it foster a bet-
ter attitude towards the environment and protect it much more robustly than 
those that flow from the present dominant “Western” individualistic system 
of capitalism.
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CHAPTEr 42

African Philosophy in a World of Terror

Leonhard Praeg

Today more than ever, imperialism is more directly engaged in a struggle with  
its real and final enemy—the world.

—Peter Amato, Crisis, Terror, and Tyranny: On the Anti-democratic Logic of Empire

Preliminaries [27 august 2015]
1.  In his exploration of the ontological nature of the experience of ter-

ror in Being and Time,1 Heidegger differentiates between fear, alarm, 
dread, and terror: fear is experienced when that which we recognize 
as detrimental to us draws closer and we realize that it may (not will) 
reach us. Fear increases in direct proportion to the indecision regarding 
that certainty: will “it” or will “it” not reach me? If “it” is not antici-
pated in this way but instead interrupts my world suddenly, the expe-
rience is one of alarm. Both fear and alarm relate to something that 
is recognizable, well known or even familiar to us. What distinguishes 
alarm from fear is only the temporal peculiarity or suddenness of the 
“alarming.” If on the other hand the encounter with “it” is with some-
thing altogether unfamiliar to us, the experience is one of dread; and 
“where that which threatens is laden with dread, and is at the same time 
encountered with the suddenness of the alarming, then fear becomes 
terror.”2 This ontological circumscription of terror encompasses the 
totality of terrors that we can experience, natural and socio-political.

2.  It is not hard to imagine that every ethnophilosophy—Western, 
African, Oriental—will have a vocabulary dedicated to describing or 
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codifying the human encounter with the unknown, or the limits of the 
known, as an original (and originary) experience of terror: the numi-
nous, evil, retribution, sacrifice, the “wrath of God,” and the like. Fur-
ther, that such a codification of an originary terror grounds the people’s 
(ethno) self-understanding of its origin.

3.  I am taking the suggested title of this chapter—“African Philosophy in 
a World of Terror”—not to refer to terror so understood but rather to 
a subdivision we may refer to as social or political terror. The invitation, 
then, is to locate an understanding of the nature of African philosophy 
in relation to a world that we increasingly have to understand in terms 
of its various irreconcilable political fault lines or “terrorscapes.” Before 
I proceed with doing that, two caveats.

4.  The first caveat is that in positing such a self-understanding of African 
philosophy I shall avoid the teleological bootstrapping that has charac-
terized (and shadowed) modern African philosophy since its inception. 
By “bootstrapping” I mean the postulation of a teleology of purpose 
that is then retrodicted into the past as cause or origin of the disci-
pline so that, in the case of Senghor for instance, the Idea of négritude 
appears as formal and the Civilization of the Universal as final cause. 
refusing to replicate this teleological structure means refusing the 
seduction of arguing that African philosophy is somehow uniquely 
equipped to deal with, or respond to, the phenomenon of political ter-
ror. If there is any urgency in the question before us it surely consists in 
going “beyond” (inasmuch as that is possible) the bootstrapping teleol-
ogy of identity politics that will always risk complicity in political terror 
as justifiable means for creating and sustaining, in our case, the African 
s/Subject in a world that has always been hostile to the very notion of 
the African s/Subject as historical agent.

5.  My second caveat is that I shall also eschew the idea, however implicitly 
alluded to in the title, that we now (implicit: “as if for the first time”) 
live in a world of terror. The suggestion is little more than a contempo-
rary example of the way in which the West has always universalized its 
particular experience of “a time” or of “being in the world” as universal. 
To be sure, the phenomenon of political terror is possibly more global 
today than ever before (“possibly”—until we have accounted for the 
role of global media), but most of the fault lines now globalized into 
various ideological and religious terrorscapes are the direct outcome 
of Imperial blowback; so much so, that we should rather speak of “the 
contemporary world of imperial terror and its globalized blow-back.”

6.  Only by historicizing terror in this way do we clear a space for recog-
nizing that Africa, both as a continent and a number of peoples, has for 
at least 400 years known little else but terror. In fact, it would not be 
an exaggeration to say that the black (or African) subject qua collective 
subject and historical agent was forged in the crucible of racist terror 
in its various forms: first, their own complicity in providing slaves for 
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the trans-Atlantic slave trade, then colonialism, apartheid, anti-libera-
tion terror, the rubber terror, the dictatorial terror of its post-independ-
ence Big Men, the vagaries of various social and political experiments 
designed to either “restore Africa to the Africans” or to bootstrap post-
colonial Africa into some futuristic vision of the past, the inescapable 
unpredictabilities of neoliberal postcoloniality, and so forth. One may 
well argue that modern African philosophy as Subject has been little 
more than a discipline concerned with resisting—in the intimacy of pri-
vate as well as civil life—the contraction of space and time that, for Hei-
degger, constitutes the ontological experience of terror as such.

in PrinciPle

7.  In order to position African philosophy in relation to the question of 
terror we need a more precise understanding of both political terror 
and of African philosophy. Let me start with the former. In principle 
and at its most general and abstract level, terror is the most extreme 
form of differentiation from (other ideologies, territories, entities, polit-
ical agendas, et cetera). Posited in terms of the ontological language of 
Heidegger, political terror is the sudden and unexpected performance 
of a difference that retains an element of irreducible, and therefore 
incomprehensible, otherness about it. This irreducible otherness—
which in every terrorscape presents what Lyotard named a differend—is 
the condition for the possibility of the relativity of the term and the 
impossibility, in every context, of a meta-legitimation for the difference 
between freedom fighters and terrorists. This relativity, in turn, is the 
condition for the possibility of the term “terror” becoming what Laclau 
calls an “empty signifier—that is a signifier of the pure cancellation of 
all differences.”3 In the sociopolitical domain, then, terror presents as 
the political performance of a differentiation of irreducible otherness in 
a way that is sudden, absolute, and inhumane. It is in relation to terror 
so understood that I want to position African philosophy, and for that 
we need a precise understanding, in principle, of the originary political 
ground or archē of African philosophy.

8.  I distinguish between traditional African philosophy and modern Afri-
can philosophy. The former is the totality of thought, or gnosis, asso-
ciated with the continent and the intellectual, cultural history in its 
manifold temporal and regional modulations spanning thousands of 
years. By modern African philosophy I mean the Subject that came 
into existence as the expression of a specific historical subject’s experi-
ence of the discipline and terror of Western modernity. “Eboussi-Bou-
laga aptly wrote that at least for Africans, the emergence of an African 
‘We-[s]ubject’ was the major human phenomenon of the second half 
of [the twentieth] century.”4 This subject qua historical agent emerged 
both as function of, and resistance to, Western modernity and one of 
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the Subjects through which it would come to express its self-conscious-
ness and historical agency has been modern African philosophy, where 
modern refers to the specific historical modulation African philosophy 
underwent as function of and resistance to the epistemicide associated 
with Western epistemology, a modulation that assumed the form of 
paradoxically complying with Western disciplinary structures in order 
to resist the imposition of those very structures. In other words, the 
archē of both the historical (African) subject and Subject (e.g., modern 
African philosophy) is constitutively political, that is, cannot be thought 
other than in the self-conscious terms of its originary political nature. 
This originary political differentiation at the origin of the African s/
Subject is what I want to focus on in relation to the question of terror.

9.  When we consider the originary differentiation from which the modern 
African subject emerged it may further be useful, in principle, to distin-
guish between its content and process. With regard to content, Fanon’s 
statement in “Algeria Unveiled” that “It is the white man who creates 
the Negro. But it is the Negro who creates negritude‚”5 this recogni-
tion of the self-conscious manner in which the black subject encounters 
itself from the outside prefigured with shuddering clarity Eboussi-
Boulaga’s insight that the political archē of both African subject and its 
modern Subjects is political and therefore historical. I want to general-
ize this logic in order to make a similar point about the synecdoche of 
modern African philosophy, namely the belief in human interdepend-
ence or our “shared humanity.” In its various guises, from négritude 
through African socialism and the various articulations of African com-
munitarianism and/or African humanism, the claim is always similar: 
while modern Western epistemology and axiology value the independ-
ence or autonomy of the individual subject, African philosophy, both 
historical and modern, emphasizes our interdependence or relatedness. 
Far from producing an essential difference that yields what is so often 
represented as “conflicting and/or mutually exclusive ontologies,” I 
have elsewhere6 followed Fanon’s claim to its logical conclusion: “just 
as Africans did not know they were black before Westerners told them 
they were not white, Africans did not celebrate their ‘communalism’ 
before colonialists told them they lacked a sense of individualism.”

10.  With regard to the process through which the black subject appropri-
ated “human interdependence” as signifier of what is most authentic 
and unique about it, this master trope or signifier emerged as the result 
of a process often described as a “dialectic of recognition.”

a faux dilemma7

11.  In Black Orpheus, Sartre critiqued this process with devastating effect 
when he reduced négritude to a mere “weak moment” in the dialectic, 
that is, to a transitory moment on the way to a future non-racialism. 
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Most responses to Sartre’s interpretation, including those of Seng-
hor and Fanon, accepted the frame of the dialectic and limited their 
responses to bemoaning the implications of being reduced to a weak 
moment in the dialectic. They recognized that by doing so Sar-
tre deprived négritude, and by implication the black subject, of the 
foundational status necessary to ground an epistemological praxis 
of emancipation. What largely went unquestioned was the frame of 
the dialectic itself. By casting négritude as a “weak moment” in the 
unfolding of a Western form of historicism (the dialectic), Sartre 
imposed on the emerging black subjectivity the very historicism the 
latter was trying to escape from. Within this imposed historicism the 
black subject could only ever hope to occupy a place that, although 
essential for the unfolding of the dialectic, could never aspire to be or 
become the sort of place from which the frame itself could be chal-
lenged. The way in which black subjectivity got framed (in both senses 
of the word) by historicism at the very moment of its birth amounted 
to no less than a subtle, but devastating, form of “politicide”: when 
the performative power or revolutionary potential of a political 
moment is thwarted by the epistemological terms in which it is framed 
(the objective of epistemicide is always politicide). To be sure, Sartre 
could only frame négritude in terms of a historicist dialectic because 
the black subject posited its moment of differentiation from the white 
subject, its Self, in dialectic terms. This is as true of Senghor for whom 
the act of differentiation from the white subject was always to be sub-
lated (aufgehoben) in the final moment of a pluralism beyond race con-
ceived as a “rendez-vous du donner et du recevoir” as it was for Biko 
who stated in “The Definition of Black Consciousness”

That since the thesis is a white racism there can only be one 
valid antithesis i.e. a solid black unity to counterbalance the 
scale. If South Africa is to be a land where black and white 
live together in harmony without fear of group exploitation 
it is only when these two opposites have interplayed and pro-
duced a viable synthesis of ideas and a modus vivendi.8

12.  In simplistic terms it would seem that from the moment of its self-
inception, the black subject was complicit in an act of self-enslave-
ment or historicist epistemicide. In hindsight, then, we can recognize 
the moment for what it was: the reduction of a potential counter-
hegemonic moment to the terms of hegemony itself, a faux dilemma 
generated by an act of epistemicide. That the modern black subject 
conceived itself through an act of double consciousness is true; that 
it proceeded to claim for itself as marker of its singularity and unique-
ness an appreciation of, and a commitment to, our “human interrelat-
edness” is also true, as is the fact that a powerful historical opposition 
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emerged between a Western politico-juridical order premised on the 
axiomatic priority of the individual and an African axiomatic that pri-
oritizes the social. That the black subject was complicit in casting its 
originary differentiation in the terms of an oppressive historicism can 
also not be denied. That said, I think there was more at work in this 
moment of originary differentiation than the hegemonic complicity of 
the black subject. In the next section I want to stay with this question 
of why, at the moment of differentiation, the black subject diminishes 
the power of differentiation as political act by casting the moment in 
epistemological terms that cannot but erode or denude the political 
efficacy of the act of differentiation itself. To answer this question, let 
us agree that one can choose to interpret the moment of differentia-
tion differently: as a performative act of oppositional differentiation 
that may or may not—never will or must, as the dialectic maintains—
in future de-differentiate once again into a post-racial order, simply 
put: as a non-teleological act of differentiation.

the real dilemma

13.  What happens when a philosophy or an ethics that emphasizes our 
interdependence and shared humanity is appropriated as master trope 
in an identity politics concerned with cultural sovereignty and intellec-
tual autonomy; when a philosophy of relationality is premised on the 
suspension of relationality; when the notion of our “shared humanity” 
is used as cultural capital to purchase political ends (independence, 
sovereignty) radically at odds with our shared humanity—simply put: 
when relationality is invoked in order to suspend relations between 
the white and black subject? In A Report on Ubuntu,9 I discuss this 
paradox of differentiation in some detail. There is abundant evidence 
in the archive of African theory over the last 100 years and more that 
the African subject has always struggled with this paradox, a paradox 
which has effectively demanded of it to violate, in order to invent, 
itself. Equally, that the easiest way to defend itself against accusations 
of inconsistency, hypocrisy, and the trauma of self-mutilation has been 
to cast the moment of self-violation as a “pragmatic” or “strategic” 
passing moment in a grand-narrative that will soon absolve or redeem 
the tension in an ethical pluralism or non-racialism beyond politics. 
The problem with this balancing act is, of course, that it nonetheless 
always threatens to deprive the political moment of emancipation of 
its ethical and epistemological foundations—a problem Fanon recog-
nized when he posited anti-colonialist violence as the necessary sus-
pense of the ethical in the name of the political and future ethical. I 
am suspicious of this entire conceptual framework.
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The invitation to position African philosophy in relation to the prob-
lematique of terror is an invitation to rethink this originary auto-viola-
tion of the black subject in different terms: not in the temporary terms 
of a momentary violation or paradox that will in future be overcome 
by an equality of recognitions, but rather in terms of a founding apo-
ria that recognizes the never-ending negotiation of the ethical and the 
political. The difference between casting the originary tension born 
of the act of differentiation as paradox and casting it as an aporia is 
that while the former posits the overcoming of the paradox as histori-
cal and teleological end or telos, the latter recognizes the moment of 
overcoming as no more than, at best, a regulative idea, a quasi-tran-
scendental imperative to commit to the politics of the day. The black 
subject’s recognition of our shared humanity and the necessary vio-
lation of that recognition in the moment of differentiation from the 
white subject, this tension will not be forgotten, left behind, or sub-
lated. On the contrary, the tension between the originary insight 
and its violation in the political performance of black subjectivity will 
always shadow the political and epistemological performance of black 
subjectivity as two equally compelling epistemological, ethical, and 
political imperatives.

In real and concrete terms, to say “Black lives matter” is not to 
deny or downplay the fact that “all lives matter.” On the contrary, 
to say “Black lives matter” is simply another way of committing to 
urgency, of performing urgency; it is a way of recognizing the epis-
temological, ethical, and ontological truth that, while Black lives only 
matter inasmuch as all lives matter, an aporetic impasse presents in 
the political domain where Black lives often don’t matter, an impasse 
that can only be negotiated by a temporary suspension (epoché) of the 
universal claim in order to resist the politicide implicit in the untimely 
(even if true) insistence that “all lives matter.” In all of this, the idea of 
a non-racial future or a moment of everlasting consistency between the 
ontology, ethics, and politics of the African subject is no more than a 
quasi-transcendental idea that is actualized in the real work of politics 
every time the black subject enacts this resistance.

hyPermodernity and the aPoria of differentiation

14.  The problem with casting the differentiation of the modern black 
subject from a racist white subject (in a moment that always appears 
to mimic the logic of racism), either in dialectic or non-teleological 
oppositional terms, is always the same: the self-conscious recognition 
of both necessity and reluctance in adopting the category of race, this 
self-consciousness—succinctly captured in Barney Pityana’s descrip-
tion of a “pragmatic Black Consciousness”10—always threatens with 
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inexecution the creation of a black subjectivity, threatens Black Con-
sciousness with the real possibility of not succeeding in its aim of 
producing “at the output of the process real black people who do not 
regard themselves as appendages to white society.”11 In short, the 
danger with modern, self-conscious differentiation—whether dialectic 
or non-teleologically oppositional—is always that it undermines the 
possibility of a real black subject, real black people—if by Biko’s phrase 
real black people we understand a black subjectivity that emerged in a 
modern, counter-hegemonic moment in a way that nonetheless allows 
it to forget the archē political originary of its emergence and the para-
dox of differentiation that continues to shadow it. As I argued above, 
I do not read the originary differentiation of the modern black sub-
ject in dialectic terms. I prefer the phrase “non-teleological opposi-
tional differentiation” because it reminds us that the originary paradox 
of differentiation will always shadow the black subject in the form of 
an aporia that, while irreducible to its past origin or future sublation, 
nonetheless functions as the driving force of black emancipation in the 
present.

15.  The black subject does not get to leave the originary moment of dif-
ferentiation from the rest of humanity behind—not in historical terms 
as a “stage in development” (from “traditional” to “modern”) or in 
the “foundational terms” of a juridico-political order that is always 
necessarily premised on a founding exclusion. On the contrary, the 
originary recognition of and commitment to our “shared human-
ity” accompanies, and continues to shadow, the black subject’s dif-
ferentiation from the rest of humanity. This totality of recognizing 
(a) the self as belonging to humanity, of (b) nonetheless becoming 
black, and (c) proceeding with “overloading the denominating struc-
ture with precisely that which the latter names as negative”12 as a way 
of (d) actualizing, through the politics of the day, a quasi-transcen-
dental concept of a future shared humanity, this is the mystical total-
ity of Black Subjectivity. Such a total conception of subjectivity can 
only be accommodated in a conception of (postcolonial) modernity 
as hypermodernity13—that is, a modernity in which the possibility of a 
differentiation from Others that is sudden, absolute, and inhuman, is 
constitutively unthinkable.

hyPermodernity in a world of terror

16.  Koukal notes that the Hobbesian response of the USA to the attacks 
of 11 September 2001 marked a “radical departure from the Lockean 
contract theory that serves as foundation of American governance.”14 
The cornerstones of the latter are: that the rule of law should pre-
vail over the rule of force; individuals enjoy inalienable human rights; 
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the recognition that security is indivisible or that the security of one 
is function of the security of all and that all of this requires of every 
individual to sacrifice their right to act with absolute freedom. Since 
announcing its “war” on terror the USA has consistently violated 
these founding principles of its own democracy by conducting itself as 
a Hobbesian Leviathan on the global stage, by ruling not through law 
but force. Koukal diagnoses the failure of the USA to establish post-
war democracy in Iraq as a function of this

irresolvable tension between the de facto Hobbesian means 
and the ostensible Lockean ends of “Operation Iraqi Free-
dom.” Having claimed the Hobbesian right to unilater-
ally “liberate the Iraq people” from an absolutist dictator, 
installing another absolutist regime on the Hobbesian 
model would be awkward, especially in light of the promise 
to deliver onto Iraq American-style—Lockean—democracy, 
which derives its right to rule not from force but from the 
consent of the governed.15

17.  The contradiction is as bewildering as it is profound: domestically, 
the USA is based on the assumptions of a Lockean social contract, 
but as unitary agent on the world stage, it acts on the assumptions 
of a Hobbesian notion of the social contract, a schizoid distinction 
between domestic rule by law and international rule by force. I am less 
interested in what this reveals about the USA than in what it reveals 
about the nature of terror as such, namely that all acts and discourses 
of terror, including the USA’s ongoing war of terror, are premised on 
the fundamental assumption that the differentiation to be effected can 
be absolute in either one of two senses: either by establishing a self-
conception—in culture, religion, or territory—that will henceforth 
be autonomous, sovereign, and self-determining, or by negating the 
process of differentiation itself through the imposition of one’s will 
on another (“all non-believers must die”; or “we will undermine 
your democracy if it does not serve our interests”). Whichever form it 
takes, the belief that de-differentiation can be either absolute or abso-
lutely negated is possible only in a world conceived in some version of 
Hobbesianism, a world of perpetual, if low-key, maximum war. The 
assumptions of both these conceptions of terror will lack epistemic 
support in a world where the subject’s differentiation from another is 
shadowed by the knowledge that differentiation can never be absolute 
because of a prior, originary, or archē commitment to the indivisibility 
of security and freedom, to our shared humanity.

18.  To all the terrorizing subjectivities at war in the various global ter-
rorscapes, including those in Africa, the celebration of the mystical 
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totality of Black Subjectivity, a subjectivity whose self-conception is 
rooted in the aporetic recognition that our shared humanity histori-
cally and conceptually precedes and continues to shadow every politi-
cal performance of independence and sovereignty, offers a meaningful 
juxtaposition or counterpoint.

PostscriPt [23 july 2016]
In J.M. Coetzee’s novel Disgrace (1999), the main character, David Lurie, 
is attacked: hit over the head, dragged across the floor and left unconscious. 
When he regains consciousness his first thought is: “So it has come, the day of 
testing. Without warning, without fanfare, it is here, and he is in the middle 
of it.”16 This is not the death of a soldier who has been expecting death, one 
for whom death is always an immediate or distant future possibility and who, 
consequently, has very acutely experienced what Heidegger calls the dread 
(Angst) of Being-towards-the-end (Sein zum Ende). For soldiers the structure 
of living and dying that characterizes our everyday existence is amplified the 
moment when war is declared: death suddenly becomes a real future possibil-
ity. Then the war is over, a peace treaty is signed and the structure of living 
and dying, while remaining the same, loses its urgency, we return to life and 
living-unto-death with Death but a distant, future possibility.

In a world of terror things are very different: we are no longer protected 
by the borders of the sovereign state and its veneer of military bravado. Nei-
ther is death but an immediate or distant future possibility. In a world of 
terror, death can happen at any moment; it comes unannounced and unex-
pected—in Paris, in London, in Nice, or in München—so that when it does 
one’s first thought may well be “So it has come … Without warning, without 
fanfare, it is here.” This is a condition in which the violence of dying is more 
fundamental than life itself precisely because it can happen at any moment. 
In extreme cases—and here I am thinking of many conflict zones in postco-
lonial Africa—the consciousness of death is so primary, so fundamental, that 
being alive, surviving yet another day—in short, life—has something miracu-
lous about it. Life is a state of exception. Contrary to “normal” Heideggerian 
life as Being-towards-death, this is life as violated-unto-being: “violation or 
death, not as the realization of a possibility or the ‘end’, but as archē-violence 
(having-always-already-been-violated), in the light of which life appears as a 
temporary reprieve.”17 This is perhaps the most acute expression of the post-
colonial condition, of living in a world where Being is but unrealized death. 
What we are witnessing at present is the generalization of living in terror as 
global condition. The idea of war as an event with a lifespan or a “death-
span” initiated by the declaration of war and terminated by the peace treaty 
seems to be something of the past. Assuming its place—no doubt largely the 
blowback generated by decades of the most brutal imperialism the world has 
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ever seen—is “terror” as general condition of existence, of the world coming 
to what used to be a postcolonial condition characterized by consciousness 
as having-always-already-been-violated by the anticipation of death, of “it” as 
somehow more real than life.

notes

 1.  Heidegger (2008).
 2.  Ibid., 182.
 3.  Laclau (1996: 38).
 4.  Mudimbe (1988: 60).
 5.  Fanon (1980: 25).
 6.  Praeg (2014a: 56).
 7.  For a more detailed version of this argument, see Praeg (2016).
 8.  Biko (2010: 55).
 9.  Praeg (2014a: 92–93, 118–126).
 10.  Mangcu (2012: 17).
 11.  Biko (2010: 55). Emphasis added.
 12.  Quayson (2002: 586).
 13.  Praeg (2014a: 92–93, 148–151).
 14.  Koukal (2007: 199).
 15.  Ibid., 208.
 16.  Emphasis added.
 17.  Praeg (2014b: 176–177).
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CHAPTEr 43

Yorùbá Conception of Peace

Adebola B. Ekanola

introduction

Peace is a basic human value without which human existence would be pre-
carious and society chaotic. It is for this reason that it is universally desired, at 
both individual and social levels, with various institutions, practices, and poli-
cies established in society to facilitate its sustenance. However, these mecha-
nisms often fail to guarantee enduring peace, at both the social and individual 
level, hence the perennial search by scholars, especially philosophers, for 
a more effective framework within which peace can be enhanced across all 
social spheres. To this end, a number of questions beg for answers.

Of the wide array of questions relating to the phenomenon of peace that 
are of great concern to intellectuals and practitioners across a wide gamut of 
disciplines, perhaps the most fundamental is “what is peace?” This is a peren-
nial question which has led to diverse conceptions of peace, of which there 
are two broad categories. The first is the negative or minimal conceptions of 
peace, which define peace in terms of absence of war or violence. The second 
is the positive or maximalist conceptions of peace that account for peace in 
terms of the actual conditions that must prevail for it to be correctly claimed 
that peace exists.1 Other important questions relating to the phenomenon of 
peace include those regarding its value, desirability, attainability, and sustaina-
bility. However, how these questions are answered depends, to a large extent, 
on the conception of peace that is in operation.

In view of the centrality of the question of the meaning of peace to any 
discourse on the phenomenon of peace, the long African history of diverse 
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forms of violent conflict that are inimical to peace, and the dire need for a 
viable framework for the establishment of an enduring and sustainable peace 
in Africa, an important issue that must first be resolved is that of ensuring 
that we have the right conception of peace. This becomes more imperative 
with the realization that different people frequently operate with different 
and even mutually exclusive meanings of the term “peace.”2 Thus, facilitating 
peace in Africa requires an understanding of how Africans conceive of peace 
and an assessment of the adequacy of their conception. It is in this regard 
that this chapter seeks to clarify what may be correctly described as an indig-
enous African conception of peace. It specifically seeks to present and justify a 
 Yorùbá conception of peace.

However, a basic limitation—born out of a dearth of serious efforts to 
systematically articulate the concept of peace from the Yorùbá perspective, 
as is the case in Western literature—must be acknowledged from the outset. 
Hence, the chapter has very limited Yorùbá textual resources on the concept 
of peace to draw from and relies largely on the author’s direct understand-
ing of the Yorùbá culture and language as well as inferences that could be 
validly made from available texts on the traditional Yorùbá culture and reli-
gions. This will be consistent with Olawale Albert’s position that “the mean-
ing of peace in the Western world and Africa is rooted in the philosophical 
and political thoughts of the peoples as evident in their traditional religions.”3 
He opined that “the African understanding of peace is rooted in the culture 
and tradition of the people as expressed in their now demonized traditional 
religions.”4 Thus, an effective identification of how Africans conceive of peace 
requires an interrogation of their traditional culture.

Peace, develoPment, and ProsPerity

Albert suggests, and perhaps rightly so, that just as there is a prevalent accept-
ance of the mutually reinforcing relationship between peace and development 
in Western cultures, the same relationship exists within the African cultural 
understanding of peace. Thus, he argues that Africans identify an essen-
tial relationship between peace and prosperity. A number of African phrases 
and proverbs were employed by Albert to substantiate this claim. One is the 
Basotho proverb that “peace is prosperity” and another is the Hausa prov-
erb: “salama maganin zama duniya,” interpreted as “peace is the forerunner 
of healthy human existence.”5 While it appears right to interpret the Hausa 
proverb on peace as suggesting that peace is a prerequisite for prosperity (or 
what we refer to in contemporary society as development), this does not pro-
vide us with an adequate understanding of what peace really is. Indeed, the 
Basotho proverb also throws up a conceptual problem as it seems to identify 
peace with prosperity.

If the relationship between peace and prosperity were to be one of identity, 
then it would follow that the two terms can be used interchangeably without 



43 YOrÙBÁ CONCEPTION OF PEACE  673

any change or loss of meaning. However, this does not seem to be the case as 
it is possible to conceive of a peaceful condition that may not be necessarily 
prosperous. In real terms, while it is the case that prosperity usually predis-
poses society towards peace and vice versa, it is still conceivable that prosper-
ity may serve as a catalyst for social conditions that are inimical to peace. For 
instance, prosperity may encourage research into and the production of weap-
ons of war that may in turn predispose a nation or group to pursuits of war 
that would invariably be contrary to peace.

The above considerations point to the fact that the relationship between 
peace and prosperity is such that the latter could enhance the former, and vice 
versa, as suggested by Albert in his account of the Basotho and Hausa prov-
erbs on peace. It however fails to give an adequate account of what peace is in 
precise terms in the cultural contexts of the Basotha and the Hausa.

the yorùbá concePtion of Peace

Perhaps an examination of the concept of peace from the Yorùbá perspec-
tive would be more productive than the Basotha and Hausa conceptions dis-
cussed by Albert. The Yorùbá word that is most often used to connote peace 
is àlàáfíà, which is claimed to be borrowed from either the Hausa or Ara-
bic language. It denotes a social condition free of war, a state of harmony 
in social relations, or a state of tranquility. For instance, a traditional Yorùbá 
person is likely to pray: kí àlàáfíà j’ọba n’ílùú (may peace reign in the city), 
or affirm that àlàáfíà ìlú l’afẹ́ (we desire peace in the city), or àlàáfíà ìlú 
ló j’ẹwá lógún (the peace of the city is our priority). Thus, the Yorùbá word 
for peace, àlàáfíà, connotes harmony or tranquillity in society. However, the 
word is also used to connote a state of well-being or health of society as a 
whole just as it is also used to describe the positive health status of a person.

In essence, the word àlàáfíà describes a condition of well-being of either 
an individual or society at large. Indeed, perhaps one of the commonest Yor-
ùbá expressions that features very prominently in Yorùbá greetings is the 
interrogative expression: ṣé àlàáfíà ni? This means “is all well?” with the 
standard response being àlàáfíà ni (all is well). However, we need to appreci-
ate that the Yorùbá operate what I would call a holistic conception of peace. 
This is in the sense that, be it at the level of the individual or society, àlàáfíà 
(peace) connotes well-being and is an all-embracing phenomenon that is 
brought about by a synergy or effective, well-coordinated and orderly func-
tioning of all the components or dimensions that make up an individual or a 
society as the case might be. Thus, be it at the individual or societal level, the 
traditional Yorùbá people understand that àlàáfíà (peace) implies that all is 
well in all aspects of life.

At the individual level, the term, àlàáfíà, is used to connote both a con-
dition of peace and also of health. Quoting Z.A. Ademuwagun, Godwin 
Sogolo describes the word àlàáfíà as “embracing the totality of an individual’s 
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physical, social, psychological and spiritual well-being in his total environmen-
tal setting.”6 While Sogolo restricted the use of the word àlàáfíà to a descrip-
tion of the good health status of an individual, the fact that the same word 
aptly captures the essence of peace, both at the individual and social levels, is 
shown in his claim that in most African cultures to be healthy involves being 
in total harmony with all the forces that assail man’s well-being. Some of it 
may sound metaphorical but in Africa a person is said to be ill when he is 
afflicted by forces such as hunger, unemployment, laziness, strained human 
relationships, lack of money, infertility, domestic problems, etc. He is consid-
ered ill insofar as these factors impair his productive abilities and, therefore, 
his overall capacity to fulfil his aspirations in life.7

Going by the traditional Yorùbá worldview, an important factor that is 
essential for àlàáfíà to thrive, especially at the level of the individual, is ìwà 
(character or more precisely, ìwà rere, good character). This, according to 
Wande Abimbola, manifests in such virtues as respect for old age, loyalty 
to one’s parents and local traditions, honesty in all public and private deal-
ings, devotion to duty, readiness to assist the needy and the infirm, sympa-
thy, sociability, courage, and an itching desire for work, as well as many other 
desirable qualities.8 An individual that is devoid of ìwà rere, for the Yorùbá́, 
would, invariably, be punished by the òrìṣà (divinities) in ways that would 
impinge upon his or her àlàáfíà (well-being).

This leads to an important dimension in how the Yorùbá conceptualize 
àlàáfíà. This is in the sense in which they construe peace, either at the indi-
vidual or social level, to be to largely a function of the ìrẹ́pọ̀ (harmony) and 
ìsọ̀kan (unity) existing among humans in society and between humans and 
other spiritual or supernatural entities. To fully understand the dimension of 
harmony and unity with spiritual entities in relation to peace, a brief survey 
of the Yorùbá cosmology is necessary. However, before we embark upon this, 
let us further clarify the relationship between the Yorùbá ideas of ìrẹ́pọ̀ and 
ìsọ̀kan on one hand and àlàáfíà on the other hand.

Ìsọ̀kan and ìrẹ́pọ̀, meaning, as indicated above, unity and harmony, are 
believed by the Yorùbá to be requisite for àlàáfíà to prevail in society. This is 
in the sense that there must be ìsọ̀kan and ìrẹ́pọ̀ among all its members and 
component parts of society for there to be social peace. Hence, it is often said 
in Yorùbá that kí ìlúwà n íìsọ̀kan, k íìlú wà ní ìrẹ́pọ̀ (may the city be in unity; 
may the city be in harmony). No doubt, any society bereft of unity and har-
monious living among its members can hardly be said to be peaceful. Such 
society will be invariably characterized by different kinds of conflict. Indeed, 
the Yorùbá also understand that these two components of àlàáfíà ìlú (peace 
in society) are also required for individuals to enjoy peace at the individual 
level, that is, inner peace, connoting inner tranquillity or calmness.

However, ìsọ̀kan and ìrẹ́pọ̀, recognized by the traditional Yorùbá people as 
components of àlàáfíà ìlú (social peace or peace in society) are not restricted 
to only the relationships among humans but also to the relationships between 
humans and certain non-human spiritual entities. It is when there is harmony 
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and unity between all the human and non-human (spiritual) components of 
society that, for the Yoruba, gbogbo ìlú á tòòrò mini mini, that is, society in all 
its ramifications will be devoid of upheavals or turbulence, and will therefore 
be very calm and serene. This implies that apart from àlàáfíà, another Yorùbá 
word indicating peace is tòòrò, which literally means “to be calm or serene.” 
Another example of a Yorùbá expression in which the term tòòrò features is: 
Gbogbo ìlú tòòrò ní àsìkò náà (the entire city was peaceful, during the period). 
Likewise, a relatively popular Yorùbá expression relating to peace in society, 
which is often employed in traditional Yorùbá prayers is kí ìlú t’ùbà, kí ìlú 
t’ùṣẹ, kí ìlú tòòrò (may the city be orderly, may things go on normally in the 
city, may the city be peaceful or calm and serene, devoid of any turbulence or 
upheaval).

yorùbá cosmology

Going by the Yorùbá cosmology, reality is divided into two: the physical or 
material and the non-physical or spiritual aspects or realms.9 The spirit-
ual aspect of reality is called Ìsàlú-ọ̀run, while the natural or physical realm 
is called Ìsàlú-ayé. For theYorùbá, the physical realm consists of all the ele-
ments in nature that can be apprehended directly or indirectly by any of the 
five human senses. These include humans, animals, and plants as well as all the 
non-living elements of the natural environment. The non-human and spiritual 
component of reality, for the traditional Yorùbá people, consists of a hierarchy 
of spiritual entities or beings. These range from ancestors (aláálẹ̀ or onílẹ̀), 
all kinds of malevolent spiritual beings (ajogun), witches (àjẹ́), gods/divinities 
(òrìṣà or irúnmọlẹ̀), and the Supreme Deity (Olódùmarè).

For the Yorùbá, there is a mutual interaction between these two aspects 
of reality, with activities and events in one realm having effects on the other. 
They are of the firm conviction that the two realms interface so intricately 
that they are inseparable. More specifically, these spiritual beings are believed 
to, in different ways, interact with humans and also determine the condition 
that prevails in society. Indeed, in many traditional African belief systems, 
observable events in society are attributed to the activities of such spiritual 
entities as witches, ghosts, gods, and ancestors.10 For example, the Yorùbá 
believe that the òrìṣà can help to prevent such evil occurrences as sickness, ill-
luck, bad crops, poverty, sterility, war, and generally enhance àlàáfíà (human 
well-being). As such, prayers and sacrifices are offered to deities or through 
them to the supreme being “for material well-being and earthly blessings, 
such as riches, health, social peace and harmony, fertility, birth of many chil-
dren, and continuity of life and vitality, and protection from evil, danger or 
death, petition for healing and longevity.”11

When the Yorùbá suffer any adverse event such as an epidemic or war, they 
consult the oracle (Ọ̀rúnmìlà or the Ifá oracle) through divination to know 
the cause, and oftentimes a supernatural being is identified to be the causal 
agent. remedy or solution would also be determined by divination. This is 



676  A.B. EKANOLA

usually through prescribed sacrifices to be offered to appease the relevant 
supernatural being and seek his or her assistance through sacrifices for relief. 
Thus, Bascom describes Ifá divination as a means of determining or receiv-
ing religious directives to determine the appropriate sacrifices to remedy an 
adverse situation.12 Similarly, Abimbola affirms that the Yorùbá consult Ifá 
before embarking on any important venture in their society. They believe that 
Ifá can tell them how society can be well ordered.13 Indeed, Ifá is considered 
by the Yorùbá to be an embodiment of wisdom, law, order, harmony, and the 
upholder of the moral law.14

Going by an account of the life of Ọ̀rúnmìlà, presented by Abimbola in 
an Ifá verse, Ìwòrì Méjì,15 it is related that after Ọ̀rúnmìlà, in displeasure to 
the insolence of Ọlọ́wọ̀, one of his children, withdrew from Ìsàlú-ayé, “the 
earth was thrown into great confusion. Famine and pestilence raged through-
out the earth. So great was the calamity that the fertility cycle in human 
beings was disrupted.16 Omotade Adegbindin describes the social condition 
that prevailed in society then to be one of “confusion and deep-rooted dis-
order.”17 The story holds that “àwọn ọmọ Ọ̀rúnmìlà bá mééjì kẹ́ẹ́ta, nwọ́n 
looko aláwo…” (Ọ̀rúnmìlà’s children sought the counsel of a diviner). After 
 divination:

Nwọ́n ní kí wọ́n ó reku méjì olúwéré;
Kí wọ́n ó rẹja méjì abìwẹ̀gbàdà;
Kí wọ́n ó rú obídìẹ méjì abẹdọ̀ lùkẹ́lùkẹ́;
Ewúrẹ́ méjì abàmù rẹdẹrẹdẹ.
Ẹinlá méjì tó fìwo ṣòṣùká.
Ìgbà tí nwọ́n rúbọ tán,
Nwọ́n kọrí sí ìdí ọ̀pẹ̀ àgùnkà,
Èyí tó yàsí ya búkà mérìndìnlógún.18

They were asked to sacrifice two rats,
And two big fish
And two full-grown hen
And two fat goats
And two well-horned cows
After offering the sacrifice,
They headed for the big palm tree
That branched to sixteen horizons…19

After divination and sacrifices, “Gbogbo ire náà ni nwọ́n ńrí”, that is, all good-
ness was restored and all became well again in society.20

According to Awolalu, the Yorùbá “depends upon supernatural beings for 
his life and preservation. He attributes human qualities to these beings; they 
can be happy and well-disposed to man if they are well-treated; but angry and 
vindictive if ill-treated and irritated.”21 For the traditional Yorùbá, when these 
supernatural beings are appeased and well entreated, ẹyẹ á máa ké bí ẹyẹ, eku 
á máa ké bí eku, ọmọ ènìyàn á máa f’ọhùn bí ènìyàn (“birds will sound as 
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birds, rats will sound as rats, and humans will speak as humans”). This means 
that everything in society will become well ordered and functioning as it 
should. It is of interest to note that Ifá worshippers to date offer sacrifices 
regularly to him and other divinities for the peace of society. In the city of 
Ibadan, in Nigeria, for example, this is done during an annual festival called 
Ọdún Ìṣẹ̀ṣẹ.22

While the òrìṣà are generally believed to be benevolent, except when they 
punish individuals for moral infractions, manifestations of bad character, or 
violation of taboos, the ajogun (malevolent spiritual beings) and àjẹ́ (witches) 
are believed to be inherently malevolent and largely responsible for all kinds 
of predicaments that impede àlàáfíà (human well-being) at either the indi-
vidual or social level.23 However, the Yorùbá believe, as indicated above, that 
malevolent supernatural beings can be appeased and their activities effectively 
mediated in favor of àlàáfíà (human well-being) through consultations with 
Ifá and offering the sacrifices prescribed by him.

An important category of spiritual entity that the Yorùbá believe can affect 
the àlàáfíà status of either an individual or society is that of the aláálẹ̀ or 
onílẹ̀ (ancestors). They constitute an important bridge between the spiritual 
world and the natural world as they are believed to be capable of facilitating 
the well-being of their descendants. This, however, requires that people in 
society ensure that they maintain the values, customs, traditions, and ethics 
left behind by the ancestors. Failure to do this invariably portends ill for soci-
ety. Hence, it is contended that “offences in these matters [are] ultimately… 
offence[s] against the forefathers who, in that capacity, act as the invisible 
police of the family and community.”24

In sum, for the Yorùbá, for àlàáfíà to prevail in society, the appropriate 
balance and harmonious relationship between the spiritual and natural realms 
of existence must be maintained at all times. When this is distorted through 
human actions considered by the òrìṣà, aláálẹ̀, or Olódùmarè to be immoral 
or obnoxious, society would experience such mishaps as famine, natural dis-
asters, plagues, wars, and other grievous social conditions that negate àlàáfíà 
in society. In such situations, it is not unusual for the Yorùbá to say that a 
tumultuous social condition is a product of the anger of one or several of the 
aforementioned identified spiritual entities, and their way of expressing anger 
and determination to punish a society or its members for their infractions. 
In such situations, the traditional Yorùbá would affirm that “àwọn aláálẹ̀ ń 
bínú” or “àwọn irúnmalẹ̀ ń bínú” (the ancestors are angry or the gods are 
angry).

the social dimension of Peace

For the Yorùbá, peace is essentially a social phenomenon that no individ-
ual can enjoy in isolation. Even at the level of each individual, inner peace 
requires that all be well with others in society just as all must be well between 
human individuals and relevant supernatural entities. The Yorùbá have quite 
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a number proverbs or wise sayings that highlight the essentially social char-
acter of peace. One of these is ìrọ̀rùn igi ni ìrọ̀rùn ẹyẹ (“the convenience 
of the tree is the convenience of the bird”), indicating that peace cannot be 
successfully achieved in isolation. For one to be at peace, others with whom 
one shares a common environment or with whom one exists must also be 
at peace. This Yoruba viewpoint is consistent with the Ubuntu philosophy, 
which holds that there is an essential connection between all humans such 
that each can only discover his or her own human qualities through inter-
action with fellow human beings and can only thrive when others thrive. 
Writing on the philosophy of Ubuntu, Barbara Nussbaum explains that it 
encapsulates the primary values of compassion, reciprocity, dignity, harmony, 
and humanity in any effort at building and maintaining community. Ubuntu 
basically lays emphasis on human interconnectedness, shared humanity, and 
the responsibilities that emanate from the fact of our essential interconnect-
edness. It suggests that no one can have anything in isolation from others 
with whom he or she is essentially interconnected, thereby giving rise to such 
expressions as “Your pain is my pain, my wealth is your wealth, and your sal-
vation is my salvation.”25 We can also add: “Your peace is my peace.”

concluding remarks: justifying the yorùbá  
concePtion of Peace

From the foregoing, it can be correctly inferred that the Yorùbá understand 
peace to be a condition of wellbeing of either an individual or society at large. 
However, we need to appreciate that the Yorùbá operate with what may be 
called a holistic conception of peace. This is in the sense that, be it at the level 
of the individual or society, àlàáfíà (peace), understood as well-being, is an 
all-embracing phenomenon that is brought about by a synergy or effective, 
well-coordinated, and orderly functioning of all the components or dimen-
sions that make up an individual or society as the case might be. Thus, be it 
at the level of the individual or society, the Yorùbá understand that àlàáfíà 
(peace) implies that all is well in all aspects of life.

This Yorùbá conception of peace appears to be largely consistent with the 
conception of peace this author arrived at after an interrogation of how the con-
cept operates in Western discourse. It describes peace at the social level as being 
essentially characterised by physical security, an adequate access to resources req-
uisite for the satisfaction of human existential needs, emotional well-being of 
and harmony between its members, and political efficacy or  stability.26

Now, to the extent that the Yorùbá hold that peace implies that all is well 
in all aspects of life, it should be acceptable within any cultural context, espe-
cially to the extent that emphasis is laid on the existence of harmony and 
unity among members of society. A problem would, however, arise when we 
consider the idea of peace being a function of harmony and unity with cer-
tain supernatural beings as this aspect of the traditional Yorùbá conception of 
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peace is premised on a cosmology that appears to be specific to the Yorùbá. 
Hence, people who do not accept the traditional Yorùbá cosmology will defi-
nitely find this aspect of the Yorùbá notion of peace to be quite absurd and 
unacceptable in the contemporary era. This would be the case for those oper-
ating a strictly materialist conception of reality. They would certainly want to 
restrict their conception of peace to an interplay of only the relevant social, 
economic, political, and perhaps psychological factors explainable in strictly 
materialistic terms.
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African Philosophy and the Curriculum



CHAPTEr 44

African Philosophy and Education

Kai Horsthemke

introduction

Education on the African continent, like virtually all social interactions, 
was traditionally characterized by the bonds and bounds of small-scale 
ethnic communities. Despite their diversity and remoteness, and the sheer 
geographic distances between these groups, they can be shown to share not 
only the experience of colonization but also (pre-dating this experience) 
certain common concepts, principles, and values.

African philosophy of education is, in some important way,  contingent 
on African philosophy. While existence of the latter is guaranteed by 
 manifestations of the former, the possibility and plausibility of African 
 philosophy does not necessarily imply the same for African philosophy of 
education. At the heart of these considerations resides the question whether 
there is a (set of) perspective(s), a body of thought, and/or a particular way 
of “doing” philosophy of education that can be called “African.” There are 
arguably three initial ways of approaching this issue, the first being a question 
about form or method(ology), the second and third being about content:

• Are there uniquely and distinctly African ways of philosophizing about 
education?

• Are there essentially or characteristically African ideas, arguments about, 
and approaches to education?

• Are the component concepts, principles, and values of this philosophy 
sound?
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Even if satisfactory answers to these questions are not forthcoming, the 
possibility and plausibility of African philosophy of education might 
nonetheless be established in terms of its priorities. Given the  different 
historical, geographical, cultural, and social contexts and political 
circumstances of Africans and education on the African continent, it is 
reasonable to assume that philosophical priorities differ in accordance 
with these.

PhilosoPhy and education

When we pose questions about the origin, the purpose, or the central con-
cerns of philosophy of education, this implies that there may be both a rela-
tion and a difference between philosophy and philosophy of education. As the 
contrapositioning of philosophy of education and “pure” or “proper” philoso-
phy already indicates, there may be a perception that the former constitutes, 
if not “impure” or “improper” philosophy then, at the very least, a body of 
theoretical and practical concern that is derivative from the parent discipline. 
And whereas the latter has its own unique and recognizable areas of inquiry 
(like ethics, epistemology, logic, and the like), these appear in derived form 
and application in philosophy of education. In addition, something similar 
could not be said with regard to other branches of academic philosophy, phi-
losophy of science and philosophy of mind, to name just two. Philosophy of 
science and philosophy of mind have generated their own philosophical and 
meta-philosophical currents of inquiry that have contributed to a general 
sense of some kind of autonomy within the parent discipline. But can this also 
be said about philosophy of education?

Matters are complicated further by the consideration that there is no gen-
eral agreement on the exact nature and aims of philosophy of education. Nor 
is it clear who exactly is to count as, and what makes someone, a philoso-
pher of education. Philosophers like Plato, John Locke, Jean-Jacques rous-
seau, Bertrand russell, and Kwasi Wiredu have all written on education, but 
are they therefore philosophers of education? Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the 
oppressed and the normative writings of many African politicians, theorists, 
and commentators, like Sipho Seepe and Malegapuru Makgoba, contain 
some influential ideas about education, but is this what makes them educa-
tional philosophy?

Part of the explanation regarding the lack of consensus about the nature 
of philosophy of education must surely be that the borders between philos-
ophy and other disciplines (and especially between philosophy of education 
and other forms of thinking about educational themes, issues, and problems) 
have become increasingly porous. Not only has philosophical analysis to some 
extent been absorbed into cross-disciplinary courses and programs but, in 
some parts of the world, there has been a decrease in the number of people 
teaching only or even predominantly philosophy of education. An additional 
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problem is the growing sense of many philosophers of education that their 
work is not adequately understood, appreciated, or valued outside the disci-
pline.1 Finally, that students may regard it as irrelevant in an ever-expanding 
curriculum surely contributes to the general feeling of unease.

Those of us who work in philosophy of education, and who plead for its 
continued inclusion in teacher education programs, are surely aware of the 
challenges facing philosophy of education, have surely encountered the reality 
of changing university curricula (including the increasing popularity of inter-
disciplinarity as manifested in such areas as Cultural Studies), students’ attrac-
tion towards more explicitly (practically or vocationally) relevant subjects, and 
the general uncertainty surrounding the survival of the humanities in uni-
versities worldwide.2 Problems facing the field are not attributable merely to 
institutional and structural changes but also critically involve issues of content 
and method. I return to this point below, with special reference to the African 
context, after establishing a few differences between philosophy of education 
and other fields of inquiry within education.

what is PhilosoPhy of education? or rather, what is it 
not?

Philosophy of education is distinct from theory of education. Educational 
theory includes elements from various disciplines and subjects, for example 
psychology, sociology, political theory, organizational theory, as well as phi-
losophy. All should be seen as essential components of educational theory. 
But developing a theory of education does not necessarily amount to doing 
philosophy. Philosophy of education is also distinct from a study of the his-
tory of educational ideas or of thinking in education. Although there often 
is an overlap, “thinking in/about education” does not necessarily constitute 
“thinking philosophically.” Similarly, studying the history of educational 
thought often falls short of philosophical appreciation or evaluation.

Lastly, philosophy of education is distinct from the notions, assertions, and 
arguments drawn from a body (or bodies) of systematic and doctrinaire thought 
of a sociopolitical, religious, or metaphysical nature.3 (Examples are Marxist and 
anthroposophical views on education, and Christian National Education and 
Bantu Education in South Africa before 1994.4) More often than not, adher-
ents to a particular social, political, religious, or metaphysical orientation 
attempt to link the ramifications or implications of their core ideas to some 
sort of view about education, with the result that the links are usually weak or 
tenuous, and lacking in philosophical rigour and critical method.

Now that it has been established what philosophy of education is not, the 
next step would be to determine what it is. As it turns out, this is far from 
easy, given “the range of diverse and often conflicting ways of understand-
ing ‘what the philosophy of education is’ that those professionally engaged 
in the discipline now adopt.”5 It might be suggested that the most obvious 
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way to determine what philosophy of education is would be to inquire into its 
connections with “philosophy” itself, and to forge links between the various 
philosophical frameworks, sets of arguments, and their application to educa-
tional themes, issues, and problems.6 However, pursuing the idea that philos-
ophy of education, in contrast to “pure” or “proper” philosophy, constitutes 
“applied” philosophy all too often leads to the argument that if philosophy of 
education is not essentially concerned with practical matters it fails to be phi-
losophy of education.

In a fairly recent conference paper entitled “Philosophy of education and 
the tyranny of practice,” Harvey Siegel took issue with this approach. He 
contended that scholars often do not know what effects their scholarly work 
will have on practical educational matters. Establishing parallels to the work 
of philosophers in philosophy of science (which does not aim to influence 
practical scientific matters) and in bioethics (which does not have the aim to 
influence practical medical matters), he invited philosophy and philosophers 
of education to “resist the tyranny of practice.” The aim of philosophy of 
education is not to “go practical”: it is, rather, to facilitate understanding. It 
has a dignity and intellectual integrity of its own that is not dependent on 
its contribution to practical educational matters: it is not its social concern 
but rather its scholarly concern that makes for philosophy of education’s 
own intellectual integrity.7 In this sense, on the other hand (the significance 
of Siegel’s concerns notwithstanding), philosophy of education would argu-
ably always remain a handmaiden to the parent discipline. Not only does this 
understanding of philosophy of education appear to counter any optimism 
about its relative independence and autonomy within the discipline, but it 
may also play into the hands of those who are skeptical about its practical 
effectiveness.

Perhaps another (more cautious) way of determining what philosophy of 
education is might be to see it in terms of those philosophical concepts and 
arguments that are generated by educational policy and practice and by con-
sideration of (or reflection on) not only the nature, aims, and problems of 
education but also particular cases,8 “rather than deriving them from general 
philosophical principles.”9 This point will be of particular relevance to the dis-
cussion of the promise of African philosophy of education.

african PhilosoPhy

An initial way to get a handle on African philosophy of education is to exam-
ine its natural “home,” namely African philosophy. But what is African phi-
losophy? Is there a body of thought, a way (or ways) of thinking, that can 
be described as uniquely and distinctly “African”? The problem is articulated 
succinctly by Henry Odera Oruka:

My inspiration in delving into sage philosophy [African moral principles 
extracted from the orations of village elders] was an attempt to try to establish 
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whether or not Africans were capable of philosophy. “Am I, Odera Oruka, capa-
ble of philosophy?” They say, “Yes, but it is because you have been to European 
universities.” So, however great a contribution I could have made in, say, logic, 
metaphysics, or ethics, they would say, “Yes, fine, but this is European philos-
ophy.” And they would still wonder whether there was anything that Africans 
could contribute to philosophy that is authentically African.10

African philosophy might be understood essentially as a social practice. I will 
argue, towards the end of this chapter, that the value, uniqueness, and dis-
tinctness of African philosophy of education emanates from its responses to 
the continent’s “unique and endemic” problems—social, economic, environ-
mental (like deforestation and desertification11), and others—and is arguably 
constituted by its philosophical priorities—priorities that exist, at best, to a 
lesser extent (if at all) elsewhere.

modes of african PhilosoPhy

Perhaps significantly more than philosophy elsewhere, African philosophy has 
been marked indelibly by the colonial experience. Historically, and for reasons 
of graphic illustration, it might be divided into its precolonial and postcolo-
nial manifestations. Precolonial African philosophy had, with very few excep-
tions (Egypt comes to mind here), an essentially oral tradition. The written 
tradition came with and succeeded colonialism, exemplified inter alia by mis-
sionary education. Ethnic philosophy and sage philosophy characterize the 
former, while political philosophy and critical (academic or “professional”) 
philosophy exemplify the latter.

Ethnic philosophy consists of folkloric traditions, legends, stories, and 
myths and survives in the postcolonial period in both oral and, importantly, 
written forms. So does sage philosophy, initially the spoken words and 
teachings of a few “wise men” or “sages,” now also documented in writing. 
Nationalist-ideological philosophy and academic philosophy, on the other 
hand, are marked—if not determined—by the colonial experience. The writ-
ings and documented speeches of politicians, statesmen, and prominent liber-
ation movement personalities like Kwame Nkrumah, Julius Nyerere, Léopold 
Senghor, Kenneth Kaunda, and Steve Biko, to name only a few, constitute 
political philosophy that often also has a nationalist-ideological character. A 
fourth trend in African philosophizing is the direction pursued by “critical,” 
“professional,” or “academic” philosophy.12 This is a direction associated, for 
example, with the writings and other contributions of professional philoso-
phers and academics like Wiredu, Kwame Anthony Appiah, Paulin J. Houn-
tondji, and Peter Bodunrin.

Although both Oruka and Kwame Gyekye can be credited with record-
ing, concurrently and independently from one another, contemporary non-
academic intellectual traditions,13 Oruka was the first, in 1978, to undertake 
this classification. He later14 described two additional types of philosophy, 
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the hermeneutic trend and the artistic or literary trend—somewhat unhelp-
fully, because the former appears to be subsumed by critical or professional 
philosophy, while the latter contains elements of the other trends identified 
previously, ethnic philosophy, sage philosophy, and political philosophy. These 
different kinds of philosophy and philosophizing can be illustrated in the fol-
lowing manner:

Pre-colonial (oral) Post-colonial (written)

Ethnic philosophy (or ethnophilosophy) →
Sage philosophy/philosophical sagacity →

Nationalist-ideological (political) philosophy
Academic (critical or “professional”) philosophy

It is important to note that ethnic philosophy and sage philosophy have 
survived colonialism and that they continue to thrive in postcolonial Africa. 
Both political and critical philosophy frequently exhibit or seek to validate 
elements of the former kinds of philosophy. Indeed, the number of academic 
or professional philosophers repudiating substantial elements of their African 
doxastic and conceptual heritage remains fairly small.

A further distinction might be made at this juncture between philosophy as 
“worldview” and philosophy as “critical activity.” Ethnic philosophy and, to a 
large extent, sage philosophy exemplify the former (the worldview in question 
being either divinely inspired, or by the ancestors, or by the tribal elders). As 
reginald Oduor has put it: “ethnophilosophy…sees African philosophy as the 
collective worldview of specific African ethnic groups”, while “sage philoso-
phy…comprises the thoughts of Africans who are not exposed to Western-
type education, but are well-versed in their own cultural backgrounds, and 
adopt a critical approach to their culture.”15 Similarly, at least to a certain 
extent, the postcolonial visions and ideologies of political leaders and libera-
tion movement personalities (who were/are characteristically not academic or 
“trained” philosophers) are examples of “philosophy as worldview.”

However, while consisting largely of the adoption and adaptation of 
extant political ideology, nationalist-ideological philosophy contains “pre-
scriptions of African politicians and intellectuals on strategies for the com-
plete emancipation of Africa from the shackles of foreign domination”16 
and, therefore, also moves into the terrain of critical (albeit very often phil-
osophically unschooled) activity. It is characteristically with academic phi-
losophy (which comprises “the writings of Africans who have [also] studied 
philosophy in Western…or in Western-oriented universities in Africa or 
elsewhere”),17 at least to a greater extent, that there has been a notice-
able trend towards critical activity, interrogation not only of the colonial 
intellectual “heritage” but also of indigenous worldviews. We obtain the 
 following table:
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Philosophy as worldview Philosophy as critical activity

Ethnic philosophy (or ethnophilosophy)
Sage philosophy/philosophical sagacity →
Nationalist-ideological (political) philosophy →
← Academic (critical or “professional”) 

 philosophy

But who is to judge whether or not a particular mode of African phi-
losophy meets the requirements for being defined as “philosophy”? At the 
heart of the debate about the nature of African philosophy is the contro-
versy between particularists (also referred to cultural relativists) and univer-
salists. In essence, the particularists or relativists argue that philosophy is 
part of culture and that African philosophy cannot reasonably be compared 
with philosophy from any other part of the world. In other words, there 
are no transcultural standards by which to judge one culture (or mode of 
philosophy) to be inferior or superior to another. On the other hand, the 
universalists assert that consistency in thought and action, valid and sound 
argumentation, logic and truth (and ideas like being, reality, causation, 
knowledge, belief, self and subjectivity, understanding, relationality/rela-
tionships, good and evil, right and wrong, etc.) transcend cultures, so that 
it should be possible to have a meaningful dialogue between African phi-
losophy and philosophy from other parts of the world. Ethnophilosophy 
exemplifies an essentially particularist/relativist orientation, while academic 
philosophy constitutes a paradigm case of universalism. In a nutshell, par-
ticularists or relativists would insist that African philosophy is first and 
foremost African before it is philosophy. Universalists would maintain the 
opposite: African philosophy is first and foremost philosophy before it is 
African (see Oduor 2012).18 This can be illustrated in a third table:

Philosophy as particular/relative Philosophy as universal

Ethnic philosophy (or ethnophilosophy)
Sage philosophy/philosophical sagacity
Nationalist-ideological (political) philosophy →

Academic (critical or “professional”)  
philosophy

Again, it is less easy to determine where sage philosophy and politi-
cal (nationalistic-ideological) philosophy might be located. Because their 
respective concerns are chiefly with the local (cultural or national), it is 
tempting to associate them with particularism or relativism rather than 
with universalism, although political philosophy is certainly informed or 
inspired by ideas like human rights, universal franchise, global social jus-
tice, and democracy.

The above discussion of the four major modes of philosophy in sub-
Sahara Africa, specifically, and their positionality (with regard to worldview 
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versus critical activity, particularism/relativism versus universalism, etc.) will 
have a bearing on the central orientation of this chapter insofar as the views 
expressed about education will characteristically be located in one or several 
of these modes of philosophical thought.

traditional african social interaction, PhilosoPhy, 
and education

According to Wiredu, who is sympathetic to “the African traditional concep-
tion of education,” to be “educated” (in his home language Akan, as in most 
other African languages and cultures) means to have knowledge (wisdom and 
skills), to be tolerant and willing to enter into dialogue, and to possess moral 
maturity.19 For Wiredu, this normative conception of education is inspired by 
the following: indigenous (African) knowledge systems, traditional African 
faith in consensus, and the conceptual and normative priority of community 
over individuality. African philosophy of education, for Wiredu, “must com-
bine all these considerations, which…reveal the strengths of the traditional 
African conception of education.”20

As the brief discussion of the different modes of African philosophy (espe-
cially ethnophilosophy) has indicated, African traditional and/or religious 
worldviews are frequently cited as exemplifying characteristically African 
philosophy. With regard to education in particular, uniqueness and distinct-
ness are claimed for the component principles of traditional social interac-
tion and education in Africa: preparationism, functionalism, communalism, 
perennialism, and wholisticism, principles that, furthermore, yield “sound 
philosophical foundations.”21 Before turning to current trends within African 
philosophy, I want to examine briefly each of these traditional principles. Are 
they uniquely African? Are they defensible?

In customary education, children were equipped “with the skills appro-
priate to their gender, in preparation for their distinctive roles in society.” 
“Male education thus produced farmers, warriors, blacksmiths, rulers, and 
other male-dominated occupations from which women were excluded,” 
while “female education was predominantly designed to produce future wives 
and mothers.”22 Learning “through imitation, initiation ceremonies, work, 
play, oral literature, etc.,” people were productive as they learned and were 
“smoothly integrated into the community.”23 Third, “all members of the 
society owned things in common and applied the communal spirit to life and 
work.”24 This was manifest not only in shared manual labor and joint savings 
but also in the communal upbringing and disciplining of children. The latter 
were also discouraged from critical interrogation and “from experimenting 
with the unknown,” with punitive measures being imposed “on those who 
tried to do so.”25 Education was essentially “conservative in nature,” per-
ceived “as a vehicle for maintaining or preserving the cultural heritage and 
status quo.”26 Finally, the “wholistic nature of customary education enabled 
young people to acquire a variety of skills.” Thus, a
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child, destined to become a fisherman…learned not only to catch fish but also 
to preserve and market it; to make and mend nets; to manufacture canoes and 
to erect temporary fishing huts.… An individual [therefore]…could work as 
a builder, farmer or fisherman, while a woman was a gardener, housewife and 
cook, besides being a nurse to her children, etc.27

In a sense, not only African communities but most (if not all) small-scale soci-
eties exhibit or are guided by these principles. Moreover, one might think—
with all due acknowledgement of their historical and social context—that the 
androcentrism and gender bias28 exhibited by some of them, not to mention 
the more or less tacit endorsement of indoctrination and irrational belief, or 
superstition, disqualifies a number of these principles from being taken seri-
ously within philosophical discourses in twenty-first century African educa-
tion. In fact, as will become clear later, only communalism still enjoys wide 
currency.

critical, academic, or “Professional” PhilosoPhy: the 
content of contemPorary african PhilosoPhy of education

If the component principles of African traditional social interaction are either 
not uniquely African or are indefensible in (post)modern Africa, then what 
about current philosophical trends in social and educational discourse on the 
continent? According to Wiredu, to “think effectively” means to have knowl-
edge (wisdom and skills), to be tolerant and willing to enter into dialogue, 
and to possess moral maturity.29 As noted earlier, for Wiredu, this norma-
tive conception of effective thinking is inspired by the following: indigenous 
(African) knowledge systems, traditional African faith in consensus, and the 
conceptual and normative priority of community over individuality. African 
philosophy, thus “must combine all these considerations, which…reveal the 
strengths of the traditional African conception of education.”30 The substra-
tum for decolonization of the African mind and for “creating an educational 
vision capable of serving the legitimate interests of Africa in the contemporary 
world”31 is for Africans to (learn to) think and/or philosophize in their own 
language.

The present section takes stock of trends and developments presented both 
at recent conferences and in recent publications on or within African philoso-
phy of education. Yusef Waghid’s new book, African Philosophy of Education 
Reconsidered, offers the first comprehensive treatment of African philosophy 
of education. It constitutes an attempt to bridge the longstanding gap in Afri-
can philosophy between the particularism of traditional ethnophilosophy and 
the universalism of African professional or academic philosophy. With regard 
to education in particular, Waghid undertakes to defend “an African philoso-
phy of education guided by communitarian, reasonable and culture-depend-
ent action,”32 by drawing “on a communitarian understanding of the notion 
of ubuntu (African humanness and interdependence).”33 He takes ubuntu to 
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offer a medium or vehicle not only for the enactment of African philosophy 
of education but also for its contribution “towards achieving democratic jus-
tice on the African continent.”34 The main argument of the book is that “an 
African philosophy of education as a practice has three constitutive aspects: 
first, to be reasonable in one’s articulations; second, to demonstrate moral 
maturity; and third, to be attuned to deliberation,”35 that is, attuned to “con-
sensual” and “deliberative dialogue.”36

The idea of African philosophizing (e.g., about education) as a commu-
nitarian practice is widely shared. Dismas Masolo is of the view that the dis-
tinctive feature of African philosophizing (not African philosophy37) is a 
communitarian outlook expressed through various forms of narrative. Masolo 
goes on to assert that through migration to European and American institu-
tions of higher learning, African philosophers have had a significant impact 
on Western philosophy. For Masolo, while a communalistic outlook is part 
and parcel of African philosophizing, it does not imply an insular approach 
to identity, but rather accommodates the fact of the dynamism of the sources 
of identity. Masolo also points out that one implication of the communalis-
tic and narrativistic approach of African philosophizing is that the dichotomy 
between “analytic” and “continental” philosophy, so common in the West, is 
not applicable to it.

Following Masolo, the distinct contribution of African philosophy is that 
it combines insights from indigenous African cultures with conceptual tools 
from the West to produce a way of looking at perplexing issues in a man-
ner that neither indigenous African thought nor Western philosophy could. 
Waghid, too, wishes to reject an unfeasibly exclusive reading of African phi-
losophy, Africanization, and African indigenous knowledge. “What needs to 
be foregrounded is knowledge that harmonises the universal (say, what comes 
from Europe) and the particular (traditional thoughts and practices…).”38 He 
is similarly careful to avoid any simplistic contraposition of communitarianism 
and individualism, community and individual:

African philosophy of education as a communitarian practice does not dismiss 
the individual per se. In other words, the favouring of community should not 
necessarily be understood as being at the expense of the individual. rather, it 
invokes an understanding of education that considers an individual’s aspirations 
and actions as constitutive, as an extension of the community, and not in con-
flict with the latter.39

I briefly examine the purported relevance and uniqueness of ubuntu, before 
discussing Waghid’s three constitutive aspects of African philosophy of educa-
tion as a practice: reasonableness, moral maturity, and deliberation. Ubuntu 
is a Nguni language group term for common or shared humanity, or human-
ness; equivalent concepts are botho or hunhu. It is conceptually related to 
ukama, a Shona concept that emphasizes the interrelatedness of humans, the 
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environment, God, and the ancestors. Parallels can also be drawn between 
ubuntu and the ancient Egyptian idea of maat, which emphasizes harmony, 
righteousness, and the need to locate and understand oneself and one’s 
actions “in the context of the larger whole,” something that “has great signif-
icance for both social and environmental ethics.”40 Among Native Americans, 
this view finds expression in the Lakota phrase Mitakuye oyasin or the Cree 
concept of wahkohtowin (“All is related”; “We are all related”), both of which 
refer to the self in relation, the self defined relationally.

The idea of a communitarian understanding of the notion of ubuntu is 
certainly plausible, given the etymological and semantic origin of the term. 
The basic idea is that the individual and her well-being depend essentially 
on the community, understood here as a “web of relationships.”41 But what 
promise does ubuntu hold for any “enactment”?42 What does “Muntu ngu-
muntu ngabantu” actually tell us to do? How do “A person is a person 
through other persons” or “I am because we are” help in curriculum selec-
tion, the allocation of funding and educational resources in general, demo-
cratic governance in education, and the like? It would appear that ubuntu 
seems to be most plausible at a purely descriptive (as opposed to a prescrip-
tive/normative) level.

Reasonableness. Waghid provides several approaches to “reasonableness”, 
not all of which are compelling. Thus, he defines “rational justifications” in 
terms of “what people offer as reasons for their beliefs, practices and insti-
tutions.”43 Yet, to have “reasons” for one’s beliefs, etc. does not amount to 
producing “rational” justification, since these reasons may be good or bad/
better or worse. “reasonable” does not only mean “accompanied by rea-
sons”: it also means having adequate justification as a result of careful reflec-
tion and weighing (or consideration) of the available evidence. Even more 
problematic is Waghid’s endorsement of Gyekye’s view that “African philo-
sophical discourse is embedded in two interrelated processes: rational dis-
course and the application of a minimalist logic in ordinary conversations 
without being conversant with its formal rules.”44 Fair enough: coherence 
and consistency in normal, everyday conversation do not seem to require 
acquaintance with the formal rules of symbolic and propositional logic, but 
what exactly is “a minimalist logic”? What amount or degree of fallacious rea-
soning would such logic accept? What beliefs in the supernatural and what 
superstitions, myths, and folklore would be acceptable?

An African philosophy of education is not concerned mainly with validity of 
the belief or story, but with the procedure according to which the story is nar-
rated—with lucidity and argumentation that will present reasons for one’s views. 
While these reasons might not always appeal to the understanding of those who 
listen, or listeners might contest the logic of the narrations, the existence and 
proliferation of these beliefs must be understood within the context of a par-
ticular life-world.45
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There is a strong case to be made for some kind of context-sensitivity in 
the acceptance of reasons and justification, and indeed in the attribution 
of knowledge, but this cannot mean that we should be unconcerned with 
whether or not a particular belief or story is actually true or not. Waghid’s 
endorsement of life-world context-sensitivity comes hazardously close to rela-
tivism about knowledge and truth.

Furthermore, what constitutes “rational discourse” for Gyekye and 
Waghid? Like the other constitutive aspects of African philosophy of educa-
tion, rationality receives a communitarian interpretation here. Especially trou-
bling in this regard is Gyekye’s claim that “rationality is a culture-dependent 
concept,”46 that

the way rationality is understood in Western culture … may not necessarily apply 
to African culture. In other words, it would be quite possible, [Gyekye] con-
tends, to find within the African past itself a rational ethos—such as in African 
traditional folktales—which embody critical thought that might be understood 
differently to the notion of rationality in Western culture. Gyekye’s notion 
of a culture-dependent rationality can be related to a critical re-evaluation of 
received ideas and an intellectual pursuit related to the practical problems and 
concerns of African society. In other words, African rationality is a critical, re-
evaluative response to the basic human problems that arise in any African 
 society.47

Apart from involving what might be called the fallacy of the collective sin-
gular—in referring to “Western culture,” “the African past,” and “Afri-
can society”—this communitarian interpretation of rationality is, again, in 
uncomfortable proximity to an all-out relativism. It would also imply that any 
“critical reevaluation” et cetera will be culture dependent, and will not neces-
sarily seem compelling (perhaps not even “critical”) to anyone not belonging 
to said (African) culture.

Moral maturity. Similar concerns arise with regard to the next constitu-
tive aspect of African philosophy of education. Drawing on Wiredu’s ideas, 
Waghid refers to “an educated person” as someone

who has attained moral maturity and refinement…. Such a person has acquired 
the virtues of honesty, faithfulness and duty to, and empathy for the well-being 
of others in her community. This implies that an educated person has developed 
a sense of responsibility towards her kin and community.48

“Mutual respect” is a key term here,49 as are sincerity, justice,50 and moral 
sensitivity,51 but they amount to surprisingly little if confined to one’s “kin 
and community.” Clearly, like care, empathy and compassion are often biased. 
After all, we tend to empathize to a greater extent with (and care more deeply 
for) those close to us: with family members, members of our primary group, 
close friends, and companion animals, and those whose personal needs and 
concerns are similar to our own. But this is not invariably or exclusively the 
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case. Moreover, why should the moral maturity and refinement of an “edu-
cated person” be measured in this narrow communitarian sense?52 And what 
about acting out of a sense of moral duty or responsibility, respect, honesty, 
and faithfulness? Surely these are not confined to “kin and community.” 
Waghid also leaves unaddressed the reality of many, if not most, traditional 
societies or communities, where duty and responsibility are characteristically 
understood, for example, as an obligation to obey or as a duty of unques-
tioning loyalty. It is unclear whether acting out of such a sense of duty or 
responsibility will precipitate moral maturation, or the development of moral 
maturity and refinement.

Deliberation. As the third constituent of “any African philosophy of edu-
cation as a social practice,” Waghid mentions deliberation and “consensual 
dialogue.”53 I have no problem recognizing the significance of deliberation 
and dialogue in (any) philosophy of education: my concern arises with the 
use of “consensual” and, again, with the narrow communitarianism at work 
in the qualification of “dialogue.” It is one thing to recognize the value of 
consensus in small-scale, fragile societies and communities; it is quite another 
to see it as a significant if not essential component of African philosophy of 
education.54

In sub-Sahara Africa, consensus is commonly perceived as desirable and 
dissensus as undesirable, both on epistemic and political grounds. In tradi-
tional African societies, debate characteristically continues until a compromise 
is attained and all participants agree with the outcome.55 Wiredu refers to 
African communalism as the foundation for national reconstruction. Tradi-
tional African society, he claims, was communalist, founded on kinship rela-
tions, a system of reciprocity. He considers morality to be the adjustment of 
one’s interests to the community under a common guiding principle, like the 
Golden rule. On this model, communalism might be characterized as the 
adjustment of the individual’s interests to those of the community.56 After 
quoting Nkrumah, to the effect that African communalism is a form of social-
ism, Wiredu claims that Western communitarianism57 took root in individual-
ist systems: Western communitarianism is compatible with certain forms of 
cultural individualism, which African communitarianism is not. Wiredu sug-
gests that the term “communalism” therefore be reserved for the latter, but 
not the former. Communalism, he claims, is the basis for a good and just 
society.

Apart from raising the question whether this move does not define com-
munalism into morality, rather than see it as one amongst several orientations 
in ethics, Wiredu’s account appears to equate individualism with egoism or 
selfishness. One could ask, furthermore, whether a substantial portion of Afri-
ca’s predicament might not in part be the result of the preoccupation on the 
African continent with communalism, which underlies obedience to authority, 
ancestors, traditional leaders, and the like, and arguably also of the “tyranny 
of consensus.” My concern here is that “palaver democracy,”58 which aims 
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at agreement, is considerably less democratic than a system, educational or 
political, that encourages dissent and critical interrogation.

the Promise of african PhilosoPhy of education

While African philosophy of education possibly errs in postulating distinctly 
“African” knowledge (systems), truth, and values, its uniqueness is arguably 
constituted by its (characteristically) practical philosophical priorities—priori-
ties that exist, at best, to a lesser extent (if at all) elsewhere.

A plausible view appears to be that African philosophy of education shares 
a range of concerns with philosophy of education elsewhere and that there 
is a distinctive set of concerns in African philosophy of education, arising 
from particular historical and sociopolitical circumstances. Thus, it might be 
claimed that African philosophy of education has different priorities to phi-
losophy of education elsewhere. If it is correct to argue that practical philo-
sophical and educational priorities will emerge from life experiences and from 
the ways these are socially articulated, then one might assume that, given that 
the life experiences of Africans on the African continent are commonly differ-
ent from those of educators and learners elsewhere, the practical philosophical 
and educational priorities will also differ.

Given, for example, the experience of “indigenous” Africans of physical 
and mental oppression, it stands to reason that African philosophy of educa-
tion would have as priorities matters of transformation and redress in poli-
tics and education. If philosophical and educational concerns and priorities 
arise from different forms of social life, then those that have emerged from 
a social system in which a particular race or group has been subordinate to 
another must be suspect.59 In addition, given the (especially vicious) his-
tory of physical and psychological colonization, it is plausible that one of the 
philosophical/educational priorities will be to educate against development 
of a subordinate or inferior mindset, as well as against a victim and beggar 
mentality, despite the continuing economic crisis and low level of economic 
growth.

Given, too, the ravages of the disease on the continent, HIV/AIDS edu-
cation has special resonance in (sub-Sahara) Africa: the pandemic does not 
only snatch away teachers and university lecturers; it also leaves children 
infected and/or orphaned. An additional priority arises with Africa’s low lit-
eracy quotients. In many countries, the language of conceptualization and 
education is the official language of administration: English, French, or 
Portuguese, in which the majority of children and learners are not primar-
ily competent. Consequently, there exist few successes in learning; quality 
and efficiency suffer; and high repeat and dropout rates mean a squandering 
of available resources. While it does not follow that particular historical and 
socioeconomic circumstances yield or bestow automatic validation or justifi-
cation of the content and objectives of African philosophy of education, ideas 
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like “decolonization of the African mind” have a particular resonance here: 
“going back to one’s language” to “think about thinking,” to examine one’s 
“own ways of conceptualization”—in short, to “philosophize.”60

The promise of African philosophy of education, then, has in part to do 
with context and locality, but not in terms of any exclusionist, “hands-off” 
approach. rather, it appears to be plausible that the particular historical, geo-
graphic, and sociocultural experiences of Africans give rise to particular pri-
orities that shape African philosophical theory and practice, and also yield 
conceptual tools that are likely to enrich philosophy of education elsewhere: 
the idea of mental decolonization, the modelling of humanity, and reconcili-
ation/forgiveness. Most strikingly, the following reason was given by one of 
the victims during the Truth and reconciliation hearings as to whether and 
why she would consider forgiving the perpetrator after his confession: “if it 
means he gets his humanity back.”61

notes

 1.  Indeed, it would appear that philosophy of education has largely been aban-
doned by “general” philosophers, especially in the last decades of the twen-
tieth century. Philosophy students generally have no idea of philosophy 
of education, unlike other forms or areas within philosophical inquiry  
(Siegel 2014).

 2.  See O’Loughlin (2002: 79).
 3.  See Hamm (1989: 3).
 4.  The latter two were underpinned by a “philosophy” called “fundamental peda-

gogics,” an amalgam of phenomenology and Christian orthodoxy.
 5.  Carr (2005: 1).
 6.  O’Loughlin (2002: 78–79).
 7.  Siegel (2014).
 8.  It would appear, then, that there is a dual focus: inward towards the parent dis-

cipline, and outward towards educational practice and related matters (Siegel 
2014). The educational reality in South Africa, for example, includes children 
arriving at school hungry; overcrowded classrooms; truant teachers with alco-
hol problems; sexual abuse; and corporal punishment. In addition, perhaps 
one of the normative functions of education in South Africa would be to edu-
cate learners away from the victim and beggar mentality that has for a long 
time characterized the South African social and political landscape; and to get 
them to reflect critically on some of the more contentious traditions and cus-
toms they are characteristically enculturated into. All these examples constitute 
factual scenarios and states of affairs that merit philosophical reflection and 
critical examination.

 9.  Haldane (2012: 14).
 10.  Oruka, cited in Peterson (2013: 86).
 11.  See Horsthemke (2009: 22–30, 38) and Peterson (2013). Peterson maintains, 

for example, that “Africa’s environment is in a qualitatively unique crisis” and 
that “a uniquely African environmental philosophy is necessary to define how 
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Africans ought to live in relation to the environment, because an African envi-
ronmental ethic is the moral canvas upon which Africa itself may advance its 
own response to African ecological problems” (2013: 102, 103).

 12.  Oruka (1998, 2002).
 13.  Lölke (2001: 140).
 14.  Oruka (1998: 101, 102).
 15.  Oduor (2012: 2). Whether or not sage philosophy could be placed in the 

rubric “critical activity” is somewhat controversial. Oruka’s concerns to distin-
guish between ethnophilosophy and sage philosophy have as much to do with 
the general anonymity involved in the former as with its dearth of critical activ-
ity. In other words, Oruka wants to maintain both that there are identifiable, 
indeed well-known philosophical sages and that they are critical philosophi-
cal practitioners. Yet, while “sage philosophers” have certainly been ushered 
into the limelight of public philosophical awareness (Oruka 1998), examples of 
their alleged critical activity are arguably less easy to come by.

 16.  Ibid.
 17.  Ibid. See also Oruka (1990: 13ff).
 18.  Oduor (2012).
 19.  Wiredu (2004: 17, 18).
 20.  Ibid., 24.
 21.  Adeyemi and Adeyinka (2003: 431).
 22.  Ibid., 432.
 23.  Ibid.
 24.  Ibid.
 25.  Ibid., 433.
 26.  Ibid.
 27.  Ibid.
 28.  In the latter regard, see Ntuli (2002: 61, 62) on the validity and desirability 

of the amaqhikiza system (a type of mentorship program among older and 
younger girls “to ensure sexual abstinence” until the latter are “ready to take 
full control of their affairs”) and of ukuhlolwa kwezintombi or “virginity test-
ing” in girls (that “seeks to achieve the goal of purity in the context of the 
spread of HIV/AIDS”).

 29.  Wiredu (2004: 17, 18).
 30.  Ibid., 24.
 31.  Ibid.
 32.  Waghid (2014: 1).
 33.  Ibid., 2.
 34.  Ibid.
 35.  Ibid., 3.
 36.  Ibid., 9, 13.
 37.  If one accepts that, in its more interesting sense (and as I explained earlier in 

the chapter), philosophy is a “critical activity” rather than (merely) a “world 
view,” then Masolo’s distinction between “African philosophy” and “African 
philosophizing” is not one that should unnecessarily detain us here.

 38.  Waghid (2014: 3). Whether or not one can really speak of “indigenous” or 
“African” knowledge, and of “how knowledge is constructed and enacted 
within an African tradition” (Waghid 2014: 4), is a discussion that is beyond 
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the scope of the present chapter; but see my chapter “Indigenous (African) 
Knowledge Systems, Science, and Technology,” also in this volume.

 39.  Ibid.
 40.  Karenga (2004: 181).
 41.  Sitoto and More (2002: 55).
 42.  Waghid (2014: 2).
 43.  Ibid., 4.
 44.  Ibid., 7, 25ff. See also Gyekye (1997: 29).
 45.  Ibid.
 46.  Ibid.
 47.  Ibid., 7–8. Emphasis added.
 48.  Ibid., 8. Emphasis added.
 49.  Ibid., 12.
 50.  Ibid., 18.
 51.  Ibid., 12.
 52.  To be fair, it must be acknowledged that Waghid seems to oscillate between 

this narrow sense and a wider, more encompassing understanding of com-
munitarianism. (This is especially noteworthy in his discussion on pp. 21–28, 
where he pays tribute to the work of Michael Sandel, Michael Walzer, and 
Charles Taylor, before reiterating his intellectual debt to Gyekye.) My concern 
is not with the communitarianism of Sandel, Walzer, and Taylor, but clearly 
the question arises what would be left of a characteristically African philoso-
phy of education in the defence of such a wider use?

 53.  Ibid., 9.
 54.  Wiredu (2004: 21).
 55.  As we saw earlier, a central feature in African philosophy is the “consensus-

seeking principle” provided by ubuntu, or humanness, the African principle 
of mutuality and interdependence. According to Malegapuru Makgoba, the 
“shared values that are fundamental features of African identity and culture 
…, for example, include hospitality, friendliness, the consensus and common 
framework seeking principle, ubuntu, and the emphasis on community rather 
than on the individual. These features typically underpin the variations of Afri-
can culture and identity everywhere” (Makgoba 1997: 198).

 56.  Wiredu (2008).
 57.  Here he presumably meant what Waghid refers to as “the seminal thoughts” of 

Sandel, Walzer, and Taylor (Waghid 2014: 21).
 58.  “The elders sit under the big trees, and talk until they agree” (Wiredu 1998: 

374; Wiredu refers to a quote by Nyerere to substantiate his claim that “deci-
sion by consensus was often the order in African deliberations”; see Waghid 
[2014: 56]).

 59.  Horsthemke and Enslin (2009).
 60.  Wiredu (2008).
 61.  Tutu (1999: 35).
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CHAPTEr 45

ritual Archives

Toyin Falola

By ritual archives, I mean the conglomeration of words as well as texts, ideas, 
symbols, shrines, images, performances, and indeed objects that document 
as well as speak to those religious experiences and practices that allow us to 
understand the African world through various bodies of philosophies, litera-
tures, languages, histories and much more. By implication, ritual archives are 
huge, unbounded in scale and scope, storing tremendous amounts of data on 
both natural and supernatural agents, ancestors, gods, good and bad witches, 
life, death, festivals, and the interactions between the spiritual realms and 
Earth-based human beings. To a large extent, ritual archives constitute and 
shape knowledge about the visible and invisible world (or what I refer to as 
the “non-world”), coupled with forces that breathe and are breathless, as 
well as secular and non-secular, with destinies, and within cities, kingships, 
medicine, environment, sciences, and technologies. Above all, they contain 
shelves on sacrifices and shrines, names, places, incantations, invocations, and 
the entire cosmos of all the deities and their living subjects among human and 
nonhuman species.

I am deploying the term “archives” in relation to rituals as a means of chal-
lenging the conventions of Western archives, namely, what is deemed wor-
thy of preservation and organization as data, whether or not it is interpreted 
at any given moment. My intervention is not to restrict archives inside the 
location of the library or university or museum. I am also seeking to apply 
the techniques and resources of academic archives to rituals so that there can 
be greater preservation and valuation. Furthermore, I add the metaphorical 
and mystical sense of “archive” as well, one that does not exclusively require 
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residence in the academy. I am insisting that we must never lose sight of that 
dimension of archive that is never (fully) collected but retains power and 
agency in invisible ways. I offer a provocative exploration of the category 
of “archive” itself, coupled of course with the revolutionary insistence on 
expanding our understanding of it through an elevation of the significance 
of ritual as a name for a large component of cultural meaning-making. How 
do we contend with the destruction of archives via various forms of violence? 
Can we even clarify with certainty what can and cannot be reclaimed?

In varied ways, a countless number of sages, priests, devotees, and practi-
tioners created oral and visual libraries, which are linked to ritual complexes 
and secular palaces. Subsequently, cultural knowledge has extended from the 
deep past to our present day. It is through their knowledge that histories and 
traditions were constituted, while identities were formed, and philosophy as 
we know it emerged. Although learned people were part of the community, 
they were there as ordinary members, while others constituted the leadership. 
Today, without specific names, we label the originators of knowledge collec-
tively as the “past” and as “traditions,” which go a long way to create for 
humankind access to the past. In the process, the traditions in ritual archives 
provide some templates for the future; the contents of the archives become 
the philosophy, literature, and history; their interpretations become mani-
fested in our present as part of our engagement with heritage and modernity.

Just as in poems, ritual dances, sacred drums, and ritual textiles, compo-
nents of the archives can be isolated, but they can also be combined into a 
body of interlocking ideas and philosophy in the context of the broad terrain 
of ancestral knowledge. Whether aggregated or disaggregated, ritual archives 
fully encode memory and remembrance in various ways and forms. Moreover, 
ritual archives store most of our indigenous production, memories, legacies, 
even the histories of our lives and ancestors. ritual archives lead us into the 
reinvention of the cosmos that we inhabit, different from but not useless to 
what modern science does.1

While postulating that there is a coloniality of archives (that is, archives 
resulting from the colonial encounter) built on the template of Western 
knowledge, I can further deduce that it has served us—in our colonial and 
postcolonial world—in a number of ways. However, it has not only proven to 
be severely limited both in terms of intellectual possibilities as well as scope, 
but it is also an agency of control that frames our subjectivities and objec-
tivities and, indeed, how we can pursue them. The colonial archive has been 
imposed and given prominence over the ancestral ritual archive, leading to 
the erasure and degradation of indigenous perspectives and local talents that 
Ki-Zerbo once called the endogenius. In fact, nothing reveals the shallowness 
of the colonial archive more than the very timeframe its contents are able 
to cover. Be it in the national archives of Nigeria or Ghana in West Africa, 
or in the East African nation of Kenya, the restored records, if at all consti-
tuted as expected, speak to no more than 65 years. Contributions in those 
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colonial archives are crowded within the colonial-time era and, after decoloni-
zation, many of them have been left to their own devices as postcolonial lead-
ers struggle to make themselves leaders for life or icons. And as to the time 
before, only the long nineteenth century has had a few interpreters.

regarding the postcolonial era, its archivable knowledge has basically 
been confined to the media. While humankind struggles for sheer economic, 
political, and cultural survival, histories of centuries between the Stone Age 
and the eighteenth century have been either left to rot or are easily ignored, 
and, in the process, lost for posterity for the most part. This loss is a function 
of lost archives, and sadly, there is disregard for those archives that can still 
be reclaimed, as in the case of ritual archives. The contention that the past 
was unrecoverable became a mythical thought or assertion that many people 
came to accept, simply because of how it was packaged by the coloniality of 
knowledge, which unfortunately incapacitated the possibility of the use and 
transformation of our collective memories. The very incapacitation of ritual 
archives is by itself an example of what prevails as epistemic violence.

The foregoing two archives, competing but not necessarily complemen-
tary, have created a knowledge divide: the colonial one that is aligned to 
power—both external and internal—and the ritual that is aligned with mar-
ginality. As we peruse great works of such historians as Trinidad and Tobago-
born Eric Eustace Williams of Capitalism & Slavery fame; A. Adu-Boahen of 
Ghana and his famous Topics in West African History; and the Nigerian his-
torian J.F. Ade-Ajayi, ritual feeds the colonial as raw materials, by and large, 
existing permanently in its shadows and dominance, sometimes in the mode 
that Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah and other socialist thinkers have referred to 
as neocolonialism and neoimperialism. Indeed, the archives of coloniality 
privilege methodologies that go a long way toward advancing the projects 
of European concepts and legacies, to say nothing of economic and politi-
cal interests. ritual archives, on the other hand, deal with ancestral legacies 
and indigenous concepts and epistemologies. History, as defined in the colo-
nial archives, is different from ìtàn (History) as defined in the Yorùbá ritual 
archives. While ìtàn, based on ritual archives, is assessed within the realm 
of folklore or mythologies in the academy, analyses of colonial archives are 
assessed in the categories of originality and validity in the same academy.

In the Western conception of historical knowledge, ìtàn lacks validity, 
while academic history is imbued with it; ìtàn is unreliable, but “history” 
is; ìtàn is not accessible and transparent while “history” is. Yet, ìtàn entails 
and binds both historical and hagiographic knowledge in ways the Western 
conception of knowledge does not. As an assessment of Western education, 
a new elite successfully acquires new forms of knowledge for mobility, de-
rationalizing the pre-Western, but grudgingly absorbing indigenous world-
views while distancing themselves from the previous keepers of established 
indigenous knowledge. A mytho-historical knowledge system or a hagio-
historical epistemology has been ruptured, replaced by a “formal” Western 
 system invested with colonizing values of progress and modernity.
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At this juncture, the larger part of the remaining portion of this chapter 
will, first and foremost, touch on a few of the contents of ritual archives and 
their meanings. Towards that end, whether I invoke either oral or written lit-
erature, ritual performances, physical representation of gods and goddesses, it 
is a fact that these enter the realm of routine expressions of spirituality, prov-
erbs, songs, poetry, all of which generate meanings of religious and secular 
significance. Second, and more importantly, I will utilize the opportunity to 
frame some dimensions of the epistemological and ideological significance 
of these archives, which is in fact a body of knowledge on a wide range of 
issues, including but not limited to cultural cognition, ideas and idea forma-
tion, semiotics, and education. Finally, the tail end of the chapter will suggest 
transformational strategies in according a critical place for ritual archives and 
their transition from individualized to public spaces.

The goal here is certainly to endeavor to revalidate ritual archives in 
Western-derived academies, to involve indigenous practitioners in research 
and knowledge dissemination, and to formulate evaluation mechanisms 
to authenticate indigenous knowledge and those who communicate them 
using data-driven and emic standards. At all levels of the educational sys-
tem, indigenous ways of knowing, along with the knowledge and researchers 
of those accumulated knowledges, must be fully blended with the Western 
academy. ritual archives tell us that we must review and question our exter-
nally derived approaches and the limitations of the methodologies we deploy. 
Western-derived disciplines (such as religious studies, history, and philosophy 
as subjects of the humanities) have carefully fragmented ritual archives, but 
it is time for all those disciplines to combine to provide an understanding of 
the centers of indigenous epistemologies, to unify their ontologies, and con-
vert them to theories that will be treated as universal. To take an example of 
how ritual archives can work, if ifalogy (studies of Yorùbá divination system) 
had been created as a discipline and department 50 years ago, it could have 
enabled hundreds of scholars to learn and work across disciplines, and they 
probably would have decoded its epistemology by now and used it to create 
other forms of knowledge. They would have uncovered hidden dimensions of 
the Yorùbá endogenius, which has sustained and guided the people since their 
genesis.

As scholars dealing with Africa, questions must be posed as to how each 
of us understands and applies indigenous knowledge, which border on val-
ues and cultures in our research and teaching. Should we ground the analyses 
and understanding of our fields solely in Western-derived epistemologies? My 
answer is a categorical “No,” which means that the preeminent alternative we 
have is to “return to the source,” to use a phrase made memorable by the 
title of Amilcar Cabral’s treatise.2 Indeed, while we study practitioners and 
others who create archives for us, the others have not studied us, and sadly 
we have not studied ourselves either. I will, therefore, put scholars in con-
versation with ritual archives in order to highlight the voices that are often 
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unheard and delegitimated in academic spaces, pointing to the contents of 
ritual archives as a source of multiple epistemological as well as methodologi-
cal, political, and cultural messaging.

Furthermore, I will also seek to interrogate broader academic concerns, 
arguing against the constant recentering of universalism, reproducing colonial 
domination, and allowing the empowerment of alternative voices. An under-
standing of ritual archives is an important process for the edification of Africa 
in terms of the constitution of knowledge and the socio-historical process 
by which identities are created, practiced, transformed, dominated, and, to a 
large extent, destroyed.

Part one: texts and materiality as ritual objects

Gods and goddesses generate around them a wide range of paraphernalia 
of texts and sounds, visible and invisible symbols, objects and signs. Oral-
ity, in itself, is extensive, comprising parables, proverbs, tales, allegories, and 
dilemma stories. Drums and musical compositions go with venerations, along 
with sacrifices, and practitioners and priests with insignias and dress. ritu-
als and ritual speech connect with kingship and indigenous power systems, 
as Andrew Apter demonstrates in his book on “how an indigenous herme-
neutics of power is put into ritual practice.”3 Similar connections can also be 
made with social control. Invocations have to be made. Offerings, compris-
ing food, are identified with specific deities, as in boiled yams and snails for 
Òrìṣàńlá.4 A god and the definitive markers go with its divination methods, 
dress, dances, oral literature, rituals, drama, and music.5

Take Ògún, for instance, and the god leads you to ìjálá chants, to ìrèmọ̀jé 
on death rites, to dancing, to folklore and literature, and to body paintings 
and decorations.6 Ọ̀ṣun and Yemọja combined land with water, humans with 
fish and crocodiles, and fertility with productivity, adding to the storehouse of 
knowledge on women and gender.7 A few books have demonstrated the rich-
ness of ritual archives in studying women and gender.8 Furthermore, the oral 
tradition on women and gender are so expansive that only a small amount of 
folklore and poems have actually been collected on them.9 All the gods cre-
ated folders upon folders of materials in individual rites in their compounds, 
while rituals at their shrines were dedicated to each god, and the huge annual 
festivals that cemented relationships at the city level. Kingship becomes con-
nected with the festivals, adding to ritual archives the limitless amount of 
information on and around palaces.

As we rework the complexities around the deities to modern disciplines, 
we disaggregate the ritual archives into many component units as literature, 
music, drama, psychology, anthropology, and many more. Experts work 
around each component, so that a scholar can study Ifá in various depart-
ments—Philosophy, Music, Drama, Literature, Linguistics, religious Stud-
ies, Government, Sociology, Art, Anthropology, and History. In each of the 
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disciplines, Ifá may become disconnected from the multilayered and intricately 
connected indigenous epistemology that produces it in favor of the concerns 
of the disciplines framed from other epistemologies external to the indigenous. 
In this regard, Ifá has been disembodied and fragmented. The questions posed 
can become “external” to its own organic make up, for example, whether Ifá 
is a philosophy or religion. Are incantations magical texts or creative literary 
texts? If Ifá verses are originally recited orally, what happens when they become 
printed texts? Do the printed texts, when read, become as effective as divina-
tion? Texts, as in the case of ẹsẹ Ifá chants, taken out of odù Ifá, are entry 
points to the understanding of history, philosophy, and literature, grounded 
in the epistemologies of cosmology and mythology. But the cosmology and 
mythology cannot operate without forms of rationality, as they need to explain 
other issues such as medicine, politics, and critical appreciation.

Conversation on a broader framing of Ifá, to take an example, has begun. 
In a 2016 exchange on two popular listserv that I moderate, a scientist makes 
the linkage with one kind of rationality:

the Yoruba divination protocol is embodied in 256 odu (= 2 to the power 8 
chapters) of the Sacred Ifa Oracle. Ifa teaches correct character forms for all 
human and humane situations, simultaneously with the mathematics of the 
binomial probability distribution and its extrapolations to both the Poisson 
and normal distributions. Neither Christianity nor Islam has based its spiritual 
doctrine on any logical reality as embedded in probability. Au contraire, each 
of these foreign religions is based on the certainty of heaven, hell, and a God 
whose main occupation is to wait to put you in one or the other.10

Other contributors responded to the assertion, especially the indomitable 
Toyin Adepoju, who laid out the metaphysical and mathematical compo-
nents of Ifá. And to move the discussion forward, anthropologist Babatunde 
Emmanuel decided to pose additional questions:

Since you see it as a possible mathematical system may I posit the following sug-
gestions:

1. How does a religious matrix based on revelation and symbolic classification 
transform into an empirically validatable and refutable source of knowledge that 
will not depend on dogma and persecution to justify and corroborate its views 
as valid?

2. Since Mathematics is the language of science because it is logic in symbols, in 
order to make anything scientific, it must be mathematically replicatable, refuta-
ble, and verifiable. When will Yoruba renaissance occur that will move claims of 
Ifa from the realm of belief to the realm of fact?

3. I am fascinated by your mapping. When and what can we do to move Yoruba 
metaphysics to the point when it can provide mathematical knowledge for the 
laws of gravity?11
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Archeologist-cum-historian Akin Ogundiran gave an immediate answer:

1. Ifa is not based on revelation. It is based on learning, and its processes and 
outcomes can be replicated. My own field research has proven this in multiple 
places, over several years. Moreover, the intellectual communities from which 
Ifa developed are not based on dogma. This is a point that a number of us 
argued in a book that I co-edited “Materialities of ritual in the Black Atlantic” 
(Indiana University Press, 2014). The Niger-Congo worldview (10,000 + years 
old) that provides the context for Ifa is not based on dogma. It is based on 
openness of thought, critique, and experimentation.

2. Ifa is a corpus of different categories of knowledge, not just religion. It is also 
a body of knowledge on history, philosophy, etc. Over the past few days I have 
been in email correspondence with scholars in the fields of mathematics and 
computer science (Toyin Adepoju was part of the exchanges). Computer scien-
tists, such as Dr. Tunde Adegbola, are doing fascinating work that shows that 
“the scientific basis of Ifa is the same with the subject of simulation in Opera-
tions research” (Adegbola). What is important in the methodology that Dr. 
Adegbola is using is that he is also doing ethnographic field research in order to 
systematically collect the data needed for his systems analysis work. As far back 
as the 1990s, Oba Pichardo and his Lukumi collaborators in Miami (FL) were 
able to write computer codes that allowed them to conduct computer-based Ifa 
divination. It was a preliminary work when I saw it around 2007. It is possible 
that they have expanded the work since then.

3. A number of scholars from different fields have started to answer these ques-
tions. What their studies are telling us is that one cannot stand outside a tra-
dition or a system of knowledge to make declarations about that knowledge. 
Emmanuel Kant, for example, cannot be the path to the understanding of Ifa. 
For one must learn Ifa from the Babalawo and/or the Iyanifa in order to know 
what Ifa entails or not…. Dr. Wariboko stated, Ifa offers a rich fodder for the-
orizing a diverse range of ontological issues. These areas will continue to be 
relevant. However, the area of systems and mathematical analysis offer a very 
fascinating path of inquiry. This effort should involve the collaboration of tradi-
tional academics, scientists, and practitioners.12

There are other forms of rationality in relation to data processing and inter-
pretation, as in the distinctions between Ifá pípè (chants), Ifá títẹ̀ (signature 
and printing), Ifá rírán (insight), Ifá kíkà (reading), and ìtumọ̀ odù (inter-
pretations of divinations and texts). All these are specialized branches with 
their own logic.

Space does not permit the elaboration of the depth and breadth of the 
archives or the density of each genre with its own hydra-headed fragments 
and hundreds of individual constructions and presentations. Instead, I would 
like to take some organic matters and objects such as ewúro, kolanuts, cow-
ries, photographs, textiles, paintings, and sculptures as items of religious rel-
evance and texts that can be cumulated into rich archives that speak to many 
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issues, secular and religious. I would argue that the data the objects embody 
have not been put to commensurate interpretive use, and are yet to be fully 
converted as entries in an epistemology.

I will base my examples mainly on Yorùbá objects that also reach Cuba, 
Brazil, the United States, and other areas to form part of the ritual archives 
in Afro-Atlantic religions. On the African side, spirituality and materiality 
are united, as in the use of sculpture to represent the deities. Similarly, spir-
ituality and materiality became united in the African Diaspora. Converting 
Catholic saints to Yorùbá gods and goddesses, Yorùbá divinities were repre-
sented by statuettes and lithographs as worshippers danced before Catholic 
altars. Bow and arrow symbolize the Òrìṣà Ochosi in Bahia, Brazil. Objects of 
various kinds—plants, images, water, food, etc.—are integral to Santeria and 
Candomblé. In the religious complex of the Afro-Atlantic world, prominent 
Yorùbá gods and goddesses including Èṣù, Ṣàngó, Yemọja, Ògún, Ọbàtálá, 
Ọ̀sanyìn, and Ọ̀ṣun, all with extensive material cultures, cumulate into and 
populate the ritual archives.

Objects speak and communicate without words. The objects supply narra-
tives, encourage the creativity of storytelling, and they facilitate performance. 
Indeed, in the use of such objects as Egúngún costumes, clothed ritual trees, 
wood carvings, metal sculpture (e.g., jewelry, bells, staffs), cowries, and kola-
nuts, ritual specialists become ritual performers. As performers manipulate the 
objects, songs and stories may follow, presented as ritual performances before 
an audience that participates.

Objects encode the characters of the being they represent, even telling us 
if they are hot- or cool-headed, calm or volatile. Colors are denotative, as in 
red for being aggressive and quick-tempered and white for being calm. In the 
contrast is a binary epistemology that leads to a series of long conversations 
on human behavior and interpersonal relationships in society. The extensive 
poetry around Ifá does work with words, in relation to objects, yielding both 
methodologies and epistemologies in the realm of the mytho-historical and 
institutions that lead us to modes of knowing and forms of knowledge.

Most certainly, objects have been treated more as museum pieces, with 
short descriptions to describe them, rather than as archival items. Yet, such 
objects actually fit into the description of an archive as a place to keep histori-
cal records, although the collection of such objects may defy categorization. 
Kolanuts and orógbó are historical records. The location of an archive may be 
characterized as an archive itself: the grove of a ritual tree is such a place, 
where the tree and its location constitute a library. Documents in an archive 
are treated as primary sources. So also should many ritual objects be treated 
as such as they communicate messages that can be used to reconstruct the 
past and understand various ideas about the world.

Above all, objects open a wide door to a large body of mythologies, sto-
ries, legends, and many sayings, short and long. The categories are many. 
Some are like written records, created for a specific meaning that is commu-
nicated from one person to another, or from one generation to another. Such 
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objects may be connected with signs, as in the àrokò among the Yorùbá.13 In 
this example, the number of cowries in relation to words and other objects 
formulate a code that, when decoded, generates a text and an interpretation. 
ritual communications were not uncommon, from Osanyin’s messages to the 
interpretations of dreams and divinations.

Like archives, some objects are permanent records. Ojú-oórì (the cem-
etery) is one such example, as it is a ground of memory. So also are sacred 
groves that provide data on the past of an enduring nature. This data touches 
upon culture, history, and sociology. Ojú-oórì is dead silent, but it speaks to 
spirits and celestial bodies, generating conversations on life and death. The 
“cemetery” stays still but not the stories of those who visit looking for ghosts 
or body parts for money rituals, with wandering souls, constantly traveling 
between heaven and Earth policing the space. Not far away from the cem-
etery are the spirits of iwin, ọ̀gán, ẹbọra, and egbére. Humans and fairies are 
united in ways of knowing that need their secularization in academic pro-
grams, as some students engage with the belief that witches are with them in 
their classrooms, thus leading them to the generation of non-Western ideas. 
Some students actually carry on them protective charms and rituals while 
reading Western books on science.

ritual objects supply texts on the environment and open us to multiple 
worlds of charms, magic, and medicine. The song, ewúro làgbà igi, igi gbogbo 
bọ̀wọ̀ féwúro, is based on sound observation of its multivarious uses for cur-
ing diseases. Ewuro (better known as bitter leaf) is part of the species known 
as Vernonia amygdalina. It is not just useful for food but for its medicinal 
properties, from its connections with diabetes to the reduction of head-
aches and fever associated with AIDS as well. The Brazilian species of ewúro, 
known as “necroton,” has multiple uses as an anti-inflammatory, antither-
mal, and antibacterial. Plants are part of our knowledge system. Such plants 
as ewúro entangle our world with those of non-humans. In this entangle-
ment, facts and fiction become merged into both complex and simple ideas. 
Ayé (the world) and Ọ̀run (invisible world) are united by these objects, in 
various ways. Kolanuts may invoke the power of ancestors to bless the liv-
ing, but it has always been a major trade item for centuries that united long-
distance traders, facilitating the creation of trading colonies as well as the 
spread of languages. ritual objects supply ideas on prayers and philosophy. 
Kolanut, for instance, has tremendous symbolic power, associated with peace, 
conflict mediation, and life sustenance. Kolanut generates a limitless number 
of prayers around rites of passage, politics, and social order. In non-secular 
spaces, kolanut generates a tremendous amount of data on perceptions of self 
and of the other; and it can be used to affirm convictions and affections.

Images in sculpture and paintings are abundant, but their connections with 
historical writings need to be strengthened. They tend to be used more as 
book covers than as elaborate texts within the books. Yet, images are philo-
sophical expressions, connected with thought and life. Located in museums, 
we tend to see and appreciate them, not necessarily engage in dialogue with 
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them. However, images represent mentalities, power, and strength. Images 
can be used to generate image theories and create extensive narratives on cul-
tures, trans-cultures, and inter-cultures. They supply critical issues on hybrid-
ity. To carve an object is about the representation of self, history, identity, and 
much more. One image of Èṣù tells us about social and cultural issues, por-
trayal of multiple and ambivalent ideas, representations of hybridity, discourse 
on difference, perception, semiotics, and religion. Multiple specializations can 
emerge around image theory, image critical methodologies, image anthropol-
ogy, image and culture, image philosophy, perceptions and seeing, listening, 
silences, and image styling. An image moves you towards the spiritual and 
religious. But there is an aesthetic idea living within it, allowing for texts on 
cultures, forms, and styles. While gazing without talking, you create the text, 
saying something, creating what Nietzsche calls an “army of metaphors.” It 
generates a wide range of imaginations and thought systems.

An Èṣù image, like the ambiguity of Èṣù itself, cannot be read in an 
interpretive singularity. The image has ideas within itself and ideas outside 
of itself. Seeing the image is to see force and strength, power, epistemic 
responses that connect back to language, and metaphysical perceptions. The 
image is about the body, in its physical and non-physical realms. An element 
in the body gestures to sexuality, and yet another to the sanctions of trans-
gressions. The politics of images lead us to the pregnancy of culture ready 
to give birth to social issues. In its external, outward look, you move to the 
realm of beauty, visual effects, conversation on everyday practices, languages 
and word creation, forceful inscriptions of perception and experience onto 
our consciousness. Look further, and the Èṣù image unfolds more dimen-
sions around performance, and other bodies of knowledge open up, some 
kinesthetic and others synesthetic. The thought that you express to your-
self and to others moves you back to the Èṣù image. Its force becomes a 
part of you. Whether you hate or like Èṣù, the image is activated. In the 
process, you must generate text around the image, expressing your religios-
ity, philosophy, and opinions. Èṣù has entered your mental system, active in 
your conversation with yourself and others. Your thought is a text, on the 
physical world, on the afterlife, on mythologies, on religions, and more. An 
artistic production becomes a body of knowledge at various levels—politi-
cal, cultural, and social. The Èṣù image transfers you to the understanding 
of culture and society; what is left of the past; and how the past is reformed, 
deformed, transmogrified, ordered, and reordered. The past may even be 
disappearing and that image affirms it.

What originally appears as a small wooden object opens up a vastness of 
knowledge; its edges become borderless, its existence acquires a force. We are 
no longer dealing with the aesthetic of difference, as in looking at objects in 
the British Museum in London and looking at Èṣù in the National Museum, 
Alẹ́ṣinlọ́yẹ́ at Ìbàdàn or the Èṣù in the Heritage Museum of the University 
of Ìbàdàn. We are forced to move into the orbits of knowledge in which all 
component parts of the body become signifiers as ojú Èṣù becomes different 
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from etí Èṣù, okó Èṣù, ògo Èṣù, and inú Èṣù. Each unit is semi-autonomous 
but aggregated to gbogbo ara Èṣù in another layer of meaning. Add Èṣù pípè: 
yet another meaning. Like your own orí (always erroneously translated as the 
“head”), that of Èṣù is also the zone of intelligence and emotions. All his cal-
culations and miscalculations reside here. You can see orí Èṣù, with ògo Èṣù, 
as fronting multiple ideas. Attributes, then, derive from ojú Èṣù, eti Èṣù, imú 
Èṣù, all connected with personal foibles and destiny. You must trigger your 
own wisdom and strength to deal with orí Èṣù, and as you do, your own orí 
begins to break down into a series of components as that of ọgbọ́n (wisdom) 
or òmùgọ̀ (foolishness). You draw in your “bowel” to rely on ọgbọ́n inú. Your 
eyes must work well to recall your inner essence as in ojú inú, and on your 
perceptions, ojú ọ̀nà. Should you be confused, look for an ẹnu àgbà (elder’s 
wisdom) for guidance. And following the conversation, your inú (“stomach”) 
becomes the point of validation as in inú ẹ bàjẹ́ (you are sad), inú ẹ dùn (you 
are happy), and inú ẹ bu (you are damn stupid).

The Èṣù image, coupled with all other objects as well as all texts, and the 
entire ritual archives lead us to the indigenous intellectuals and their epistemolo-
gies. Combined, they deal with the invisible realities of knowledge, as in witch-
craft. But they complicate the visible ones, as in all forms of epistemologies.

Part two: indigeneity and indigenous ePistemologies

The identification process of the ritual archives may be characterized as the 
beginning of a larger project: the understanding of indigenous thought sys-
tems, and the insertion of the entire range of vernacular epistemologies into 
formal educational institutions. To ignore the ritual archives is to undermine 
the origins of African epistemologies, as well as the historical circumstances of 
our location in modernist projects. Civilizations are many and different, and 
so too are their historical experiences and trajectories. To cite Puebla:

Each society has its own rhythm, pattern, obstacles, problems, solutions, wars, 
and social memories….we need to find our place in the struggle between 
 dominators and dominated, right and left, past and future, core and peripheries, 
and superior and inferior perspectives.14

Intellectual projects have emerged around the issues of domination. A series 
of anticolonial writings emerged around the subaltern epistemology of giv-
ing voice to the marginalized and peripheries of empire.15 A wide range of 
ideas under the rubric of postcolonial studies has spoken to hybridity, a way 
to speak to commonalities and aggregate many of our experiences.16 A wide 
range of cultural theories has spoken to our divisions, varying knowledge and 
values, invented traditions, and the disconnection between the conquered 
and the conquerors. While those in the African academy have adopted many 
of these great epistemological insights, we have not fully imprinted ourselves 
upon them by drawing from our own heritage and cultural resources.



714  T. FALOLA

The continent of the dominated and the oppressed, but it keeps drawing 
more and more from the theories and ideas of those who oppressed and dom-
inated it. Colonization cannot be divorced from domination, as both were 
built upon the history of slavery and racism. The insertion of Africa into the 
modern world and the texts produced by Africans are entangled with notions 
of race and domination: the core ideas that foreground them revolve around 
exploitation, domination, and conflicts. Many of the subjects we inherit are 
shaped by those core ideas. Indeed, modernity is entangled with coloniality. 
Our task is not to reject modernity but to disentangle it from race and domi-
nation. ritual archives offer us the possibilities of creating knowledge that can 
become integrated into the process of that disentanglement.

Together, capitalism and coloniality have imposed a knowledge divide. The 
core represents the center of power, where universal ideas are generated. The 
peripheries are colonies where internally generated ideas are categorized as 
“local.” The status of researchers in both worlds is not the same, and the rel-
evance of their research outcomes are equally unequal. The researchers at the 
core produce methods and theories, and those in the periphery consume and 
apply them. It is as if this core-periphery divide will remain with us:

Core is producing theory and methods, and peripheries are consuming and 
reproducing it. We can think about the postcolonial, decolonizing, and Indig-
enous knowledge systems discussion as a kind of rebellion against such distri-
bution. Global coloniality is marginalizing and even suppressing the knowledge 
and culture of subaltern groups; it seems like this oppression will never end.17

One way to break this divide is actually to turn to ritual archives to create 
alternative pathways: decolonizing paradigms based on indigenous knowledge 
systems. Just as we live in different parts of the world, we can also engage in 
different ways of thinking.

Categories of analysis, like words in texts, are not always neutral. Ìwà in 
Yorùbá does not necessarily translate into “character” in English. The break-
down of ìwà and “character” are contextualized within specific cultures. A 
gentleman in England is not necessarily expected to be generous as is the ìwà 
associated with his equivalent in Yorùbá. Ìwà is linked to a broader category 
of ọmọlúwàbí, which deals with virtues and morality,18 and linked with aes-
thetics, as in the saying, ìwà lẹwà (“character is beauty”).19 A Christian in 
New York may not mean the same as a Christian in Ìbàdàn where witches and 
àbíkú roam the streets, where àwọn ayé (narrowly translated into English as 
enemies) are everywhere, including in his bedroom. The ọ̀tá to the Christian 
in New York is so far inferior to the ọ̀tá at Ìbàdàn: the one in the former does 
not have the wings to fly to the sixteenth floor of an apartment building while 
ours at Ibadan can turn into thin air! The ọ̀tá in New York may be identi-
fiable by name and occupation, but look at ours as compiled by Akintunde 
Oyetade below:
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ọ̀tá ilé (enemy in the household or enemy within)

ọ̀tá òde (enemy from the outside or enemy without)

ọ̀tá ìdílé (enemy in the family or the lineage)

ọ̀tá ibi-iṣẹ́ (enemy at the place of work)

ọ̀tá ọ̀run-ò-gbẹbọ (enemy believed to be from heaven, who cannot be appeased 
or placated by offerings or sacrifices)

ọ̀tá ìkọ̀kọ̀ tàbí ọ̀tá ìbábá (secret or hidden enemy)
ọ̀tá alọrẹ́ (persistent enemy)

There are more:

a-bínú-kú-ẹni (one who is angry with someone and wishes death for him)

elénìní (bitter enemy)

a-mọni-ṣeni (one who knows someone well and does evil to him)

a-fàì-mọni-ṣeni (one who does not know someone too well but still does evil to 
him)

a-ṣeni-bani-dárò (one who, after doing evil to someone, commiserates with 
him)

a-fojú-fẹ́ni-máfọkàn-fẹ́ni (one who appears to love someone to his face but who 
does not love him from the heart)

a-fẹ́-a-jẹ-má-fẹ́-á-yó (one who wants someone to eat but does not want him to 
eat his fill)

ojú-la-rí-ọ̀rẹ́-ò-dénú (one who appears superficially to be a friend but is not)

a-ṣekú-pani (one who plans another one’s death)

a-pani-má-yọdà (one who kills without drawing a sword)
a-dáni-lóró-tíí-fagbára-kọ́ni (one who acts callously to someone and thereby 
toughens his attitude to life).20

To take yet another example: owe in Yorùbá, which becomes translated into 
English as proverbs. Oyekan Owomoyela has not only pointed to significant 
differences but warned that the equivalences can be misleading. This is why 
it is a fact that words can designate different meanings in different cultures. 
While as a scholar, he sees some similarities in aphorisms, apothegms, and 
Wellerisms, Owomoyela is quick to note: “But ferreting out Yorùbá corre-
spondences to the English subgenres, although a useful comparative exercise, 
has little relevance to understanding the Yorùbá concept and usage of òwe, 
which do not exactly coincide with those of the English proverb.”21 A num-
ber of English proverbs will not count as proverbs among the Yorùbá, while 
“some verbal forms that come under the general rubric of òwe in Yorùbá do 
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not have equivalents in the English proverb corpus.”22 There are other dif-
ferences around aesthetics, humor, speech forms, uses, and even the rich 
and creative orin òwe (proverb songs). Owomoyela is, indeed, very convinc-
ing in his argument on critical epistemological differences while the over five 
thousand proverbs in his book themselves should be incorporated into ritual 
archives.

All the examples lead us to non-Western meanings, ideas of the cosmos, 
and alternate philosophies. The binary between ọ̀run (inhabited by deities, 
spirits and ancestors) and ayé (the world inhabited by humans) generates dif-
ferent meanings from other epistemologies. In ayé are the humans and the 
deadly reality of ọmọ aráyé, which may include witches and sorcerers. Invis-
ible ladders link ọ̀run with ayé, and the Orunmila mediates both spaces. Men 
and women must engage with ọ̀run and ayé as they deal with birth, life, 
destiny, and death. Then the bodies of men and women are structured and 
defined not just in their anatomical senses but also according to the binary 
of the ara, the physical parts such as legs and arms, and in the destiny of 
orí, and the metaphysical vital force of ẹ̀mí, a consciousness with autonomous 
behavior since it can do things not told by ara: ẹ̀mí can leave the body to 
roam the spiritual planes or the invisible other worlds.

Jose Gaos, the Mexican-Spaniard philosopher, coined the phrase the 
“imperialism of categories,” which refers to how his Latin American col-
leagues use external methods, concepts, and theories, warning them that they 
are headed in a wrong direction if they don’t change or adapt them. Gaos 
accuses them of committing the mistake of universalizing “the local knowl-
edge” of “great” Anglo-American authors.23 Here is the way Gaos links 
“global theories” to specific localities:

Max Weber analyses and describes the bureaucrat of the “old continent”; Joseph 
Schumpeter focuses on the innovative European, but mainly British capitalist; 
Jürgen Habermas directs his attention to the industrialized First World soci-
ety, in particular to the German society; and Pierre Bourdieu studies mainly the 
French socio-cultural and socio-political condition.24

Without any exaggeration, I can postulate at this juncture that African schol-
arship fits into Gaos’ criticisms. rather than always borrowing, we need to 
convert our own categories into theories of knowledge. Philosophies must 
emerge from them to multiply the origins and scopes of knowledge. Indig-
enous languages and education are needed to make it possible. To fall on 
the use of ritual archives, we must delink knowledge from European-based 
education and literacy. In other words, we must reject the claim that failure 
to use European languages is by itself a failure to acquire knowledge. Be it 
Hausa or Ajami, languages can be used to create large bodies of knowledge.

The decolonization project of the post-Second World War (WWII) period 
recognized the need for scholarship connected with nation building. In 
decolonizing the various curricula, the pioneer scholars embarked upon the 
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worthy project of indigenizing scholarship, which brought a lot of achieve-
ments. The pioneers went to school in the West, and the majority among 
them actually accepted Western values and various aspects of lifestyles. They 
understood and worked with Western methods, concepts, and approaches 
that were never abandoned, even if occasionally questioned. In seeking decol-
onization, economic freedom, as well as peace and justice, their main con-
tribution related to the application of those Western concepts, approaches, 
and theories to the African condition, that is, a process of adaptation. Some 
attempts were made to indigenize received ideas, but not always success-
fully. It was difficult for the nationalist pioneers to break their linkages with 
the West. The efforts and struggles were directed at imitation: the creation 
of Western archives and educational institutions. While they recognized the 
relevance of oral texts and traditions, these were weakly integrated into the 
knowledge systems. Indeed, there are many works that explain oral tradi-
tions but only a handful of books and essays based on them.25 The keepers of 
those traditions were approached as inferiors. Certainly, in ways that are dif-
ficult not to condemn, there were no attempts to create a pact of reciprocity 
between Western-trained scholars and indigenous generators of knowledge: 
the scholars took the data they needed to generate their writings, which were 
circulated only among their colleagues.

Yet, without developing indigenous knowledge, the epistemic linkage 
between Africa and the colonized geopolitics of epistemology will not go 
away. Without an aggressive decolonization of knowledge, ancestral knowl-
edge will never find its deserved pride of place. Indigenous knowledge creates 
the pathways to the creation of multiple universalisms, what I have charac-
terized elsewhere as pluriversalism. Without ritual archives, there will be no 
pluriversalism.

Part three: ritual archives and Pluriversalism

The connection between global power and global knowledge is clear-cut. 
Global knowledge translates into domination by Anglo-American method-
ologies, concepts, and legacies. Western experiences shape what we label as 
universalism. To challenge this domination, we have to accept a new intel-
lectual order: pluriversalism. As to the domineering impact of universalism, 
many scholars have spoken, pointing to how local ideas derived from West-
ern experiences are projected as global.26 The globalization of African episte-
mologies and methodologies, derived in part from ritual archives, will elevate 
African-derived knowledge, acknowledge indigenous knowledge, and chal-
lenge the domination of Anglo-American scholarship. African scholars should 
not always be consuming the theories and methods produced by others.

Scholarship in a global context operates in zones of power and marginality. 
Scholars and texts are not equal, just as nations are not equal. This inequal-
ity affects the production and consumption of knowledge. Within nations, 
humans are treated unequally, and so too are the narratives they produce.  
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If Christianity and Islam are treated as superior, so too will they treat African 
ritual archives as inferior. Global and international inequalities are reflected 
in the domination of people, places, races, classes, and genders, and the ideas 
associated with them and what they produce.

Once a global social order is constructed, it is supported by an unequal 
epistemological order in which those above its power hierarchies lay claim to 
universalism and consign others to parochialism. In the case of Africans and 
the African Diaspora, in relation to their archives, the template of “moder-
nity” imposed on their being and historical processes has involved “otheriz-
ing” based on ignorance, as explained in the following assertion:

because the only way of knowing was to eliminate, subordinate, and/or oppress 
our differences from the Other….the narrative of modernity needs the notion 
of “primitives” to create the spatial colonial difference and define the identi-
ties of supposed superior and inferior human beings. Colonization was based on 
such terrible assumptions, and the effects of such narratives have been substan-
tial, leading to different ways of producing societies and creating knowledge. 
Colonization was based on such terrible assumptions, and the effects of such 
narratives have been substantial, leading to different ways of producing societies 
and creating knowledge. Coloniality of power also had and still has influence in 
the ways science is organized and institutionalized in each society.27

Power shapes knowledge, which is obviously not neutral and free of context. 
Even our own stories around the tortoise and spider are not devoid of inter-
est and agenda. Many of these stories are not power free, as they are shaped 
by patriarchy. Stories around why women were not kings at Ilé-Ifẹ̀ or Ọ̀yọ́ are 
ultimately shaped by the patriarchy and politics of kingship. So too is global 
knowledge and how it is circulated through the instrumentalities of advanced 
technologies. Just as culture grounds our patriarchal stories, so too does cul-
ture ground what we accept to be universal knowledge. Cultural difference 
embedded in ritual archives are sufficient to make bold claims that knowledge 
is heterogeneous, that epistemologies are neither uniform nor homogenous, 
and that thought systems should not move in the direction of the West to 
Africa but also the other way round.

It is one’s culture that foregrounds ritual archives, which gives it the req-
uisite power, autonomy, and agency. They are the resources we need to point 
to the limitations of both globalized knowledge and globalized methodology; 
indeed to argue that the association of globality with applicability is an exag-
geration, and even to question their originality. Epistemological perspectives 
derived from ritual archives will be both original and unique. The use of ritual 
archives is one major way to recover the past in ways that decolonize West-
ern-based academic spaces and Western-derived knowledge systems. Knowl-
edge operates within geopolitics, or what some call the “global academy.” On 
the one hand, it is not difficult to track what is owed to Western scholarship 
as scholars invoke such works, as in cultural and postcolonial studies where 
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such names as Foucault are mentioned. It is also easier to track theoretical sil-
silas (genealogies), as in semiotics, structuralism, formalism, and the like.

What we are unable to track is the recourse to our own organic episte-
mologies. In this regard, scholarship exhibits no less than four limitations. 
First, the overall encounter with local knowledge is weak and limited in the 
sense that we relate to them as “sources” not to validate the local but to 
engage with the global, and most importantly to assert our “perspectives” 
while accepting the externally derived paradigms and ways of knowing. For 
instance, in the use of oral traditions and chronicles for historical reconstruc-
tion, the ways of writing history, according to Western convention, are not 
questioned, but the presumption is that Western notions of the archives can 
be complemented. Second, we create epistemological hierarchies, sometimes 
even following the Darwinist racial categorization of the nineteenth century: 
Western, Islamic, Orientals (Indian, Japanese and Malays, Chinese, etc.) and 
African, with African at the very bottom. By this claim, I am referring to the 
sources of the ideas we extend to our scholarship. It is even in minority intel-
lectual spaces that Islamic epistemologies and methodologies are worked into 
our intellectual universe. Third, it is unclear as to the extent that we interro-
gate the historical contexts of the theories we deploy, how they often emerge 
from historical circumstances and events different from ours. Most concepts 
and theories are grounded in specific historical circumstances that produce 
them. Fourth, scholarship shifts so rapidly that the way we erect canons and 
lock them as unquestionable is misleading. Indeed, the caution not to ques-
tion established scholars in Africa is itself a drawback to intellectual growth. 
Serious questioning could have provoked different epistemological choices.

Part four: encounters with Public sPaces

Whether as texts, objects, or symbols, ritual archives have faced serious dan-
gers, ranging from extinction, ridicule, marginalization, and erasure. The first 
problem is that of intellectual inequality. All externally derived knowledge sys-
tems—Islamic and Western—are seen to be superior to them. The inability 
to create permanent written texts with specialists linked to formal systems of 
knowledge, as in the case of the Western-derived academies, creates a draw-
back. The social context of knowledge production is crucial, and this is a sec-
ond source of trouble: African scholars who produce knowledge for Africa 
seek globalized knowledge instead of fully embracing ancestral epistemologies 
and then linking them to that which they seek.

It is important, at this crucial point, to reiterate that a three-prong recov-
ery mission is needed: (a) validating of serious empirical work; (b) generat-
ing a series of dialogues between empirical data and multiple theories; and 
(c) using ritual archives to create distinctive theories. rather than always tak-
ing theories from other knowledge systems, we should use ritual archives to 
generate theories for others to use. Doing history, philosophy, and theory 
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without basing them on our own unique data and experience is the equiva-
lent to talking about a forest without trees.

The generators and creators of these archives are equally undermined. 
There have been systematic and deliberate attempts to destroy what they cre-
ate and to silence their voices. Where they operate as their own archivists to 
take the knowledge to public spaces, they have knowledge but lack power. 
In cases where they are drawn into university spaces, as the case of Babaláwo 
in the Institute of African Studies at the then University of Ifẹ̀, Nigeria, they 
recorded their data on equipment that did not stand the test of time and was 
unable to withstand rapid technological changes. The recorded voices are 
subsequently discarded and never put to use. Those who study ritual archives, 
outside of university-based jobs with permanent remunerations, lack respect.

Indeed, the broad terrain of ritual archivists and indigenous researchers is 
usually embattled. Drawing on data from various places, a collection of their 
voices, in Indigenous Pathways into Social Research,28 has reached depressing 
conclusions:

Indigenous peoples experience inequalities that push them to the edge of 
 society, make them unwell, and often result in premature death. While many 
non-Indigenous people are committed to eliminating these disparities, the 
voices of Indigenous peoples themselves need to be heard loudly and clearly in 
terms of their own accounts of their histories, their present-day needs and pri-
orities, and their aspirations and dreams for their future. The involvement of 
Indigenous people in research and evaluation is an important part of enabling 
this to happen.29

While the focus of Mertens, Cram, and Chisilisa’s book is on Indigenous 
researchers drawn from the United States, Mexico, Canada, Panama, Vanu-
atu, New Zealand, Botswana, Australia, South Africa, Japan, Papua New 
Guinea, Cameroon, and Spain, there are parallels with respect to the margin-
alization of practitioners of Ògún and Ṣàngó in West Africa, poets and singers 
among the Zulu, and carvers of religious items in Cameroon. While the book 
implies white researchers in its use of the category of “non indigenous,” I 
would like to include fellow Africans, notably researchers whose intellectual 
orientation and disengagement from indigenous epistemologies fit into that 
paradigm. In the various personal testimonies in the book, other similarities 
emerge: Indigenous researchers are poor: they “venture out into the world 
from a place of family poverty”; access to educational opportunities is limited 
for them; and they have limited access to formal sector occupations.

It is important to point out that our entire research and academic orienta-
tion must be modified or changed towards active partnership and collabora-
tion with indigenous researchers and practitioners. In Africa, the complaint 
is always about Western domination of discourse and intellectual production. 
However, within Africa itself, forms of internal colonization or balkanization 
of ideas exist, whereby those with formal education in the Western-derived 
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academies exercise near-supreme power as the “baptized” elite. This power 
subordinates others and operates on three faulty premises. The first prem-
ise is that university-based scholars are the researchers, and those outside 
of it are the suppliers of raw materials. This dichotomy is actually false. The 
indigenous way of knowing is a form of research, as difficult as what we 
do. Nobody creates songs, dances, poems, or stories without one form of 
research or another. Words have to be created; bands have to be arranged; 
performances have to be fashioned and refashioned. The point cannot be 
made that an ìjálá chanter or an Ọbàtálá priestess does not carry out research 
to do their work. They are essentially methodologists as well as research-
ers. They evaluate inherited knowledge and create the tools and networks to 
repackage and present what is vital and useful.

The second relates to what I see as the outcome of research. The assump-
tion that the research generated within universities is that which is most 
important is misleading. Indeed, indigenous researchers connect with their 
organic communities more directly, with locales feeding the constitution of 
knowledge and the ways of knowing. Local values and indigenous traditions 
shape their data and knowledge. Indeed, they are social agents in ways that 
academically trained scholars lack the full capacity to become. As active social 
agents, they ultimately contribute to the transformation of the spaces they 
occupy. This leads me to the third point: the assumption that the power of 
social agency inheres in academic scholars, which while true to a point is actu-
ally exaggerated. Social agency lies in numbers, the ability to mobilize those 
numbers, and how that mobilization connects with broader goals and agen-
das that resonate with communities. Communities have the capacity to trans-
form themselves far more than scholars can transform them. As social agents, 
the texts and objects they produce have immediate utilitarian values—they 
exist in societies and not on shelves in scholars’ homes.

Thus, we have to rethink how we produce knowledge as well as the con-
nections we make. Permit me to sue for maximum civility, so that our privi-
leges must not be deemed an inalienable right to the point of arrogance and 
the breakdown of bridges. We have to encourage indigenous practitioners to 
be part of our larger academic community, not just studying what they pro-
duce but creating a dialogue of respect, and returning back to the community 
our own products for their use and validation. Diversity of knowledge is cru-
cial to the need to ground our experiences and formulate collaborative strate-
gies to elevate the disciplines and society itself.

A befitting query is “Who are we anyway?” After all, we write about the 
sociology of knowledge not necessarily by building on indigenous inherit-
ances but by appropriating indigenous voices into chaotic global discourses. 
We write about the sociology of social movements without joining the work-
ing class to protest injustice. We write about gods and goddesses while not 
joining in their worship except as observers. Indeed, Christians actually have 
little respect for them. We even write about peasants, traders, and the daily 
lives of ordinary people, while using those writings as steps in the academic 
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ladder. We draw on the data of the traders and market women but leave them 
behind as we become professors while they remain in their slums. Let me 
invoke the words of César A. Cisneros Puebla, a scholar-activist, who queried 
our beings as scholars:

But a sociology of our own practices as researchers, as scientists, as persons of 
blood and flesh is still pending. We don’t really know too much about ourselves 
as researchers, and/or as human beings, and how we came to be what we are. 
In some ways, the personal pathways of becoming a researcher, scientist, activist, 
or practitioner of any discipline are mysterious and hidden.30

Measures to evaluate what academic researchers do, and the impact of their 
work on development and their role as social agents have not been under-
taken. Indeed, in many instances, we actually do not know. Indeed, we lack a 
body of work on why Africans take to the academy as a profession, what eth-
ics guide their research, and what responsibilities they owe to the larger soci-
ety. New bodies of work must review the wide range of our activities and the 
social responsibility of scholars since the 1940s, and see through our internal 
self-assessments, and beyond the propagandist claims in Inaugural Lectures 
for the validity of our disciplines. The criteria for assessing the relevance of 
disciplines have not been created.

After taking several intellectual liberties, let me close with five practical 
issues that are achievable as a starting point before we deal with complicated 
epistemologies and academic reorganization. First, ritual archives have to be 
located and communities should be encouraged to compile and update cata-
logues. ritual archives already exist in many private spaces as well as some 
public institutions. There are hundreds of associations and collectives with 
extensive libraries that have to be promoted and organized. It has become 
urgent to preserve various aspects of ritual archives, and to collect and cir-
culate the limitless ideas around them. The easiest and most obvious is for 
researchers to follow the traditional path of data collections through inter-
views and recordings. Thus far, those materials reside in the private hands 
of many collectors, including the oral interviews that I have also done over 
a forty-year period. What now needs to be done is to convert thousands of 
notes in private hands to public data banks in multiple locations where they 
can be accessible to as many people as possible. While the preservation of 
what individuals collect resides in private hands and are good for individual 
research agendas, they do create limitations to sharing and enabling far-reach-
ing interpretive options.

Second, a vigorous effort must be made to encourage autobiographies, 
autoethnographies, and religious ethnographies—coupled with the creation 
of rich data banks by the practitioners of various practices, religious and secu-
lar. These stories will be many, so many that they have no limits. They can 
be composed as written texts for circulation or as stories recorded in audio 
and video. Autobiographies, autoethnographies, and religious ethnographies 
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ensure the survival of individual and collective experiences and practices that 
we can relate to in place and time. The abundant evidence will form a rich 
archive that can become public and serve to capture specific ages, and analyze 
society and religion on less generalized terms.

Third, digital archives can be established to organize, preserve, and share 
the texts. Such a project will not be one-time or even a unified effort. A digi-
tal archive will be accessible at a global scale. The voices of our people should 
not be discarded; the knowledge of our people should not be abandoned. 
Wisdom does not lie only in the West; it exists in the East, North, and South. 
Fourth, attention should be paid to the ongoing research and legal frame-
works in South Africa on Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) that cover 
research, pedagogy, and funding.31 It links IKS to the overall agenda of the 
country:

The intention of this Funding instrument is to promote and support research 
to deepen our understanding of Indigenous Knowledge Systems and its role in 
community life. Although both applied and basic (i.e., epistemological studies) 
research is encouraged, the Indigenous Knowledge Funding instrument focuses 
on experimental research which will lead to technology transfer and patents  
(i.e. innovation and entrepreneurship). Clear evidence of active participation 
and equal ownership of IKS practitioners and communities in all research activ-
ities is a crucial feature of this instrument. So is appropriately acknowledging 
those who contributed intellectually (i.e., knowledge holders/practitioners) as 
more than just mere subjects or informants. The IKS Funding instrument scope 
covers the following:

• KS and Bioeconomy (African traditional medicine, food security, technology, 
nutraceuticals, health and beauty, and cosmetics);

• IKS Epistemology (Ubuntu and cosmology, taxonomies, pedagogies, and 
methodologies);

• IKS and Climate Change (Environmental Management);
• Women and IKS-based technology innovations;
• IKS and Energy (Alternative and clean sources);
• IKS Practices of Khoi, Nama, Griqua, and San communities; and/or
• Novel and creative thinking that will shift the boundaries of IKS knowledge 

production and that address national priorities in South Africa.

The ultimate aim of the IKS instrument is to contribute to sustainable eco-
nomic development of not only South Africa, but the African region as a 
whole. The IKS instrument achieves this goal through knowledge develop-
ment and human capacity development.32

Fifth, I am calling for the reconfiguration of the disciplines. The colonial 
structure of the old and the very new universities has not created hospita-
ble place and role for ritual archives. Would institutions allow a Ph.D. dis-
sertation to be written with ritual archives not just data but as epistemologies? 
I can understand opposition to this in American and European universities 
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where hegemony maintenance is crucial, but what about Nigeria or Brazil? 
Some professors have to take up this challenge and begin a set of innovations. 
Would the African academy nurture dissertations in African episteme? Would 
the institutions fund research on ritual archives? Practical steps have to follow 
conceptual innovations. If we continue to conduct fieldwork, who does the 
coordination and the archiving? We need to ask other pertinent questions: 
In the age of science and technology, cyber age, etc., what would indigenous 
knowledge production in the African world ultimately translate to? Would it 
generate ideas for jobs? Would they connect to technological innovations? All 
these must be part of the rethinking process.

There is the question of administrative power and resources. We under-
stand that university administration, department directions, and research 
agendas are often aligned with the state and its perceived political inter-
ests and the common sense epistemological frameworks that underwrite 
them. The question for the African academy is the extent to which research 
agendas can be independent of hegemonic purposes or even in conflict with 
them. There is, of course the history of Marxist and anticolonial, nationalist 
frameworks, but these have given way in the postcolonial period to the exi-
gencies of professional survival and institutional budget crises based on neo-
liberalism.

I am arguing that there is room for maneuver in redefining research agen-
das without directly confronting the hegemonic forces that govern insti-
tutional resources and professional advancement. If so the balance must be 
delicate, keeping in mind that not all young scholars would have the political 
maturity to pursue research agendas without making explicit the confronta-
tion, which can devastate an individual career and even dismantle a depart-
ment. One way of framing the issue is the extent to which African academics 
are operating with epiphenomenal Euro-American epistemologies based on 
internalized racism as a legacy of colonialism against the extent to which they 
operate within those frameworks as a way of aligning themselves with the 
realities of global and state power, within which they seek professional sur-
vival and alignment. Ultimately, and this is not something that must happen 
in every instance, we must take seriously the conflict between the academic 
researcher and the subaltern (organic) intellectual—their visions and hori-
zons of social transformation and communal health are different. While there 
can be skepticism and cynicism about the power of knowledge projects in the 
context of violence and corruption, I will continue to insist that we must look 
to other forms of knowledge.

One hope, in my judgment, is generational. I recognize the perceived need 
for each generation to establish career and financial security. So is it the job 
of the current generation of scholars to support new archives for the next; 
or will the revitalization of ritual archives depend on the revolutionary zeal 
of the next? We can see the contradictions involved for those who first disa-
vow their own traditions in the hopes of entering a golden space of Western 
respectability, legitimacy, and prosperity, who are subsequently disillusioned 
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and then perhaps seek out the resources and meaning-making from their 
natal communities and ancestors. But are there not those of the next genera-
tion of academics who do not first disavow their embededness in a commu-
nal, ritual world before entering the academy? These are the young warrior 
princes and princesses who will bring the strength and brilliance of their 
traditions and rituals to create a hybrid, vibrant life within the academy as 
researchers and teachers. I would argue that this latter case should represent 
pathway of a new generation of Africans to the academy.

I will be the first to recognize the large difference between asking the 
current generation of academics to shift their research agendas (to include 
ritual archives, for example) against making room for newer voices that are 
reimagining their cosmologies to integrate and give new flame to their tradi-
tions. This is why indigenous publishing projects are so essential as they can 
refuse the limits of Western epistemologies. rather than trying to persuade 
a unified audience to do something completely new, maybe we should con-
tinue to give examples with vivid details of the power of the ritual world and 
those who are narrating it. In this case, the persuasion is twofold: (a) to give 
hope and inspiration to the younger generation of academics that they need 
not abandon and that they should urgently reclaim their communal traditions 
as they develop their research agendas and academic identities; and (b) to 
ask the older generation of academics, those in leadership and administrative 
positions, to create space for what has previously been foreclosed. The latter 
must be concerned with money and institutional politics, but their ability to 
mobilize will be enabled by the legitimacy and visibility that indigenous pub-
lishing houses are giving to new voices.

The theoretical implications of my ideas around ritual archives are com-
plex; the uses to which ritual archives can be put are equally complex and the 
outcomes will be revolutionary. African languages will flourish in the process, 
the archives will expand; African-language intellectuals will multiply in num-
ber. African forms of knowing will become the core of humanistic scholar-
ship in its practical and contemplative manner. Perhaps, the discovery of new 
core areas will reorganize and relabel the disciplines, revalorize imaginative 
forms of knowing, and see value in ritual practices, performances, ceremo-
nies, observations, crafts, skills, and agriculture. Alphabetical technologies 
will grow, further encouraging new creative projects, interpretations, and 
 translations.

Perhaps, respect for indigenous religions, preference for the use of African 
languages, recognition for all forms of oral texts, and attention to translation 
will unleash an intellectual revolution. Perhaps, legitimacy will be accorded 
to indigenous epistemologies, and we will reduce our energy in borrow-
ings and adaptations. Perhaps, the “traditional” intellectuals will stop abus-
ing and marginalizing the organic intellectuals. Perhaps, we will preserve and 
refound/rediscover/recover our precolonial knowledge, collective memo-
ries, and genealogies. Perhaps, we will put a break in the path toward the 
cultural void that we are now treading. Perhaps, we will overcome identity 
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and religious ambiguities. Perhaps, we will stop the extirpators of indigenous 
cultures hiding under the masks of modernization. Perhaps, extirpating reli-
gious priests will have their powers curbed. Perhaps, new exemplars of knowl-
edge will replace or be added to those whose knowledge is based on Western 
models. Maybe a new order of indigenous knowledge system will emerge as 
a new intellectual order, and the emergent exemplars will find answers to the 
hegemonic projects of universalism and resist the organizers of dominating 
knowledge systems.

“A person who carries a basket of eggs on his head must walk with meas-
ured steps.” In the final analysis, perhaps we as practitioners, operating in 
the Western academies, will ultimately become the “traditional intellectuals,” 
whose power and legitimacy will be challenged and superseded by the ideas of 
the “organic intellectuals,” whose power and legitimacy will be based on epis-
temologies derived from ritual archives, as well as intellectual rationality built 
around cultural legitimacy. Organic intellectuals may rethink our modernity 
and subsequently create alternative development paradigms for the benefit of 
all and sundry, indeed for the commonwealth. We cannot continue to carry 
baskets of eggs on our heads and be walking in haste. We must continue to 
write, read, and be awakeners at home and abroad as the Murid master Ajami 
poet, Muusaa Ka, enjoins us to do:

If there were no writer, our paths would fade away

If there were no reader, our knowledge would vanish

If there were no awakener, our people would be in slumber

And they would never be awake until they are ruined
Muusaa Ka (1889–1963).

notes

 1.  On the differences between these inventions, although not drawing from the 
African data, see Aveni (2002).

 2.  Cabral (1973). In passing, permit me to add briefly that the Guinea-Bissau 
nationalist hero (Cabral) is known for his radical assertions, as he told Pan-
Africans, at the huge Guinean funeral rites for the late President Kwame Nkru-
mah of Ghana, that the indomitable Pan-Africanist liberator of Ghana died 
from a cancer of betrayal, but not the disease itself; soon after, he suffered his 
own unfortunate fate. He was a good creator of varieties of archives!

 3.  Apter (1992: blurb).
 4.  On the individual characteristics of the deities, see, for instance, Elebuibon 

(1998), Fadipe(1970), Idowu (1962), Ojo (1966).
 5.  See, for instance, Simpson (1980), Adesanya (2012), Abimbola (1976).
 6.  See various chapters in Barnes, ed. (1997).
 7.  Murphy and Sanford, eds. (2001), Hucks (2012).
 8.  See, for instance, Matory (1994).
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 9.  Barber (1991).
 10.  Adeboye in Yoruba Affairs, https://groups.google.com/forum/#!topic/yoru-

baaffairs/lO_hfvu_4j0.
 11.  Ibid.
 12.  Ibid.; https://groups.google.com/forum/#!topic/usaafricadialogue/

zMbz01Cbyvo.
 13.  Doris (2011).
 14.  Cisneros-Puebla (2015: 396).
 15.  See, for instance, Spivak (1995).
 16.  Bhabha (1994).
 17.  Cisneros-Puebla (2015: 397).
 18.  On Omoluabi, see Ogundeji and Akangbe, eds. (2009).
 19.  See Hallen (2000).
 20.  Oyetade (2004).
 21.  Owomoyela (2005: 3).
 22.  Ibid.
 23.  Quoted in Maerk (2009: 186).
 24.  Ibid.
 25.  Biobaku, ed. (1973).
 26.  Among others, see Samuel P. Huntington (1996).
 27.  Cisneros-Puebla (2015: 396).
 28.  Mertens, Cram, and Chilisa, eds. (2013).
 29.  Ibid., 9.
 30.  Ibid., 395.
 31.  http://www.nrf.ac.za/sites/default/files/documents/IKS%20Guide%202015.

pdf.
 32.  Ibid.
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CHAPTEr 46

Philosophy, Education, and Art in Africa

John Ayotunde Isola Bewaji

introduction

Education in philosophy and the arts, two very complex phenomena in all 
human societies, is often disassociated into discrete and compartmental-
ized departments, due to artificial disciplinary partitioning in the Western 
academy, in the manner annotated by Lewis Gordon as disciplinary deca-
dence.1 This fact is made all the more interesting and worrisome because of, 
on the one hand, the cadres of humans who contribute to utilize and ben-
efit from education, philosophy, and art in society, and on the other hand 
the nature of the traditions and knowledge systems enshrined in these ele-
ments of human culture. Arguably, living humans inherit philosophical tra-
ditions, educational and artistic systems, to which they contribute while they 
are members of society, and since education begins before conception and 
does not end simply at the grave, as is often erroneously suggested, it bears 
emphasizing how these elements transcend the temporality of our transi-
ence. For this reason, it is clear that so much of society (in terms of com-
mon consciousness of the community of humans inhabiting a social space) 
goes into the development of philosophies (consciously and otherwise), 
education, and the arts, and much is expected of education by society. Thus, 
education is structured into that which has practical, utilitarian, and func-
tional goals, with markers to determine success or failure of both the process 
and the system, while there are other educational efforts which are not so 
end-oriented and functional but which are equally important in determin-
ing the proper functioning of humans in society. This explains why those 
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ends which are transmissible in direct format are conducted through formal 
systems and structures of education, and are measured to determine success 
or failure. Those ends which are not so easy to measure, but which are not 
any less important in society, are transmitted under the informal and non-
formal systems and structures of interpersonal relations, philosophies, art, 
and religion.

In this chapter, I examine the nature of art (and aesthetics), writ large, 
as philosophical and educational tools, systems, and structures in society. 
I look at not only the goals of art education and education in art, with 
a view to understanding the philosophical underpinnings of such art and 
using this in determining the place of art in the development of human 
consciousness and appreciation of art in society, but I also examine these 
components of human intellectual culture as means of propagating intel-
lectual traditions, values, knowledge systems, social norms and graces, and 
cohesiveness. This effort is critical for the appreciation of personal and 
social/group identity, community consciousness and belonging, history, 
religion, morality, and culture in society. And for these reasons, I deliber-
ately look at events such as slavery, apartheid, and colonialism in Africana 
history, which have shown to us that art (and the philosophies and edu-
cational systems and structures devised in societies to handle and appreci-
ate it) is a tool for proper education of members of society, but also their 
miseducation if used unwisely. I suggest that leaving the education of 
members of society (especially the youth) to chance, cable networks and 
mass media, fads of social media, unfiltered Internet sources, and pop cul-
ture junk, without the leaders in society taking a direct interest to ensure 
wholesome formation of consciousness in youth, is a dangerous slippery 
slope, which may lead to the utter destruction of African humanity globally.

I will take the liberty of not concerning myself with the elucidation of 
African philosophy, as this has been addressed by competent efforts else-
where, and such attention will only utilize precious space on unnecessary 
intellectual foliage clearance. To this end, I proceed immediately to discuss 
education.

education

The question may be raised as to what makes for an “educated” person, just 
in the same way as we continue to wonder what makes for a “successful” per-
son, but we may be persuaded that, more often than not, an educated person, 
in comparison to an uneducated person, will normally be more likely to be 
a successful person, because education will more likely than not lead to suc-
cess—not just material, acquisitive, financial accumulation of wealth. It also 
seems to me that education is an ingredient for the success of society, as a 
highly educated society would be one that appreciates the basic necessities of 
humans and other beings in society. While, on the other hand, if a society is 
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uneducated, undereducated, or only a minority is educated, then such society 
will face the perdition to which ignorance necessarily leads. For this reason, 
it may seem that in most cases, our wonderment has nothing to do with a 
failure on our part to understand how Western society, and by extension post-
colonial African societies, understand what “being educated” entails; but that 
it is a wonderment which has more to do with how to account for the failure 
of such an inherited Western understanding of education to truly reflect who 
properly is an “educated” person arising as a product of the educational sys-
tem and educational practices.

We may try to understand our wonderment in another way, which may be 
formulating the question we raised in a less confusing way, that is, by asking a 
series of interrelated questions: What “should” constitute who an “educated” 
person should be? What attributes should be displayed by such a person? 
What attitudes should be embraced or exhibited by such a person? In what 
ways should the ideas of the educated be justified and represented to others? 
And, how should the educated person relate to her/himself, others, and the 
universe at large? For, in a rather strange way, it is clear that what Africana 
peoples have accepted is a warped notion which makes it seem that Western 
society’s expectation of education supposes that to be educated is no more 
than to have attained some diploma, degree, certification, or some other such 
secondary qualification beyond elementary school, within the formal class-
room system narrowly contrived to impart specific knowledge. This means, 
in this narrow sense, that it is very easy to conjecture that you could either 
be “very” educated in this way—that is, have attained a Ph.D. (the highest 
formally attainable qualification) in some field of knowledge—or you could 
be construed as uneducated, that is, have no formal school exposure at or 
beyond the elementary level. By this narrow understanding of education, 
it is only the formal medium of training in and the imparting of a narrowly 
structured, selectively articulated, artificially demarcated body of knowledge 
and the vicariously designed measures/tests of variously selected aspects of 
these bodies of knowledge which constitutes what this Western educational 
paradigm calls progress in mastering curriculum that determines who is edu-
cated and certificated as such and who is empowered to impose demands for 
reward, recognition, and privilege on society.

In the view maintained here,2 this is a very narrow way of understanding 
what constitutes “education” and what it means when “being educated” is 
investigated. In so many respects, this narrow understanding of education 
fails to appreciate the very many aspects, properties, origins, natures, and 
implications of what education as a system, as a practice, and as an end prod-
uct entails. When this minimalist notion of education is embraced in any soci-
ety (especially in postcolonial societies of Africa and its diaspora), it could, 
often has, and would, no doubt, lead to dangerous consequences for soci-
ety. Evidence for this abounds in Nigeria, Jamaica, and even the West, where 
humans have abdicated responsibility for proper culturing of young ones to 
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the classroom and other surrogate media, only to now find that the youth 
have no moral compass about what should constitute a proper sense of right 
and wrong, no humanity, but instead are dangerously dedicated to just a per-
verse pursuit of wealth, luxury, pleasures, and fun (the last through drugs, 
over-the-top sexual practices, and ungodly idleness).

In this discussion, contrary to the trite and over-repeated historical 
accounts of the meaning of “education” which harks back to Plato or any of 
the other classical Western contributors to the discourse of education which 
have become paradigmatic, I am going to do a first-person analysis of what 
I understand by what “education” and what being “educated” encompasses. 
And this is going to be, and should be regarded as merely a very functional, 
personal, and introspective effort to clarify the meaning of education to 
myself, and to others who may be interested in the subject matter, based on 
my observation of events in various Africana societies.3 This is necessary as it 
is important now to transcend the received versions of “education” inherited 
from the formal systems of skills training, which have failed to make of Afri-
cans better human beings within the context of their societies, on the one 
hand, and on the other hand, in relation to other humans in other societies as 
world citizens with an obligation to themselves and their societies primarily, 
and secondarily to humanity generally.

For me, human life is about identifying, understanding, and solving real 
and imaginary problems in the process of being in the world, for oneself and 
for/with others. That is, in my view, the whole of what we call “existence” 
is about appreciating and facing real and anticipated challenges and over-
coming stark and imaginary odds, difficulties, obstacles, and existential and 
subsistential threats to the personal and corporate existence of humans. This 
understanding of the meaning of existence is, at least in a minimalist fashion, 
what youth and adult life is (should be) about, and it is about what all cultur-
ing, educating, and training is (should be) geared toward attaining in soci-
ety—producing adults who are responsible custodians of future generations. 
And, consequently, what all education, culturing, instruction, and training 
in the family, groups, classrooms, and various social organizations and fora—
including religion, schools, and clubs—are about; it is mainly about preparing 
human beings, at various stages of life, to be able to cope with the challenges 
of existence, and solving real and anticipated problems related to these chal-
lenges. Many humans are blessed with a fecund environment producing a 
surfeit of culturally and educationally enriching benefits, while others, those 
growing up without support, education, culture, love, kindness, and guid-
ance, are not. And many choose, of their own accord, not to subject them-
selves to the kind of discipline and fortitude necessary to educationally and 
culturally prepare them for this task of surviving and thriving in the presence 
of the unavoidable odds of living that they and their progeny must face.
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A typical human begins education from conception and, in some cultures, 
such as the Yoruba, the sages will even go as far as saying that this education 
begins before conception, as the sperm and egg must be nurtured through 
proper nutrition and enriching, safe, and healthy lifestyles in anticipation of 
procreation to be wholesome, in order to be able to produce a viable and 
healthy life on interaction and fertilization of each other in situ. The foetus, 
once conceived, is nursed on multiple diets of nutrition and emotions and 
intuitions and privations and “knowledge” that prepare the subsequent infant 
for life. This involves ensuring that the infant’s orientations, associations of 
ideas, appreciations of stimuli, and exposures to forces and factors that impact 
choices and discriminations for preferences and rejections, are appropri-
ate to each occasion, are well structured and orchestrated to align with what 
is filially and socially considered fit and edifying to the self and to society at 
large. Thus, it consequently also means that the input-output mechanisms are 
equilibrated, calibrated, and adjusted from the tender stage of conception, 
such that existence is mediated by this “educational” process, which largely 
involves programming and measuring of responses, rewarding correct ones, 
and indicating where one has gone wrong by withholding reward or by met-
ing out appropriate (but sometimes misplaced or inappropriate) corrective 
punishment where deigned fit.

The above is worthy of emphasis. Cycles of life are protected, cherished, 
and emphasized in indigenous African communities, even without the 
sophistication of technologically determined ideas about heredity, genet-
ics, genomics, etc., as the traditions have appreciated the need to ensure 
that the best of posterity is produced and nurtured. In Yoruba society, for 
example, married couples are fed on special diets rich in various vitamins 
and essential nourishment, and they are given a se je, a gun mun, ipara, 
igbere, igbadi, etc., all designed to fortify, protect, invigorate, and prepare 
the couple for the onerous task of furthering the humanity of society. It is 
no wonder that the combination of dietary and cultural supplements pro-
duce rounded infants, and when the infants are conceived, they receive the 
very best that the family and society can offer materially, socially, and cultur-
ally. Pregnant couples hold dialogues with the foetus in the belief that this 
is a human as any other, capable of hearing, seeing, learning, and unlearn-
ing; hence it is not strange to find the children of gifted artists having innate 
capacities to carry forward the family traditions, even when they have not 
be formally tutored. It is not strange to find that the predicament of Africa 
today in terms of culture and traditions is a dire one, where “pop” culture 
has replaced wholesome values, aesthetics, and moral traditions as the only 
readily available instructional materials for the foetus, infant, and youth. One 
can imagine what kind of existence a youth only exposed to fuji or dancehall 
music will have; or one in which the only notions of decorum are females 
wearing foreign hair and nails with attendant dangers of ingesting foreign 
germs through genetic transfer of disease, and males wearing their pants 
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below their waistline. The communicative capacity of talking drums of vari-
ous forms all over Africa has been destroyed, and even our higher/tertiary 
institutions are totally oblivious to their responsibilities as they also con-
tribute to the perpetuation of the cultural aesthetic destitution of the Afri-
can continent through the propagation of epistemicide and destruction of 
indigenous knowledge systems in Africa.

Going back to the supposition that human life is about solving real and 
anticipated problems, one could see that there is a direct correlation between 
the ways in which humans educate their young and the level of competence 
of humans in society to deal with problems of existence. The first criti-
cal component of success or failure relates to appreciating the existence of 
problems or challenges to successful attainment of goals. It is only fair to say 
that in some climes only recognized challenges receive the proper annota-
tion of effort to resolve them, and in some others, depending on the level 
of consciousness of agency, people may abdicate responsibility and resort to 
superstition, prayer, or other puerile unavailing crudities. For, if one cannot 
appreciate an issue as a challenge, expecting a solution or even some kind of 
effort to solve the problem is futile. If and when one has appreciated that a 
problem exists or has anticipated that a problem may surface in the future, 
the next stage is to figure out what is the nature of the problem, what kind 
of problem it is, and what are the ramifications or dimensions of the prob-
lem. This, however, includes practical, conceptual, pragmatic, and rationally 
understanding the origin, source, or cause of the problem. That is, when one 
has appreciated the existence of a problem, it is important to now analyze the 
problem, to gain a proper understanding of the causal foundations and natu-
ral dispositions of problem, why it is a problem, how it constitutes a problem, 
where it is coming from as a problem, and to identify clearly what anteced-
ents the causative factors may have.

If one is able to gain a foothold in the investigation indicated above, then 
it would not be very difficult to see what the solutions to the problem may be 
like. In this regard, it would become easy to diagnose the situation, envisage 
why it is the way it is, and ponder what appropriate measures would resolve 
the problem. If in any step in the above there is a blockage, then there would 
have to be a necessary retracing of steps to see what was omitted in the search 
for proper understanding and analysis of the different components of the 
problem, otherwise no adequate or lasting solution would be found. And it 
does not matter how much formal education one has been through, or lack 
thereof, all humans must go through the above process in living life. I would 
even conjecture that all living things must perform these basic operations 
in order to survive successfully, thrive, and excel in the process of compet-
ing with other living things for the scarce resources available to support life. 
If there is a breakdown along the path to the understanding, appreciation, 
and determination of problems and solution to problems, then one is faced 
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with great existential challenges, which may be a product of poor educational 
preparation for life or a result of limitations to the effort that one brings to 
bear on the existential challenges. Either way, the result may be failure, medi-
ocrity, or mendicancy.

Africana peoples are in the throes of an educational crisis, the likes of 
which no human group has ever faced in human history, and this crisis has 
serious implications for Africa’s aesthetic soul. Most Africana societies fail to 
even preserve the valuable cultural and artistic traditions of their ancestry, 
and have consigned contemporary youth to the limbo of dependency. This 
is where education, especially at the tertiary level, becomes more important 
than ever before. But before we can put this in clear relief, we will discuss art.

art

Art is a universal human phenomenon and is found in all human societies—
classical, traditional, modern, and contemporary. This is because art is the 
expression of the compulsive, innate human tendency toward creativity. It is 
one of the main engagements and accomplishments of human beings, which 
arguably distinguishes humans from other beings, as the means by which 
humans are capable of focusing at the same time their intellectual conscious-
ness and physiological dexterity to achieve and express their perception, com-
prehension, apprehension, annotation, expression, demarcation, appreciation, 
and documentation of their peculiar lived realities. And the environments in 
which humans live, the natural resources of climate, vegetation, and miner-
als, combined with the human attainments in the appropriation of nature, 
domestication of other existents, and appropriation of the universal endow-
ments around them, combine to determine the kinds of modes of existence 
and artefacts that humans devise in society. Thus, variations in the ecologies 
of all the regions of the world have led human inhabitants to peculiar modes 
of being in terms of diet, clothing, architecture, agriculture, and art, even 
though humans are diverse and divergent. It is in this regard that it is mean-
ingful to speak of African art (the trope of our discussion in this chapter), 
while being mindful of the heterogeneity of the natural habitats, languages, 
identities, ethnicities, and cultures of the many African peoples, as there are 
some common African cultural affinities and identities that have manifested 
over many millennia.

African art encompass the visual and the non-visual, the tangible and the 
non-tangible elements of artistic representation and presentation, such that 
virtually every aspect of living constitutes a veritable domain for the preserva-
tion and application of art. It can be conjectured that the two tropes which 
facilitate the understanding of the content and meaning of Africa art and aes-
thetics are beauty and pleasantness. Beauty and pleasantness make the object 
of art and the process or act of creating worthy art on the one hand, and 
their use, application, and appreciation of art on the other hand, special. 
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Beauty and pleasantness also distinguish art objects from non-art objects 
because these latter are not deliberately made by humans to be artistic. At 
the time of art objects production, most art objects often have a multiplic-
ity of intentions, purposes, utilities, and appreciations which may be masked 
by the search for the net financial worth of objects of art that pervades con-
temporary consumerist consciousness, leading to misplacement of the value 
of art. In most cases the makers of African art, in its indigenous setting, set 
no monetary value on their effort, not because they do not understand that 
they would incur costs in its production or because they cannot put a value 
to the effort they have made. What is at play, more importantly, is that they 
understand that the beauty and pleasantness of that which is produced, the 
truth and meaning it purveys, and the sentiment and social consciousness 
that is invested in the object of art, are beyond financial quantification. In 
this regard, the art object is more a gift to the person who has commissioned 
it, as much as it is a gift to society in which it is produced, reflecting ideas of 
moral, social, spiritual, and other values of society, thereby enriching the soci-
ety, which collectively owns the art object, as much as it enriches the individ-
ual “owner.” This essentially explains the unusual reticence of most Africans 
in selling art objects.

Some of the areas in which art is manifested, showing the twin con-
sciousness of beauty and pleasantness, are: (a) architecture of used or 
inhabited space; (b) dressing, appearance, deportment, and adornment 
of persons for various occasions and vocations; (c) content of speech and 
manner of speaking befitting audience and occasion; (d) decorations to 
emphasize and enhance the beauty and pleasantness of homes, spaces, and 
world; (e) capacity to appreciate art in nature, such as when animal, tree, 
river, rock, or celestial appearance and behavior become narratives under-
lining an architectonic of beauty and pleasure, leading to formation of 
cosmologies, cosmogonies, ontologies, metonyms, metaphors, and mythol-
ogies; (f) performance skills and display of talent with humility; (g) efforts 
to observe the highest professional and moral standards in whatever is 
done to capture and enrich truth; (h) display of good habits and respectful 
mannerisms in private and public spaces; (i) caring to ensure the mainte-
nance of equilibrium and moderation in the various modes of being of the 
living, the dead, and the unborn; (j) maintenance of proper and edifying 
relationships within and without families; and (k) efforts toward the devel-
opment of future generations and filial bonding with family members and 
society.

There are three elements which contribute to African aesthetics. First, 
there is the skill, the dexterity, and the consciousness and the mental faculty 
that produces or leads to the production of true artistic forms of life; second, 
there is the final outcome of the effort, the extent to which it meets the remit 
that impelled it in terms of finesse, truth of representation, orientation, and 
integration; and third, the perspective which is the moral or ethical element 
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of art, whereby it becomes most important to determine how morally edify-
ing, truthful, and acceptable or denigrating and unacceptable the effort is in 
terms of the content and the overall presentation to the society. This is insofar 
as it conduces to the interests of society as a whole in affirming and promot-
ing harmony and cultural progress. Even elements of art that are skeptically 
oriented and infused with cynicism, as in carefully choreographed and intel-
ligently orchestrated critiques of power and wealth, have to be not only beau-
tiful but they must be pleasant, even to the target of the insult, in order that 
the point be properly driven home without any form of alienation or disrup-
tion of communal existence and essence.

In Africa and elsewhere, art is the highest epitome of the culture and 
civilization of society, representing the human capacity to enjoy the sublime 
aspects of life, regardless of the human situation, without leading to a rich–
poor divide in cultural consciousness. In fact, most African art functions in 
a borderless seam because it disregards artificial divides to present to every 
member of society. To this end, it is clear that some artistic expressions record 
the skepticism of the critical members of society, those who raise issues with 
the epistemological, metaphysical, moral, religious, political, and the scientific 
beliefs and received knowledge of society. These persons often find ingen-
ious ways of expressing their alternative views to entertain, regardless of how 
arcane these views may seem at the time of their proposition. They may even 
record their defiance and nonconformity to the orthodox and popular posi-
tions embraced by a majority of members of society in various ways, making 
art not only a means of celebrating the patterns of cooperativeness of mem-
bers of society, but also making art serve as a medium of protest. For exam-
ple, some ways of wearing the cap by men and tying the headgear by women 
among the Yoruba people clearly show deliberate attempts to antagonize the 
norm by way of protest, thereby showing that certain things need redressing 
in society. Yoruba artists also question the basis of the requirement of con-
formity in stories, practical jokes, songs, in sculpture, in bodily adornments, 
in hairstyles, in dressing, in music—for example, encompassing the language 
and the content of musical output, using all sorts of musical instruments, to 
tell a story and to make a point—and even in the silence, as much as in the 
noise, generated at appropriate and inappropriate periods in conversation and 
theatrical performance.

Essentially, art is an integral part of the conscience of any society. The way 
its practitioners carry out their trade will help to determine the epistemologi-
cal engineering and reengineering that social fabrics must undergo continu-
ously. Even when there is borrowing from others, this has to be done with as 
much faithfulness and honesty as possible, recognizing the debt, even while 
tongue-in-cheek acknowledging the reason for the borrowing, in the face of 
the pride of the self and the community to attain independence. Thus, there 
is the tendency to speak of the original artwork by comparison with copies, 
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where one may even notice that there are no distinctions between the two, 
yet the original is preferred and attracts a higher accolade.

There is also, often, a clear distinction between artwork and mere tools. 
One may have to use a very “ugly” tool to perform a task, and also one may 
always feel repelled every time one uses the tool, but being the best tool, or 
being the only one available or most suited for the job at hand, one may be 
foolhardy to bring in the matter of taste, instead of being clear-sighted about 
the effectiveness and efficiency of the tool in the performance of the task on 
hand, as no other consideration other than effectively and efficiently carry-
ing out the task on hand is germane to the situation at issue. This will not be 
far from the Yoruba understanding of the difference between beauty in char-
acter and physical beauty; the wise Yoruba man or woman will recommend 
that one should not marry because of physical beauty only, but more impor-
tantly because of ethical or behavioral beauty, for the “lady may be beautiful 
in looks, but may spoil the beauty with bad character.”4 But in the absence 
of this combination (beauty of looks and character), it is better to marry 
someone who is not (so) beautiful but who is known to have been properly 
brought up by his or her parents and acknowledged to have good character 
(that is, an omoluabi—a well-cultured, highly respectful, and morally upright 
person).

In all instances of comparison in Yoruba culture, for example, there is an 
acuity of observation that is emphasized. It is important to note that there 
is a combination of an epistemic discernment that has led to the noting and 
incorporation of the comparative ideas into the corpus of language, and 
the insistence on understanding the meaning of the message and the clarity 
with which the young are instructed in virtues which are worthy of embrac-
ing. Order and responsibility are important and unavoidable requisites of all 
aspects of civilized life in any society and any attempt to compromise these 
twin requirements are always at a great human, cultural, and material cost 
to society. Consequently, the arts to which the infant and other members of 
society are exposed reflect the values thought worthy of developing, main-
taining, emulating, and perpetuating. This constitutes a regulatory means, 
both for the leadership and the followers. The codes of conduct cover all 
aspects of life, from dress to eating, greeting, and games, and to work ethic, 
political leadership, relaxation, and festival occasions. They extend to what 
can be exhibited in one’s private and public space, how they can be exhib-
ited, where they can be exhibited, etc. For many African societies, the art of 
childrearing is suffused with person-affirming and individuality-developing lit-
erature, songs, dance, paintings, and other cultural paraphernalia. Also, while 
the other-regarding aspect of social existence is emphasized, the need for the 
individual to acknowledge him/her-self as a individual, and as a person, with a 
name, a destiny and a calling, are ingrained in the consciousness of the child 
from youth, such that, while sharing a common destiny of being human and 
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owing a responsibility for the survival of the species with other humans, his/
her ability to make a difference is never disregarded or compromised.

There is a clear relationship between art, education, and morality, as the 
different arts are educational media for the training of the young in soci-
ety in the values of the society as well as in the representation of those val-
ues and norms. In this regard, there is room for academic discourse to the 
extent that it will lead to an informed determination of the proper course of 
action that members of society can reasonably embark upon, both for them-
selves as individuals, and for others as a result of the obligations that indi-
viduals owe to society of which they are members and from which fountain 
they have derived sustenance to become who they now are. This happens for 
many factors: (a) people can be deceived into false complacency that is similar 
to what happens when religion becomes the opium of the people, (b) it can 
be responsible for creating in the masses false euphoria, especially in untu-
tored and uncultured minds, (c) such art can misrepresent reality, and (d) it 
can lead to people having false impressions of their capabilities, in a way very 
much similar to people relating to their environment under the influence of 
drugs. In doing so, art destroys psychic harmony rather than reinforcing it, 
thus wrongly stirring up our emotions and conjuring up false realities and 
confusing rather than clarifying reality.

We must also understand that it is not only art, as an end product, that 
needs appreciation to complete the process of aesthetics in society; it is 
equally important to recognize that every artist loves applause. To this end, 
a consideration of African aesthetics cannot be complete without a brief men-
tion of how artists, in all walks of life, are appreciated in various African socie-
ties. For it is often recognized that praise begets further acts of excellence, 
while failure to appreciate could stymie creativity, if not totally destroy it. For 
this reason, while the members of society who are skilled, talented, and crea-
tive in various ways are also persons who have different vocations, such mem-
bers of society are valued for the special abilities they bring to enrich society. 
Be they drummers, painters, sculptors, potters, dancers, singers, poets, or 
actors, society sees them as icons who make life more valuable, meaningful, 
properly tethered, and coded, and because of that their families are respected 
for helping to keep the traditions of society propagated and perpetuated. Art-
ists are showered with praise, rewards, titles, and accolades which make them 
feel important, cherished, and valued. In many instances, as the Yoruba wise 
saying goes, the value placed on their contribution cannot be measured in 
pecuniary terms because owo ko to èniyàn—there is no way money can replace 
a human being!

While in the contemporary monetized global environment, everybody lives 
in a cash/credit situation, which has made the placement of monetary value 
on virtually everything critical, and in which not having money means literal 
penury, the determination of the worth of art in money terms has created 
a serious paradox regarding African art and the artist. While in indigenous 
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societies an artist was not supposed to live on the product of art alone, in 
many African societies the division of labor has meant that there was no way 
the artist could combine a vocation with art in an either/or situation. Hence, 
the artist now must compete in the marketplace for income for his/her effort. 
This situation has had the effect of turning art and artistic skills into tradable 
commodities, thereby limiting the value placed on the talent and skill now to 
what income they can generate. The positive side of this is that artists are now 
getting due reward for their talent, skill, and effort. And in the international 
arena, the accomplished African artist is highly valued, even when they may 
still be open to various forms of exploitation by intermediaries. The negative 
side of this is that a consciousness of a primary need to earn income from 
creativity may demean creativity into a simple job to be lived on and not a 
means of expressing the best in the self and in the experiences of members of 
society and the world at large. It is this dual aspect that we need to factor into 
our understanding of the challenges of using art as educational tools both in 
contemporary Africana society and universally.

Deriving from the above, we will note in this regard some of the various 
ways in which art have been manifested in order to be able to appreciate some 
of the signal educational opportunities they provide for society, in the process 
of training the young, advertising the values and virtues of society, and rep-
resenting, for posterity, the beliefs which underwrite human consciousness in 
society. For the sake of brevity, we may classify the arts along the following 
heads:

1.  Art relating to the human body, its decoration, presentation, and 
preservation,

2.  Art relating to the space inhabited, its decoration, and preservation,
3.  Art relating to the values, ideas, cognitions, and beliefs of members of 

society, their presentation, preservation, and propagation, and
4.  Art relating to other aspects of human existence in society and the 

existence of other beings in nature and beyond nature.

Thus, beginning with the first, in annotating the art relating to the self, the 
human body, its adornment, and beautification, from head to toe, we may 
mention art of, (i) hair decorations, haircuts, hairdos braiding, platting, head-
wraps, hats, and caps, (ii) facial marks, tattoos, scarification, piercing of ears, 
nose, lips, implantations for enhancement and plastic modifications to the 
face, (iii) bodily decorations as in dresses, clothing, body painting, and vari-
ous tattoos and piercing of the navel and other bodily parts, extensions to 
finger nails and other organs of the body, (iv) various ways of enhancing the 
presentation of the legs, feet, and toes, and (v) developing and use of various 
artistically made bodily protective materials such as masks and body armor. 
Under the second one, we may mention, (a) the architecture of inhabited 
space using the materials ecologically available to provide the most comfort 



46 PHILOSOPHY, EDUCATION, AND ArT IN AFrICA  741

and security for humans and other living with them and doing this in ways 
that are most efficiently in tune with the environment, (b) representing the 
lived, perceived, and imagined reality in the beautification of lived space 
through paintings, sculptures, drawings, and engravings, and (c) demarcat-
ing between the various forms and levels of lived space, through recognition, 
sanctification, and depiction of orders, strata, and classes in the living environ-
ment.

While relating to the third, we may mention how art is a vehicle for the 
development of values, ideas, cognitions, and beliefs of members of society, 
its presentation, preservation, and propagation. Under this category we may 
mention, (a) the spoken word and sound in the development of tales, sto-
ries, fables, and myths, (b) the musical genres, instruments, and presentations 
developed to compliment life and lighten up experience by making people 
appreciate all the aspects of life, (c) bodily motions, dancing, and transitions 
of bodies, and (d) sounds, tunes, lyrics, rhymes, and rhythms as important 
elements in life, for life, and to life (Asante, 1986). And last, but not least, is 
art relating to other aspects of human existence in society and the existence of 
other beings in nature and beyond nature. Here we may refer to the numer-
ous other arts which are developed to showcase the ideas relating to origin, 
existence, final place of humans and beings in the universe, on the one hand, 
while on the other hand, such art relates to the apprehension, appreciation, 
and representation of the cosmologies, ontologies, epistemologies, and values 
of humans in society in relating to self and others.

aesthetics education

In this section, we will attempt to clearly exhibit the relationship between art 
and education; that is, we will attempt to show that art is an integral part 
of education and that in education subsists art, and in art subsists education. 
This point needs careful noting because often there may be clandestine efforts 
to see education as distinct from the bearers and instruments of art. When 
this is done, an egregious error is foisted on society, suggesting that it is pos-
sible to separate the mechanisms of education from the modes of presentation 
of educational materials.

Hence, we wish to start by noting a banal truth that there is no doubt 
that all societies place great stock in the education (training, culturing, 
developing, and molding) of the young. And such stock that is placed on 
education by society is necessary if existence, as it is known, valued, or 
anticipated by present members of any given society, is to be assured and 
preserved for the present generation and for posterity. To this end, all the 
civilized societies invest great resources in the upbringing, teaching, and 
training of their young, over a very long period of time, to make them 
conversant with the values of the society and to prepare them for carrying 
the burden of sustaining society on a daily basis and into the future. But 
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whether all societies are in the situation where they are able to choose the 
educational processes and systems that would elevate their peoples is not 
that clear. In fact, it is beyond mere conjecture that what has happened in 
the case of Africana societies, with regard to what constitutes education in 
recent past and today, is even (ever) more embarrassing, to the point where 
even the understanding of what constitutes education is mired in confusion. 
This is why we would need to suggest, from the beginning, that Africana 
societies are recipients, rather than initiators, of educational parameters that 
determine their existence for good and ill; and this is a critical fact which will 
suggest poignantly that what to understand by even the meaning of “educa-
tion” is probably not very clear to the education policy makers and profes-
sionals holding the responsibility of leading the educational challenges for 
Africana peoples.

Societies are always left behind the times and seasons, especially when no 
efforts are made to contextualize, understand, and manage the processes of 
cultural engineering that are constantly afoot. Educational agency on the part 
of leadership in society involves understanding the forces at work and ensur-
ing that deliberate efforts are made to propagate values which society con-
siders to be wholesome and enduring. Colonial education and curricula, as 
handed down in the classroom process, was never designed to enhance, pro-
tect, or propagate the cultural traditions of the colonized. For this reason, 
most of the content and methodologies were aimed at complete emasculation 
of the so-called educated colonized citizen, especially to perpetuate depend-
ency, self-hate, and myopia. This was clearly evident, for instance, in the kind 
of training most of us received in philosophy at the university level in Nige-
ria and most African countries. In institutions where philosophy is taught at 
undergraduate level, elements of philosophy such as aesthetics, philosophy of 
science, philosophy of history, philosophy of mathematics, environmental phi-
losophy, sports ethics, etc. were luxuries that were thought to be probably 
beyond our intellectual mien. Many tertiary institutions in Northern Nigeria 
and in most of Arab Africa do not teach anything related to African philoso-
phy, if they teach philosophy at all. This is probably because they would not 
want the youth to be corrupted, or because philosophy would probably open 
up debates about areas of intellectual terrorism perpetrated by male chauvin-
ists in the Islamic world.

Deriving from what we have indicated in section one of this discussion, 
in our judgment, is the fact that we regard education as both a process and a 
system. In the first sense, it is the process of creating or acquiring knowledge 
and understanding through study, training, teaching, instruction, observa-
tion, experience, and apprenticeship. In this regard, to educate, then, is to 
teach someone over a long period of time about all aspects of reality relevant 
to their existence and survival, so that the person acquires not only knowl-
edge, but also clear understanding of these issues, including the specific con-
tents, ideas, materials, skills, and attitudes that facilitate survival. This is the 
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sense in which to be educated is to have, to display, and to be able to show 
in clear ways knowledge, understanding, culture, taste, and attitudes that 
are self- and other-affirming in society. It is the sense in which humans (and 
probably other animals with the capacity to learn things) use their experience 
and the experience of others to benefit their existence in the universe. In the 
second sense, education is the totality of the system, methodologies, struc-
tural institutions, instructional facilities, and personnel that combine together 
to ensure, enhance, and eventuate the educational goals of society. In this 
sense it would be important to not only appreciate the existence of levels and 
layers of educational attainment, but also the numerous details of curricula, 
measurement, certification, and development through which the educational 
system must pass in order for the end product to meet the first test that we 
observed in the definition above.

But, based on the above, this is where we could see education beginning 
from way before conception (or what is often regarded as the cradle) and 
ending beyond the grave; and it is where we are able to distinguish between 
formal, informal, and nonformal education, such that we are able to identify 
some as antenatal, postnatal, early childhood, elementary, secondary, higher, 
tertiary, continuing education, and posthumous education, within the formal 
and informal systems of education. Meanwhile, in the strictly informal system, 
contemporary society does not seem to adequately appreciate the position of 
family, relatives, community, and society in the education of humans, thereby 
unintentionally creating a disconnection between the formal and the infor-
mal systems of education, instead of coordinating both to enhance the overall 
product of the process and system. Compounding the disconnection is the 
further failure to appreciate the growth of the nonformal educational system 
and how much it impacts on the overall development of the kind of society 
and humanity which has evolved in Western and non-Western societies over 
many millennia. In this regard, the youth are now being left to the various 
unregulated sources of information as they contend with existential issues in 
a world in which resources have become more difficult to access for many in 
poorer societies. This eventually leads to the abandonment of filial responsi-
bility for the informal education of youth to surrogates who have neither the 
sympathy for nor the appreciation of the values of the indigenous cultures 
and values. To this extent the forces that educate the youth now are cable tel-
evision, the Internet, and other media, whose goals and objectives need not 
necessarily be in consonance with the virtues and values that society may con-
sider worthy of embrace and preservation.

What makes the failure of this kind of education more poignant is the fact 
that the two aspects of what is officially regarded as education, the “process 
and system” conception, when embraced by any society that is not mindful of 
the limitations of the two to transform knowledge into understanding, is the 
fact that attention is not paid to the culture that must underwrite education 
and the overall goal of education in terms of humanity and human society at 
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large. What I mean here is quite simple: when you look at the conception of 
education in purely mechanical terms—process and system—then the nature 
of education as a necessary feature of human existence is compromised. In 
other words, whether human beings like it or not, and whether they choose 
to embrace it or not, the fact that humans must continue to educate and be 
educated as they go along in life does not receive proper appreciation. In this 
regard, the nonformal and the informal systems of education have proven to 
be the most critical elements of education in society. The reason for this has 
been the fact that humans learn what they live and experience, either through 
imitation or avoidance, or through imposition or envy. This has accounted 
for the fact that humanity is tottering on the perilous verge of destructive 
homogenization—humans around the world are being forced to become 
consumerist robots, who go through life yearning for more and more of the 
most unhealthy and dangerous lifestyles.

It is very serious that, having been deceived that civilization began only 
2600 years ago, when the Western male became human, and that all else 
before then was naught, and having been enslaved or colonized by superior 
brutality, and having been dependent for so long on the pittance that oppres-
sive Western capitalism has ever been generous to drip and trickle down, the 
only thing that the Africana human being could aim to become is a clone of 
the Western parody of humanity. We not only do this by wearing three-piece 
suits in 35 degree Celsius weather, we also do it by buying into the adversarial 
political party contestations of greedy cabals, in the name of democracy. This 
is mostly accompanied with symbolisms and gesticulations of pretended civil-
ity to match, topping it up by toning up (browning, which is a form of skin 
“yellow fever”) our skins so as to attain what is regarded as high color, or 
marrying up the color line to gain acceptance for our humanity, within the 
group of those we consider superior on account of their complexion! And 
even when science tells us that there are no superior or inferior humans any-
where on account of skin complexion or eye color, even when apostles of 
freedom in the West celebrate equality of humans, Africana peoples, out of 
apparent self-hatred, still prefer the rejects of foreign societies as expatriates in 
their own societies.5

All of this adds up to a rank educational failure that we speak of here, so 
that, maybe, just maybe, someone in the quarters of power and authority 
and professional capacity to influence the educational direction of an Afri-
cana society would say “Wait a minute! How did we get to this sorry state 
so quickly? Why is it that we who were descendants of great ancestry with 
highly cultured pedigree have fallen so quickly? What happened to turn us 
to become collective beggars that no one wants to see?” And probably then 
someone would do a more serious analysis of the diet of rubbish that we call 
education—Western education—the purveyor of Western barbarism, and 
then seek to redirect our mode of upbringing to more civilized and African 
paths, and probably then our humanity may be restored and the rest of the 
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world may come back to learn from us again, as the masters and mistresses 
of knowledge, culture, and value systems who made humanity possible in the 
first place!

The above can only happen when we again look at art and education in 
Africa and the African Diaspora to see whether we may not have lost elements 
of value in our educational system, by allowing our education to be soulless, 
or to embrace an alien soul, which hybridized and miscegenated as it is, has 
been inhibitive and pernicious to African and Africana development. Ali Maz-
rui has shown the nature of the consciousness we are trying to annotate here 
in his concept of “the triple heritage”—Africa being a product of indigenous, 
Western, and Islamic traditions—with a view to displaying the sources of the 
consciousness that has pervaded the African continent.6 My interest is purely 
focused on education and art in the Africana context and how it is important 
to step back from the alien heritage and see how indigenous African art herit-
age must serve education in contemporary Africana society writ large. Let us 
illustrate the claims here with a few examples.

Dress Codes

Most cultures and societies of the world have specific standards for dress-
ing males and females; they devise dress codes which enhance the different 
genders, while at the same time complimenting the beauty of humanity. In 
most African societies as well, there are dress codes related to age-grade, per-
sonal, official, religious, and other stations in life, especially as these enhance 
or reflect functions of duties, statuses, and performances. Apart from the 
above, dress is supposed to be suitable to occasions, weather, and vocations. 
An awareness of these facts is part of the sensitivity which art education pre-
sents to members of society, such that while making available avenues for the 
trespassing and transgressing of these codes on special occasions, members of 
society display carefulness in grace and candor, to ensure that they do not 
constitute nuisance to themselves and to others. There are also careful rein-
forcement mechanisms to ensure that the equilibrium is not displaced, dis-
located, and destroyed; and where temporary latitude is provided for breach, 
means of correction are provided through proper education and preparation 
of members of society for the appreciation of the special nature of the cir-
cumstances of breach. For this reason, it is totally beyond comprehension 
what has transpired in contemporary society, where one cannot distinguish 
between male and female, between young and old, and where climate, cul-
ture, and ethics do not seem to matter again with regard to self-presentation 
to the public. While one may see some of the issues related here as a function 
of unalterable consequences of globalization, it seems odd that it is members 
Africana societies who seem to be at the receiving end of the spectrum in 
that most of the negatives and culturally insensitive elements of art are being 
embraced by Africana youth in the name of modernization and development. 
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The line between decency and fashion seems to have been lost forever, and 
the understanding of occasion and place is no longer a forte of the new gen-
eration with regard to dress. Thus, it is no longer strange to present yourself 
in the way you would in your private living room as to an audience at a for-
mal reception! The fact that the education of youth is now left to the school, 
cable television, the Internet, and other mass media sources, over which Afri-
can parents have little control, means that the guidance adults in society pro-
vide for the training and development of wholesome consciousness of self and 
group in the youth is lost. Since the visual images and the fantasies in the 
glossy magazines from “foreign” climes are not necessarily sympathetic to the 
indigenous values of Africa, it means that Africa has been fighting a losing 
battle in the education of African youth, to maintain indigenous standards of 
decency in dressing and presentation of self in society.

In most societies, dressing was originally designed as protective for the 
human body from the elements, given the fact that unlike other animals, 
the human skin has protection against certain threats but is exposed to vari-
ous forms of danger, which can be life threatening. Due to adaptation, the 
complexions of humans have been tuned to the environment of existence, 
thereby leading to the variations of hues that we see, from the “white” of 
the extreme temperate zones to the “black” of tropical regions; but these 
carry with them other risks from which only creative and environmentally 
friendly coverings can protect humans. And to meet the needs of each zone, 
clothing was composed of the most readily available resources. And the 
materials were used based on the understanding of other needs for feeding, 
procreation, and disposal of the deceased. Various codes were formulated in 
response to the needs and values of each society. This is where art comes 
in, to combine with the necessities and resources available, to provide the 
most fitting bodily cover. In many instances the reasons for the development 
of certain clothing are lost to members of society as a result of antiquity of 
code. For example, persons living in the Arabian desert needed head covers 
because of sand storms and their dangers to ear, nose, and throat, while Nor-
dic people needed layers of thick clothes because of extreme cold, and tropi-
cal Africans were able to do with little clothing because of the year-round 
warm temperature.

However, with colonization and globalization, we now find Muslims eve-
rywhere on planet Earth wearing clothes suitable for the Arabian desert in 
tropical Africa, and Westernized colonials in tropical Africa wearing three-
piece suits in 35 degree Celsius weather, sweating like elephants in heat! The 
reason for the disastrous state of education of Africans, with regard to dress 
art, is a consequence of the triple heritage of Islamization, Christianization, 
and Colonization.7 This triple heritage totally negated the art of Africans with 
regard to dressing, supplanting same with borrowed codes, standards, and 
norms. These norms pander only to three codes—sex, religion, and money. 
The most important element of dressing as known to indigenous African 
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societies has been destroyed and extreme exhibitionism has become the 
norm. This is not to disregard the creativity of West African fashion designers, 
dressmakers, and seamstresses who have appropriated the triple heritage to 
create cultural hybrids that allow for some retention of African norms, even 
while embracing the distortions deriving from Western and Asian cultures. 
Having access to the predominant mass media, which influence the youth 
of their societies, they have taken a leap of faith in hoping that generations 
of Africans will find reason to keep some of the best in African dress values, 
even while nudifying and sex-ifying (read: objectifying) aspects, especially, 
of female appearance to emphasize the sex appeal, and erotic and voyeuristic 
demands of Western fashion standards.

Language and the Spoken Word

The spoken word is highly respected among the various peoples of the world, 
whether they are traditional, modern, or contemporary, including African 
societies. In Yoruba and many Bantu languages, for example, there is a great 
respect for intelligent and expert use of the language because it is the harbin-
ger of peace and war, it is the engine of culture and civility, it is the hallmark 
of conversational prudence, and it is the epitome of intellectual maturity, that 
may be the precursor of social, political, religious, and cultural responsibil-
ity and affirmation. The demand for, and expectation of, decent, responsible, 
and insightful use of the language is reflected in all aspects of communication, 
be it in verbal salutations, musical constructions, poetic performances, reli-
gious and spiritual displays and utterances, or in the negotiations of impor-
tant formal and nonformal pacts, deals, treaties, and businesses. To this end, 
the art of language use is both an educational instrument and an end of edu-
cation. To be cultured is to be versed in the ethics of language use; and to be 
able to use language properly, there is need to master the tropes of cultured 
language as they relate to various stations and occasions in life and in society.

There are things that can be said in certain circumstances; some said in 
muffled, hushed tones, some said with gestures or gesticulations without 
vocalization, others never said at all because they are too volatile, and oth-
ers still better left unsaid, though not unsayable but assumed as known and 
understood by the omoluwabi, that is, someone who has been well brought 
up or a person who is highly cultured.8 Discussing this aspect of language 
learning and effective usage of language in society, Zirimu and Bukenya iden-
tify four important stages of oratorical training, thus:

1.  it was necessary to learn, in the first place, when to speak and when to 
keep quiet;

2.  then it was necessary to learn what one could and could not say, to 
whom, and on what occasions, that is, the how of speech;
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3.  training in the use of gestures is closely associated to training in speech, 
and

4.  specialized use of language.9

In Yoruba language, it is often said, when important matters are under dis-
cussion and need illumination, that owe l’esin oro, oro l’esin owe; bi oro ba so 
nu, owe l’a fi n wa (proverbs and adages are essential for meaningful dis-
course, as they illuminate dialogue, and when dialogue is deadlocked or 
discordant, it is proverbs and adages that are used to clarify and disentangle 
issues).10

The fact that language use and appreciation is very important to African 
culture goes beyond understanding language as mere vehicle for communi-
cation. For, language use involves more than being able to understand the 
face value of what is said; it also relates to appreciating the underlining pre-
suppositions and context of discourse. The disuse and abandonment of many 
African languages as educational tools in favor of the use of the languages of 
the colonial metropoles means that many educational assets of Africa relat-
ing to the transmission of cultures and values are lost. This probably is the 
reason why many Africans who have attended elite universities of Europe and 
America are neither properly educated in the cultures of Europe and Amer-
ica or of Africa, bearing in mind that they are merely second language users 
who have been deprived of adequate knowledge of their own indigenous 
African languages, which suddenly became vernacular! Thus, as “beasts of no 
nation” (apologies to Fela Anikulapo Kuti11), they are left to operate without 
a base culture, without an appreciation of what makes the American presiden-
tial system of government work or the British Westminster system operable. 
The only thing they are able to do is ape the West, mess up the imported 
languages of the West, while at the same time strangulating the indigenous 
languages which they only barely understood. Without a proper understand-
ing of a language, its culture, and its deepest presuppositions, there is no way 
that the art that it purveys will not be lost; to that end even the humor is 
deformed and the content is denied.

There is a close association between the performance of the poet and the 
praise-songs of the dirges. The lyrical content of music can be placed under 
this category of deliberate oratorical training, insofar as singing goes. This is 
because singing forms an integral part of language usage and must be prop-
erly mastered in order to use them properly, in and for society. The proverbs 
developed over the historical existence of the society and used for problem 
solving and illumination of discussion or even obscuring of meaning, avoid-
ance of abuse, and the negative consequences such abuse might have for the 
uninitiated language user or listener, must be mastered and deftly cultivated 
through proper use.

The education of members of society proceeds in accordance with the pro-
gress the society has made all round in learning the language, through the 
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language, the science and the technology, the practical methodologies, the 
culture, the norms and the social graces, the political and religious beliefs of 
the society. This type of training is gradated and can span many years. This is 
why, in some sense, it is inaccurate to speak of African educational systems, 
before the advent of Western form of education, as being purely informal or 
nonformal. The last segment of training in the use of the word that Zirimu 
and Bukenya mentioned above is equivalent to tertiary level education. For 
the orator is someone with an uncommon and very special skill and respon-
sibility indeed. The type of technical ability that he or she possesses is akin to 
that of the blacksmith, the goldsmith, the herbalist, the doctor, the scientist, 
the teacher, or the spiritual leader in society. It is something that is guarded 
with great honor and used (must be used) with extreme prudence and discre-
tion. For, as the perceptive Yoruba proverb says: Ohun rere ni i yo obi l’apo; 
ohun buburu ni i yo ofa l’apo, which, literally translated, means, “a good talk 
(word) brings kolanut from the pocket for sharing, while a bad talk (word) 
brings arrow from its store for a fight.”

The other side of this important skill is the ability of the audience to listen, 
to have an ear attuned to the spoken word, to hear and understand its deep 
meaning, its nuances and textures in particular and varied contexts, as well as 
to hear what has been left unsaid because it is too important to be framed in 
words. It is often said that the British Constitution is unwritten and works 
on the basis of the conventions which underwrite it, well, this is not differ-
ent from what happens in other societies, as there is no constitution that can 
state every element of the law that must govern human society. It is left to the 
educational system to properly develop in the members of society a proper 
awareness of this, using the proper tools of language training for ensuring 
that members of society are able to understand and respect the elements of 
culture not formulated as dicta, instead of abusing these through deliberate 
exploitation for self gain.

When it is said that someone has not “pierced” his or her ear, it is not sim-
ply making the fashion space for earrings that is intended; more is meant. And 
this is in the sense of the person not having been taught, or not having devel-
oped that ability to listen and understand what is said and what is heard, or 
having been taught but remaining clueless or ignorant of right and wrong or 
of the meaning of what is said. It is also this reason that makes space for the 
saying in Yoruba language that, B’eti ko gbo yinkin, inu kii ba a je. This simply 
means that “if you do not, or cannot, hear (understand) negative conversa-
tion about you, (that is, if you do not speak the language, if you are incompe-
tent in the language, or if you are an idiot or a fool), there can be no sadness, 
annoyance, or quarrel generated from negative comments about you, your 
family, or your circumstances.” But it means more than that, for it also means 
that if one does not speak a language, any abuse in the language directed at 
one is like the double nuanced saying: Omi ti a da si eyin adiye l’ara ti ko 
mo l’ara, or literally, “pouring ordinary (cold) water over an egg, which does 
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not harm the egg in anyway.” This has to do with the nature of language 
and the spoken word, as many societies understand it, for language is a public 
phenomenon that cannot be effective without a participatory audience and a 
comprehending listenership.12

Within the context of language as art-bearing resource, it is clear that 
in many cultures, every occasion has its fitting song(s). When there is (are) 
none, one (or some) is (are) easily created. In many African societies, songs 
also must meet the strict criteria of decency imposed. This does not mean 
that there are no situations where permissive or even lewd lyrics are endured. 
But overly blatant use of such songs is restricted to strictly predetermined 
media, and there is no need for introductory advertisement of parental guid-
ance as the children learn through occasional use of such special songs and 
language to employ the tools of creativity and freedom of expression with 
discretion and responsibility. Songs of praise and protest, songs elevating the 
soul, that extol bravery in battles, that encourage endurance, that recount 
the deeds of ancestors and forebears, that even comment on the activities of 
leadership, serving as corrective measures in the highly sensitive sociopolitical, 
economic organization of society, songs of lamentation, songs of ingratiation, 
etc., are all part of the methods used in society to correct misdemeanors, cre-
ate fora for dialogue and responsibility, engineer youth cooperation, sanitize 
the spirit during moments of individual and corporate despair, and develop 
the spirit of community by building bridges across delicate chasms that would 
otherwise create grounds of discord and anarchy, capable of destroying the 
fabric of society.

Myths

Another element in the artistic and creative use of words is found in the 
kindred arena of praise-singing, exteriorizing of feelings and in the arena of 
mythmaking, an art described by Saussure, in part, as semiology.13 Mythical 
art serves as the creative means through which humans, in all cultural epochs, 
have attempted to accomplish a plethora of things. Myths point out, notify, 
and make us aware of and impose meaning on us. As signifiers, myths pre-
sent themselves in an ambiguous or even ambivalent way—being vague and 
revealing, and being meaning and form, at one and the same time, full on 
one side and empty on another, demanding a reading in and a reading out, 
communicating essence and passion, and meeting needs that are both urgent 
and sedate. Often we find that, once formulated, myths take on a life of their 
own, contending within our epistemological milieu for a position of credibil-
ity and authenticity. They become separated and are separable from the need 
and the creativity that gave them birth and serve to explain, in many quar-
ters, the reality out there. Consider the creation myths all over the world. 
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The book of Genesis in the Old Testament presents a beginning of time and 
the creation of the universe, and Ifa Corpus, among the Yoruba, speaks to 
the same phenomenon. Among the Jews and Christians, it is heretical and, 
probably, insane to question creationism, and the same goes for the Yoruba. 
As a linguistic entity, myths have form and conceptual validity, as they speak 
to events or matters that can neither be positively or negatively determined as 
true or false.

The compatriot of mythology is the creation of legends in society. As these 
are not merely dependent on the creative use of language, we shall not dis-
cuss this at length in this forum. Suffice it to say that legends turn mostly on 
humans who have accomplished great positive or negative feats among their 
fellow humans and have become icons after their death. In many cases there 
is difficulty in separating the historical person from the mythical person as the 
memory of those who knew the legend recedes into the oblivion of corporate 
and personal records. One other important area in which the spoken word is 
very creatively employed is in the formulation of proverbs, pithy sayings, and 
poetry in the West. These areas are very important in society because they 
provide the avenues for, among others, the representation of diverse ideas and 
impressions by members of traditional as well as modern societies.

Clearly, the metaphysical presuppositions of the cultures in which we 
live and under which our lives have meaning are formulated in words and 
enshrined in the languages (and, in many instances, in the dialects) of the 
societies in which they exist. These presuppositions are not found only in 
the realm of religion, but as Collingwood contends, they are to be found 
in the various sciences.14 They help to formulate the working hypotheses of 
these sciences, capturing their intuited grey areas and stimulating research 
and experimentation. In essence, what this means is simply that no intellec-
tual discipline can totally dispense with the presuppositions that create sense 
within it, that guide its methodology, that moderate what making sense 
means. This concern contrasts with the ideas of Locke (1961) and especially 
of rousseau regarding words and language, ideas that were not informed 
by scientific evidence or rational argumentation.15 rousseau’s classification 
of languages along stages of development is a case in point. He understood 
human language to have evolved gradually, which is about the only half-
truth in his discussion. For language develops over time, gaining and losing 
meaning and nuances in all dimensions as the needs of the society vary. The 
irrational side of rousseau’s discussion comes with the classification of some 
languages as no more than animal noises, or that they are primitive, by con-
trast with developed languages of civilized people. To worsen the situation, 
no evidence was adduced that rousseau had any remarkable knowledge of 
any foreign language, or that he was a professional linguist, which would help 
to justify his wide commentary on different aspects of linguistic usage.16
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Music and Dance

Dancing is, in a sense, a reflexive reaction and the accompaniment of vari-
ous verbal and nonverbal forms of communication in the Yoruba society, as 
each step is as meaningful as the message that impels it and which it seeks to 
communicate. This directly leads us to the next artistic device and medium 
of expression, namely drums and drumming. There is a direct link between 
music, musical instruments, and dance. In Africa, there is a close connection 
between the music, the musician, and the dancer, such that there can hardly 
be any music to which there is no dance component. Thus, it is usually dif-
ficult to separate music from the music maker and the dancer; for music mak-
ing is undertaken to engender motion, which is a dance. Given the above, 
there is no way one can meaningfully discuss musical instruments and music 
without discussing dancing or what I have called art in, and of, motion, or 
better still, art of transition. This is because music and singing and other 
forms of verbal expression often go with gestural and gesticulating motions 
that help to make the points intended or that help to convey the sense of the 
agent to the audience. But dance and dancing must be discussed separately if 
we are to understand its importance as an art form.

The situation with dance is very different from many other artistic expres-
sions in that while in many African societies there are professional drumming, 
singing, and oratorical families, there are less of dance families, as most Afri-
can people learn to listen to various genres of music and learn the appropriate 
dance steps from the cradle. This is because listening to music and under-
standing its deep meaning are part of the education of the young members of 
society. Also, barring the developments of contemporary society, while other 
artists may be rewarded and may make a livelihood out of their vocations and 
art (if they so choose), dancers are seldom recognized as specialists capable 
of generating a source of income through dance as an art form. This is not 
denying the fact that dancers get gifts during the performance of their dances, 
which are essentially a function of the appreciation of the audience. Also, this 
is not to deny the fact that some dances are rigorously taught by masters and 
equivalents of contemporary choreographers. What is being asserted here is 
that when Primus speaks of professional dancers,17 this is only with reference, 
first, to the variation in the type of training undertaken by one who is prob-
ably required by society to perform certain dances in ritualistic environment, 
contrasted with one who merely developed the skill through the observa-
tion of others and, second, to the recognition accorded the trained statutory 
dancers during ceremonial occasions by contrast to the person who picks up 
a dancing skill without any prior determination of need or use for such skill in 
official or quasi-official capacities.18 Primus is right in attesting to the special-
ist nature of dance, but this is very dependent on hearing the music, naturally 
produced by nature often times, but equally produced by humans when the 
need arises. The risk of over emphasis is always present in banal statements 
regarding the totality of African dance and dance forms.



46 PHILOSOPHY, EDUCATION, AND ArT IN AFrICA  753

Dance is a very complex art for the initiate, but it is often exotic motion 
for the novitiate. The understanding of the art as a process is very informative 
and enriching because it suggests a certain degree of artistic transportation 
beyond the domain of the merely physical transition in space, time, and psy-
che, into the sublime realms that only the patient and attentive can venture. 
The complexity of dance as an art form is effusively distributed over the per-
sonal control exercised over the various senses, combined with a transcend-
ence of the ordinary that may be considered the spirituality of dance. This 
is because there is an ethereality to dance that transcends the spatiotemporal 
domain of the immediately obvious when dance enters into the extremities of 
the subconscious. This is why Primus rightly observed that in African, “when 
these people truly dance, there can be no observers…”19 This is because 
a dance performance is never limited to the dancer only, as others join in, 
even if they have limited dexterity in the intricate dance moves of the expert 
dancers.

Dance, as we have noted earlier, is often commanded or compelled by 
other artistic expressions. Consider, for example, how the music dictates the 
dance, how the nature of the drums impels the dancer to certain locomo-
tions, how there exists clear communication between the musician and the 
audience\singer\dancer. Then there are specific dances associated with spe-
cific festive, religious, or ceremonial occasions. This is especially so in Yoruba 
society where one must have an ear for the music to effectively dance and 
respond to the musical performance. This interrelatedness is what Primus was 
underscoring in saying that,

Dance in Africa is not a separate art, but a part of the whole complex of living. 
Dance is only a part of the whole complex. The ceremony is a complex. For 
the ceremony, the master artists carve and paint fantastic masks. The designers 
create strange and wonderful costumes. Geniuses draw music from everywhere. 
Dancers become filled with supernatural power.20

The art of dance is thus intertwined with the totality of art and education in 
African societies and, for this reason, special dresses, drum beats, songs are 
made for special dances. These dresses, called costumes by the uninitiated, 
as distinct from other regular dress and not ever confused with the latter by 
Africans, often have a combination of cultural and artistic significance. They 
are often symbolic and also means of enhancing the flair, the motion and 
emphasizing the significance of the performances as well as documenting the 
historicity of the process that continually unfolds.

Dance is also a communication tool. It is a part of language for those 
skilled enough to understand what is being communicated. Just as dance can-
not be meaningful without a keen ear for the music, so also can communica-
tion through dance not be effective for those who lack the ability to patiently 
observe and read the nuances that surface in the motions of dance. Dance is 



754  J.A.I. BEWAJI

a tool for the eventuating of ideas about reality, especially reality relating to 
procreation, fertility, nobility, royalty, war, and celebration of life. This is a 
point that has been highlighted by Green as follows,

African dance, based upon the spoken language, is a source of communication 
through which it is possible to demonstrate emotion, sentiment, beliefs and 
other reactions through movement. Therefore, there are as many styles of Afri-
can dancing as there are different ethnic groups and languages.21

It is notable that dance is also a mode of self-expression, and helps to ful-
fil the need to project the self and to reach out to others, canvass recogni-
tion, and portray images of inner visions and intentions. The performance of 
a particular dance genre is often symptomatic of complex media for reflexive 
dilation of the self into the cultural milieu in which one is situated and in 
which one may want to be situated. Some dance forms help to replicate his-
tory as perceived and recorded or even eternalize the genesis of the people as 
mythologized. At another level, dance could serve as a critique of, and/or as 
protest in, society. As critique, dance could effectively mirror the misdemea-
nors of persons or social groups, especially leadership, in society. Thus dance 
could highlight points that may be difficult to verbalize and as such, given 
the context of mutual communicative reflexivity of the art form, help correct 
ills of society. On the other hand, dance could serve to protest such behavio-
ral indulgences on the part of the high and mighty in society by becoming a 
tool of deviance that would be noticed and investigated, thereby helping to 
restore social equilibrium.

It may be noted also that, like other art forms, there is a very significant 
part of dance that is mainly for the entertainment and edification of the self 
and the audience. This is the context in which the a la rin jo masquerade 
makes sense and is appreciated for his practice of dance for the entertainment 
of members of society. This is a type of performing or entertaining Yoruba 
masquerade who dances as he moves. The movements from one place to 
another—a la rin jo—give this performance its name. As means of entertain-
ment and as professionals, they help people to assuage stress and create fun 
and amusement even in the most difficult of situations, while at the same time 
improving their own financial situation by generating income for themselves 
and members of their families. Notable periods for such entertainment are 
those between heavy farm work or when other regional occupations are at 
a lull because of climatic conditions, especially between late November and 
early February in South-west Nigeria, or between the cycles of occupational 
devotion. Consequently, dancing, drumming, singing, etc., might be diver-
sions or recreational activities that people pick up as hobbies. This immedi-
ately demonstrates the ingenuity of the people to recreate and develop means 
of generating leisure in traditional and contemporary societies.
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The advent of Christianity has not tempered the African tendency to 
engage in dance in spite of the negative manner in which African cultural 
practices and artistic expressions have been categorized by the invading alien 
religion and the culture that it imposes on African peoples. As noted by Net-
tleford, African arts have been denigrated by the ignorant votaries of the 
foreign imported religion, but African arts, and especially African music and 
dance, have found their ways into the liturgy and religious observances of the 
conquering religion.22 It is clear that, in many places, without syncretism and 
unavoidable cross-fertilization of ideas and cultures, the religion of Christian-
ity would have become extinct. Consequently, there has had to be an adapta-
tion of the drab mass of the cold Western European religion to the vibrant 
African warmth and evocative expression in various direct and indirect pat-
terns of belief and movement.

Painting

The Tassili region has especially been the area where the art of wall and 
cave painting has been concentrated.23 Some of the features of these artistic 
expressions are: (a) paintings were done on rock surfaces that were smooth 
or smoothened, while engravings were done on less smooth ones, and 
(b) paintings were created in sheltered places which enabled some of them 
to be preserved. What was painted, engraved, or etched onto the surfaces 
were animals (some of which are extinct, probably as a result of desertifica-
tion of the area) like the Bubalus antiquus, a type of buffalo; tools such as 
axes, throwing sticks, bows and arrows, javelin, swords, firearms; and voca-
tional records such as the periods of chariots and horse and camel riding.24 
All these have probably helped the dwellers of these regions in the education 
of their young regarding the various aspects of their life and technology, and 
at the same time help us to understand the life patterns of the peoples that 
lived in that region as far back as over 10,000 years ago: From hunters and 
food gatherers to those who reared animal, and then to the time they lived 
in settlements with domesticated animals and planted crops and engaged in 
long-distance trade. Their arts varied from the expressionistic, realistic, natu-
ralistic, and detailed recording for posterity of the first period with life-size 
paintings, engravings, and etchings. These also combined with the less natu-
ralistic, conventionalized, semi-naturalistic, microscopic, symbolistic art of the 
camel period.25

Some of the conclusions which one is compelled to draw from the artistic 
expressions found in the Sahara desert are: (a) the Sahara was not always an 
arid, uninhabitable, formidable communication barrier that we are now made 
to contemplate in the phrase “Africa south of the Sahara”; (b) those who 
lived in this region were highly civilized peoples who left their indelible marks 
of civilization wherever they went; (c) the arts that they left have proven 
invaluable, as they were created not simply for their own immediate survival 
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or economic benefit, but that humankind may be edified and draw strength 
in their artistic being-ness in the past; (d) by using the same “canvas” more 
than once, they have left for us evidence of the acuity of their aesthetic per-
ception and judgment of beauty beyond the real or the merely superficial, and 
enabled us to see in very clear relief the variegated time lag from one art crea-
tion to another superimposed on the former; (e) their knowledge of color 
and material for use has been remarkable as their creations have survived the 
inclement weather which has driven human inhabitants north and south, and 
are preserved in such a way that we can still admire the creativity of these 
past Africans; and (f) not least important, the evidence of the ingenious artis-
tic creativity that they have left behind has enabled us to generate inspiration 
in the legacy of a veritable great African past which would have been totally 
obliterated in the wake of racialist appropriation of knowledge, science, tech-
nology, rationality, and creativity.

It is remarkable that brilliant colors, which represent the abundance of 
flora, as made available by the presence of year-round sunlight, has left an 
indelible mark on the artistic expression of peoples in Africa and other regions 
of the world with similar climatic conditions. There is a buoyancy conveyed 
by bright colors, a radiant happiness and optimism that contrasts with the 
dourness, sullenness, and dullness of temperament and environment associ-
ated with people in temperate regions where the sun may not appear for days 
on end. This therefore creates in Africans an intrinsic and extrinsic ability to 
apprehend, comprehend, and discriminate color and utilize such knowledge 
in creating the contrast of colors in such a beautiful multifaceted fashion. The 
forest dwellers may not be able to paint on rock surfaces and preserve such 
paintings because of the unpredictable regularity of rainfall and humidity in 
the tropical environment, but definitely they left us so much color in other 
artistic materials. The colorful art of Africa is witnessed in a range of medi-
ums: the beautifully decorated Baule Mask of Ivory Coast, Sudanese house 
wall paintings, the Gelede Mask among the Yoruba of the republic of Benin 
and Nigeria, the Shene Malula Mask of the Bakuba people of Zaire (now the 
republic of Congo), the Masolo masquerade of the Poro society in Ivory 
Coast, the Totem mask of Bapende clan in Congo, the Bamum throne of the 
Bamileke people of Cameroon, the bodily decorations of a Kissi youth for ini-
tiation, and the color displayed on the dresses of Elewe group in Ila Egun-
gun festival, in Southwestern Nigeria is remarkable. Among the Onitsha Ibo, 
there is the Maiden spirit mask, Mmwo Ogbegu and the Elephant spirit of 
Owerri Ibo, (all in southeastern Nigeria). Even the depictions of “ugliness,” 
depending on one’s perspective, remain a study in perceptive color usage. In 
fact, the use of color is a perfected art in Africa, and it is found in all ethnic 
groups apart from those that we have mentioned above.
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Sculpture

When one turns to sculpture, another very popular African arena of artistic 
expression, one finds the dynamism of perspicacity, perceptiveness, richness, 
and variety replicated. Even here, the paintings on the sculpture confirm the 
position maintained above with regard to bodily decorations. Terracotta, 
bronze, brass, wood, granite, and rocks are sculpted in various sizes and pro-
portions, depending on the need of the patron, the inclination of the artist, 
and the display mechanism that is ultimately targeted. Some sculptures appear 
in realism and naturalism, while others are not, as they do not fit into any of 
these narrow stereotypes.

Sculpture is the type of art that is most popular with Western curio col-
lectors because it panders to the exhibitionism in demanded by the nature 
of their societies and their art patrons, which must always be expressed in 
the number of artistic items they have collected, privately exhibited, or col-
lectively owned and displayed, probably (a) as a mark of their elevation to 
their status as arrivistes among the elite class, (b) as an exhibition of sudden 
or new-found wealth, (c) for companionship, especially in their homes, as 
these artefacts replace the human company denied to Westerners in the face 
of possessive individualism and an irresponsible personal freedom rooted in 
the egocentrism that typifies Western culture, and (d) as a mark of preten-
tious display of intellectual acumen and ability to appreciate value and beauty 
individually and collectively. These particular needs are never so pronounced 
in most African cultures where the plastic arts are largely functional, as simply 
things of beauty, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, have great mean-
ing collectively to the people in terms of their religio-metaphysical, historical, 
moral, and cultural needs, among others. This is because they serve to ensure 
the oneness of the terrestrial and the extraterrestrial and further serve as the 
harbinger of their ideas and ideals, while thus having unquantifiable monetary 
value to the whole community and to the individual. In this regard, the art 
also functions as the locus of power, a link between the physical and the met-
aphysical, representing continuity, power, remission, intermission, essence, 
existence, authority, and life for the individual and for the people.

An appreciation of this analysis will make it easy to understand the fact that 
some of the artistic forms in this class are not necessarily tied to any stereo-
typical standards, say, of naturalism, non-naturalism, symbolism, or expres-
sionism. There are some art forms that capture in fine detail the ideas and 
ideals of the objects that are sculpted, but a careful observer will perceive 
that the necessity for this is seldom the compelling or the overriding factor in 
the creation of these art forms. Mention may be made here of twin carvings, 
miniature objects and images carried around by twins and pregnant women 
for protection in the way that many so-called civilized and modern men and 
women have the Cross of the Christ as earrings and pendants for their neck-
laces or anklets or small Bibles in their handbags or office desk drawers and 
their car glove compartments for “protection” against the evil eye of the 
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Obeah or Mayal-man or the devil and demonic forces and as a reassurance of 
faith. Serving the same purpose are the disproportionately prodigious or pro-
tuberant artistic objects and creations with accentuated reproductive organs 
depicting fertility and extreme goodness or evil, depending on what, where, 
and when needed or represented. Often foreigners are baffled by these, espe-
cially the squat bodies, the big heads depicting wisdom, the inordinately long 
or large arms depicting strength, by comparison with the carefully articulated 
proportionateness and proportionality of other parts of these objects and cre-
ations. The surprise is a product of the ignorance of the sarcasm, the irony, 
and the true intention and meaning and use of such objects, and the ideas 
and ideals that compel their creation. These Westerners simply forget that 
art is part of life, that art is living, that art is the critique of life, that art is 
the celebration of life, and that as art, it is simply the experiencing as well as 
the expressing of the abundance of life or the poverty of it. In other words, 
certain delimitations and classificatory rubrics are blatantly antithetical to a 
proper understanding of artistic expression, for they only deflate and derail 
the intent, the goals, the purpose, and the end of art in society.

Thus we can say that sculptures are important in the artistic terrain of Afri-
cans. They are often grandiose, noble, intimate, intricate, and even disturb-
ing. They help to record history as they chronicle their times and epochs and 
they serve as mementos and memorials, endearing monuments to and of the 
time, as well as commemorating for posterity and for self the achievements 
or the travails of the people as they journey through the ages, that is, as they 
undergo the necessary transition through space and time. And sculptures 
are also capable of expressing the architecture of the people, in that the con-
glomerate of power may dictate that certain methods and materials be used in 
building certain edifices. These are ways of adapting creativity to life and liv-
ing. Art historians and critics have used such descriptive phraseology as form 
geometricization, manipulation of proportion, bilateral symmetry, frontally 
and closed form columetry, surface treatment, polychromy, etc. to describe 
African aesthetics. These are essentially what may be regarded as commentary 
post eventu, following Western importation of standards of aesthetic appraisal. 
In themselves, these are irrelevant to the value these objects have to the peo-
ple who created and use the items, but they are interesting to the extent that 
they help in teaching didactically the art forms to students of art history.

In real terms, it is difficult to understand the rationale for definitive pro-
nouncements regarding arts, especially African arts. The problem is com-
pounded when one attempts a sympathetic intrinsic understanding of the 
nature, place, value, and reason of arts, as well as the position of the artist qua 
human being in African societies. Consider the paradigmatic rationalization of 
African sculpture along the following lines taken from “Lecture Notes of an 
African Art History Course” at Edna Manley School of Visual and Perform-
ing Arts, Kingston, Jamaica:
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Form geometrication is essential to the African aesthetic which attempts to cap-
ture nature while at the same time executing a depassment of nature in a man-
ner that suggests a clear understanding and respect for nature but which does 
not seek to merely imitate it. In African sculptures one finds the human figure 
carved with very disproportionately large head, which is a recognition of the 
significance of the head as the source of vital energies that control the remainder 
of the body. Also there is emphasis on genitalia as representative of reproductive 
capacity. Another aspect is frontality, because such objects are expected to be 
viewed from the front.

There is no doubt that this description of African sculpture is errant in many 
respects. It suggests that there is exclusivity in respect of those objects that 
have one feature without being able to have the others except frontality, 
which goes with the general symmetry and rhythmic character of the objects 
which descend from a sense of cylindricality and the three-dimensional nature 
of perceptivity of the objects. Further, if one art object can have more than 
one feature, would that not suggest that the issue of form is not the only 
matter important to the artist and his or her client? This point suggests that 
the discerning patron of art is a necessary factor in the reality of art and com-
pletion of the aesthetic process.

Many Western scholars generalize that African sculpture is symbolic, rather 
than descriptive. This type of interpretation is superficial and can serve no 
useful purpose. We may find symbolicity, as mentioned above, because of dis-
proportionateness of the objects, but that ignores the minutiae of detail of 
many sculptures and even aspects of the same sculpture with the touted dis-
proportionality which pay attention to capturing even the facial appearance 
of the person sculpted. It is like the art of cartooning in print and electronic 
journalism. While some are caricatures with grotesque and graphic configu-
rations aiming to convey the message inherent in the intention, others are 
disproportionate in aspects but almost carbon copies. And in others, there are 
attempts at revealing and concealing the identities of the subjects all at once. 
This type of art cannot be given a unidirectional analysis, unless one is intent 
on deception or deliberate misleading of the audience.

Another conclusion is that art objects are mainly functional and that mak-
ers and consumers are not particular with respect to aesthetics. Looking at 
the headrests made by people of Northern Transvaal in South Africa, Ani-
tra Nettleton argues that we must be careful how we regard the relationship 
between the art, the art maker, the end user of the art, and the way these are 
discussed. She argues that to conclude that the headrests are merely part of 
material culture and not aesthetic in nature would be to underestimate the 
creativity, beauty, and ingeniousness of the artist and the artistic product. 
Some are ordinary in nature, without any elaborate decorations, while others 
are intricately and complexly decorated, as these include “carrying images of 
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bovines, cows, and sometimes antelope [which] may refer to bride wealth and 
the beauty of the bride-to-be. Other head rests include the images of guns 
or have walking and dancing sticks in one piece with the head rest in which 
the head is carved as an animal.”26 One is therefore left to wonder whether 
what is created is a mere headrest. And, in any case, why go to such a length 
to beautify something that will be obscured when in use if the people do not 
have a deeper and better understanding of the art that informs the headrest 
and, probably, a deeper understanding and respect of what it supports while 
it in use? This consideration would suggest to a discerning academic that the 
owner and the maker might be making more than an impression or simply 
an item for such simple use as a pillow but a ritual, aesthetic public display 
or ceremonial pronouncement regarding respect given to and associated with 
the head.

Coming closer still to apparent peripherals, we find the walking sticks that 
old people use to prop up their aging frames. These simple support mecha-
nisms can be often be a mere stick, strong enough for its purpose, and this 
could be any kind of hard wood, while at other times, they are not merely 
wood but objects which were made with extreme care, precision, and perfec-
tion, expressing very complicated imagery and ideas, and making an impres-
sion on the audience that they have often become associated with because of 
the original association of these support objects with age, maturity, wisdom, 
leadership, and connection with the ancestors. These sticks have now become 
dressing accessories used by the rich and especially the new class of postco-
lonial elites who command notice through their ostentatious displays. Some 
elaborate care is then taken to boost the ego of the patron, making as much 
of a statement as is considered necessary, given the amount of money paid to 
the artist.

Thus, the search, in the Western academy, for what is termed the “African 
aesthetic code” becomes problematic. Often, this supposes that there are cer-
tain homogeneous and homologous ideas and ideals represented in and by 
the creation and use of art works in Africa and elsewhere that can be deci-
phered. On this score, there is the tendency to rationalize, ratiocinate, and 
stereotype art and artistic expression, seeking to articulate the characteristics 
of African art by contrast to Western art, instead of looking for the factors 
that have constrained the use of certain materials in certain regions of the 
world and what factors have impelled the use of other materials common to 
all areas in certain ways by contrast to how others in other regions have so 
utilized similar or identical materials. In a certain sense, this is why the search 
for authenticity, except for granting originality of creativity, by contrast with 
intrinsicality, detracts from the development of arts in society, creating unnec-
essary diversion and wasteful expenditure of energy.
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conclusion

There are many ways in which art has played important roles in the history, 
life, and experience of societies. More important has been the role of art in 
the process of education, either in being part of the system or the outcome 
of education. In fact, the globalization of human interaction in contempo-
rary society has meant that all societies of the world now have means of influ-
encing the education of not only their own youth and adults, but also the 
youth and adults of far away lands, totally alien to them and in no way of 
the same cultural proclivities, sensibilities, and sensitivities. It is for the above 
reason that we have used various arts forms to show the connection between 
art and education and the influence of art on the educational system and 
process, while at the same time showing how education influences the art of 
society.

Thus, in concluding this chapter, it is worth reiterating that Africana soci-
eties cannot be complacent in the way in which the arts of other societies 
invade the educational process and system of their youth and adults. The rea-
sons have been noted, but we must emphasize the ways in which the iden-
tities, consciousness, consumption patterns, behavioral exhibitions, and 
interests are influenced by art in contemporary society. The power of visual 
images, sounds, and digital technology in the shaping of life, wants, dreams, 
and outlooks is beyond question. With the destructive effects of colonialism 
and slavery still fresh in the psyches of Africana peoples, there is need to take 
cognizance of the compelling need for the preservation of the good elements 
in Africana cultures and knowledge, while at the same time ensuring that 
humanity as a whole does not become ignorant of the contributions of Afri-
cana peoples to human civilization.

This is a challenge that is very daunting, especially in the light of the eco-
nomic plight of Africana peoples globally, and the ease with which cheap 
culture, popular culture, and the fast-food, ready-made mentality of con-
sumption have made painstaking attention to quality almost impossible, 
whether in the field of intellectual pursuits or in artistic creativity. This is 
with reference to tourism art and the digitized, technologically manipulable 
and corruptible productions in the name of cultural materials inundating the 
mass media, airwaves, and Internet. The capacity of individuals to be origina-
tors of movies from the confines of their homes, and the ease of replication 
of objects through forgeries and clones, suggests that African art may be in 
danger of being privated by foreign interests for pecuniary gain, without the 
original owners having any recourse to derive any emotional, psychological or 
material benefit for themselves.

The discussion of the relationship between art and education is indeed a 
necessary one, as Africana peoples, cultures, ethos, and values have been in 
retreat in all areas of knowledge production, preservation, and dissemina-
tion, thereby leading Africana peoples to be recipients of the arts and the 
cultural products of knowledge generation, technology development, and 
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civilizational configuration from other climes in recent years. rather than 
Africans being the purveyors of wholesome art, culture, science, and technol-
ogy to peoples of other climes as it used to be at the  dawn of civilization, 
African peoples have become victims to those physically challenging popular 
culture which deprecates various aspects of human existence. It is on this note 
that we need to indicate, by way of conclusion, that Africana societies need to 
document the history of African art, culture, and knowledge, with a view to, 
first, denoting the art that is indigenous to Africa; second, ensuring that the 
knowledge is not lost or denied; third, that such values are preserved for the 
educational purposes needed to develop wholesome identities and conscious-
ness in Africana youth; and finally, ensuring that the best arts of Africana peo-
ples are used to showcase African beliefs and values to posterity.

Africana society does not only owe itself and posterity the obligation to pre-
serve inherited artistic, axiological, and cultural artifacts of her civilization, 
there is the additional obligation to preserve the technologies adapted for the 
production of these cultural heritages. It is through the process of education 
and research that members of society can begin to appreciate the fact that the 
technologies and epistemologies which allow peoples of indigenous societies 
to survive deserve respect and understanding, in order that our heritage may 
be preserved and not allowed to fizzle out and die in the midst of the neces-
sary efforts to be made, in order to be successful in this consumerist society that 
humans now populate. We have come to the sorry state where many parents now 
believe that infants and children are only to be educated and humanized by only 
immediate family members because of the dangers of abuse by non-family mem-
bers and the identity-assaulting methods that many strangers and poorly trained 
educators may use, which only harm the individual and society in the end.

notes

 1.  Gordon (2006).
 2.  Bewaji (2003, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2012).
 3.  In this discussion, “Africana” is a term used to refer to continental Africa as 

well as those societies of the new world and elsewhere to which African peo-
ples have been forcibly transplanted as a consequence of plantation slavery. 
This terminology would cover Africans in the Americas, Africans in Asia, the 
Caribbean, and Europe.

 4.  Bewaji (2003: 220).
 5.  Diop (1991: 2).
 6.  Mazrui (1987).
 7.  Ibid.
 8.  Abiodun (1983: 13–30).
 9.  Zirimu and Bukenya (1986: 91).
 10.  Bewaji (2003: 159).
 11.  Fela Anikulapo Kuti was a Nigerian musician who was very critical of the Afri-

can sociopolitical situation, and how the miseducation of the African peoples 
has resulted in the decadence of society.

 12.  Bewaji (2003).
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 13.  Saussure (1916).
 14.  Collingwood (1940).
 15.  Bewaji (2003).
 16.  rousseau (1754).
 17.  Primus (1998: 7–8).
 18.  Green (1998).
 19.  Primus (1998: 3).
 20.  Ibid., 4.
 21.  Green (1998: 13).
 22.  Nettleford (1985: 23).
 23.  The Tassili region is located in Algeria.
 24.  See, for example, Willett (1993: 48).
 25.  Diop (1974).
 26.  Nettleford (1993: 139).
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CHAPTEr 47

Teaching African Philosophy and a Postmodern 
Dis-Position

Philip Higgs

introduction

The teaching of African philosophy has drawn much attention by way of 
 critical reflection and commentary.1 In this chapter, I claim that the teaching 
of African philosophy should be opposed to that formulation of knowledge 
espoused by modern Western/European thought where rationality is closely 
connected to knowledge. Such a revisioning of Western/European rationality 
is fundamentally directed at the process by which African philosophy attempts 
“to become modern within the framework of its own peculiar context.”2 
However, we should be careful not to overlook the fact that knowledge is not 
only local but also intersubjective. Alongside many African indigenous knowl-
edge cultures, there are also many different knowledge cultures  present on 
the African continent, which testifies to its fundamentally plural  composition. 
If this fact is overlooked, then we might be confronted with the danger of 
a renewed fundamentalism in the teaching of African  philosophy that is 
founded on the view of a peculiar African knowledge culture. I, therefore, 
argue that the teaching of African philosophy should take cognisance of an 
African knowledge culture that does not only include the idea of what I refer 
to as “plural conversations in an inter-African context,” but also, includes 
a cross-cultural epistemic which facilitates cross-cultural dialogue and 
 understanding.
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For purposes of a broad consideration of a distinctively African knowledge 
culture, it is possible to oversimplify this diversity and look only at an Afri-
can traditional knowledge culture. The existence of a peculiarly African tra-
ditional knowledge culture is fairly well attested to.3 However, reference to 
an African knowledge culture is also used in a generic sense, which does not 
deny that there are significant variations among the many African knowledge 
cultures in Africa. The merits of such an African knowledge culture include 
its acknowledgment of alternative forms of knowing and their accompanying 
cultural expressions in both an inter-African context, as well as in a cross-cul-
tural context; its insistence that knowledge production is not independent of 
moral and political value; its grounding of rationality in social relations; and 
its recognition of the role of commitment, caring, and feeling in rationality.

In the light of this, I am proposing an orientation to the teaching of Afri-
can philosophy that has cultural relevance insofar as it is mounted on con-
cepts peculiar to an inter-African context, as well as in the larger context of 
a continuing cross-cultural dialogue. Such an orientation to the teaching of 
African philosophy acknowledges the necessity to develop the ability to grasp 
the fundamentals of indigenous African cultures and other cultures by way of 
adopting and living out what I call a postmodern dis-position which attests to 
what Burbules refers to as a sense of plurality, a sense of pragmatism, a sense of 
fallibility, and a sense of judiciousness.4 Such a postmodern dis-position would 
perceive an African knowledge culture not only as an inter-cultural African 
philosophy of personal intent, but also as the practice of cross-cultural dia-
logue, where culture takes on the form of a consensual or social epistemol-
ogy, that is, an epistemology deliberately situated in a particular cultural 
context and sensitive to the need for cross-cultural dialogue. In this instance, 
the individual recognizes and exercises knowledge(s) appropriate to his/her 
culture, and has a critical awareness of the knowledge(s) and cultural tradi-
tions of both his/her culture, and at the same time that of other cultures. 
In so doing, the individual constructs a sound epistemic identity for his/her 
culture, as well as one that meets the particular demands of his/her unique 
cultural context. Such an epistemic identity perceives philosophy as a product 
of, and a reflection on, reality, as a guide to life, while the experience out of 
which philosophy emerges is determined by how people have lived in their 
particular historic and cultural contexts.

But the question that needs to be asked at this juncture is: To what extent 
does the teaching of African philosophy and by implication, philosophy, 
reflect such a view of a subjectively diverse and cross-cultural African 
 knowledge culture?

the Practice of PhilosoPhy in africa

In surveying the landscape in African philosophy, Oruka identifies four main 
types of philosophy being defended and practiced in Africa. He labels these: 
ethnophilosophy, philosophic sagacity, nationalist-ideological philosophy, and 
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professional philosophy.5 Ethnophilosophy views philosophy as implicit in the 
collective and basically religious experience of everyone, rather than as the 
explicit thought or rational argument of anyone in particular. It also regards 
African philosophy as fundamentally different from Western philosophy 
in meaning, logic, and content, because of their very different respective 
mental orientations. Philosophic sagacity or sage philosophy represents 
the thought of indigenous wise men who critically engage the established 
tradition and culture of their respective ethnic groups and/or societies. 
National-ideological philosophy is basically political philosophy and is found 
in manifestos, pamphlets, and discourse related to the African anticolonial 
struggle for liberation. Professional philosophy is regarded as technical 
philosophy which utilizes the techniques of Western philosophy and affirms 
the centrality of rationality in the activity of philosophy. Mudimbe speaks 
of three main approaches in current African philosophical practice.6 First is 
the critique of ethno-philosophy which draws on the Western philosophical 
tradition’s view of what constitutes appropriate philosophical practice. The 
second is the foundation approach which questions the epistemological 
foundations of the human and social sciences. The third approach includes 
philological studies, critical anthropology, and hermeneutics. Gyekye, in turn, 
however, distinguishes between, traditional and modern African philosophy, 
or simply between professional and traditional African philosophy.7

If one examines the discussion surrounding the various types of  African 
philosophy mentioned so far, then one recurring issue which emerges is 
whether philosophy is to be construed primarily as professional philosophy 
and thus ultimately along the lines of the institution of Western philosophy, 
or contextually as some form of cultural philosophy. One important aspect 
of this debate concerns the role of rationality in African philosophy. The 
appeal to an African rational discourse has been associated with the debate 
on the ontological status of African philosophy and its appropriate method.8 
Professional African philosophers argue that it is not enough for African 
philosophers to collect, interpret, and disseminate African proverbs, folktales, 
and myths and call this genuine philosophy. rather, as Wiredu claims, 
philosophy is a rational and critical reflection on the most fundamental ideas 
and principles underlying our thought about human life and its environment, 
natural and supernatural.9 Philosophy, according to African professional 
philosophers, must therefore be explicit, methodical, and rational. In 
this instance they see philosophy as the handmaiden of science and 
modernization.10 In short, philosophy according to this group is a rational 
activity which thrives on criticism.

According to Bodunrin, criticism is rational, impartial, and an articulate 
appraisal whether positive or negative.11 He believes a philosopher must state 
and argue for his case clearly. Wiredu also believes that philosophy thrives 
on criticism, and hence the rational aspect of the discipline.12 He claims that 
without argument and clarification there is, strictly, no philosophy.  Further, 
Wiredu posits that the philosopher argues for his thesis, clarifying his 
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meaning and answering objections, known and anticipated.13 Together, both 
Bodunrin and Wiredu are of the opinion that philosophy in Africa should be 
analytical in its endeavor to clarify conceptual confusions in our world. They 
believe that what distinguishes philosophical activity is the critical method and 
that this is what makes it a rational discipline. In fact, Oruka states that reason 
is a universal trait and that the greatest disservice to African philosophy is 
to deny it reason and dress it in magic and extra-rational traditionalism.14 
Hountondji’s conception of philosophy is that it is, fundamentally, a critical 
reflection.15 He claims that philosophy thrives on continuous debate. 
Philosophy is not a system because it never stops. According to him, its very 
existence lies in the to and fro of free discussion, hence it is not a closed 
system but a history, a debate that goes on from generation to generation. 
What emerges from Hountondji’s reflections on philosophy is that it is a 
critical activity and therefore a rational discourse.

In his paper, Keita proposes a method for contemporary African 
 philosophy, which amounts to the same position as that of Bodunrin, Wiredu, 
Oruka, and Hountondji, when he states:

This paper attempts to promote the following rational conception of  philosophy 
in the Africa context: a dynamic philosophy in the vanguard of each of the 
research disciplines, committed to the formulation of new or modified rational 
concepts and modes of knowing appropriate for sociological and technological 
development.16

Keita believes that a useful approach for African philosophy to adopt is that 
of a rational and theoretical analysis of issues and ideas. He maintains that by 
the very nature of the enterprise philosophy engages in a rational and critical 
analysis and that philosophers in Africa should consider the importance of a 
rational and theoretical analysis of the foundations of empirical science, and 
this is, according to him, with a view to aid the development of scientific 
research in Africa.17

african PhilosoPhy and rationality

What emerges from the pronouncements of Bodunrin, Wiredu, Oruka, 
Hountondji, and Keita is the argument that philosophy is a critical activity 
and, therefore, a rational discourse. In these pronouncements, however, these 
professional African philosophers identify themselves with the Enlightenment 
tradition, represented by thinkers such as Hobbes, Descartes, rousseau, 
Locke, and Kant, who all maintained that reason is a natural human 
endowment, which when directed properly can discover certain universal 
truths. These truths, it was argued, were embedded in our sense experiences 
and revealed in intersubjective agreement among like-thinking rational minds. 
In this tradition, rational thought was supposed to lead to enlightened action, 
to the development of rational citizens who would establish a perfect world. 
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reason was to bring light into darkness, to disabuse people of superstition 
and tradition, to liberate them from irrationality. It was argued that unless 
we have a true and reliable picture of how things are in the world around 
us—unless, that is, we have knowledge of the world—we are unlikely to have 
much success in acting. Knowledge is the means by which we direct our 
behavior to achieve our ends most efficiently and successfully. rationality of 
the kind which we humans strive for is, therefore, an epistemic rationality, or 
rationality which aims at the truth and is based on knowledge.

This Enlightenment project which represented the dominant philosophical 
tradition in the West, certainly since Descartes, generally regarded a particular 
type of rationality as the only method for investigation into truth. The 
procedure adopted by Cartesian rationality is based upon logical deduction, 
strict rules of evidence, and an avoidance of the distorting tendencies of 
affect. It is a method of investigation in which correct answers were thought 
to be rationally determined, that is, true. Cartesian rationality, therefore, 
regards itself as the only avenue toward reliable knowledge, and also sees 
itself as certain of success in yielding correct, final answers, if its methods are 
properly followed.

PhilosoPhy and reason in a Postmodern moment

This faith in the inherent power of reason to determine truth has, however, 
been severely challenged, and can be regarded today only with skepticism. 
The work of Kuhn (1970) and other historians and philosophers of 
science, such as Popper (1972), Lakatos (1983), Feyerabend (1978), and 
Lynch and Woolgar (1990), has deeply undermined the belief that even 
scientists proceed in a purely rational way.18 rorty has also pointed out that 
this overemphasis on the epistemic functions of reason, and within that a 
privileging of a particular scientistic approach to inquiry devoid of personal 
will and affect, has led scientific enquiry away from moral and political 
considerations that are actually at the heart of decisions about what we  
believe and how we act.19

In the light of this skepticism and criticism, postmodernism seeks to 
deconstruct the language of Cartesian rationality by abandoning the idea of 
rationality as a neutral arbiter of the rules of clear thinking, a disimpassioned 
means for reaching indubitable, final conclusions and, a universal guide 
to human thought and conduct. However, it is also possible to argue that 
instead of abandoning altogether the Cartesian method of rationality, we 
should rather adopt a more inclusive and flexible understanding of reason 
which does not deny or reject the specific achievements of that method 
within certain areas of human thought and practice. In arguing this point, 
I would suggest that reason is neither necessary nor universal, but arises as 
a practice growing out of what I refer to as plural conversations in which 
human thought, feeling, and motivation operate in practical everyday 
intersubjective experiences. Such a position which is captured in what I call a 
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postmodern moment, which recognizes the limits of our ability to arrive at final 
or absolute truth by rational means only, for truth is seen as being rooted 
in intersubjective biographies that are constantly in the process of evolving. 
What this means is that in a postmodern moment we will be critical of all 
forms of absolutism, universality, and moral smugness in the sense that one 
has an unquestionable hold on what is really true and right. At the same time 
we will also be much more modest in the claims we make and not necessarily 
regard these claims as binding on persons or groups who might have evolved 
different ways of answering questions and solving problems.

All this leads to a very different notion of reason, one modest about its 
claims to universality and sensitive to intellectual and cultural differences. 
A view of reason located in plural conversations which have their origin in 
practical activities such as speaking, listening, and reflecting, rather than in 
objective and dispassionate observation, logical deduction, or a scientistic 
search for facts. Evidence and analysis are undoubtedly important to careful 
reasoning, but these methods must take their place in a larger context of 
choices directed at multiple sources of information, appreciating the merits of 
other perspectives, and in that light critically reflecting on the potential limits 
of one’s own methods and theoretical assumptions. Such critically reflective 
persons want to make sense of their existence, they want to understand and 
be fair to alternative perspectives, and are willing to admit when they have 
made a mistake in judgment. These qualities do not find their origin in 
certain formal rules of reasoning inherent in the human condition. They are 
far more complex than that, and find their origin in what rorty refers to as 
the set of moral virtues which distinguish reason, and which members of a 
civilized society must possess if the society is to endure.20

He identifies these virtues as tolerance, respect for the opinions of those 
around one, a willingness to listen, and reliance upon persuasion rather than 
force. These virtues are revealed in the enactment of plural conversations, 
that is, in practical everyday experiences that are witness to the ways in which 
people speak with and listen to one another. What is important in these 
instances is not the exercise of an impersonal, disimpassioned dominating 
reason governed by the application of mechanical rules of inquiry, but rather, 
the emergence of what I call a consensual or social rationality in which people 
together inquire, disagree, explain, or argue their views in the pursuit of a 
consensual outcome. Such an outcome is one that the participants, after careful 
deliberation of different opinions and alternative perspectives, are satisfied 
with for that moment in time.

recent literature in African philosophy has been slow to pursue this line 
of argument, and in those instances that it does focus on reason or critical 
thinking, the discussion inevitably, in varying degrees, begins with the 
premise that reasoning equates with rationality, which is dependent on 
the operation of formal epistemic rules and procedures.21 This literature 
considers any attempt to discuss alternative and plural rationalities as 
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tantamount to creeping relativism and asserts that there is an urgent need 
to defend the value of rationality. This is rather an unfortunate conclusion 
as it is not necessarily the case that outcomes based on plural conversations 
will of necessity lapse into relativism. This is because the process of reason 
in plural conversations is revealed in a movement towards an agreed 
upon consensus, arising from careful deliberation and the exercise of 
choice in reaching a conclusion. If at a later stage the conclusion is found 
to be incorrect, which it may well be, then it can be recognized as such 
and rectified through an extension of the same process. In arguing that 
plural conversations are necessary for the intersubjective negotiation of 
knowledge, I would, therefore, assert that the alternative to relativism is not 
a single uncompromising vision or standpoint. The alternative to relativism 
is a consensual or social rationality that reflects a sense of solidarity in the 
experience of shared plural conversations.

The exercise of reason in a postmodern moment pauses, therefore, to 
reflect on the limits of our understanding, while at the same time respecting 
diversity and unassimilated otherness in the experience of finding the space 
to listen and converse. All this is manifested in an age that Lyotard claims 
can no longer talk about a totalizing idea of reason, for “there is no reason, 
only reasons.”22 Such a discourse on rationality does not limit itself to the 
following of formal rules and procedures of thought in making sense of the 
world, but reveals itself in the intersubjective engagement of what I call a 
postmodern dis-position.

teaching african PhilosoPhy and a Postmodern dis-Position

By a postmodern dis-position I mean that fundamental reorientation that we 
adopt in relation to our intersubjective engagement with the world. Here 
we have to make a deep personal transformation which impacts on the way 
we engage with others in our practical everyday experiences in thinking 
and acting. In developing my argument, I propose that such a personal 
transformation when it comes to teaching African philosophy is taken up in 
a postmodern dis-position which is marked by certain moments which are 
manifestations of something much more fundamental about us as individual 
persons. Here I draw on a seminal contribution by Burbules in identifying 
such moments as being constituted by a sense of plurality, fallibilism, 
pragmatism, and judiciousness.23

A sense of plurality is fostered partly by having been exposed to a range 
of different perspectives, but also by engaging them in a way that enables 
one to consider seriously the merits of each. This means that in teaching 
African philosophy we reveal a capacity to regard alternative positions without 
a “rush to judgment” in that we can withhold our own opinions in an 
engagement with other points of view. This capacity is fostered, not primarily 
by the exercise of certain intellectual skills, but by the exercise of a disposition 
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and capacity for restraint. Such a capacity for restraint reveals that we are 
able to recognize what our own prejudices might be, while acknowledging 
the limits of our own capacity to appreciate fully the viewpoints of others, 
and caring enough about others to exert the effort necessary to hear and 
comprehend what they are saying. A sense of plurality, therefore, has to 
do with commitment, caring, and feeling. It is clearly not a purely rational 
cognitive endeavor.

Burbules (1995) maintains that such a sense of plurality is supported, not 
by a position of holding no view, but by the position of having regarded 
other views thoughtfully and sympathetically enough to realize that each 
has something to be said for it, so that one is distanced somewhat from the 
attitude that there is or can be one best way of all. We would, therefore, in 
teaching African philosophy acknowledge the fact of difference, perhaps 
irreconcilable difference, as a condition of the social world and take our 
direction not from an ethnocentric presumption of superiority, or the erasure 
of difference in the name of presumed consensus around a unified truth, but 
in a thoughtful and sensitive engagement across differences, while even at 
times leaving some of those differences in place.

What this line of argument suggests is that our thoughts and actions 
will be richer, more balanced, and fair in that we will be able to hear and 
consider a variety of alternatives. Being able to do so requires not only 
some intellectual capacities, but also aspects of character, personal relations, 
and social contexts that encourage and support the development of such a 
sense of plurality. Taking all this into account, a sense of plurality is not a 
result of an uncaring neutrality or of ostensibly holding no position. Nor 
does a tolerance and appreciation for many alternative points of view imply 
a relativistic embrace of simply any view. rather, it involves an awareness of, 
and reflection on, positions one does hold and what their consequences are 
for other people.

One of the great insights of the modern philosophy of science is Popper’s 
reminder not to be afraid of making mistakes, because it is only through the 
discovery of error, through some process of falsification that we are driven 
to change.24 Indeed, Popper’s recommendation seems to extend far beyond 
the confines of scientific hypothesis testing (where it is typically applied) to a 
broader vision and attitude to life. In a variety of contexts, both personal and 
professional, and intellectual and emotional, we all have experienced failure, 
error, frustration, and disappointment. If we can live with this, as we must, 
it is usually with the understanding that these experiences have formed us, 
taught us something, and strengthened our capacity to endure change. In this 
broader sense, what Burbules refers to as a sense of fallibilism is also distinctive 
of a postmodern dis-position. What is involved in a sense of fallibilism when it 
comes to teaching African philosophy? First it requires certain commitments, 
or certain risks, that run the possibility of error. Purposely hiding behind 
obscurantism, withholding commitment, or playing it safe by only 
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conforming to the conventional and obvious are all ways of avoiding mistakes 
and hence, ultimately of avoiding learning and change. Second it requires a 
capacity to recognize that one is wrong, which is fundamentally linked with 
the capacity to admit to oneself and to others that one was wrong. This 
includes our capacity to hear and respond thoughtfully to the criticisms of 
others. Thirdly it involves a capacity for reflection, as we ponder not only that 
we have made a mistake, but also why it happened and how we can change to 
avoid repeating it in the future.

A sense of fallibilism in teaching African philosophy, therefore, speaks 
of a capacity for change, change prompted by one’s own recognition and 
acknowledgment of error, but also supported by a social environment in 
which the process is regarded with favor and not disdain. This, of course, 
means that we must exist in contexts that support and encourage difference, 
but also that we must have the capacity and willingness to engage others in 
plural conversations that makes the meaningful juxtaposition of different 
views possible. A sense of fallibilism also implies a particular view of learning, 
namely, that we gain new understandings not only by the accumulation of 
novel information, but by the active reconstruction of our frameworks of 
understanding. This sort of change requires that we encounter and interact 
with radically different points of view from our own.

Then there is what Burbules refers to as a pragmatic sense which, I believe, 
also distinguishes a postmodern dis-position. Here reference is not being 
made to a specific school of thought such as that found in Dewey, James, or 
Pierce. rather, what is being referred to is a deeper underlying attitude which 
underlies a general worldview, namely, a belief in the importance of practical 
problems in driving the process of intellectual, moral, and political develop-
ment. Such an outlook is sensitive to the particulars of given contexts and 
the variety of human needs and purposes. What a sense of pragmatism means 
for the teaching of African philosophy is that it should reflect a tolerance for 
uncertainty, imperfection, and incompleteness as the existential conditions of 
human thought and action. Yet it should also recognize the need for persis-
tence in confronting such difficulties with intelligence, care, and flexibility. 
The central lesson of fallibilism in philosophy, from Socrates to Popper, is that 
we proceed not towards truth, but away from error. It is much easier to know 
when we are wrong than when we are right. The philosophical consequence 
of this insight is distrust in obtaining sought-after results. Certain approaches 
to inquiry are relied upon, including “conversational” ones, not because they 
will yield a convergence around truth or agreement, but because experience 
has shown them to be reliable ways of avoiding certain egregious kinds of 
mistakes. There is no guarantee built into them to produce what we seek. We 
merely expect that whatever they yield is more likely to be dependable than 
what we might have received from other approaches. Such a commitment to 
a process of inquiry or negotiation in teaching African philosophy, without 
certainty of results, is what describes a pragmatic sense which is also a primary 
feature of a postmodern dis-position.
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Supportive of such a pragmatic sense in teaching African philosophy are 
social contexts in which an emphasis on success is not exaggerated, and in 
which failure or frustration are accepted as inevitable conditions of growth. 
In such a social context, the offering of cooperative assistance and construc-
tive suggestions, or asking for them, are socially and personally acceptable 
options. But in teaching African philosophy we also need to recognize our 
own limitations. This would mean that we know when not to try to work out 
certain things in a particular rational way, while at the same time regarding 
the skills of rationality and the assessment of reasons simply as heuristics in 
the much more complex process of trying to decide what to believe and what 
to do. In recognizing that it is not reasonable to try to apply the analysis of 
logic, or the strict rules of evidence, or the critique of informal fallacies to 
each and every situation, we reveal what Burbules calls, a sense of judicious-
ness.

A sense of judiciousness has to do with a capacity for prudence and mod-
eration, even in the exercise of reason itself. We are not always reasonable. 
We occasionally fail to act upon our own best inclinations. We frequently fall 
short of our aspirations. Acknowledging and accepting this in ourselves and 
in those around us, and asking others to accept it in us, are related to the 
acceptance of a sense of fallibilism and the willingness to embrace imperfec-
tion and incompleteness that is a part of the pragmatic sense of reasonable-
ness. There is often more than one reasonable thing to believe, to say, or 
do; and it is part of the fallacy of Cartesian conceptions of rationality that 
they seek a determinative calculus that will converge on the one best or right 
answer. A sense of judiciousness in teaching African philosophy will reveal 
that we are discerning about when and how to follow the dictates of argu-
ment in the strict sense of the term, and are receptive to the influence of 
other kinds of persuasion as well. In the actual practice of communicative 
interaction, strict and conclusive arguments are very rare. Alongside this form 
of argumentation is a vast range of interlocutory styles, including questions, 
allusions, unsubstantiated suggestions, metaphors, and other tropes, as well 
as an even broader range of expressions, gestures, touches, tonal utterances, 
and other kinds of communication. To participate in plural conversations in 
teaching African philosophy, therefore, entails a sense of judiciousness regard-
ing the influences of other avenues of mutual exploration, negotiation, and 
the pursuit of understanding.

A sense of judiciousness, as is the case with a sense of plurality, fallibilism, 
and pragmatism speaks, therefore, of a certain disposition that governs the 
ways in which we engage with others in our practical everyday experiences in 
thought and action, and also how we perceive the world in relation to our-
selves. The nature of our intersubjective engagements should lie, therefore, at 
the heart of how we think and act, even in relation to our endeavors in teach-
ing African philosophy.
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conclusion

The relationship between tradition and modernity has been a central theme 
of postcolonial African philosophy. While African philosophers have examined 
this theme from many angles, several basic questions have become the focus 
of ongoing debate and discussion: What is the relevance of indigenous 
 African traditions to the challenges of contemporary life? Do traditional 
modes of thought and behavior constitute resources or impediments to the 
projects of development and modernization in Africa? What precisely is meant 
by the terms “development” and “modernization” when they are used with 
reference to African countries?

Ciaffa notes that discussion of such questions reveals a conflict between 
two broad perspectives.25 The first perspective, which Gyekye calls “cultural 
revivalism,”26 assumes a basic reverential attitude towards traditional African 
knowledge culture. According to this view, the key to effectively addressing 
contemporary problems lies in reclaiming and revitalizing African indigenous 
traditions that have been degraded and suppressed in the wake of colonialism. 
Colonialism violently disrupted African cultural traditions and imposed 
European forms of thought and social organization upon colonized people. 
Having achieved independence, postcolonial Africans must now pursue a 
more decisive liberation, a “decolonization of African minds and societies.” 
For revivalists, the key point is that genuine modernization in Africa can only 
be realized through the revitalization of African cultural norms.

The second perspective assumes a more critical attitude toward indigenous 
African traditions. Adherents to this perspective argue that the revivalist 
project is fundamentally misguided and ill suited to the challenges of 
 contemporary Africa. According to critics, such as Hountondji, the call for 
a nostalgic return to the past is not merely naïve and romantic, but positively 
dangerous.27 In their view, cultural revivalism diverts attention from pressing 
political issues, such as authoritarian oppression and class exploitation, and 
endorses forms of thought that interfere with the important goals of scientific 
and technological advancement. Modernization, for them, requires a mental 
orientation commensurate with the problems of the present, not an attempt 
to resurrect ideas from societies of the distant past.

In the light of these African philosophical perspectives, I am proposing an 
orientation on African rationality in responding to the relationship between 
tradition and modernity in the teaching of African philosophy which has 
cultural relevance insofar as it is mounted on materials and concepts pe1r 
to African thought (see also, van der Merwe 2000). This means that in the 
teaching of African of African philosophy we acknowledge the necessity of 
the need to understand other cultures and our own given cultures better by 
developing the ability to grasp the fundamentals of our culture and other cul-
tures by living out a postmodern dis-position which attests to a sense of plurality, 
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a sense of pragmatism, a sense of fallibilism, and a sense of judiciousness. Such a 
position would perceive African philosophy as an intercultural philosophy of 
intent where rationality takes on the form of a consensual or social knowledge 
culture, that is, a knowledge culture deliberately situated in a particular cul-
tural context. If this is recognized by those teaching African philosophy then 
they would certainly be seen to be addressing human beings in their historical 
circumstances, rather than only concerning themselves with academic matters 
which do not really impact on the human condition. In other words, what I 
am suggesting is that the philosophical endeavors of those teaching African 
philosophy should represent an appealing form of life that they can see them-
selves enacting. It should offer a conception of rationality that has room for 
passionate commitment as well as open-mindedness, emotion, and intellect, 
in addition to intellectual rupture as well as consensus.

There is a growing literature on attempts to critically understand and apply 
the concept of postmodernism in African philosophy, and by extension the 
analysis of the postcolonial African predicament.28 In this chapter I have 
attempted to show the possibilities of what I have referred to as a postmodern 
dis-position for teaching African philosophy. The merits of such a postmod-
ern dis-position for teaching African philosophy include its acknowledgment 
of alternative forms of knowing and their accompanying cultural expressions 
in both an inter-African context, as well as in a cross-cultural context; its 
insistence that knowledge production is not independent of moral and politi-
cal value; its grounding of rationality in social relations; and, its recognition 
of the role of commitment, caring and feeling in rationality.
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CHAPTEr 48

An African Philosophy for Children: Towards  
a Situated Paradigm

Amasa Philip Ndofirepi

introduction

Philosophy is involved in the exploration of different possibilities and 
dissimilar points of view through dialogical and discursive deliberation. It 
has the promise of engaging participants, including children, in deliberative 
encounters with each other that will help enhance a more tolerant and 
reasonable citizenry.1 The High-Level regional Meeting on the “Teaching of 
Philosophy in Africa,” held in Mauritius in September 2009, has challenged 
philosophy in Africa

to help us reconcile apparently mutually exclusive goals: thinking together and 
thinking differently… teaching philosophy and generating free philosophical 
discourse at all levels that we will develop minds empowered to resist the 
 pernicious manifestations of intolerance and extremism, irrationality and 
fanaticism… [and] instilling in our children the drive to study philosophy and 
putting it to practical use is insurance for the continuation of democracy and 
pro-development growth in our continent.2

Yet, according to the UNESCO questionnaire, “virtually no Philosophy for 
Children (P4C) initiatives appear to have been instigated in schools in the 
region of Africa or if they have, they have yet to be publicized. In Africa, there 
is very little activity in the area of P4C, apart from the work of a handful of 
academics…”3 Nevertheless, the advent of postindependence education 
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ushered in the call for an educational philosophy with “a focus on Africa and 
its cultures, identities and values, and the new imperatives for education in a 
postcolonial era…,” with debates focusing on “a re-visioned, typically African 
philosophy of education.”4 African states have endeavored to redefine them-
selves through reclaiming their social, cultural, and economic space, including 
the epistemic one in order to rename their world themselves.5

There have been attempts to implement and practice doing philosophy 
with children in schools in over sixty countries across the globe with isolated 
cases in Africa. However, my interaction and experience with proponents 
who have attempted to introduce the program in schools in South Africa 
starting with teachers and teachers-in-training brought some glaring revela-
tions. These include, among others, their hegemonic desperation and hence 
effort to transplant the occidental features of the Matthew Lipman-initiated 
P4C model into Africa. Little or no attention has been paid to the method-
ological, linguistic, and general contextual factors that affect philosophical 
thinking of children in Africa. This explains my engagement in a theoretical 
discourse for a paradigm of P4C that is situated within the African existential 
circumstances.

In my deconstructive view, I repudiate and decenter the Eurocentric par-
adigmatic forms that emphasize the West’s educational and philosophical 
supremacy over Africans.6 My reclamation of historicity of African thoughts 
and practices provides the reconstructive element of educating children in 
twenty-first-century Africa. In the context of doing philosophy with children 
in Africa, I anchor my defense on Kwame Gyekye’s assertion that (1) some 
individuals in all human cultures reflect deeply and critically about fundamen-
tal questions of human experience, and (2) that philosophy is essentially a cul-
tural phenomenon.7 Hence I make a case for “the systematic development 
an Afro-centred P4C program that carries the authentic name ‘African’”8 rel-
evant to the realities of Africa in the twenty-first century.

This chapter will start by outlining, briefly, the precedents and concepts 
that surround the notion of P4C. I will proceed to define philosophy and 
discuss the concept of an African philosophy in an effort to interrogate the 
existence of a uniquely African perspective of P4C. I will argue that despite 
the Western-oriented origins of P4C, it is by integrating the Lipmanian 
model, from the West, and the indigenous that a genuinely unique twenty-
first-century African perspective of P4C comes to fruition. Hence, I make a 
case for a situated paradigm of P4C in Africa.

PhilosoPhy for children: concePts and Precedents

Matthew Lipman, in the late 1960s, then Professor of Logic at Columbia 
University, concluded that there is a need for a philosophical curriculum that 
will help young people to improve their critical, creative, and caring thinking 
skills. Hence, he declares: “If the schools could do more than teach children 
to exercise better judgment, it would protect them against those who would 
inflame them with prejudice and manipulate them through indoctrination.  
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It would make them better producers and consumers, better citizens and bet-
ter parents.”9 He further adds that

I began to think that the problem I was seeing at university could not be solved 
there, that thinking was something that had to be taught much earlier, before 
thinking habits become entrenched so that by the time a student graduates from 
high school, skilful, independent thinking would have become a habit.10

Lipman and his associates criticized what they referred to as the standard para-
digm of education, characterized by the transmission of knowledge from those 
who know to those who don’t know with the teacher playing the authoritative 
role while learners acquire knowledge by absorption. Lipman therefore recom-
mended what he calls the reflective paradigm of education in which

1.  Education is the outcome of participation in a teacher-guided commu-
nity of inquiry

2.  Students are stirred to think about the world with their knowledge
3.  The teacher’s stance is fallible rather than authoritative.
4.  Students are expected to be thoughtful and reflective, and increasingly 

reasonable and judicious.
5.  The focus of the educational process is not on the acquisition of infor-

mation but on the grasp of relationships within subject matters under 
investigation.11

On the basis of this Lipman recommended that there is a need to “convert 
the classroom into a community of inquiry”12 in which children from the age 
of four to eighteen are engaged in philosophical activities long before they 
are competent to read anything in the traditional philosophical repertoire.13 
P4C is a Lipman-initiated educational proposal, a systematic and progressive 
program specially designed for children, with the goal of developing their 
complex but critical, creative, and caring thinking skills. Hence, P4C is the 
adaptation and adjustment of philosophical methods for children’s use. It 
becomes education that employs philosophy to engage the mind of the child 
so as to try to satisfy the hunger of the child for meaning.14

Given this background of what P4C is, the question is whether Lipman’s 
proposal in terms of pedagogy and structure of doing philosophy with chil-
dren is universal or it is contextual and therefore cultural and particular. 
Below I discuss the possibility of an African P4C by starting from the ques-
tion of what philosophy is to what an African philosophy is.

PhilosoPhy in africa

The question, what is philosophy, is a reflexive one, provoked by philosophers 
themselves, and it represents an old and complex philosophical problem and 
is hence elusive.15 For the purpose of this discussion, one may pose the 
 following questions for philosophy to answer:
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• What activity is properly referred to as philosophizing?
• What sort of a person is actually called a philosopher?
• What sort of tradition is properly called a tradition of philosophizing?

In addition to the above questions that seek to define the boundaries of 
what fits into the scope of philosophy, Janz16 questions the role of place as a 
criterion of philosophy. He asks:

• Is philosophical thought unaffected by the place in which it is practiced?
• Can philosophy be conducted “in place”?
• Is philosophy appropriate to all places? (and)
• Can philosophy attend to a place and remain philosophical?

Philosophizing involves asking questions of a special kind about  central 
human problems and then grappling with such questions in a rigorous 
and meticulous way. While some conceive philosophy as a worldview, “an 
accumulation of contents or products,”17 others view it as an activity or a 
process, what Pecorino refers to as the “process view.”18 The former perspec-
tive categorizes philosophy as a discipline consisting of doctrines and fixed 
views while the latter objectifies philosophy as a process and an activity in 
which participants engage in an inquisitive, systematic, rational search for the 
truth. Given the limitation of space, I will confine the debate to the process 
view of philosophy that is most relevant to this discourse.

Philosophy is not a fixed body of knowledge but is rather a continuous, 
ongoing reflective process. It is dynamic because it changes with time in 
terms of its content and character. In its etymological context, philosophy is 
derived from the Greek composite philosophia, which means the “love of wis-
dom.” This implies the passion to begin and sustain questioning things that 
are taken for granted in search of wisdom. Consequently, one can refer to the 
activity of philosophizing as a quest or passionate search for knowledge rather 
than its mere possession. Philosophy in this context then becomes an inquisi-
tive attitude of the mind; it is cognitive and conceptual since its content 
involves “the exploration of the most basic ideas and problems of everyday 
life…” and is meta-cognitive in content since the process is about “improv-
ing one’s own thinking and reasoning…”19 The initial source of philosophi-
cal questioning is the sense of wonder—a sort of childlike wonder about 
everything. Even among the ancient philosophers from Socrates and Plato 
to Aristotle there is consensus that wonder, puzzlement, astonishment, and 
amazement mark the starting point of philosophy. However, the question is: 
Do all people of different races and ages develop an inquisitive attitude? This 
question implies another, which is whether or not there can be philosophy 
that can be said to be uniquely African and consequently a uniquely African 
philosophy for children.

African philosophy is a contested terrain. Two distinct metaphilosophical 
questions have dominated discourse among African philosophers, namely, 
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whether there is, in fact, an African philosophy20 and if so, what would it 
be.21 These questions further divide African scholars into two opposite camps 
delineated by the binary between the culturalist/particularistic school and the 
universalist/professional school. The former defines philosophy in Africa as 
the worldviews of ethnic Africans, or as the attempt at philosophically engag-
ing African problems and concerns.22 Hence, it demands that an African phi-
losophy should have relevance to the African experience and thus requires a 
methodology that is radically different from that which characterizes other 
philosophies.23 Culturalists deny that there is a single philosophy and that 
there are collective universal truths and universal methods of philosophizing. 
Hence, for them, philosophy is culture-specific. On the other hand, the uni-
versalists insist on philosophy as a “body of universal truths or knowledge, a 
set of enduring problems, issues or topics…”,24 and therefore it “must have 
the same meaning in all cultures.”25 Philosophy, for them, is a discipline, 
“with distinctive ground rules … [governed by] a thorough and rational cri-
tique of concepts …” and therefore is “reflective, rational and systematic.”26 I 
subscribe to the culturalist view, and it is in the preconditions of this school of 
thought that I invest an African perspective of philosophy for children, as will 
be shown later in this chapter.

My case is premised on the understanding that the particularist perspective 
(1) privileges and foregrounds Africa and African issues relevant to African 
intellectual goals and concerns, and (2) is vital for Africans, African think-
ers, African educational program, and African creative expression. Hence, 
an African philosophy, in this culturalist/particularistic sense, is defined by 
Africans themselves, something that is overdue in the context of Africa’s his-
tory of oppression. What form, then, should an African P4C project take? 
I align it to Henry Odera Oruka’s categorization of philosophy in Africa as  
(1) ethnophilosophy, (2) philosophic sagacity, (3) nationalist/ideological, and 
(4)  professional philosophy.

Ethnophilosophy employs the collective worldviews, proverbs, and folklore 
traditional to a particular culture to define African philosophy.27 The critique 
of this view of philosophy is that it tends to be a mere recitation and valoriza-
tion of a fixed set of doctrines to be transmitted uncritically. I find this uncon-
vincing in the promotion of the idea of an African P4C project, unless the 
worldview conception of philosophy is adopted to define philosophy as the 
way a people view their existential circumstances. Philosophy as an activity of 
the mind is not located in a body of beliefs and customs but rather a process 
in which the mind works on that which is available to it.

Odera Oruka presents philosophic sagacity as a second perspective from 
which an African philosophy can be viewed. His premise is that in tradi-
tional Africa, “there are men and women who are reputed for their wisdom; 
who are capable of critical independent thinking and whose thoughts and 
actions are guided by the power of reason rather than by the authority of 
communal consensus.”28 An African perspective of philosophy may take 
a cue from this position insofar as philosophic sagacity emphasizes the use 
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of reason, individual judgement, and critical thinking, and this would be 
in relation to the existential circumstances of the cultural life of a people. 
Odera Oruka’s third perspective is that a nationalist-ideological philosophy 
seeks a return to the traditional African values of socialism and familyhood 
if Africa is to be liberated from the chains of oppressive elements and cul-
tural imperialism. This is an attempt at addressing the question of African 
nationalism and an exploration of the way politics mold philosophical ques-
tions and thinking. This view is dependent on nostalgia just as, to a large 
extent, ethnophilosophy is. However, it reminds us of the African humanistic 
trait necessary in a life of community—one that is essential for the practice of 
a philosophical community of inquiry. The fourth perspective is professional 
philosophy that defines philosophy as universal and characterized by certain 
rules that guide it as a discipline. Philosophy, in this sense, is a discipline that 
critically engages universal concepts and problems through rational, sys-
tematic, reflective, and rigorous means.29 This position merges with P4C 
as an activity guided by a set of rules of inquiry, engaged by individuals in  
interaction with others.

If one were to ask whether there exists an African perspective of P4C, 
professional philosophers would presumably respond in the negative because 
the necessary conditions for philosophy (i.e., those set out by the fourth 
perspective, discussed above), an African philosophy and consequently an 
African P4C, have not yet been met. Arguing from the universalist point 
of view, professional philosophy would refuse to accept the proposal of a 
uniquely African perspective of P4C, since for them philosophy is the same 
everywhere. On the other hand, the culturalist perspective would accept the 
traditional African worldviews as philosophy suitable for Africa, since phi-
losophy for them is culture specific and is dependent on place. From a pro-
fessional philosophy school I would buy the view that philosophizing is a 
systematic reflective activity in which individuals engage their daily expe-
riences in their attempt to live an examined life. To that end, professional 
philosophy can be an interpretation of African cultural background as the 
content/stimulus for philosophical discourse. I argue for a hybridized P4C 
project for Africa in which African cultures provide the basis for a profes-
sional philosophical interpretation. P4C would deploy the professional phi-
losopher’s tools to test whether or not traditional African thought is rational 
and based on reflection and reason, whether it is critical and systematic 
and organized into a coherent whole. What then is the defence for a P4C 
 proposal situated in Africa?

a situated PhilosoPhy for children

Colonial and postcolonial education in Africa has been criticized for per-
petuating cultural and intellectual servitude and devaluation of traditional 
African cultures. Such forms of conquest have led to the neglect of Afri-
can ways of thinking and of connecting with their world.30 Many African 
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philosophers have made significant contributions to debates over the appro-
priate role of oral traditions in African philosophy.31 From an ethnophilo-
sophical point of view, philosophy cannot ignore traditional belief systems; 
essentially, philosophical problems originate in the existential conditions 
created by culture. It is a commonplace idea that philosophical inquiry is 
constructed within a given geo-spatial, cultural, and socioeconomic space 
using the questions and methods appropriate to that world. If children in 
Africa can draw on their African backgrounds, including the world of Afri-
can narratives as the stimulus for rational, critical, and systematic thinking, 
then there is every reason to label that activity an African P4C. My case is 
in support of Bodunrin’s acknowledgement of philosophy as starting from a 
people’s culture. He writes, “Philosophy is a conscious creation. One can-
not be said to have a philosophy in the strict sense of the word until one has 
consciously reflected on one’s beliefs. It is unlikely that conscious reflection 
did not take place in  traditional Africa.”32

If, from the universalist point of view, the word philosophy implies a sys-
tematic, critical, and reflective practice which appeals to reason, then the uni-
versalists should not deny that the activities done by children in the context 
of Africa using the methods described above to inquire into the philosophical 
raw materials available in an African cultural background amount to doing 
philosophy. A situated paradigm of an African P4C then is a comprehen-
sive model that accepts the engagement with African traditional beliefs and 
methods of arriving at them (ethnophilosophy), by individuals who interro-
gate such issues for the benefit of their communities (philosophic sagacity) 
through critical, systematic, and rigorous means (professional philosophy). 
Hence, a twenty-first century paradigm of P4C becomes what Okere refers to 
as a hermeneutics of African culture.

Theophilus Okere’s initiative of the tradition of hermeneutics as a method 
of doing philosophy in contemporary Africa proposes that wherever it is 
found, philosophy must be an individual interpretation of one’s cultural sym-
bols, mediated by one’s understanding and self-understanding.33 He adds 
that “philosophy must always deal with the non-philosophical features of lived 
experience and its expression, whether that be religion, culture, or even the 
irrationality of certain presuppositions.”34 Hence, for him, philosophy must 
deal with the non-philosophy of African culture, that is, “the non-reflected, 
that unreflected baggage of cultural background.”35 Philosophy as a herme-
neutical enterprise in this sense “involves bringing an inner meaning into the 
open. It entails making explicit what is implicit. It is thus a quest for meaning, 
one’s own meaning in one’s life, society, and milieu—in short, in the total-
ity of one’s universe, which could be said to be constituted by one’s cultural 
symbols.”36 Adding to Okere’s view, Serequeberhan outlines the precondition 
for any African philosophical discourse that deserves authenticity: “to interpre-
tively engage the present situation in terms of what Africa ‘has been’—both in 
its ambiguous pre-colonial ‘greatness’ as well as in its colonial and neo-colonial 
demise—is the proper hermeneutical task of African philosophical thought.”37
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The hermeneutical-narrative approach that I propose offers a compro-
mise between ethnophilosophy and professional philosophy as perspectives 
for doing philosophy with children in Africa. The narrative aspect of philos-
ophy, according to Bell,38 is the bond between culture and philosophy and 
the aspect of philosophy that answers to its existential mission. For him, the 
mythological narratives are indeed the storehouse of all traditional African 
ideas. However, merely collecting myths, proverbs, and worldviews is not 
only nostalgic for a past that is no longer there but also does little to excite 
children into becoming critical and creative thinkers. This serves to explain 
why I have proposed nurturing critical interrogation of these traditional nar-
ratives. An African perspective of P4C should therefore concern itself with 
African issues and affairs to attempt to provide answers to African existential 
circumstances. This is also why the content and the methods of doing philos-
ophy with children should start from their African experience. Through a self-
reflective method that looks at the beliefs, customs, and values provided by 
culture, philosophy becomes practical and purposeful rather than an unpro-
ductive abstraction.

Traditional African social institutions, for example, the family and local 
communities, are pregnant with meaning. I therefore argue that the African 
situation gives both relevance and pertinence to young people grappling with 
notions of identity, cultural roots, and existential problems brought about 
by globalized realities. The stories, fables, proverbs used in traditional Africa 
have become a body of fossilized doctrines that, if used in the classroom in 
form of recitation and sheer memorization under the guise of African cul-
tural revivalism, will not help the effort to make children critical, creative, and 
collaborative citizens. While I agree that for the present times these cultural 
materials are non-philosophy, their continued existence in the African milieu 
makes them appropriate pedagogical materials which children, in a school set-
ting, may reflect on, criticize, argue, and reason about in order to arrive at 
new meanings in contemporary times.39 African culture becomes the source 
of, and object for, creative and critical thinking. reliance on foreign and bor-
rowed principles cannot suffice for one to claim ownership of one’s self or 
one’s reality. Philosophy as an activity of the mind will begin once children 
start to accept or reject these myths and beliefs within the framework of phil-
osophical questioning and reflection. This is when we can truly say they are 
doing philosophy within the context of the African experience. And this way 
of thinking can then be extended to any other sphere of content they may 
encounter.

It would be folly for a P4C classroom to become an ethnic museum that 
jealously guards the sanctity of African ancestral heritage. Africa lives in a 
global world where multiple cultures mix and mingle. Africa, like everywhere 
else, is in the process of metamorphoses, both culturally and materially. Addi-
tionally, twenty-first-century African lives and experiences consist of hybrid 
cultures, which include aspects of the cultures of former colonizers. An Afri-
can perspective of P4C would need to interrogate the contemporary cultures 
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of African societies, their roots, and how and why these have become the way 
they are. Such a paradigm, making use of materials that are rooted in African 
historicity, should also accept that culture is dynamic. Despite the value of the 
African past to contemporary times, the interpretation of our cultures should 
be forward looking, using foreign intellectual instruments as test agents 
against whom we can evaluate our philosophies and practices, and in the pro-
cess establishing an independent African philosophical tradition and perspec-
tive.40 Hence, my call for a hybridized situated paradigm of P4C in Africa.

A hybridized P4C will allow children to learn to live their demonstrably 
valuable Africanness and learn from what the West and East have offered in 
the theory and practice of Lipman’s proposal. This is in line with Giroux’s 
proposition that hybridity can be taken to be “a pedagogical process 
intent on challenging existing boundaries of knowledge and creating new 
ones; border pedagogy offers the opportunity for students to engage the 
multiple references that constitute different cultural codes, experiences, and 
language.”41 Children need to engage in the rigorous and critical exploration 
of the African situation, sifting through our legacies while simultaneously 
critically exposing the relevant and casting off the trivial and, in the final 
analysis, marrying African heritage with modern exigencies.42

It is misplaced to consider this African perspective of P4C that I have 
argued for as an antithesis of Lipman’s model. It is not. Children in Africa 
should be exposed to philosophy from an early age in order to break with the 
traditional, uncritical habits of thought that formed part of an earlier stage 
of traditional thinking. Transmitting and discussing African experiences and 
predicaments makes an African perspective of P4C relevant and therefore 
pragmatic. In its reconstructive stance, such a program will be designed in 
such a way that traditional thoughts and the modern criteria of rationality are 
fused to capture the import of twenty-first-century African priorities. If P4C 
is to be productive to its users, then children in Africa must be able to identify 
and explore Africa as it is in the twenty-first century through the lenses of 
their cultures and to show how such cultures contain solutions to modern-
day challenges.

the way forward

Embedded in the African philosophy debate is the binary between the 
 universalists and the culturalists/traditionalists. While the universalists 
have some valuable insights about what philosophy in Africa should be, 
their approach has often been criticized for being “proxies of cultural 
imperialism.”43 On the other hand, the traditionalist orientation shows how 
anything defined in the context of African philosophy is a discourse about 
African cultural experience. Such a particularist philosophy involves the 
retrieval of ideas from the African cultural heritage, while simultaneously 
deconstructing the absolutist characterization of philosophy. I propose 
nothing other than the transcendence of purely Eurocentric education, 
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acculturation, and socialization. What I foreground in this debate is an 
African perspective of doing philosophy with children that incorporates the 
essential principles of the modes of thought originating from both traditional 
Africa and the Western world. I position African children as existing in a 
third space in twenty-first-century Africa in which they are neither purely 
truly traditional African nor mere replicas of Western thought. That children 
in Africa can do philosophy from an early age is not in dispute. However, 
of topical concern is the age at which philosophy should be done and the 
unavailability of material and economic resources.

On the question of age, I suggest that children as early as preschool, 
by virtue of their inquisitiveness and their appetite for knowledge, can be 
exposed to philosophical issues. Their innate interest to generate questions 
and build up inquiry marks the beginning of a philosophical community of 
inquiry. In addition, children need to engage in philosophical questioning in 
the language they use in their daily experiences. To that end, the philosophy 
materials should be accessible to all learners, with relevant and appropriate 
teaching materials written in the indigenous language of the learners.

The other issue is a logistical matter. Given the crowded school curriculum 
and an examination-oriented school program, how do we fit in yet another 
subject? How can P4C be built into the school curricula? Some propos-
als have recommended that doing philosophy with children be included as 
part of the subjects already on the timetable with a philosophical framework 
applied to the teaching of history, mathematics, geography, and other school 
subjects. Proponents of this interdisciplinary approach to P4C claim that 
including philosophy within the disciplines helps learners to adopt a wider 
view of human knowledge while at the same time avoiding excessive system-
atic thinking. While I agree with this school of thought, what I would recom-
mend for schools in Africa is that philosophical questioning and thinking may 
only be embedded within other disciplines as a first step towards a separate, 
fully fledged P4C program on the timetable. I envisage a school curriculum 
that will accord a full, complete, and autonomous position of P4C in the cur-
riculum, especially in high schools so that concepts for deliberation in a phil-
osophical community of inquiry originate from children’s daily experiences. 
Special cultural adaptation would be required for each community of inquiry. 
One way of securing an authentic and pragmatic philosophy for young Afri-
cans that is linked with the past and focused on the future would be to adopt 
the hermeneutic-narrative technique based on Africa’s own cultural tradition. 
For example, modified stimuli for philosophical inquiry between rural and 
urban learners within one country would have to be used.

It may be necessary to seek funding from global institutions such as 
UNESCO and UNICEF to initiate a P4C program in poorer African states. 
Such funding will be used to introduce philosophy as an option in certain 
schools in certain regions or as a constituent part of school curricula under 
the tutelage of trained P4C instructors. It would be regrettable to find 
that children are introduced to participation in philosophical communities 
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of inquiry at primary school, only for the program to lapse at high school. 
I propose that there is need to provide philosophy classes at all levels 
of children’s careers in order to firm up their critical capacities and the 
development of thoughtful and rational arguments.

Facilitating or leading a philosophical community of inquiry will demand 
the ability to manage discussion. One challenge that has threatened recent 
innovations in doing philosophy with children is the absence of skilled P4C 
teachers. Teacher training courses designed to equip teachers-in-the-making 
with how to facilitate philosophy classes are not established. If P4C is to 
take effect in Africa, then the starting point is to train teachers in how to 
philosophize before expecting them to handle a philosophical community of 
inquiry with children. I suggest that P4C training starts with initial teacher 
education while teacher development courses may be provided through 
in-service training. In addition, a successful teacher education program must 
be founded on a sound, well-structured plan to train teacher educators. 
Hence, it is necessary for African states to fund and send potential teacher 
trainers to those countries well-resourced in P4C in order to receive training. 
The alternative is to hire expatriate skilled practitioners to train local teachers.

The value of relevant materials appropriate for the introduction of P4C 
cannot be overemphasized. Curriculum planners would need to conceive an 
African P4C project that is rooted in African heritage in order to reinterpret 
African culture with the intention to liberate and transform African peoples. 
African tales/folklore, the legends, proverbs, songs, and riddles are an 
inexhaustible reservoir for engaging and developing critical thinking in 
children. In combination with the Lipmanian method of inquiry, emphasis 
would have to be on rationality, argumentation, rigor, and systematicity 
rather than sheer memorization and recitation of these cultural artefacts.

research into how the above innovations could be adopted is as important 
as the reforms themselves in order to promote these innovations and advance 
their development especially in Africa where P4C is not in existence. P4C as 
a new arrival in the history of schooling becomes a fertile ground for scholars 
to create and propose new methods and tools including materials production 
for use in P4C classes in Africa. I recommend that funds be availed to 
researchers in higher education and that professional researchers collaborate 
with teachers in schools. research headed by experts in the field is essential 
to evaluate the experimental teaching methodology to determine whether to 
proceed with the proposed reform.

conclusion

I made a theoretical proposal for an African perspective of P4C. Discourses 
on philosophy in Africa should confront head-on the former colonizers’ 
hegemony through a critical effort to reconsider the African situation 
in a way that transcends Western concepts and categories. I argued for 
a deconstructive African P4C that challenges the alleged universalism of 
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Western thinking in order to recenter the African Other that has been 
ignored. Particularism then becomes an important part of the new discourse 
on P4C in Africa. I asserted that an African P4C should not imply clothing 
the Lipmanian philosophic model with African robes by domesticating the 
philosophies of other lands. rather, I proffered a case for a paradigm that 
is rooted in Africanness, in redeeming and repositioning African cultures. 
Nevertheless, I warned heavy-handed protagonists of the Africaniza-
tion agenda against over-glorifying African cultures qua worldviews in 
their definition of a uniquely African P4C. I made a clarion call above for a 
hybridized philosophy for children program that takes care of the interests 
of the twenty-first-century child in Africa. Consequently, contemporary 
P4C in Africa should allow children to be acquainted with alternative ways 
of doing philosophy from around the globe by comparing, contrasting, and 
commenting on them in order to make effective use of whatever is worth-
while in them. Scholars, especially in the empirical sciences, have to think 
more deeply about the implications of theoretical/conceptual reforms that 
include philosophical reflection. My quest for an African perspective on P4C 
leaves open space for researchers in other fields of education, especially from 
an empirical standpoint, to unlock what this essay has exposed.
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CHAPTEr 49

African Philosophy as a Multidisciplinary 
Discourse

Thaddeus Metz

the actual and Potential influence of african PhilosoPhy

Philosophy is often labelled the “Queen of the Sciences,” meaning that it not 
merely gave birth to most other disciplines, but also has continued to influ-
ence their course. This chapter proceeds on these assumptions as well as the 
idea that the development of other disciplines ought to be shaped by post-
independence, academic African philosophy.1 There are of course an enor-
mous number of nonphilosophical disciplines, and this chapter obtains focus 
by addressing the following clusters, in this order: law/politics; business/
management; economics/development studies; sociology/anthropology; 
psychology/medicine; education; religious studies/theology; and ecology.2 
This chapter both points out how these fields have been enriched by engag-
ing with ideas salient in the African philosophical tradition and makes sugges-
tions about additional ways in which it promises to be revealing with respect 
to them.

If there is a fairly large body of literature with respect to a given topic, this 
chapter will cite it and sketch it, but not, in fact, thoroughly analyze it. read-
ers will likely already be familiar with it, and one major aim of this chapter 
is to highlight some of the under-explored and less influential connections 
between African philosophy and other fields. This chapter is also guided by a 
focus on what African philosophical ideas might contribute that is different, 
relative to other paradigms. And since Western thought tends to dominate 
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international academic discourse, often this chapter indicates how African 
philosophy reveals certain contrasts, and offers potential correctives, to Euro-
American-Australasian perspectives.

law/Politics

African philosophy has had the most influence on thought in politics and law, 
with one of its most unique contributions concerning the proper distribu-
tion of political power. Several thinkers argue that basic sub-Saharan values, 
whether of vital force, communal relationship, or the common good, entail 
that a law is valid only if it has been subject to some kind of consensus.3 The 
view that all must assent to a policy entails that both one-party dictatorships 
and multiparty, majoritarian democracies are unjust, and that instead a kind 
of “non-party polity,” in the influential words of Kwasi Wiredu,4 is most 
defensible. In addition, some African political theorists have encouraged the 
spread of democratic institutions and relationships beyond the state, some-
times in order to check its power,5 and other times for the sake of the value of 
togetherness.6

Turning from the way to allocate power to how it ought to be used, most 
maintain that, in light of basic African values, the law ought to protect some 
kind of human rights framework. Many contend that individuals have a dig-
nity, respect for which entails human rights to liberties and opportunities.7 
Unlike Western attempts to ground human rights, dignity for African think-
ers is normally not deemed to inhere in people’s capacity for autonomy, but 
instead in their vitality, ability to commune, or membership in a clan.

There are some theorists who maintain that group rights, and not indi-
vidual rights, ought to be central to an African political perspective.8 How-
ever, most instead hold that there are both individual and group rights, as 
per the African “Banjul” Charter of Human and Peoples’ rights,9 a concrete 
and visible respect in which sub-Saharan values have influenced regional law. 
One open question is which groups matter most. Should the state protect 
ethnic clans, such as the Yoruba or the Igbo, in the first instance, or larger, 
more inclusive nations, e.g., Nigerian citizens? Another unanswered question 
is how to balance individual and group rights when they conflict; what should 
be done if, say, a group’s right to culture conflicts with an individual’s right 
to equality?10

Despite the prominence of a human rights approach, full-blown political 
liberalism is alien to the African tradition. That is, virtually no thinker draw-
ing on sub-Saharan values believes that the sole job of the state should be to 
protect people’s rights to live as they see fit. In contrast, the dominant view is 
that one of the state’s proper aims (beyond protecting group rights to culture 
and natural resources) is to enable individuals to live objectively good lives, 
particularly ones in which they flourish as moral beings.11 And of course more 
than a few political and religious authorities maintain that the law ought to 
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discourage behavior that is “unAfrican,” with homosexuality being a topical 
example. An important, underexplored issue is how to specify precisely which 
human rights people have; if they do not have the full liberal basket of rights, 
including sexual privacy, which ones do they have that the state should pro-
tect with the force of law?

As for how the state ought to respond to infractions of the law, a charac-
teristic African approach has been one that seeks to restore “equilibrium” or 
“harmony.”12 It is no accident that reconciliation has been the key theme in 
the ways that Zimbabwe, South Africa, Sierra Leone, and rwanda have dealt 
with gross human rights violations and other civil strife. roughly speaking, 
sub-Saharan ideals of communion have grounded an approach to criminal 
justice according to which offenders ought to be given a chance to apologize, 
to make amends by revealing the truth about their misdeeds and offering res-
titution for them, to become morally reformed (which could be achieved by 
means of punishment), and then to be reintegrated into society (particularly 
explored by South African theorists, lawyers, and judges in respect of that 
country’s Truth and reconciliation Commission).13 Such a reconciliatory 
approach differs greatly from the retributive and deterrence models promi-
nent in the West.

Other interesting and important topics, somewhat less often addressed, 
include the nature of law, how to interpret it, and how to ascribe liability 
during a trial. regarding the former, positivism is usually rejected as a viable 
account of the nature of law in precolonial African societies. Instead, Afri-
can law tends to be understood in terms of something beyond formal human 
conventions, sometimes in terms of what ancestors have laid down, other 
times in terms of principles that have been customary in a society.14

When it comes to interpreting the law, especially a constitution, the default 
position is in favor of a purposive approach. Such an orientation appeals not 
so much to the intentions of a constitution’s drafters or what its words meant 
at the time it was drafted, but rather to what contemporary best understand-
ings of justice recommend. The question then becomes what counts as “jus-
tice,” with more than a few suggesting that indigenous African ideals should 
inform it,15 but critics contending that they are too vague, superstitious, 
patriarchal, or collectivist to ground law in a modern society.16

Finally, there is some debate about how to ascertain who is guilty or who 
should otherwise be burdened with payment of a penalty or compensation. 
For example, should supernatural elements, such as messages from ancestors, 
be admitted into a trial?17 How might the legality of business contracts be 
understood in light of sub-Saharan norms of reciprocity and mutual aid and a 
need to avoid selfishness and exploitation?18
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business/management

How should a firm be organized and, in particular, how should it be lead? 
Issues of business ethics and management were some of the first practical top-
ics to which African values were applied by academic philosophers, and there 
is now a large literature devoted to them, including a journal titled the Afri-
can Journal of Business Ethics.19

Perhaps the very first book explicitly on ubuntu, the southern African 
word for humanness often used to capture morality, was about how to infuse 
a company with African culture.20 Although Western firms usually exclude 
cultural, and particularly religious, practices from the workplace, African ethi-
cists have contended that they could often make people feel more at home, 
encourage team spirit, and promote productivity.

Other thinkers have urged that the economic egalitarianism of traditional 
African societies, grounded on values of communion and harmony, be trans-
planted into market-oriented firms. For example, many have urged profit-
sharing schemes. Perhaps workers have a financial stake in the well-being of 
the company, thereby spreading the benefits as well as the responsibility, or 
maybe business does much more than the current norm to improve the soci-
ety in which it is housed, which includes serving genuine customer interests 
but going beyond them.21

In addition to sharing profits, there have been many calls to share power 
in light of indigenous sub-Saharan values. When it comes to decision making, 
major themes have been “interactive,” “transformational,” “servant,” or even 
“loving” leadership. The core idea is that those in charge of a firm should 
consult widely with workers before formulating policy, if not enabling and 
encouraging the latter to participate democratically in its formulation.22

Finally, the field is now becoming more specialized, with increasingly nar-
row foci. For example, there are discussions of how African values can usefully 
influence small- to medium-size enterprises (SMEs),23 and how they might 
affect corporate social responsibility (CSr) in ways that differ from Kantian 
and utilitarian stakeholder models.24

economics/develoPment studies

While the business ethics and management literature takes markets and even 
capitalism largely for granted, other literature, on normative economics and 
socioeconomic development, does not. As is well known, the first promi-
nent African philosophers to write in English, such as Julius Nyerere, Kwame 
Nkrumah, and Leopold Senghor, were revolutionaries who become politi-
cians after independence and drew upon traditional values to ground state-
socialist economic practices. There is little dispute that their societies failed to 
create much wealth, but debate persists about whether it was socialism that 
was responsible for that, or the restriction of political and civil liberties, or the 
lack of a continent-wide socialism, or the interference of Western capital.25
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Contemporary work in economics and development inspired by African 
philosophy continues to be suspicious of capitalism, in which individuals are 
legally permitted to own the means of production and to employ it with the 
aim of maximizing profit for themselves. African thinkers routinely criticize 
“single-minded commercialism,”26 “unbridled individualism,”27 and “morally 
blind, purely economic logic.”28 Although explicit calls for socialism are now 
comparatively rare, there are routine suggestions that capitalism at least needs 
to be tempered, or “domesticated,” by African values.29

In addition, the clearly dominant theme amongst development theorists 
inspired by African philosophy is that development ought to be informed 
by local cultural values, with norms common in precolonial African socie-
ties often invoked as inspirations about how to implement public governance 
and distribute wealth.30 For example, some maintain that the attitudes and 
practices associated with the traditional proverb “A king is a king through 
his people,” common at least amongst the Tswana in southern Africa,31 
could serve as touchstones for avoiding corruption in politics. Others note 
that communal sub-Saharan practices of holding land in common and ensur-
ing that all members of a society received a decent share of wealth could and 
should guide the allocation of property in twenty-first-century societies.

One recent topic in normative economics and development theory con-
cerns how African philosophers ought to appraise the influential Capabilities 
Approach of Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum, with some arguing that 
African values entail that it needs to be modified in serious ways to over-
come its individualist nature.32 Another fresh area of debate concerns the 
implications of an African ethic for concepts such as economic growth and 
social progress, with some contending that it entails a “post-development” 
approach altogether.33

sociology/anthroPology

Some of the most influential sociologists in the West have posited a metanar-
rative according to which modern societies, roughly those in Europe, North 
America, and Australasia, are improvements relative to those that are premod-
ern in time or nature. In particular, Max Weber, Jürgen Habermas, and Fran-
cis Fukuyama have all argued that the former societies are more rational in 
some important respects, and are so because of the influence of certain cul-
tural variables. While hardly deeming Western societies to be perfect, they 
consider institutions such as bureaucracy, labor and consumer markets, sci-
ence, and constitutional democracy to be species evolutionary advantages (of 
efficiency, knowledge, and justice) relative to societies that lack them. Need-
less to say, precolonial African societies by and large lacked these institutions. 
Indeed, one might have expected Weber and those who followed him to use 
sub-Saharan Africa as a foil, but they did not, instead tending to focus on the 
weaknesses of feudal or communist societies.
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Now, in reaction to this metanarrative, those inspired by certain African 
epistemologists might reject the concept of progress altogether. Perhaps 
truths about the nature of reality and values are relative to different societies’ 
worldviews,34 or maybe justified beliefs about those things are a function of 
context, such as what testimony is available in a society.35

However, another approach is to contend that precolonial African societies 
exhibited certain objective or universal virtues missing in contemporary ones, 
i.e., that things have been going downhill over the past several centuries, if 
not millennia. In particular, those in what is sometimes called the “primitiv-
ist” movement prize the values of enjoying a sense of togetherness, having 
lots of leisure time, being free from top-down commands and mechanical 
processes, experiencing close contact with nature, and living in environmen-
tally sustainable ways.36 These appear to be much more salient in small-scale 
hunter/gather, nomadic, and agrarian societies common to traditional Africa 
than they are in the modern West.

As one scholar has recently noted, a full-blown African-centered sociol-
ogy has yet to be developed.37 There is of course a large field in which sub-
Saharan people are the object of sociological study, but what is meant here is 
instead sociological theory informed by sub-Saharan philosophical concepts. 
The latter form of sociology could and should be much more robust than 
merely recognizing a “need to understand the meaning which actors attribute 
to the social world in which they find themselves”38 and so becoming familiar 
with African philosophical concepts as they might inform the responses from 
Africans being interviewed. Instead of appealing to ontological, epistemologi-
cal, and axiological concepts salient in the African tradition merely to make 
sense of people’s subjective reports, an Afrocentric sociology would invoke 
them to explain their behavior objectively.

Such a theoretical orientation might appeal to agents in an invisible or spir-
itual realm, such as God and ancestors,39 which the Western tradition of soci-
ology of course eschews. However, even supposing a physicalist background, 
an Afrocentric sociology could have important contributions to make. For 
instance, whereas a given Western framework might attribute much to indi-
vidual agency, an African one might ascribe more causal influence to the envi-
ronment in which a person lives and especially to her relationships with other 
persons.40 Whereas a Western sociologist would normally undertake research 
about other persons without obtaining their input and for the mere sake of 
description, one inspired by African values would be inclined to seek out their 
participation in the study and with the aim of improving their quality of life.41 
Finally, for now, whereas Euro-American-Australasian sociology is likely to 
focus on values such as being in control, authentic, creative, unique, or able 
to express oneself, which are individualist in the sense of making no essential 
reference to others, an African one will surely highlight other-regarding or 
communal values.
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Psychology/medicine

This section deals with the nature of the human mind and body, what it 
means for them to be sick, and how to treat them when they are. Whereas 
no full-blown Afrocentric sociology exists as yet, the twenty-first century has 
been witness to a small but established academic field of African psychology, 
one informed by sub-Saharan worldviews. Little of these ideas, however, have 
influenced the training of psychotherapists, psychologists, and psychiatrists in 
Africa.42 In addition, there is as yet no real discipline of African medicine. 
Traditional medicine as commonly practiced below the Sahara has not influ-
enced universities and governments there to any noticeable degree, though 
some African philosophers have suggested that it should.

Beginning with psychology, notice that the incorporation of African phi-
losophy has gone beyond merely noting a need for therapists to understand 
the worldviews of African clients so as to be able to help them.43 It has in 
addition used cosmologies, epistemologies, ontologies, and axiologies to 
inform understandings of the nature of mental illness and health, to explain 
what causes them, and to prescribe treatments.

The most salient incorporation of African philosophy into psychological 
theory concerns the well-known views that the world includes both visible 
and invisible dimensions and that these dimensions are intimately intercon-
nected. The visible world is what can be perceived through the five senses 
(and is roughly what Westerners call “the physical” or “the natural”), whereas 
the invisible world (approximately the “supernatural”) is in principle beyond 
perception and is inhabited by God, ancestors, and the spirits of those whose 
bodies have died. A human being is the combination of both the visible, in 
the form of a body, and the invisible, in the form of a self, one that can sur-
vive the death of the body. The invisible world cannot be known through 
perception or more generally scientific methods. Instead, it is revealed by 
means such as introspection, dreams, and divination as well as drawing on 
“folklores, idioms, spatial use of cues, touch, garden metaphors and participa-
tory processes that most current psychological instruments and techniques do 
not aptly measure.”44

Western psychology is viewed as isolationist or reductionist, conceiving 
of the human being solely as a material entity, and as using strictly rational 
means to understand a person’s condition. In contrast, African psychology 
is often characterized as holist or spiritual, viewing human nature as having 
both visible and invisible dimensions, and as using “nonrational” techniques 
to grasp its state.45

In this respect, African psychology is one academic facet of what a broader 
African medicine might look like. As mentioned above, there are of course 
longstanding traditions of healthcare practices salient amongst indigenous 
sub-Saharans, where illness is thought to be caused either by ancestors pun-
ishing one for wrongdoing or by a wrongdoer such as a witch harming one, 
and where a cure is to be sought by reconciling with ancestors (typically 
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by making a sacrifice to them) or by using charms to ward off black magic. 
These kinds of perspectives have not substantially affected the teaching and 
practice of medicine funded by post-independence African governments. 
Should they? The immediate reason for thinking not is the absence of reliable 
evidence for the existence of an invisible realm, let alone one that is respon-
sible for mental and physical illness and health. Friends of African medicine 
sometimes cite anecdotal evidence suggesting that cures have been effected 
by traditional healers who have received messages from ancestors or success-
fully battled witches.46 However, such testimony is far from satisfying con-
temporary scientific standards, which appear to be humanity’s best means of 
understanding the nature of reality beyond surface appearances.

Some other friends of integrating African worldviews into the publicly 
funded practices of psychology and medicine are inclined to “bite the bullet,” 
granting the point that doing so would be unscientific and perhaps not as 
likely to foster health as much as a Western approach. That is, some contend 
that there is an “overemphasis of health promotion and disease prevention 
practices in the medical model” of the West.47 While preventing, treating, 
and curing injuries and diseases are of course relevant desiderata for a health-
care system, perhaps they are not the only ones, and there is some moral rea-
son (say, one of liberation against colonialism) for it to be imbued with the 
culture of the people it is meant to serve.48 The literature lacks a systematic 
weighing of the values of health and culture. Both goods are prominent in 
African ethical systems, and, so, while the obvious goal should be to try to 
advance both simultaneously, how is one to trade them off against each other 
when they cannot be jointly realized?

Note that even if one has doubts about the promise of informing psychol-
ogy and medicine with African cosmology and epistemology, African ontol-
ogy and axiology could still have something important to contribute. In 
particular, African psychologists have pointed out that the conception of the 
self used by their Western counterparts is not universal. Whereas Westerners 
tend to think of the self as something internal, such as a chain of experiences, 
memories, desires, and values, Africans tend to conceive of it relationally, 
as something constituted by, and changing in virtue of, relationships with 
others.49

In addition, the values prized by Western psychology are often individu-
alist, focused on autonomy, confidence, self-reliance, and self-expression, 
whereas those salient in the African tradition are communal.50 African con-
ceptions of mental and physical health are more likely to have strong famil-
ial and other ties at their center. In addition, an African bioethics is on the 
upswing, with values such as vitality and community informing moral views 
about abortion, euthanasia, informed consent, confidentiality, and related 
matters.51
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education

There is a substantial literature in which the ends and means of education 
have been considered through the lens of African philosophy. Broadly speak-
ing, Africanists have advanced communal approaches to both, drawing con-
trasts with the more individualistic approaches typical of Western thinkers. As 
most of the philosophically informed literature has focused on the ends that 
education ought to realize, this section does, too.

It is well known that education in traditional African societies mainly 
sought to enable students to undertake labor of a sort that would support 
their society, to impart the customs of the clan to them, and to develop their 
moral excellence. Contemporary discussions amongst sub-Saharan theorists of 
(higher) education have similarly focused substantially on the three ends of 
fostering development for the society as a whole, transmitting and enriching 
local culture, and promoting moral personhood.52 All three appear to be a 
function of communion, an ideal of sharing a way of life and caring for oth-
ers’ quality of life.

The first end, of socioeconomic development, is not unusual to find 
advanced by Western theorists, but they much less frequently defend the 
other two ends. The default position amongst contemporary Euro-American-
Australasian educationists is that teaching should above all engage with the 
student’s rationality or autonomy, raising a cosmopolitan awareness of differ-
ent cultures and values and enabling the student to choose which of them she 
prefers. Debate needs to continue between Africa and the West (speaking, of 
course, at a very broad level) about whether education properly aims to instill 
particular, local norms as well as virtues.

Another major contrast between the two traditions concerns knowledge 
for its own sake, with the West tending to prize it, and Africa not, indeed 
often suggesting that it is to be rejected.53 Sometimes African thinkers eschew 
the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake because of pressing medical and 
economic needs that are thought to warrant resources above all, but other 
times they do in light of the deep, sub-Saharan values of communion or vital-
ity, neither of which appears reliably facilitated by abstract truths or blue-sky 
enquiries.

Although this chapter has often suggested respects in which African philo-
sophical perspectives might give those in the Western tradition pause, here 
might be a place where the reverse is true. How can Africanists make sense 
of the intuition that it is worth spending time, money, and other public 
resources pursuing knowledge of the origin, nature, and fate of the cosmos? 
If someone truly discovered that the universe will expand forever, would it 
not be appropriate to praise and reward her for the accomplishment? If so, 
would it be because she would have advanced communion, or has she instead 
realized some other sort of (non-relational) value?
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religious studies/theology

Traditional African religion, which is shot through with philosophical con-
cepts, is largely neglected in international scholarly discussions of spirituality. 
As is well known, it is form of theism, focused on belief in a personal God in 
an invisible realm who created the visible one. However, it differs in impor-
tant ways from Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, offering at least three inter-
esting alternative approaches to key religious matters.

For a first example, whereas the Abrahamic monotheistic religions are rev-
elatory, traditional African religion is not.54 The former maintain that God’s 
will has been directly communicated to human beings via certain texts or 
prophets. If you read a certain book, or hear of what a certain person has 
said, then you can know what God’s purpose is. In contrast, from a character-
istic sub-Saharan perspective, God is “too big” or “too distant” for us to be 
able to apprehend his mind, so that we require an ancestral mediator in order 
to convey God’s intentions to us. The idea that we have no hope of becom-
ing directly acquainted with the thoughts of an infinite being is a theological 
perspective that merits serious consideration.

A second interesting difference between African theism and mainstream 
variants of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam concerns the presence of spirits. 
Upon the bodily death of a human being, the latter theisms standardly main-
tain that her soul survives, leaves Earth, and enters a heaven or a hell. Upon 
entering a spiritual realm, it is rare or perhaps even impossible for a soul to 
communicate with humans still on earth; in short, spirits are transcendent. 
However, traditional African religions tend to maintain that, after leaving 
one’s body, one’s invisible self remains on Earth, residing in a particular locale 
such as in an animal or on a landscape, and continues to engage routinely 
with family members.55 By this view, spirits are immanent. Are there theologi-
cal grounds for thinking that either immanence or transcendence is a better 
way to understand what happens to the “living-dead”?

For a third contribution that African philosophical ideas could make to 
theological disputes, consider that divinity is usually understood in terms of 
vitality.56 God essentially is life-force, with everything that exists in the world 
being offshoots of God and so composed of varying degrees of this invisible 
energy. In addition, moral status is often ascribed to life-force, so that the 
more life-force an entity has, the higher intrinsic value it has and the more 
respect it deserves. This approach normally grounds an ascription of dignity 
to human beings, who are thought to have more vitality than animals and 
plants, which nonetheless have some real moral status for having more vitality 
than, say, rivers and rocks.

These metaphysics and ethics contrast with the usual way that the big three 
monotheisms are understood. On the one hand, Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam are substance-oriented views. For them, God and souls are nonphysi-
cal things, whereas, for sub-Saharan theism, they are (very powerful) invisible 
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energies. On the other hand, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam tend to iden-
tify the core value of divinity not with vitality, but rather rationality, and to 
think (at least until recently) that the nonrational world of nature is of merely 
instrumental value for the ends of humankind made in God’s image.

ecology

As per the end of the previous section, philosophical ideas from the sub-Saha-
ran tradition about the ultimate nature of what exists and its value ground a 
certain recurrent approach to the environment. Specifically, the African tradi-
tion tends not to be anthropocentric in the specific sense of deeming every-
thing nonhuman or nonpersonal as lacking moral status or as having merely 
instrumental value.57 Instead, one common African approach is to think in 
terms of a “great chain of being,” where human beings are more important 
than animals, but where animals nonetheless matter morally such that we 
have direct obligations to them to avoid treating them in harmful or degrad-
ing ways.58

The vitalist approach that grounds this stratified conception of moral sta-
tus is a compelling alternative to Western environmental ethics that ascribes 
to animals either no moral status, as per Kantianism, or a moral status equal 
to ours, e.g., utilitarianism (feeling pleasure/pain or having desires) and bio-
centrism (being an organism). In addition to the view that moral status is a 
function of the degree of a being’s vitality, there are other interesting envi-
ronmental ethics recently advanced by those working in the African philo-
sophical tradition. For example, some have suggested that a being’s moral 
status is a constituted by its being part of a web of life59 or by the degree to 
which it can in principle be part of a communal relationship with us.60

Two other concepts salient in the African philosophical tradition are worth 
noting as rightly affecting discussion about environmental matters. One is the 
idea that particular human beings cannot truly own land, because it belongs 
to either a clan, the human race as a whole, or God.61 If any one of us can-
not own land, then one may not dispose of it and what is on it however one 
pleases; instead, one must consult with others before doing what would likely 
negatively affect them.

The other important idea is that we can owe a debt of gratitude to previ-
ous and present generations of a sort that grounds obligations to protect the 
environment for future generations.62 Western philosophers invariably ground 
duties to future generations simply on something about them, typically the 
fact they will have interests. In contrast, those drawing on African ideas sug-
gest another, plausible rationale: we owe a debt of gratitude to those who no 
longer exist, which has implications for how we should treat those who will 
exist. Here, again, is another fascinating idea from the African tradition that 
merits consideration by a global audience in philosophy and beyond it.
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notes

 1.  And presumably by other sorts as well, though this chapter focuses strictly on 
contemporary expressions of African philosophy in English texts.

 2.  A fuller exposition would also address fields such as: art/architecture; commu-
nication/linguistics; engineering/technology; natural science; and race/gen-
der studies.

 3.  Gyekye (1992), Bujo (2009), Kuwali (2014).
 4.  Wiredu (2002).
 5.  Wamba-dia-Wamba (1992).
 6.  Wingo (2006).
 7.  See Cobbah (1987), Wiredu (1996), Gyekye (1997), ramose (1999: 49–64, 

138–145, 163–195), Iroegbu (2005: 78–83), and Bewaji (2006).
 8.  Ake (1987), Gbadegesin (1991: 66–67).
 9.  Organization of African Unity (OAU) (1981).
 10.  Cornell and Muvangua (2011: esp. 222–316, 388–404).
 11.  Nkondo (2007).
 12.  Aja (1997), ramose (2001), Idowu (2006).
 13.  Tutu (1999), Louw (2006), Krog (2008), Cornell and Muvangua (2011: 31–122).
 14.  Okafor (1984, 1988).
 15.  Cornell and Muvangua (2011), Kuwali (2014).
 16.  Keevy (2011), Táíwò (2014).
 17.  Odunsi (2014).
 18.  Bennett (2011), Hoeben et al. (2014).
 19.  Gichure and Oluoch have recently claimed that “there is a dearth of substantial 

African business ethics literature,” but the citations in this section suggest oth-
erwise. See Gichure and Oluoch (2015).

 20.  Mbigi and Maree (1995); see also Dandala (2009).
 21.  Nussbaum (2003), Lutz (2009).
 22.  Nussbaum (2003), Khoza (2006), Boon (2007), Prozesky (2009: 1–4), Msila 

(2015).
 23.  Jackson et al. (2008).
 24.  Mofuoa (unpublished).
 25.  Shivji (2014).
 26.  Wiredu (1992: 202).
 27.  Dzobo (1992: 226).
 28.  Tangwa (2005: 181).
 29.  Murove (2005a), Biney (2014), Amaeshi and Idemudia (2015).
 30.  Bujo (2009), Ntibagirirwa (2010), Ajei (2011), Keita (2011), Arewa (2014).
 31.  Pheko and Kgosi (2008).
 32.  Ntibagirirwa (2014), Metz (2016).
 33.  Kuusipalo (2014), Ziai (2014).
 34.  Sogolo (1993); cf. Winch (1964).
 35.  Ikuenobe (2006).
 36.  See, for an overview, Heinberg (1995).
 37.  Carroll (2014).
 38.  Alo (1984: 4).
 39.  Carroll (2014: 259–260, 263–264).
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 40.  Cf. Nisbett (2003).
 41.  Carroll (2014: 265).
 42.  For a survey across the continent, see Nsamenang (2007), and for one over 

time, see Nwoye (2015a).
 43.  Cf. Nwoye (2015b).
 44.  Nsamenang (2007).
 45.  Nobles (1986), Holdstock (2000), Mkhize (2004), Jamison (2008), Adelowo 

(2015).
 46.  Makinde (1988: 91), Manda (2008: 125–126, 135–137).
 47.  Airhihenbuwa (1995: x).
 48.  Also defended in Mkhize (2004), Murove (2005b), and Nsamenang (2007).
 49.  Mpofu (2002). For a related discussion in an East Asian context, see Markus 

et al. (1996).
 50.  See Mpofu (2002), Mkhize (2004), and Nsamenang (2007).
 51.  Metz (2010), Tangwa (2010), Andoh (2011).
 52.  For just some examples, see several contributions in Yesufu (1973) as well as 

Seepe (1998), Letseka (2000), Makgoba and Seepe (2004), Ikuenobe (2006), 
Nabudere (2006).

 53.  Nyerere (1964), Dowling and Seepe (2003), Nabudere (2006).
 54.  Gyekye (1995: 129–146), Wiredu (1996: 61–77).
 55.  Mutwa (1964).
 56.  Tempels (1959), Dzobo (1992), Bujo (1997), Teffo and roux (2003).
 57.  Cf. Horsthemke (2015).
 58.  Etieyibo (2017).
 59.  LenkaBula (2008), Behrens (2014).
 60.  Metz (2012).
 61.  Kelbessa (2005).
 62.  Oruka and Juma (1994), Murove (2007), Behrens (2012).
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A Bibliographical report on African 
Philosophy

Anthony Onyemaechi Chukwu

introduction

The two discursive formations that have emerged in African philosophy 
are universalism and traditionalism, and the theoretical differences within 
African philosophy mirror the formation of these two philosophies more 
generally. While the universalists advance an essentialist view of philosophy, 
the traditionalists present a non-essentialist view. The debate about African 
philosophy between the universalists and traditionalists is similar to the 
debate that pitted universalists against pragmatists in Western philosophy. 
Whereas richard rorty’s pragmatic position of philosophy sees philosophical 
systems as socially constructed, the universalists contend that there is 
a project of philosophy that is universal (common) for all cultures. Such a 
philosophy should be systematic or scientific—that is, it should have a general 
systematic method of logical analysis or an axiomatic-deductive procedure of 
investigation. Some of the philosophers with this disposition are Descartes, 
Locke, Kant, Hegel (in the early era of modern Western philosophy), and 
robert Brandom, who represents the present age. Proponents of this view 
are convinced of the need for system building and theory production in 
the philosophical enterprise. Their works and that of their followers seek to 
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formulate an ultimate framework for thought. This intention significantly 
betrays a provincial Western philosophical claim to universality.

In trying to make the essentialist view of the universalists appear  pointless, 
rorty presents a pragmatic view. Although rorty is not against the  scientific 
worldview per se, he is against its foundation, which enables it to explicate 
rationality and objectivity in terms of certain grounding criteria. To 
 undermine this, he relies on the pragmatic views of those he calls heroes 
of philosophy: Wittgenstein, Heidegger, and Dewey. The thrust of their 
argument is that the contents of philosophy should be social and local. This 
means that every philosophy basically has a cultural root and is ethnocentric. 
As a result of this relativistic stretch of pragmatism, a question arises: How 
can any philosophy with a particular cultural origin be universal? In the 
specific context of Western philosophy, how can such a cultural philosophy 
simultaneously be universal? Though the universalists maintain their ground, 
they are not able to answer these questions. They fail to show the “skyhook” 
that could aid the observation of the universality of a tradition of philosophy. 
In view of this, rorty’s pragmatism poses a challenge to the universalists’ 
conception of philosophy.

Like the debate between the pragmatists and universalists, which has 
shaped the history of Western philosophy, the discursive formations of 
the universalists and traditionalists in African philosophy has also shaped 
the history of African philosophy. Before a bibliographic survey of African 
philosophical works, let us examine the views of the universalists and 
traditionalists.

universalists versus traditionalists in a nutshell

The universalist philosophers are so designated because they conceive 
philosophy rigidly. These are professional philosophers such as Odera Oruka, 
Kwasi Wiredu, Peter Bodunrin, and Paulin Hountondji.1 These philosophers 
postulate a universalist orientation for African philosophy. For them 
philosophy is a theoretical discipline with a universal character like physics, 
algebra, linguistics, etc., and it has special protocols for investigation, such 
as clarity in stating problems, rigorous inquiry, logical reasoning, appraisal 
of arguments, etc. In short, they posit a written philosophy with a scientific 
mode of investigation. Anything short of this form or structure is not a “strict 
philosophy.”2 In view of this, the African traditional systems of thought do 
not merit the status of a philosophy because they are marked by assertions 
unproven in argument.

This critique runs into some problems, especially concerning a definition 
of philosophy. To the degree that a definition of philosophy or lack thereof 
becomes an issue at all, it is a double-edged sword for the universalists 
because, first, the universalist philosophers use a universalist definition of 
philosophy to subvert the “assumptions” of their opponents rather than 
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give undisputed criteria which will support their universalist claim. The 
whole history of Western philosophy is witness to this difficulty; it is full 
of unsuccessful efforts to limit the meaning of philosophy. Second, the 
attempt by the universalist philosophers to define philosophy in terms of 
distinguishing “strict” or “unique” philosophy from “loose” or “debased” 
philosophy is an endless enterprise. Again, as the history of Western 
philosophy itself shows, the many attempts to engender “scientific” or 
“rationalist” definitions of philosophy illustrate an overall rather vague and 
general use of the term philosophy with respect to many nonscientific and 
even nonrationalist forms of philosophizing.

Also, the universalist tendency to discard other methods of philosophy 
as nonstandard is elitist. While Oruka argues that there is something like a 
“reputable criterion of philosophy,”3 which deploys “reputable principles 
of reasoning,”5 Bodunrin insists that not “everyone is a philosopher.”4 
In making these discriminatory statements, these authors fail to outline the 
criteria that will determine African philosophy as reputable. In other words, 
what constitutes reputability or respectability regarding African philosophy 
is not clearly stated, but merely implied by the invocation of the established 
standards of Western philosophy. However, there is a pragmatic side to the 
position of the universalist philosophers: an active interest to protect their 
professional (academic) field. By erecting intellectual boundaries—especially 
in Africa, where the university culture is not as vast as, for example, in the 
West and is almost everywhere linked to political power and funding—the 
universalists place a high burden on the traditionalists to make their inquiry 
relevant. This consequently chokes off their access to government funding.

The traditionalists, on the other hand, hold on to the idea that  philosophy 
is a product of culture. In other words, the traditionalists basically view 
 philosophy as a chronotopic enterprise, that is, a project characterized by the 
spatio-temporal categories of every culture. Consequently, they find African 
philosophy in peoples’ morality, oral tradition, ethics, religion, and  proverbs. 
If this sounds simplistic, it is because it is rather simplistic. Moreover, what 
qualifies anyone as an African philosopher is no more than the ability to 
probe into the African cultural account. The idea that emerges is of African 
philosophy as “a cultural phenomenon”6 since philosophy “does not take 
place or grow in a vacuum,”7 and because no “philosophy is applicable to all 
cultures.”8 In sum, the traditionalists contend that philosophy is a people’s 
“reflective activity”9 on their lived experiences in their environment. Given 
that there is no legitimate, rational way to deny Africans a reflective capability 
over their lived social experience, and hence philosophy, without resorting to 
the derogative Levy-Bruhlesque way, the traditionalists seem to have a strong 
point about a notion of African philosophy that runs counter to that of the 
universalist philosophers who fail to reckon with the intellectual activities or 
reflective reasoning of African culture.
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The traditionalist position has its drawbacks. It starts by deploying 
an overreaching idea of culture. The idea of culture in the position of the 
traditionalists venerates African culture as an absolute measure, making it an 
end in itself. Beyond this sort of strong sense of cultural nationalism, they 
fail to show in precisely what way African culture is producing philosophy. 
Also, their sense of cultural nationalism does not appear to be open to the 
idea that cultures can interact in a mutually beneficial way, as attested 
by the historical meeting between African and European cultures. This 
meeting resulted in a situation where, on the one hand, the “great part of 
the scientific ideas operative in Africa today are Western.”10 On the other, 
there are widely developed “techniques and principles that are not linked 
with Western forms.”11 This conflation was by no means a disadvantage, as 
it has rather helped a great deal to modify and transform African technology 
for the production of food, for transportation, architecture, information 
dissemination, healthcare delivery, and the social structure of the society.

Again, perhaps in an attempt to reverse the older anthropological 
prejudices of Levy Bruhl and others, some traditionalists glorify the African 
past beyond the scope of historical exactitude. The history of African societies 
shows to an unprejudiced mind that “not everything about our [African] past 
was glorious.”12 On any intellectual level, it is highly problematic to accept 
this romantic glorification because it amounts to finding “non-historical 
conditions of … historical development.”13 Surprisingly, the traditionalist 
picture of African culture is mostly static. It is, however, doubtful whether 
there exists any culture completely devoid of dynamism. Overall, it is difficult 
to disagree with the main traditionalist argument that it is worthwhile for 
African philosophers to investigate African belief systems. This raises a 
fundamental question: Why should African culture not be part of the content 
of African philosophy?

Traditionalist philosophy, also called ethnophilosophy, includes the works 
of philosophers, anthropologists, sociologists, and all who present African 
metaphysics (i.e., African collective worldviews, proverbs, folklore, etc.). 
Examples are John S. Mbiti and Placide Tempels.14

Sage philosophy is also included in the traditionalist category. And this 
is represented by the works of Odera Oruka, Marcel Griaule, and Barry 
 Hallen and J. Olubi Sodipo.15 Also, the works of African political leaders 
and  statesmen who had a vision and a mission that hinged on the creation 
of a unique political philosophy based on African intimate social relations are 
part of the traditionalist philosophy. These are leaders—like Nkrumah and 
Nyerere16—who were in the vanguard of the nationalist movements.

The critique of traditionalists not only took on a life of its own by  catching 
on with universalists, it became de rigueur for them. Hountondji (1970) 
emerged as one of the strongest critics of traditionalists with a description of 
their enterprise as ethnophilosophy. We will come back to this later.
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a short bibliograPhic survey of african PhilosoPhy

For Taylor, “philosophy is inescapably historical.”17 By this he may have 
meant that it is a matter of necessity to require the historiography of 
philosophy to provide a genetic account of every formulation without 
deeming anything too unique to uncover. African philosophy seems to have 
followed the path envisaged by Taylor. As a philosophical activity or discourse 
that has suffused African cultures, institutions, practices, and traditions, it 
has produced newer interpretations and praxis that reflect and shape African 
identity. The brief bibliographical survey laid out here clearly outlines the 
trajectory of African philosophy. When Wiredu famously remarked that the 
history of African philosophy was in the making, he may have meant that 
African philosophy lacked a core of defining features on which it could be 
anchored, like Western philosophy.18 However, African philosophy is no 
longer at that point. MacIntyre describes African philosophy’s current 
point as where the accomplishments of philosophy can now be judged by 
its history.19 So, in laying out the bibliography of African philosophy, the 
history of African philosophy will be followed. Three broad epochs can be 
clearly discerned: the epoch before the universalist-traditionalist debate, the 
universalist vs. traditionalist epoch, and the contemporary epoch.

The Pre-universalist-Traditionalist Epoch

The epoch preceding the emergence of the universalist vs. traditionalist 
discursive formations is marked by works of scholars on African culture 
that were done much before African philosophy as we know it came into 
existence. A bibliography of this epoch begins with the work of Placide 
Tempels.20 Tempels, a Belgian priest who was neither African nor a 
philosopher, argued that Africans (sub-Saharan Africans particularly) have 
their own distinctive philosophy underpinned by the notions of “being” and 
“force,” and their dynamic interaction. With this, Tempels not only set off a 
huge debate on the existence of African philosophy, he was very influential in 
it. Tempels’ work paved the way for Jahnheinz Jahn’s Muntu.21 In Muntu, 
Jahn provides an in-depth and insightful examination of African culture 
through a survey of a broad range of issues, including traditional and modern 
African thought expressed in religion, music and dance, literature, language, 
philosophy, and art. In sum, he concluded that given Muntu (the Bantu word 
for human), which is the foundation of the tapestry of African culture and 
the resilience of its values and elements, there is no possibility of its atrophy 
due to the onslaught of the West. rather, it will coexist with Western culture. 
Furthermore, the philosophical impulse of Jahn’s work was derived from its 
study of the works of Temples, Marcel Griaule, Alexis Kagame, Germaine 
Dieterlen, and Maya Deren. These works are interconnected in their attempt 
to postulate African philosophy from African culture.



818  A.O. CHUKWU

Claude Sumner’s array of publications, beginning in the early 1970’s, seeks 
to uncover centuries (i.e., fifteenth to eighteenth centuries) of Ethiopian 
written philosophy.22 The significance of these works is twofold. On the one 
hand, they are historically consequential, and, on the other, they undercut 
the universalist claim that there was no textuality in African cultural tradition 
and therefore no philosophy. A.J. Smet’s work also fits in here23; he offers 
a bibliography of African thought listing, in particular, the philosophical 
conceptions of the black African peoples. It also distinguishes between works 
that are philosophical in a strict sense and those that are in a loose sense, 
which is a distinction that was accentuated by the universalists, especially 
Peter Bodunrin and Odera Oruka during the debate about the existence of 
African philosophy. This brings us to the universalist vs. traditionalist epoch.

The Universalist Vs. Traditionalist Epoch

This epoch is characterized by the intense debate between the universalists 
and traditionalists on what African philosophy is or is not. Laying the 
groundwork for this debate is the Eurocentric view of some scholars such 
as Hegel and Levy-Bruhl. In The History of Philosophy, Hegel denigrates 
Africans as people lacking the ability for rational philosophical reflection.24 
Similarly, in 1923, Levy-Bruhl authored a work that represented Africans 
as only capable of pre-logical thinking. Motivated largely by the need to 
critically respond to these views, the traditionalists sought to define, source, 
and resource African philosophy from African cultural capital. This was 
done in three major ways. First, differing from the notion of being central 
to Western philosophy, the traditionalists emphasized the notion of vital 
force posited by Placide Tempels. Second, the traditionalists departed from 
Western philosophy’s emphasis on the individual and individualistic thinking 
and instead emphasized the “We” rather than the “I.” Thus, the recognition 
of the humanity of a person is based on their community and not their 
individuality. In other words, a person is not human solely on the basis of 
their individuality, but through others in their society. Thirdly, traditionalists 
made belief in spirits part of the subject matter of African philosophy, unlike 
Western philosophy, which, through verificationism, disavowed faith and 
spiritual entities.

In light of this, Aimé Césaire, Léopold Senghor, Cheikh Anta Diop, and 
Frantz Fanon, among others, authored works that concertedly sought to 
vitiate the Eurocentric viewpoint about Africans. Although the writings of 
these authors are described as political, sociological, and historical, the works 
of John Mbiti, K.C. Anyanwu, Joseph Omoregbe, Oyekan Owomoyela, 
Barry Hallen, John Olubi Sodipo, Kwame Gyekye, and others could not be 
so described. The works of these authors are considered more philosophical 
in their collective attempt to extract philosophy from the African worldview 
or lived experience. The premise of their position, which seems difficult to 
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refute, is that the process through which every society explains its experience, 
existence, and beliefs clearly constitutes their philosophy.

The universalists, however, found a way to claim that the traditionalist 
position is nothing short of a dogmatic veneration of culture25 that violates 
the canons of philosophizing. Looking at traditional African society, Wiredu 
argues that no real philosophy took place in that African society was noted 
for “shared beliefs in the wisdom of age, the sanctity of chieftaincy and the 
binding force of the customs and usages of the ancestors.”26 Wiredu goes 
further to reject the propriety of African cultural capital for philosophy 
on three grounds. One, it is anachronistic in the sense that it “outlasts its 
suitability.”27 Two, it is authoritarian in the way that society allows “the 
unjustified overriding of an individual’s will.”28 Three, it is supernaturalistic 
given the “tendency to seek the basis of morality in some supernatural 
source.”29 Hountondji intensified the critical and polemical intentions of 
the universalists by describing the traditionalist discourse as ethnophilosophy 
(i.e., a quasi-philosophy). This was followed by further criticisms of African 
philosophy posited by the traditionalists as “a hybrid, ideological discipline 
without a status in the world of theory”30 as well as an “indeterminate 
discourse with no object.”31 Oruka also distrusted the idea of philosophy as 
an ethnophilosophical exposition because of methodological inadequacies. 
For him, philosophy, properly so called, must follow “reputable criterion” 
and conform with “reputable principles.”32

Even though the universalist are united in their bid to critically 
 discountenance the enterprise of African philosophy based on or facilitated 
by the African world view, it was Hountondji’s expansive criticism that stuck. 
Seeing the traditionalist view of African philosophy as a philosophy which 
presents African worldviews, Hountondji argued that the position should be 
discarded because it deviates from widespread theoretical practices prevalent 
in the West; he called it ethnophilosophy to achieve the polemical goal of the 
universalists. The characterization of the traditionalists as ethnophilosophers, 
which emerged in light of Hountondji’s critique, marked the beginning of 
the universalists’ anti-ethnophilosophy orthodoxy.

The universalist orthodoxy seized the zeitgeist of African philosophy until 
the publication of Wiredu’s anthology, A Companion to African Philosophy, 
in 2004.33 Containing 47 essays by 40 international scholars with vast 
bibliographies, the volume was as comprehensive as it was an updating of 
the repertoire of African philosophy. However, short of conveying different 
individual polemical perspectives about African philosophy, the anthology 
offered no outline of any sort of a collective overview of African philosophy. 
In the wake of this publication, a contemporary epoch emerged focusing 
on the need to reconsider the question, what is African philosophy? The 
programmatic agenda of contemporary African philosophical thought, 
insofar as it is discernible, is to steer away from what is basically the 
ethnographical identity quest of the traditionalists and to also steer away 
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from the universalists’ attempt to replicate Western philosophy for Africa. 
Consequently, a whole range of discursive deliberations were treated, such as 
the problem of identity and self-constitution, the dynamics of decolonization, 
and the problem of the intersection between race and sexuality.

Before sampling the bibliographies of the contemporary epoch, we 
should note some of the works in this epoch that do not fit neatly into the 
traditionalists vs. universalists straitjacket. Four such works will suffice. 
Kinyongo’s Epiphanie de la philosophies Africanes et Afro-americaines not only 
attempts to map the history of the debate about the existence and essence of 
African philosophy, it equally offers a periodization consisting of three eras: 
Ancient Egyptian and Nubian philosophy, Coptic-Islamic African philosophy, 
and the era of philosophy of Africans who were deported from Europe.34 
C.B. Okolo, contrary to Claude Sumner, claims that African philosophy 
has no texts before the middle of the twentieth century.35 Consequently, 
he assigns the beginning of African philosophy to a period as recent as after 
the Second World War when he believes textuality must have emerged in 
Africa. D.A. Masolo’s broad and diverse work, African Philosophy in Search 
of Identity, not only included Negritude in historicizing African philosophy, 
it tracked Negritude to the Harlem renaissance which came about in 
the attempt to rearticulate the black self which had endured centuries of 
Othering and abnegation by Europeans. In what seemed like a follow-up to 
Kinyongo’s work and earlier works by Cheik Anta Diop, Lansana Keita, and 
Theophilus Obenga, Molefi Kete Asante authored an Afrocentric book titled 
The Egyptian Philosophers: Ancient African Voices from Imhotep to Akhenaten. 
This is one of the most significant attempts at foregrounding the Egyptian 
ancestry of African philosophy.36

The Contemporary Epoch

A major work that marks the contemporary epoch of African philosophy is 
Sanya Osha’s Postethnophilosophy.37 Osha’s agenda, to the extent that it exists 
in this book, seeks a break from the thematic hold of ethnophilosophy on 
African philosophy. The title of the book, Postethnophilosopy, says it all. In 
advocating for a postethnophilosophical African philosophy, Osha seems 
genuinely convinced that there is a need to abandon the question of  African 
identity which is central to the project of ethnophilosophy. For Osha, the 
identity question impales and stalls African philosophy. As a consequence, he 
follows Hountondji’s anti-ethnophilosophy orthodoxy. To shift the paradigm 
away from ethnophilosophy and appropriately cause a discursive rupture, 
Osha outlines topics for African philosophical discourse which, among others, 
include decolonization, globalization, race, culture, and sexuality. To position 
these topics, he offers a searching criticism, on a very high theoretical level, of 
philosophers found to be lured to ethnophilosophy, and thus shows the way 
to a new understanding of African philosophy.
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However, Osha’s effort to substitute ethnophilosophy with a new agenda 
for African philosophy runs into some problems, which I have noted 
elsewhere.38 It is, however, important to reiterate here that the reason Osha 
rejects the suitability of ethnophilosophy for African philosophy is to skirt 
the problem of identity, but per contra taking away the concept of identity 
from African philosophical discourse denies it a strong thematic connection 
to Africa. Every tradition of philosophy has a dominant thematic connection 
to that tradition, for example, British philosophy (rationalism), American 
philosophy (pragmatism), French philosophy (existentialism), and German 
philosophy (idealism). The theme that is on point for African philosophy is 
identity. Even though the concept of identity has attracted searing critiques, 
it remains a theme without which the question of what African philosophy is 
can neither be thought of nor answered.

Unlike British, American, French, or German philosophy, which do 
not undertake a philosophical reflection on the question of what it is to 
be British, American, French, or German, African philosophy needs to 
philosophically reflect on the question of what it means to be African as a 
way to philosophically position the contemplative and unique African lived 
experience (cultural and traditional). So, without a great deal of effort 
addressing the question of what is African in African philosophy in the 
twenty-first century, through which attempts have been made to answer 
difficult, culturally original questions, African philosophy would not have 
developed to what it is at the moment: another pathway of thought and/
or a different way of doing philosophy. Also, it will, without a doubt, be 
difficult for African philosophy to deal with, as it is doing now, the challenges 
and opportunities of intercultural philosophizing. To this extent, African 
philosophy is not, in any shape or form, a mere culturally imposed category 
(i.e., a people’s philosophy rather than an individual one) devoid of any 
philosophical significance as anti-ethnophilosophy orthodoxists make it seem. 
Therefore, the quest for identity through ethnophilosophical inquiry remains 
a pragmatic foundational tool of African philosophy. Ethnophilosophy, for 
all its shortcomings, is indispensable for charting a different methodological 
pathway for African philosophy to examine the idiosyncratic African 
intellectual heritage. Beyond ethnophilosophy, African philosophy, like other 
traditions of philosophy, can take on other themes such as metaphysics, 
epistemology, axiology, and methodology, without necessarily having to 
abandon identity, its dominant theme.

Without a doubt, however, Osha’s proposition to rethink African 
philosophy based on a African worldview has extended the frontiers of African 
philosophy. The work makes it possible to see any discourse made through 
the prism of African worldview as integral to African philosophy. Among 
such works is Abdul Karim Bangura’s African Mathematics: From Bones to 
Computers.39 The author not only attempts to highlight Africa’s contribution 
to certain branches and sub-branches of mathematics, he also presents 
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African mathematics in a way that holds the assurance of it as a catalyst for 
the exploration of indigenous knowledge in all fields of study for African 
researchers.

A lot of philosophical analyses on several issues, from culture to terrorism, 
proliferated in the contemporary epoch. Omotade Adegbindin’s attempt, 
in “The Problem of Gerontocracy in Africa,” to draws from the Ifá literary 
corpus, believed to be the repository of Yorùbá philosophy, to refute the 
idea common to the universalists that gerontocracy in Africa merely confers 
on African elders an immutable authority over thought, thereby denying 
independent thought.40 Thaddeus Metz’s work on dignity and human rights 
essentially explores two conceptions of human dignity rooted in African 
thinking as a way of making a contribution to the international human rights 
debate.41 Jonathan Chimakonam’s study of African science attempts to do 
three significant things: one, show a peculiar African thought system/logic 
and science; two, systematize African science based on African logic, which he 
expects will be further studied and improved upon, and; three, argue for the 
institutionalization of African natural thought system in schools across Africa 
to ensure a productive education for the African child.42

Nkiru Nzegwu’s book, Family Matters,43 is an exposition of postcolonial, 
gender-unequal Igboland, which metamorphosed from a precolonial setting 
of non-patriarchal, non-gendered society with separate but interdependent 
governing political systems for men and women. The author attributes the 
vast structural changes witnessed in the postcolonial Igbo family to colonial 
laws, edicts, and judicial institutions. On the basis of a critical rereading of 
social practices and oral and written histories of Igbo women and the society, 
Nzegwu notes that the emergence of gender inequality was made possible 
by the union of assumptions by Western feminists and African male judges 
about “traditional” African values that subordinated and oppressed women. 
Digging into the historical Igbo family structures and practices, she offers 
a conception of equality different from the epistemological and ontological 
foundations of Western feminist inquiry. With such a significant work, 
Nzegwu not only opens a new vista to understanding African philosophical 
discourse, she equally provides a necessary and strong African voice that 
highlights the epistemological significance of a distinctive African conception 
of gender.

Michael Aina Akande’s study of Yoruba metaphysics presents an 
interesting characterization of African cosmology, from a viewpoint of 
Yoruba metaphysics, which he calls “humanistic theism.” It is a critique of 
the “theistic humanism” posited by Maduabuchi Dukor.44 Kevin Behrens’ 
study of African bioethics is an attempt to respond to a perceived moral 
crisis in South Africa and Africa. The author basically argues for restoring the 
dignity of the people of Africa whose values, beliefs, and cultures have been 
denigrated in the past. This requires the application of indigenous African 
bioethics, thought, and values to ethical issues.45
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conclusion

In surveying the bibliographic trajectory of African philosophy, this chapter 
shows the two contours of that trajectory: traditionalism and universalism. 
It started with Hountondji’s forceful universalist critique, which reduced the 
ascription of philosophy to African intellectual heritage and cultural capital to 
ethnophilosophy.46 For a while, this critique put a chill on African philosophy, 
especially the traditionalists who, viewing the term as derogatory, avoided 
being labelled ethnophilosophers. But in the early 80s, they eventually over-
came this influence with an epic takedown of the term, calling it “a euphe-
mism for false and anti-African African philosophy.”47 With this, the way was 
paved for the reexamination of African philosophy with contributions to the 
cultural element of philosophy from several African philosophers.48 The anti-
ethnophilosophy position of the universalists and the pro-ethnophilosophy 
responses of the traditionalists have not only redefined ethnophilosophy, they 
have also implicated the liberalization of the notion of philosophy (a redefi-
nition that is quite similar to the liberalization of the notion of philosophy 
in the Western philosophical tradition owing to the debate between pragma-
tists and universalists). In essence, the idea of philosophy as a grand discourse 
that is the province of Western culture, which is the thrust of the universalist 
position, lost its tenacity and currency. Consequently, how philosophy is done 
(method) and its subject matter (content) acquired a relative form.

The emergence of the liberal notion of philosophy from the debate about 
African philosophy facilitated the evolution of an African philosophy that is 
an eclectic platform for African philosophers to engage in the discourse about 
Africa. Consequently, African philosophers not only reexamined their own 
views and ideas—as was the case with Hountondji, who had to scale back a 
bit his anti-ethnophilosophical African philosophy criticism49—they also 
engaged other philosophers’ ideas, arguments, and thoughts about Africa and 
the world, and her subaltern status on the global stage marked by knowledge 
production and technological advancement. Other issues that have become 
part of the intellectual staples of African philosophy include, but are not 
 limited to, sexuality, hybridity, gender, and terrorism.

notes
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